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Purpose
To explore the amazing promise and invitation of the new covenant embodied

through Jesus
Hearing the Word 

The Scripture for this lesson is printed below. The background texts are Mark 14:12-
31; Hebrews 8

Jesus Institutes the New Covenant

Mark 14:17-24; Hebrews 8:6-7, 10-12 (NIV)
Mark 14:17-24

      17  When evening came, Jesus arrived with
the Twelve.
      18 While they were reclining at the table eat-
ing, he said, “Truly I tell you, one of you will
betray me—one who is eating with me.”
      19 They were saddened, and one by one
they said to him, “Surely you don’t mean me?”
      20 “It is one of the Twelve,” he replied, “one
who dips bread into the bowl with me.
      21 The Son of Man will go just as it is written
about him. But woe to that man who betrays the
Son of Man! It would be better for him if he had
not been born.”
      22 While they were eating, Jesus took
bread, and when he had given thanks, he broke
it and gave it to his disciples, saying, “Take it;
this is my body.”
      23 Then he took a cup, and when he had
given thanks, he gave it to them, and they all
drank from it.
      24  “This is my blood of the covenant, which
is poured out for many,” he said to them.

Hebrews 8:6-7
      6    But in fact the ministry Jesus has
received is as superior to theirs as the covenant
of which he is mediator is superior to the old
one, since the new covenant is established on
better promises.
      7    For if there had been nothing wrong with
that first covenant, no place would have been
sought for another.

Hebrews 8:10-12
      10 “This is the covenant I will establish with
the people of Israel after that time, declares the
Lord. I will put my laws in their minds and write
them on their hearts. I will be their God, and

they will be my people.
      11 No longer will they teach their neighbor,
or say to one another, ‘Know the Lord,’ because
they will all know me, from the least of them to
the greatest.
      12 For I will forgive their wickedness and will
remember their sins no more.”

Mark 14:17-24; Hebrews 8:6-7, 10-12 (KJV)
Mark 14:17-24

      17  And in the evening he cometh with the
twelve.
      18 And as they sat and did eat, Jesus said,
Verily I say unto you, One of you which eateth
with me shall betray me.
      19 And they began to be sorrowful, and to
say unto him one by one, Is it I? and another
said, Is it I?
      20 And he answered and said unto them, It
is one of the twelve, that dippeth with me in the
dish.
      21 The Son of man indeed goeth, as it is
written of him: but woe to that man by whom the
Son of man is betrayed! good were it for that
man if he had never been born.
      22 And as they did eat, Jesus took bread,
and blessed, and brake it, and gave to them,
and said, Take, eat: this is my body.
      23 And he took the cup, and when he had
given thanks, he gave it to them: and they all
drank of it.
      24  And he said unto them, This is my blood
of the new testament, which is shed for many.

Hebrews 8:6-7
      6    But now hath he obtained a more excel-
lent ministry, by how much also he is the media-
tor of a better covenant, which was established
upon better promises.
      7    For if that first covenant had been fault-
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less, then should no place have been sought for
the second.

Hebrews 8:10-12
      10 For this is the covenant that I will make
with the house of Israel after those days, saith
the Lord; I will put my laws into their mind, and
write them in their hearts: and I will be to them
a God, and they shall be to me a people:

      11 And they shall not teach every man his
neighbour, and every man his brother, saying,
Know the Lord: for all shall know me, from the
least to the greatest.
      12 For I will be merciful to their unrighteous-
ness, and their sins and their iniquities will I
remember no more.

Seeing the Need
We live in a world where promises

have become trivialized. Commercials
and ads bombard us with products that
make promises about what they will do,
how they will make us feel, and ways they
will improve our lives. Some products go
as far as to put the promise part in the
name. One cleaning product “pledges” to
“keep your furniture clean and beautiful.”
A butter-like spread “promises” that it is
“cardiologist approved” and sure to “help
maintain a healthy heart.”

Yet the problem with promises goes
deeper than a culture that treats them
lightly. Some people have experienced so
many broken promises that trusting any-
thing or anyone seems virtually impossi-
ble. We yearn to create situations where
promises might possibly endure: Kids
make “pinky promises,” children beg
their busy parents to “promise” they’ll
come see their game “this time,” couples
make marriage promises that are sup-
posed to last a lifetime, and courtroom
witnesses place their hands on the Bible
and promise to “tell the truth, the whole
truth, and nothing but the truth.”

Still, promises are broken, and com-
mitments are not kept. We need some-
thing better. This lesson explores how
Jesus invites us to that better way that
brings with it better promises that will
ultimately transform the way we relate to
God and to one another.   

Living the Faith
The Elephant in the Room

Mark 14:17-21

“We do conflict.” I found this phrase
on a new church’s website, along with
other core values and mission commit-
ments. What followed was an explanation
that conflict is everywhere. We find it in
our homes; our schools; our places of
work; and, yes, even in our communities
of faith. The difference, at least for Chris-
tians, should be that we do conflict differ-
ently. We are called to speak the truth in
love. We are called to resist the conflict-
averse culture we live in that would
rather ignore, evade, or resort to passive-
aggressive tactics to deal with difficult
topics and situations.

The common expression “the elephant
in the room” illustrates how a person can
walk into a room and acknowledge every-
thing in it except what is the largest and
most obvious. We don’t like to deal with
the stuff that makes us deeply uneasy
and uncomfortable. It is even more diffi-
cult to address things that illuminate our
personal sin and brokenness. 

In stark contrast to how most of us
deal with such things, Jesus was refresh-
ingly blunt and honest. Many Christians
are so familiar with the story of Jesus’
last meal with his disciples that we fail to
realize how tense and awkward it must
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have been.
Can you imagine sitting down for a

meal with your close friends and travel
companions af ter a long journey to
Jerusalem? It was time for the Passover
festival again, and nothing seemed to
indicate that this year’s meal would be
different from previous holiday celebra-
tions. If anything, the meal might serve
as a much-needed reprieve from the
crowds and mounting tensions with the
leaders in the Temple.

But in the middle of the meal, Jesus
turned to his disciples and said, “I assure
you that one of you will betray me––
someone eating with me” (Mark 14:18).
How is that for table talk likely to affect
mood and even digestion? The response
was immediate; all present were “deeply
saddened” (verse 19). 

Over the years, Judas has become a
fairly easy target for Christian derision
and contempt. How could he sell out
Jesus? How could he share a meal, a
sign of intimacy and trust, knowing that
he was secretly working to dismantle,
betray, and threaten everything Jesus
stood for?

The problem with our scapegoating
tendencies where Judas is concerned is
that we are avoiding a new elephant in
the room, and that elephant is us. How
did the apostle Paul once put it? “All
have sinned and fall short of God’s glory”
(Romans 3:23). Around that same table
with Judas were those who would find
themselves denying and abandoning
their Lord within a few hours, previous
commitments and promises notwith-
standing. 

That first-century meal is not unlike

our contemporary gatherings around the
Lord’s Table today. Amazingly enough,
Jesus is still willing to sit down at table
with sinners like you and me, despite his
knowledge of our sin, failings, and history
of broken promises and half-hearted
commitments. That is what makes it a
table of grace.

Perhaps that is also why Christians
have a long tradition of first approaching
the Table with prayers of confession. Con-
fession is that place in our common life
where we should be brutally honest with
God and with one another. It remains one
of the best ways to address the “ele-
phant in the room.”

Can you think of ways you sometimes
evade or ignore taking responsibility for
your actions? How might confession bet-
ter prepare you to eat with Jesus and oth-
ers? 

Jesus Institutes a New Covenant
Mark 14:22-24

It happened at table with Jesus: a new
intimacy, a new relationship, a new way
of living, eating, and loving. “On the night
on which he was betrayed,” Jesus insti-
tuted a new covenant relationship with
simple things such as wine and bread
that had been placed there for the
Passover feast (1 Corinthians 11:23).

Suddenly,  in the middle of the
Passover table liturgy, Jesus departed
from the traditional prayers, uttering
what must have been odd and confusing
words, which later disciples––for genera-
tions to come–– would ponder: “Take;
this is my body. . . . This is my blood of
the covenant, which is poured out for
many” (Mark 14:22-24). 
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Though Christians around the world
continue to explore and reflect on the
mysteries of that moment at table with
Jesus, one thing is clear: Jesus was offer-
ing his very self to bind together this new
relationship of love and service. The
bread symbolized his body, a body that
had been tempted in the wilderness;
wearied on the roads of Galilee; and
would soon be betrayed, beaten, and cru-
cified to satisfy angry crowds and unjust
criminal proceedings.

The wine signified his blood. The
Greek word translated “blood,” haima,
means the “seat of life.” That moment
marks a radical turning point, where
Jesus laid everything he had on the table
and then declared who he was pouring
his life out for: He was doing it “for many”
(verse 24). Over the next 2,000 years, fol-
lowers of Jesus would slowly come to a
deeper awareness of just how big and
inclusive this invitation to new life is, for
that “many” includes the likes of you and
me.

Every time believers gather at the
Lord’s Table today, we participate again
in this new covenant promise sealed in
Jesus’ blood. Jesus does not just offer us
a new ritual for worship; he embodies
and institutes a new way to live with God
and with one another. Jesus does not
just invite us to eat with him; he invites
us to empty ourselves so that we can be
filled with the very life force of God that
restores, heals, and saves.

Mark tells us that Jesus “took bread,
blessed it, broke it, and gave it” (verse
22). Notice the four action verbs: “take,”
“bless,” “break,” and “give.” This fourfold
action is characteristic of many meals
Jesus had with his disciples (Mark 6:41-

42; 8:6-7; Luke 24:30). I am convinced
that these actions are emblematic of
what Jesus desires to do in the life of
every one of his would-be followers.
Jesus wants to take us, bless us, break
us of our sin and self-centeredness, and
give us in service to others in Jesus’
name. All that is needed for one to partic-
ipate in this table of grace is a willing-
ness to come to the Table empty, hungry,
and ready to be filled.

How does considering the Lord’s Sup-
per a place where God desires to bless
you change the way you think about Com-
munion? What are things that we need to
be broken from so that we can be given
in service to God and others?

A Long, Broken Road
Hebrews 8:6-7

We can describe the Bible as a love
story of God repeatedly making covenant
promises to us, which human beings con-
sistently break, over and over again. God
created the first couple with virtually the
world at their fingertips, but still they
chose to have things their way and eat
the one thing God had forbidden. The
original blessing quickly became the first
sin; and, as often happens, one disobedi-
ence rapidly led to another.

As Genesis 1–4 reminds us, it is a
short walk from a stolen, self-interested
bite of fruit to the world’s first murder. It
may not be fair to say that everything
went downhill from there, but what fol-
lows throughout the rest of Scripture is
certainly a long, bumpy road of broken
promises on our par t and God’s
repeated, unfailing efforts to restore, to
renew, to bless, and to save.

God promised Noah that never again
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would the entire earth be flooded (Gene-
sis 9). God made a threefold promise to
Abram and his descendants: that God
would make of Abram a great nation, that
the nation would be led to a promised
land of great abundance, and that this
nation would be a blessing to all the fam-
ilies of the earth (Genesis 12).

At Mount Sinai, God made covenant
promises to Moses and all the people of
Israel, saying, “If you faithfully obey me
and stay true to my covenant, you will be
my precious possession out of all the
peoples” (Exodus 19:5). Salvation history
is replete with God’s amazing, covenant-
keeping promises and a predictable and
repeated human response that exposes
our inability or unwillingness to keep our
own.

Read the Book of Judges as another
example. Chapter after chapter is a famil-
iar saga. God sends word via a messen-
ger: “I brought you up from the land of
Egypt and led you into the land I had
promised to your ancestors. I said, ‘I will
never break my covenant with you’ ”
(Judges 2:1). What follows is a sad but all
too familiar refrain that repeats many
times in the book: “Then the Israelites
did things that the Lord saw as evil . . .
and they went away from the Lord”
(Judges 2:11-12). 

When we turn to Hebrews, it is critical
to keep this larger biblical context in
mind when we read about the new
covenant that is embodied in the person
of Jesus. What is better about this new
covenant? Why does Hebrews insist this
new covenant comes with better prom-
ises?

Scripture makes at least one thing
eminently clear. The new covenant prom-

ises that come to us in Jesus do not abol-
ish the old ones; they fulf i l l  them
(Matthew 5:17). Perhaps this long, bro-
ken road filled with human heartache,
sin, and disobedience has been prepar-
ing us for this new thing all along.

If there was any “fault” in the previous
covenant, it was not on God’s side but on
ours (Hebrews 8:7, 9). If there is anything
“better” in the new, it has to be some-
thing that better helps us to keep the
promises we make (verse 6). With the
advent of Jesus, we are given a new
power to become promise-keepers; we
are enabled to move from brokenness to
wholeness, from sin to redemption, from
faithlessness to faithfulness. Prepare to
have your mind blown and your heart as
well.

Can you think of times when God has
been faithful to you, even when you have
sinned and fallen short of God’s will and
way for your life?

LThe Covenant Within
Hebrews 8:10-12

It may sound odd, but one of the most
radical things about the new covenant
Jesus brings is where it is written. It is not
placed on an ancient scroll by a learned
scribe. It is not inscribed onto tablets of
stone by God’s own finger, though that
seems more permanent than parchment.

Instead, this is the long-anticipated
covenant that was announced by the
prophet Jeremiah: “The time is coming,
declares the Lord, when I will make a
new covenant with the people. . . . I will
put my Instructions within them and
engrave them on their hearts” (Jeremiah
31:31, 33; also Hebrews 8:10). This is a
law placed in the mind and a covenant
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written directly on the human heart. In
Christ, God is going to transform our bro-
kenness and sin from the inside out. 

There is no better symbol of this inter-
nalization of God’s life and power than
the Eucharist. At the Lord’s Table, we
internalize God’s broken body and shed
blood, a powerful symbol of how God’s
promise-making and promise-keeping
grace comes to live inside of us.

On our own, without Christ, we are
strangers to the covenants of God’s
promise without hope and without God in
this world (Ephesians 2:12-13). With the
coming of Christ, and through his life,
death, and resurrection, the very power
of God comes to reside in us by the
power of the Holy Spirit! Listen to how
Paul put it: “I have been crucified with
Christ and I no longer live, but Christ lives
in me. And the life that I now live in my
body, I live by faith, indeed, by the faith-
fulness of God’s Son, who loved me and
gave himself for me” (Galatians 2:20). 

This is a better covenant because we
are no longer trying to pull ourselves up
by our boot-straps or work our way into
righteousness. Are you struggling with
sins, addictions, or behaviors that con-
tinue to take hold of your life despite your
attempts to repent and live differently?
The first step toward healing and restora-
tion begins with admitting we are power-
less to save ourselves. We need some-
thing bigger and better to live in us and
through us. In short, we need Jesus. 

Have you ever felt  powerless to
change your life for the better? How
might admitting that powerlessness to
God and to others be a first step from
brokenness to healing?
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Daily Bible Study

June  3                  Turmoil at the Last Supper                                Mark 14:26-31
June  4                  Jesus Prays While the Disciples Sleep             Mark 14:32-42
June  5                  Jesus Betrayed and Arrested                            Mark 14:43-50
June  6                  Jesus Crucified                                                  Mark 15:16-24
June  7                  Two Criminals Crucified With Jesus                  Mark 15:27-32
June  8                  Faithful Women                                                  Mark 15:40-47
June  9                  New Covenant Sealed With Jesus’ Blood         Mark 15:6-15,
                                                                                                         25-26, 33-39
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Purpose
To recognize how God through Christ restores our relationships with God and others

Hearing the Word   
The Scripture for this lesson is printed below. The background texts are Mark 14:32-

50; Mark 15. 

Jesus Seals the New Covenant

Mark 15:6-15, 25-26, 33-39 (NIV)
Mark 15:6-15

      6    Now it was the custom at the festival to
release a prisoner whom the people requested.
      7    A man called Barabbas was in prison
with the insurrectionists who had committed
murder in the uprising.
      8    The crowd came up and asked Pilate to
do for them what he usually did.
      9    “Do you want me to release to you the
king of the Jews?” asked Pilate,
      10 knowing it was out of self-interest that
the chief priests had handed Jesus over to him.
      11 But the chief priests stirred up the crowd
to have Pilate release Barabbas instead.
      12 “What shall I do, then, with the one you
call the king of the Jews?” Pilate asked them.
      13 “Crucify him!” they shouted.
      14 “Why? What crime has he committed?”
asked Pilate. But they shouted all the louder,
“Crucify him!”
      15 Wanting to satisfy the crowd, Pilate
released Barabbas to them. He had Jesus
flogged, and handed him over to be crucified.

Mark 15:25-26
      25 It was nine in the morning when they cru-
cified him.
      26 The written notice of the charge against
him read: THE KING OF THE JEWS.

Mark 15:33-39
      33 At noon, darkness came over the whole
land until three in the afternoon.
      34 And at three in the afternoon Jesus cried
out in a loud voice, “Eloi, Eloi, lema
sabachthani?” (which means “My God, my God,
why have you forsaken me?”).
      35 When some of those standing near
heard this, they said, “Listen, he’s calling Elijah.”
      36 Someone ran, filled a sponge with wine
vinegar, put it on a staff, and offered it to Jesus

to drink. “Now leave him alone. Let’s see if Elijah
comes to take him down,” he said.
      37  With a loud cry, Jesus breathed his last.
      38 The curtain of the temple was torn in two
from top to bottom.
      39 And when the centurion, who stood there
in front of Jesus, saw how he died, he said,
“Surely this man was the Son of God!”

Mark 15:6-15, 25-26, 33-39 (KJV)
Mark 15:6-15

      6    Now at that feast he released unto them
one prisoner, whomsoever they desired.
      7    And there was one named Barabbas,
which lay bound with them that had made insur-
rection with him, who had committed murder in
the insurrection.
      8    And the multitude crying aloud began to
desire him to do as he had ever done unto them.
      9    But Pilate answered them, saying, Will ye
that I release unto you the King of the Jews?
      10 For he knew that the chief priests had
delivered him for envy.
      11 But the chief priests moved the people,
that he should rather release Barabbas unto
them.
      12 And Pilate answered and said again unto
them, What will ye then that I shall do unto him
whom ye call the King of the Jews?
      13 And they cried out again, Crucify him.
      14 Then Pilate said unto them, Why, what
evil hath he done? And they cried out the more
exceedingly, Crucify him.
      15 And so Pilate, willing to content the peo-
ple, released Barabbas unto them, and deliv-
ered Jesus, when he had scourged him, to be
crucified.

Mark 15:25-26
      25 And it was the third hour, and they cruci-
fied him.
      26 And the superscription of his accusation
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was written over, THE KING OF THE JEWS.
Mark 15:33-39

      33 And when the sixth hour was come, there
was darkness over the whole land until the ninth
hour.
      34 And at the ninth hour Jesus cried with a
loud voice, saying, Eloi, Eloi, lama sabachthani?
which is, being interpreted, My God, my God,
why hast thou forsaken me?
      35 And some of them that stood by, when
they heard it, said, Behold, he calleth Elias.
      36 And one ran and filled a spunge full of

vinegar, and put it on a reed, and gave him to
drink, saying, Let alone; let us see whether Elias
will come to take him down.
      37  And Jesus cried with a loud voice, and
gave up the ghost.
      38 And the veil of the temple was rent in
twain from the top to the bottom.
      39 And when the centurion, which stood
over against him, saw that he so cried out, and
gave up the ghost, he said, Truly this man was
the Son of God.
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Seeing the Need

Some people believe in a sociopolitical
hope they call “progress.” They hold the
conviction that given time, patience, and
hard work, the world will slowly but surely
become a more loving, more just, more
united, and more equitable place for all
human beings. It is inevitable that this
progress will come, despite temporary set-
backs or difficulties along the way—or so
the thinking goes.

There is some evidence to support this
theory. Take our own country’s history.
Slavery has been abolished. Voting rights
have been extended to all people. Certain
agencies and laws have been created to
protect the poor and the most vulnerable.
Health care is more readily available than
it was hundreds of years ago. We have
made great strides, though it is clear there
are areas in which we can still improve. 

Despite these amazing strides that
could be attributed to progress, there are
also signs that things are getting worse,
not better. The world is now intercon-
nected via the Web and social media more
than ever before, but tribalism and division
are rising to new heights. Terrorism, war,
and violence have decreased in some
places but have escalated in others. The
distance between the world’s wealthiest

and the world’s poorest citizens remains
wide. More people are concluding that,
despite all our technological advances and
modern conveniences, we are not much
closer to global peace and human har-
mony than at other times in history.

It is becoming clear that human beings
may not be able to solve all of these prob-
lems, no matter how bright, intelligent, and
dedicated we are. We need a power
beyond ourselves. In short, we need God
to do for us what we cannot do for our-
selves. 

Living the Faith
Humans Doing the Inhumane

Mark 15:6-11

The story of Christ’s passion begins
with ordinary people who, in a rather short
period of time, come to participate in an
extraordinarily evil and inhumane act of
injustice and violence. In Mark’s Gospel,
the narrative unfolds so quickly that it is
hard to understand how things could go so
wrong so quickly. During the Festival of
Unleavened Bread (Passover), it was cus-
tomary for the governor “to release to the
crowd one prisoner, whomever they might
choose” (Matthew 27:15). How could a tra-
dition that seems to be rooted in the idea
of mercy and legal clemency get twisted
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into an extraordinary moment where no
one seems willing to challenge or confront
the evil that is unfolding right in front of
them?

Throughout history, people have asked
similar questions about evil and the will-
ingness of human beings to tolerate,
ignore, or actively participate in overtly evil
and inhumane acts. How could people of
faith stand by during something as horrific
as the Holocaust? What causes
bystanders to watch an act of violence in
the street and do nothing to intervene or
even call for help?

A quote made famous by President
John F. Kennedy comes to mind: “The only
thing necessary for the triumph of evil is
for good [people] to do nothing.”1 The
problem with such a statement is that it
seems to oversimplify things a bit. Any
attempt to neatly and cleanly divide the
world into “good people” and “bad people”
seems doomed from the start. Truth be
told, it has been such dualistic thinking
that has led to some of the world’s great-
est atrocities. 

Biblically speaking, the line between
good and evil runs right down the middle
of every human being, and none of us is
immune to becoming complicit in evil acts
through our action or our inaction. God’s
words to Cain illuminate the danger sin
poses to each one of us and how impor-
tant it is that each of us guard our hearts
and minds from evil: “Why are you angry,
and why do you look so resentful? If you
do the right thing, won’t you be accepted?
But if you don’t do the right thing, sin will
be waiting at the door ready to strike! It will
entice you, but you must rule over it” (Gen-
esis 4:6-7).

Here, at the beginning of the Passion

story, there is plenty of sin “crouching at
the door.” Look at the religious leaders.
Jealousy is the vice that seems to go
unchecked among the chief priests and
the leaders of the synagogue (Mark
15:10). Perhaps unaware or uninterested
in their motives, unnamed crowds seem
more than willing to allow these leaders to
get them “stirred up” into a frenzied blood-
lust against an innocent that ultimately led
to shouts of “Crucify him!” (verses 11, 13).

Amazingly enough, it seems that it was
only Pilate who overtly wrestled with his
conscience the most, but who also suc-
cumbed to outside pressure despite his
initial misgivings and moral uncertainty.
What causes human beings to do and say
things that are inhumane and evil? In a
word: sin. Sin unconfessed, ignored, unac-
knowledged, dismissed, unnamed, and
unaddressed.

In what ways do you sometimes allow
temptation and sin to go unnamed and
unaddressed in your life? Can you think of
times when seemingly small acts of apa-
thy and indifference have led to suffering
and injustice? 

Were You There?
Mark 15:12-15, 25-26 

“Were You There?” is one of my favorite
spirituals that often makes an appearance
during Holy Week worship. Its lyrics are
simple and straightforward. The deeper
spiritual question in the song “Were you
there when they crucified my Lord?” is
never explicitly answered. What does it
mean to ask such a question, even in a
sung, liturgical sense? Jesus was nailed to
a tree over 2,000 years ago. Jesus was
laid in a tomb and raised from the dead
long before anyone reading this was even
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born. What does it mean to ask the ques-
tion, “Were you there?” 

On one level, the song helps us to use
our gospel imagination and consider what
it might have been like to be one of the
bystanders, watching in horror as Jesus
was tortured, beaten, and crucified, or
how it might have felt to be one of the
women who went to the tomb on the third
day only to find it empty. On another level,
the song points to a deeper spiritual truth
that takes place every time we gather in
Jesus’ name to worship the Lord of life.

In this deeper sense, we were all there.
There is no need to blame Jesus’ death on
Pilate, on a bloodthirsty crowd, or on the
chief priests and religious leaders of the
first century. All of us have sinned and
fallen short of God’s glory (Romans 3:23).
All of us have wounded Christ with the
ways we have spurned God’s love, gone
our own way, and refused to hear the cries
of the needy.

Were you there when the entire weight
of all human brokenness, sin, and alien-
ation was laid upon our Lord? If so, per-
haps you have also glimpsed another truth
unfolding in the story of Jesus’ passion.
Namely, how over the course of those
three holy days, God was also in the
process of making all things new (Revela-
tion 21:5). 

Can you think of ways you have
wounded Christ by what you have done or
what you have left undone? How might
Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection point
toward a better way for us to live and love?

The Scandal and Hope of the Cross
Mark 15:25-38

Years ago, I led a Bible study that
included long-time members of the church

and one or two people who were new to
faith and had just started coming to wor-
ship for the first time in their lives. The dis-
cussion one day was on Jesus’ death and
its meaning for contemporary Christians.
The religious seeker in the room was horri-
fied by all the talk about blood, torture,
and a public execution by way of crucifix-
ion.

She commented, “Why is this the cen-
ter of Christian faith? I like to hear about
grace, love, and hope; but I don’t get why
there is so much focus on this gruesome
event.”

What surprised me was not how
shocked the woman was, but how accus-
tomed the rest of us had become to the
Passion story. We seemed no longer able
to see the scandal of it all. 

The woman’s comments made others
in the room uncomfortable, and some
quickly tried to politely dismiss her com-
ments and move on. As the facilitator in
the group, I felt compelled to stop us all
and probe deeper. The scandal in the
room was not in the woman’s words ques-
tioning all of the focus on Jesus’ death; the
real scandal was already present in the
text we were studying.3 How can the story
of the cross be a story of hope? How could
the unjust trial, torture, and execution of a
first-century innocent be turned into a
source of good?4 Sometimes it takes a
fresh pair of eyes to help us see some-
thing we have forgotten or have taken for
granted.

Mark’s Gospel offers clues that some-
thing was going on here that was more
than meets the eye. Something cosmic
and universal was taking place on a hill
near Jerusalem as the sun disappeared
for hours and “the whole earth was dark”
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(Mark 15:33). It is hard to fathom, but at
the very moment that Jesus articulated
such deep personal anguish and aban-
donment, he was simultaneously offering
himself as a final and ultimate sacrifice
that brings restoration and healing to all
who have ever felt lost and distant from
God (verse 34). This is love. This is just
how far God was willing to go to bring heal-
ing and reconciliation to our human pain
and alienation. At the very moment it
looked like all was lost, the truth is, all was
won. 

Jesus had predicted this would all take
place, and at the end of it all he would
“rise up” (Mark 10:34). Jesus did die on
the cross, but what also died that day was
sin’s power over human hearts and minds.
The war with sin and death was won. The
“curtain of the sanctuary,” symbolizing the
barrier between God’s holiness and our
sinfulness, was “torn in two from top to
bottom” (Mark 15:38). Where alienation
had reigned, reconciliation was now made
possible. Where brokenness and betrayal
had shattered relationships, a path toward
restoration and healing was laid. And
somehow, as scandalous and odd as it
sounds, the greatest transformation of life
as we know it all began on “an old rugged
cross.”4

What deep pain do you carry around
with you that seems beyond your ability to
overcome? How might a new understand-
ing of what happened on the cross help
you to lay that down and give it to God? 

The First Signs of Change
Mark 15:39

Today’s lesson does not yet take us to
the empty tomb and the story of Jesus’
resurrection, but even here at the moment

of Jesus’ death there are already signs of
the massive change that is afoot. For too
long, human beings have been enslaved
to systems of injustice, sin, and oppres-
sion. Even when we see things in the world
that we know are wrong, we have too often
decided to “go along to get along.”

But something changed at the cross. A
new power became present that desires to
be born again in every human heart. That
power includes the ability to say no to sin
and to say yes to God in ways that have
eluded human beings before. Ultimately,
Paul would later describe this power as
the Spirit of the living Christ that frees us
from being slaves to selfishness so that
we can be free to embrace life, loving God
and loving our neighbor, as God intended
from the beginning (Romans 8:1-11).

It is interesting that the first sign of this
radical new possibility is found in the
unlikeliest of places: a Roman centurion.
Here was one who was part of the first-
century criminal justice system that had
just allowed an innocent to be killed. We
don’t know a lot about this soldier, but
chances are he had witnessed the entire
horrid spectacle of Jesus’ death in every
painful detail.

Perhaps the soldier had seen the angry
mob and heard their cries for blood. Per-
haps he had witnessed the horrified tears
of Jesus’ mother and her companions. Per-
haps he had been taking it all in as he
watched Jesus beaten, nailed, hung,
mocked, and derided by others. Perhaps
he had played a role in part of it because
he was simply following orders as he had
done on many occasions previously. It is
hard to imagine what seeing all of that can
do to a person’s psyche. We know more
today about the effects of trauma on the
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brain than ever before, and what we know
tells us that it takes a terrible toll on one’s
mental and physical health.

Whatever role the centurion played, he
was standing there at the moment Jesus
breathed his last. In an amazing turn of
events, as the last breath and cry of Jesus’
voice left his body, the nearby centurion
took a breath and found his own spirit-
freed voice for the first time. “When the
centurion, who stood facing Jesus, saw
how he died, he said, ‘This man was cer-
tainly God’s Son’ ” (Mark 15:39).

Even though not everyone on crucifixion
hill may have recognized what was hap-
pening before their very eyes, the first one

to spot the deeper truth was this centu-
rion, one who was probably there just try-
ing to do his job. God’s power to transform
lives is like that: It comes to us when we
least expect it and offers a radically new
way to see, to live, and to love.

Can you think of a time when God sur-
prised you with a new truth or insight that
changed your life from that point forward?
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Daily Bible Study

June  10        The People Promise to Obey                                    Exodus 24:3-8
June  11        Aaron Performs the Atoning Sin Sacrifice           Leviticus 16:11-19
June  12        Redeemed and Purified                                                Titus 2:11-15
June  13        Entering the Sanctuary by Jesus’ Blood             Hebrews 10:19-25
June  14        The Time Has Come                                               Hebrews 9:1-10
June  15        Christ, the Final Sacrifice for Sin                           Hebrews 9:23-28
June  16        Christ, Mediator of the New Covenant                  Hebrews 9:11-22

1 From “Address Before the Canadian Parliament in Ottawa,” by John F. Kennedy (May 17, 1961)
(presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/?pid=8136).   

2 First Corinthians 1:22-23 explicitly alludes to how the cross was clearly a difficult thing for Jews and Gentiles
to understand in the first century.

3 Another question I have often invited Christians to reflect upon during Holy Week is, “What is good about
Good Friday?” 

4 The United Methodist Hymnal, 504.
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