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Teacher's Guide
Mark: From Failure to Faithful

Study Summary

Who Was Mark?

John Mark was born into spiritual privilege. His mother Mary owned a substantial
house in Jerusalem, likely the same upper room where Jesus celebrated the Last
Supper and where the early church gathered after Pentecost (Acts 12:12). Mark grew
up at the center of the Jesus movement, hearing the apostles' stories, witnessing
miracles, and watching the church explode with growth. His cousin Barnabas was a
key leader in the early church (Colossians 4:10). Mark had every spiritual
advantage—but privilege doesn't automatically produce maturity.

Mark's Failure

Mark's first appearance in Scripture is a picture of fear and failure. On the night of
Jesus's arrest, a young man "wearing nothing but a linen garment" followed Jesus to
the garden. When guards grabbed him, he fled naked into the night (Mark 14:51-52).
Most scholars believe this was Mark himself—his subtle signature in his Gospel,
admitting "I was there, and I ran." Years later, when Barnabas invited Mark to join
Paul's first missionary journey, Mark quit at Perga in Pamphylia and went home
(Acts 13:13). The Bible doesn't tell us why—perhaps fear, homesickness, or feeling
overwhelmed—but Paul considered it desertion. Mark had blown his opportunity.

The Sharp Disagreement

When Paul and Barnabas planned a second missionary journey, Barnabas wanted to
give Mark another chance. Paul refused - Mark had proven himself unreliable. "They
had such a sharp disagreement that they parted company" (Acts 15:39). Two great
leaders split over Mark's failure. Barnabas took Mark to Cyprus; Paul chose Silas and
went another direction. Mark's failure had caused a rift that affected relationships
and ministries beyond himself.

Mark's Restoration

Barnabas believed in Mark when Mark didn't believe in himself. He invested years in
Mark's restoration - giving him responsibilities he could handle, modeling
perseverance, providing time and patience. Later, Peter took Mark under his wing,
calling him "my son" (1 Peter 5:13). Peter understood failure - he had denied Jesus
three times. The two bonded over shared experiences of failure and grace. Most
remarkably, Paul eventually changed his mind. In Colossians 4:10, Paul commends
Mark to the churches. In his final letter, facing execution, Paul wrote: "Get Mark and
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bring him with you, because he is helpful to me in my ministry" (2 Timothy 4:11). The
deserter had become dependable.

Mark's Legacy

Mark wrote the first Gospel - the shortest, fastest-paced, most action-oriented
account of Jesus's life. Writing from Peter's eyewitness testimony, Mark emphasized
Jesus's suffering more than any other Gospel writer. Perhaps his own experience of
weakness gave him unique insight into Jesus as the Suffering Servant. Mark didn't
hide his failure - he included it in Scripture. That terrified young man running away
naked became part of the inspired text. The failure became the first Gospel writer.
The quitter became a finisher. This is the power of grace and restoration.

Key Scriptures

Mark 14:51-52 « Acts 12:12, 25 « Acts 13:4-13 « Acts 15:36-41 « Colossians 4:10 « 1
Peter 5:13 « Philemon 24 « 2 Timothy 4:11

Discussion Questions and Possible Answers

Q1: Mark grew up with extraordinary spiritual privilege—witnessing
miracles, hearing the apostles teach, and being connected to the heart of
the early church. How can spiritual privilege be both a blessing and a
potential obstacle to genuine faith? Have you ever mistaken familiarity
with Christianity for spiritual maturity?

Possible Answers:

« Spiritual privilege is a blessing because it provides access to truth, community,
and examples of faith. But it can become an obstacle when we assume proximity
equals maturity, or when we take for granted what others had to fight to discover.

» Those raised in the church may confuse knowing about Jesus with actually
depending on Him. Head knowledge doesn't automatically become heart
transformation. Mark knew all the right people and had all the right
experiences—yet he still ran when tested.

« Participants may share experiences of coasting on family faith, church
involvement, or biblical knowledge without personal ownership. The crisis point
often comes when their "borrowed faith" is tested and found insufficient.

« The flip side: those without spiritual privilege sometimes have a hunger and
appreciation that those raised in faith lack. First-generation believers often have a
passion that second and third-generation believers must intentionally cultivate.

Page 2 0f 6



Mark: From Failure to Faithful — Teacher's Guide

Q2: Mark's first recorded action in Scripture is running away naked from
Jesus's arrest, and his second major action is quitting Paul's missionary
team. What do you think was at the root of Mark's pattern of running
when things got difficult? Can you relate to this tendency in your own
life?

Possible Answers:

« Possible roots of Mark's pattern: fear of danger or discomfort, unrealistic
expectations about what following Jesus would cost, lack of tested faith despite
his privileged background, homesickness or attachment to security, feeling
overwhelmed or out of his depth.

« The pattern suggests Mark's commitment was real but shallow - enthusiastic in
good conditions but unable to withstand pressure. Many of us can relate to
starting strong but fading when the cost becomes real.

« Common ways we "run": avoiding difficult conversations, quitting commitments
when they get hard, withdrawing emotionally when relationships require
vulnerability, abandoning spiritual disciplines when life gets busy, leaving
churches or communities when conflict arises.

« Naming our patterns is the first step toward changing them. Ask: "In what
situations am I most likely to run? What am I usually running from—fear,
discomfort, failure, conflict, or something else?"

Q3: Paul refused to give Mark a second chance, while Barnabas was
willing to split from Paul to invest in Mark's restoration. Who was right?
Is there a time to withhold second chances until someone proves they've
changed, and a time to extend grace before they've earned it?

Possible Answers:

« Both had valid points. Paul was right that Mark had proven unreliable - the
mission was too important to risk on someone who might quit again. Barnabas
was right that people can change and sometimes need someone to believe in them
before they can believe in themselves.

« Factors that might influence the decision: Has the person acknowledged their
failure or made excuses? Is there evidence of genuine repentance? What's the cost
of giving another chance versus the cost of withholding it? Is the person asking
for another chance or expecting it?

« This question often surfaces personal experiences - times participants either
received a second chance they didn't deserve, or were denied one they desperately
wanted. Both experiences shape how we extend grace to others.
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Q4: Barnabas's investment in Mark took years and cost him his
partnership with Paul. Who has been a "Barnabas" in your life—someone
who believed in you when others had written you off? How did their
belief in you shape who you've become?

Possible Answers:

« "Barnabas" figures include: parents who didn't give up during rebellious years,
teachers who saw potential others missed, mentors who invested despite
disappointing returns, friends who stayed after failures or scandals, pastors who
walked alongside through restoration, spouses who believed in dreams others
dismissed.

« The impact of being believed in: It provides hope when we've lost hope in
ourselves. It creates accountability - we don't want to disappoint someone who
sacrificed for us. It models grace in a way that's hard to forget. It becomes part of
our story that we later offer to others.

» Follow-up question: Who might need you to be their "Barnabas" right now? Is
there someone others have written off that you could invest in?

Q5: Peter and Mark bonded over their shared experiences of failure and
restoration. Why do you think people who have failed and been restored
often make the most effective mentors? How does your own experience
of failure and grace equip you to help others?

Possible Answers:

» Why restored failures make effective mentors: They have credibility—they've
been where the struggling person is. They have compassion - they remember how
failure felt. They have hope - they're living proof that restoration is possible. They
have humility - their success isn't based on their own strength.

« Peter denied Jesus three times and was restored. He understood Mark's shame
in a way that someone who had never failed couldn't. Their bond wasn't based on
mutual success but on mutual brokenness and mutual grace.

« Our failures, once redeemed, become our ministry credentials. The addiction we
overcame, the marriage we almost lost, the faith crisis we navigated - these
become the very areas where we're most equipped to help others.

« This reframes failure: It's not just something to survive and forget, but
something God can redeem and use. The question shifts from "How do I hide
this?" to "How might God use this to help someone else?"
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Q6: Paul eventually changed his mind about Mark, calling him "helpful"
in his final letter. What does it take to admit you were wrong about
someone? Have you ever had to revise your opinion of a person you had
previously dismissed?

Possible Answers:

« What it takes to change our minds: Humility to admit we may have misjudged.
Time to observe sustained change rather than temporary improvement.
Willingness to let go of being "right." Grace to separate someone's past from their
present. Openness to new information.

« Barriers to revising opinions: Pride - we don't want to admit we were wrong.
Self-protection - we got burned once and don't want to risk it again. Identity - our
judgment of others becomes part of how we see ourselves. Gossip - we've told
others about the person's failure and would have to admit we spoke too soon.

« Participants may share stories of people they dismissed too quickly, or people
who dismissed them and later changed their minds. Both experiences are
valuable—they show the possibility of revision from different angles.

« Paul's example is notable because he had strong opinions and wasn't easily
swayed. Yet he was big enough to change his mind when evidence warranted it.
This takes a combination of conviction and humility that's rare but worth
cultivating.

Q7: Mark included his own shameful moment—fleeing naked—in his
Gospel. Why do you think he chose to include this detail rather than hide
it? What might it look like for you to be more honest about your failures
as part of your testimony?

Possible Answers:

« Why Mark included his failure: It was part of his authentic story - to hide it
would be dishonest. It demonstrated that his Gospel was about Jesus's grace, not
Mark's heroism. It connected him to readers who also knew failure. It showed
that being used by God doesn't require a perfect past.

« Benefits of honest testimony: It makes our stories relatable and believable. It
shifts glory from ourselves to God's grace. It gives others permission to be honest
about their struggles. It demonstrates that transformation is real, not just
theoretical.

« Practical wisdom: Being honest doesn't mean sharing everything with everyone.
We should share our failures in contexts where it serves others, not just to process
our own shame. The goal is testimony - pointing to God's grace—not confession
for confession's sake.
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Q8: Mark's Gospel emphasizes Jesus's suffering more than any other
Gospel. How might Mark's personal experience of weakness, failure, and
shame have given him unique insight into this aspect of Jesus's story?
How do our struggles shape what we see and appreciate about Jesus?

Possible Answers:

» Mark's experience shaped his perspective: Having known rejection (by Paul),
shame (fleeing naked), and restoration (through Barnabas and Peter), Mark was
uniquely attuned to Jesus as the Suffering Servant. He emphasized that even
Jesus was misunderstood, rejected, abandoned, and felt forsaken.

« Our struggles become lenses for seeing Jesus: Those who've experienced
rejection appreciate Jesus as the one who was despised and rejected. Those
who've failed see Jesus as the one who restores Peter after denial. Those who've
suffered find comfort in a Savior who wept at Lazarus's tomb and cried out in
Gethsemane.

« Different struggles highlight different aspects of Jesus: The addicted person sees
Jesus as deliverer. The grieving person sees Jesus as comforter. The guilt-ridden
person sees Jesus as forgiver. The lonely person sees Jesus as friend. Our pain
points us to specific facets of His character.
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"Get Mark and bring him with you,

’

because he is helpful to me in my ministry.'

— 2 Timothy 4:11
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