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Mark 16:9-20
On June 5 last year, the end came to what began as an effort in 1969 to preach through the New Testament. I wanted to spend my ministry in the NT, going through it verse by verse, being fair to all that a text contains.  I finally finished that process June 5, 2011.

In that time I averaged 5.5 verses per message in the gospels, in the epistles, 4 verses per message because they are more dense.

I believed then what I believe now, that I hold in my hand the Word of God.

I could have begun by talking about the Scripture’s authenticity and sufficiency and inerrancy, but I didn’t do that because I believed that the Bible was its own best defender.  I never have tried to prove that what we are hearing is the Word of God because it is obvious that is what it is; the weight of it increases and increases and doubt diminishes and disappears when it is taught.

Those who are constantly exposed to the depths of Scripture find that it builds its own case.  You can stand on this foundation that does not move.

I started an exposition of the NT and it lasted 43 years.  It wasn’t homiletical, practicial, or cultural.  I never thought about relevance or how I could move their emotions or motivate them.  All I thought about was, “How can I explain what this means?”  I only care what God thinks.  What does Scripture mean by what it says.  The Holy Spirit then moves with power, based on a true understanding of Holy Scripture.  

My struggle was always the same, “what does this mean?”  What is the meaning of the passage and then the logia Scriptura — what is the extent of teaching in the breadth of Scripture.

I am more interested in implication than application.  This was never a drudgery, but always a joy.  The joy was always there, and with that joy came an increasing passion for loving God and delighting in everything He said.  I wanted my people to get that same thing.  I wanted blessing for my people.  I couldn’t keep the passion out of my preaching, it is the fire of my own heart.

I never planned the order of my preaching.  The order was, in all honesty, random.  “I’d like to know this book, I want to know about that…but I had no particular plan.”

Mark is a great place to start, but its where I ended!  Here I was at the end, and arrived at the end and where did I land but at Mark 16:9-20 and after teaching the Bible for 43 years I have to end with a sermon on a passage that I have to tell them doesn’t belong there!

In Mark 16:1-5 there is testimony to the empty tomb.

In Mark 16:5-7 there is the testimony of the angels.

In v. 8, there is the testimony of the people — all these provide Mark’s newspaper style writing and ending.  The last verse ends with a passive verse — they fled.  An abrupt ending — trembling, fear, they are stunned into silence and so, seemingly, is Mark, and he drops his quill.

I’ve written a few books over the years, and this kind of ending is too abrupt.  And so, guess what, we get more.  

After the end of Mark, is there a section in my Bible that doesn’t belong in it?  And how many more sections are like that?  Was my last message to be on a passage that shouldn’t be here, and does it undermine our confidence in Scripture?  Is my Bible accurate?  Is it trustworthy?  If this strange ending shouldn’t be here, why is it here?  The question about confidence then comes to the surface.  

Does this passage change anything?  And how do you handle this passage?  

This section at the end provides a rich opportunity to be strengthened in their confidence that the Bible that they hold in their hands the true Word of God.

Beneath the surface of our cherished Bible is a long history of preservation of the original text.  We have carefully preserved copies going back to the time of origins, so this text gives us an opportunity to examine how the Bible was preserved for over 2000 years.  This is the first element in discovering God’s holy revelation.

1. What did God actually write?  What did the Holy Spirit inspire?

2. What does it mean? is the question the interpreter/preacher then asks.

This is a trustworthy Bible.

There is massive evidence that the Holy Spirit preserved it in its purity through all its history.  Ancient copiests knew they were hand-copying the text of Scripture.  They were fearful of making mistakes.  It has beeen copying and translated far more than any other piece of literature.

There are 25,000 ancient manuscripts of the New Testament.  Such an abundance makes it possible to put together the original text with great confidence.  No other piece of literature comes near this.  

There are about 5600 Gk. manuscripts, beginning in the 2nd century.  That anything survived from that time is grace because of the intense persecution of the people.  After the Council of Nicea (325), all the manuscripts survive because the people are no longer being persecuted for the text.  

There are 8000 of Jerome’s Vulgate (common translation), 350 copies of the Syriac Bible going back to the 200s, and they all say the same thing.  The early church Fathers (pre-Nicean), have so much Scripture in their writings (32,000 ref’s to the NT) — you can virtually put together the entire NT from the early church fathers, and it matches the early church fathers. 

The original NT text preserved and protected.  Second to the NT’s 25,000 manuscripts was Homer’s Illiad (643 manuscipts), and the oldest is 2000 years after it was originally written.  

A. T. Robertson says that NT has been able to be put together with more than 99% accuracy.  And we know where the errors are; they are minor, inconsequential and known.  And no one has ever attempted to hide the variants.  They are almost always not formidable.  

At the end of Mark is a long textual variant and we know it shouldn’t be there.  So why is it here?  It is here for the obvious reason that Mark’s ending is too abrupt.  The language is dramatic (v. 8).  The tomb is empty and the witnesses are speechless and so is Mark.  The evidence is in, the point is proven; Jesus is who Mark said He was in 1:1; this proves it.  Case closed.  

There are numerous suggestions about why this is here:

· Mark consulted Luke in Rome and because Luke had a long ending, Mark decided that he didn’t want to offend Luke with what he might write.

· Since Peter was Mark’s source, Mark ended because Peter was no longer available because he’d been executed and Mark had nothing more to say.

· Matthew and Luke wrote about the post-resurrection detail so Mark eliminated all the post-resuurection history of Jesus.

· Mark just decided to skip a lot at the beginning and at the end.

· Mark wanted to leave an open ending so the reader would write the end.

· There is a lost ending.

We don’t know about all these things.  All we have is Mark and his ending (v. 8).  It’s abrupt, but you wouldn’t say it is incomplete or inadequate.  But somewhere in the early church they thought it was, and so they started accumulating optional endings.  The long ending has been included in some translations (like KJV).

Our translation is based on ancient Greek NT manuscripts.  When you get to the earliest copies, this long ending isn’t there.  In the fourth century almost all manuscripts ended with verse 8, though some longer endings begin arising in second century (though all rejected).

There is enough external evidence to exclude it, but what about internal evidence?

· The transition is awkward and strange.  Now expresses continuity with verse 8, but the story is not contiguous — the pronoun He in v. 9 doesn’t follow the antecedent in v. 8.

· Why does the writer introduce Mary Magdalene in v. 9 since she’s already been in the story three times previously.

· The voculary is not Marks — 18 terms not used anywhere else (including Lord Jesus).

· The subject of signs — snakes, etc… — doesn’t appear in any other gospel.

Most of this section is borrowed from various other NT passages.  This is an obvious kind of summary package that was an attempt to make more sense of the ending of Mark’s book.

Why does Mark end the book the way he does (v. 8)?

Notice Mark’s emphasis in the book — they were amazed (1:22, 27; 2:12; 5:42; 6:51; 9:15; 10:24, 32; 11:18; 12:17; 15:5; 16:5), afraid (4:40-41; 5:15; 9:32; 10:32; 11:18), trembling (5:33), terrified (9:6).   Then 16:8 occurs — I can’t think of a better ending:  the amazing Jesus.  It ends as it began, with amazement over Jesus.  When you stop where you should stop, you step back in awe over the amazing Jesus.  You are filled with stunning amazement.  We should be speechless like Mark over the amazing Jesus.

If there is anything missing in the preaching of the church today it is the preaching of Jesus.  The great massive hole in the church is the vacuum of the dominating presence of Jesus Christ.  Paul said “I am determined to know nothing except Jesus and Him crucified.”  It’s always about Christ in the Scriptures.

