Mark 16:1-8
April 12, ‘09

“THE BOOK THAT NEVER ENDS”


MANY OF YOU WILL RECOGNIZE THE NAME LIEBER-STOLLER AS THE GREAT SONGWRITING TEAM OF JERRY LIEBER & MIKE STOLLER THAT GAVE US COUNTLESS GREAT SONGS OF THE ‘50’S & ‘60’S – SONGS LIKE ELVIS’S “HOUND DOG” & “JAILHOUSE ROCK,” THE DRIFTERS “ON BROADWAY” & “THERE GOES MY BABY.”


LIEBER & STOLLER ALSO WROTE SOME OF THE WEIRD SONGS OF THE COASTERS – “POISON IVY,” “YAKETY YAK” & “CHARLIE BROWN.”


BUT THERE’S ANOTHER SONG THAT YOU PROBABLY DIDN’T KNOW CAME FROM JERRY LIEBER & MIKE STOLLER. 


IT’S THEIR ONLY GRAMMY-WINNING SONG & PERSONALLY, I THINK IT’S ONE OF THE WORST GRAMMY-WINNING SONGS EVER RECORDED – BOTH MUSICALLY & LYRICALLY.


IT’S PEGGY LEE’S 1969 BAFFLING HIT – “IS THAT ALL THERE IS?”


NOW I MENTION THIS BECAUSE I THINK IT’S VIRTUALLY IMPOSSIBLE TO READ THE ENDING OF MARK’S GOSPEL & NOT ASK THAT QUESTION – IS THAT ALL THERE IS?!


SUPPOSE YOU DECIDED SOME EVENING TO JUST SIT DOWN & READ MARK’S GOSPEL FROM BEGINNING TO END.


IF YOU DIDN’T KNOW HOW IT ENDED, WOULDN’T YOU COME TO THESE FINAL VERSES & BE LEFT ASKING THIS VERY QUESTION – IS THAT ALL THERE IS?!


“COME ON!  THERE’S GOT TO BE MORE THAN THIS?  THIS IS NO WAY TO END A GOSPEL!”


OBVIOUSLY THAT’S WHAT PEOPLE HAVE ALWAYS THOUGHT.


THAT’S WHY YOU HAVE OTHER ENDINGS ATTACHED IN YOUR BIBLE.


BUT THERE IS LITTLE DOUBT THAT THE ORIGINAL ENDING WAS HERE AT VERSE 8.

AS YOU MIGHT IMAGINE WITH A LITERARY PUZZLE LIKE THIS, SCHOLARS HAVE FOR CENTURIES PRODUCED THEORY AFTER THEORY TO ACCOUNT FOR SUCH AN ABRUPT ENDING.


ONE THEORY SAYS THE ORIGINAL MANUSCRIPT WAS TORN AND THE REAL ENDING LOST.


SOME SAY THAT IT WAS MEANT TO BE FOLLOWED IMMEDIATELY BY THE RESURRECTION STORIES OF MATTHEW & LUKE.


OTHERS SAY THAT A SKEPTIC LIKED THE REST OF THE STORY MARK TELLS BUT COULDN’T ACCEPT THE RESURRECTION & SO HE TOOK IT OUT.


THERE IS EVEN A VERY DRAMATIC & FANCIFUL SUGGESTION THAT SAYS MARK WAS WRITING HIS GOSPEL IN PRISON & WAS INTERRUPTED AT THIS POINT BY A GUARD WHO CAME TO LEAD HIM TO HIS EXECUTION.


ALL OF THESE SUGGESTIONS ARE POSSIBLE – BUT HIGHLY IMPROBABLE.


I THINK THE TWO ENDINGS WE ARE GIVEN AS FOOTNOTES IN OUR BIBLES – COMMONLY REFERRED TO AS “THE SHORTER ENDING” & “THE LONGER ENDING” - ARE THE MOST IMPROBABLE OF ALL THE SUGGESTIONS.


I THINK THE SUGGESTION THAT THE END WAS TORN & LOST FOREVER HOLDS THE GREATEST LIKELIHOOD OF TRUTH IF THE END WE’RE GIVEN ISN’T TRULY THE END.


 PERSONALLY, I THINK THIS IS IT.

I THINK THIS IS PRECISELY THE WAY MARK INTENDED HIS GOSPEL TO END.


YOU FIND THAT DISAPPOINTING, THOUGH, DON’T YOU?


YOU’D MUCH RATHER HEAR MATTHEW’S STORY TODAY, COMPLETE WITH EARTHQUAKE & THE MEETING OF JESUS BY THE WOMEN.


OR MAYBE YOU PREFER LUKE & THE STORY OF THE TWO DISCIPLES WHO MET JESUS ON THE ROAD TO EMMAUS.


AND WHAT ABOUT JOHN’S VERSION – WITH PETER & THE OTHER DSCPLE RUNNING TO THE TOMB & THE APPEARANCES IN THE UPPER ROOM & THE ENCOUNTER BETWEEN THOMAS & JESUS & EVEN JESUS COOKING BREAKFAST FOR THE DISCIPLES ONE MORNING ON THE SEA OF GALILEE.


NOW THOSE ARE THE EASTER STORIES WE WANT TO HEAR TODAY, AREN’T THEY?!


BUT THIS!?


THIS ISN’T AN ENDING!


WHAT WAS MARK THINKING – LEAVING US HANGING LIKE THIS!?


IT READS MORE LIKE A POSTSCRIPT THAN A CLIMAX!


THE GREAT PREACHER, DAVID H.C. READ SAYS IT’S ALMOST AS IF MARK WERE SAYING, “THIS IS JESUS, WHO BROUGHT GOOD NEWS TO US ALL, THE SON OF GOD WHO TAUGHT AND HEALED AND CAST OUT DEMONS, THE SON OF MAN WHO WENT THROUGH HELL FOR US, BEING CRUCIFIED, DEAD & BURIED.


P.S. THEY FOUND HIS TOMB EMPTY ON THE THIRD DAY.”


THESE CLOSING WORDS ARE ABSOLUTELY SHOCKING.

THE ORDER OF THE WORDS IN THE ORIGINAL GREEK LEAVES IT EVEN MORE ASTOUNDING.


IT REALLY SHOULD READ – “THEY SAID NOTHING TO ANYONE, BECAUSE THEY WERE AFRAID FOR….’


AND THAT’S IT!


THIS ABRUPT ENDING GIVES US NO SIGHTINGS OF JESUS, NO BREAKFASTS ON THE SHORE OF GALILEE, NO WALKS TO EMMAUS, NO CHALLENGE TO THOMAS IN THE LOCKED UPPER ROOM, NO GENTLE WORDS TO MARY IN THE GARDEN, NO GREAT COMMISSION TO THE DISCIPLES.


YOU SEE, THIS IS WHY I BELIEVE THE ENDING WAS EITHER LOST OR THIS IS THE WAY MARK INTENDED IT TO END.


IT EITHER MAKES NO SENSE AT ALL – OR IT MAKES PERFECT SENSE.


LET ME REMIND YOU OF SOMETHING WE HAVE SUGGESTED THROUGHOUT THIS LENTEN SEASON IN OUR STUDY OF MARK – HIS GOSPEL IS VERY INTENTIONALLY & CAREFULLY ARRANGED.


IF THIS IS, IN FACT, THE WAY MARK ENDED HIS GOSPEL, HE DID SO VERY INTENTIONALLY & VERY CAREFULLY.


LET’S SEE IF WE CAN FIGURE OUT WHY.


HE TELLS US AT THE VERY END THAT THE WOMEN WERE AFRAID.


HOW TRUE THAT MUST HAVE BEEN.


WE’RE SO ACCUSTOMED TO THE WAY IT IS TODAY WHEN WE THINK OF RESURRECTION.


WE GATHER HERE TO WORSHIP IN ALL OF THE EASTER EXCITEMENT & SPLENDOR & THERE’S NOTHING BUT JOY.


BUT THINK OF WHAT IT MUST HAVE BEEN LIKE FOR THE WOMEN THAT FIRST MORNING.


THEY WENT TO THE CEMETERY WHILE IT WAS STILL DARK FOR A FINAL BURIAL RITUAL FOR THE BRUISED, BEATEN & DEAD BODY OF THEIR BELOVED MASTER.


BUT TO BE MET BY A STRANGER TELLING THEM HE WASN’T THERE WOULD HAVE BEEN A TERRIFYING EXPERIENCE.


THIS IS WHAT MARK INVITES US TO DO AT THE END OF HIS GOSPEL.


HE INVITES US TO STAND WITH THE WOMEN IN THE DARK…IN THE COOL MORNING AIR…IN THE SILENCE OF THE WET GRAVEYARD GRASS & TREMBLE AT THE THOUGHT OF THE LIVING GOD WHO HAD RAISED HIS SON FROM THE DEAD & SET HIM LOOSE IN THE WORLD.

GO BACK A FEW CHAPTERS IN MARK.


REMEMBER WHEN WE TALKED ABOUT THE STILLING OF THE STORM ON THE SEA OF GALILEE.


WHAT DID THE DISCIPLES SAY TO ONE ANOTHER WHEN JESUS HAD CALMED THE SEA & PUT THE WIND & RAIN TO REST?

“WHO THEN IS THIS, THAT EVEN THE WIND & THE SEA OBEY HIM?”


HERE’S WHAT WE SAID ABOUT THAT: 


“MARK TELLS US THE DISCIPLES WERE FILLED WITH ‘AWE.’


NOW, IRONICALLY, IF YOU THINK THEY WERE FILLED WITH FEAR IN THE MIDST OF THE STORM – NOW THEY WERE PROBABLY MORE FRIGHTENED THAN EVER!


IT’S ONE THING TO FOLLOW SOMEONE WHO’S DOING INDIVIDUAL MIRACLES & HEALING PEOPLE & PROCLAIMING A POWERFUL MESSAGE OF LOVE & FAITH & HOPE & PEACE.


IT’S QUITE ANOTHER TO BE IN THE VERY SAME BOAT WITH A MAN WHO CAN CONTROL THE ENTIRE WORLD.”


WE SHOULDN’T BE SURPRISED AT ALL THAT THE WOMEN WERE FILLED WITH FEAR.


YOU WOULD HAVE BEEN JUST AS TERRIFIED AS THEY WERE.


WHAT ELSE DO WE FIND HERE THAT TELLS US THAT MARK HAS INTENTIONALLY & CAREFULLY ARRANGED HIS CONCLUSION AS MUCH AS HE DID THE REST OF HIS GOSPEL?


I’D LIKE US TO FOCUS OUR ATTENTION ON VERSE 7.  

THE YOUNG MAN THE WOMEN ENCOUNTERED AT THE TOMB OFFERS THEM INSTRUCTIONS.




THE FIRST HALF OF THE VERSE READS: “BUT GO, TELL HIS DISCIPLES & PETER…”

STOP THERE.


LOOK AT THOSE LAST TWO WORDS – “AND PETER.”

AH, THESE ARE PERHAPS THE MOST UPLIFTING & ENCOURAGING WORDS EVER SPOKEN.


“AND PETER.”


NO DISCIPLE HAD FAILED JESUS AS MISERABLY AS PETER.


NO ONE HAD FALLEN AS FAR SHORT OF HIS LOFTY PROMISES AS THIS BOLD, BRASH FISHERMAN-TURNED-FOLLOWER.


AND SO NO ONE FELT WORSE THAN PETER.


BUT THE YOUNG MAN AT THE TOMB SINGLES HIM OUT FOR INVITATION – SINGLES HIM OUT FOR GRACE, MERCY, LOVE & FORGIVENESS.


DO YOU REMEMBER WHO MARK’S MOST LIKELY SOURCE WAS FOR THE MATERIAL IN HIS GOSPEL?


YES, IT WAS PETER.


THAT’S WHY THIS IS THE ONLY ONE OF THE FOUR GOSPELS THAT INCLUDES THESE WORDS – “AND PETER.”


WHEN THE WOMEN FINALLY DID DELIVER THE NEWS – AND SURELY THEY DID – THESE WORDS WOULD HAVE BEEN SWEET MUSIC TO PETER’S EARS – TO KNOW THAT HE WAS STILL INCLUDED IN THE BAND OF JESUS’ FRIENDS.


I THINK MARK MAY HAVE EVEN WRITTEN THESE WORDS SO THAT WE CAN INSERT OUR OWN NAME RIGHT THERE – “TELL THE DISCIPLES – AND DENNIS…”


“TELL THE DISCIPLES – AND ______”


“TELL THE DISCIPLES – AND ______”


YOU, TOO, ARE INCLUDED IN HIS BAND OF FRIENDS.


AND THEN THERE’S THE LAST HALF OF VERSE 7 –‘GO AND TELL HIS DISCIPLES & PETER THAT HE IS GOING AHEAD OF YOU TO GALILEE; THERE YOU WILL SEE HIM, JUST AS HE TOLD YOU.”

HE DID TELL THEM THAT.


BACK IN MARK’S 14TH CHAPTER – ON THE NIGHT OF THE LAST SUPPER – JESUS TELLS THE DISCIPLES – “…AFTER I HAVE RISEN, I WILL GO AHEAD OF YOU INTO GALILEE.”


YOU SEE, MARK’S GOSPEL IS VERY INTENTIONALLY & CAREFULLY ARRANGED.


THE RESURRECTION APPEARANCE HAS ALREADY BEEN PROCLAIMED BY JESUS.


NOW HERE MARK’S INTENTIONALITY & CAREFUL ARRANGEMENT BECOMES INCREDIBLY MASTERFUL.


WHERE IS GALILEE?


OF COURSE, GALILEE IS A PLACE – A VERY REAL PLACE IN A VERY REAL LAND.


BUT IN MARK’S GOSPEL, GALILEE IS BACK AT THE BEGINNING.


THAT’S WHERE JESUS BEGAN HIS MINISTRY BACK IN MARK’S VERY FIRST CHAPTER.

SO PERHAPS MARK IS TELLING US WITH THESE WORDS THAT WE HAVE TO GO BACK TO THE BEGINNING.

WE HAVE TO GO BACK & READ THE WHOLE THING OVER AGAIN.


NOW THAT WE’VE BEEN TO THE CROSS – NOW THAT WE UNDERSTAND WHAT IT MEANT FOR JESUS TO DIE FOR US – WE HAVE TO GO BACK & START OVER AGAIN.


WE NEED TO HEAR HIS PARABLES AGAIN.


WE NEED TO SEE THE MIRACLES AFRESH.


WE NEED TO RE-CONSIDER HIS EVERY WORD, HIS EVERY ACT, IN THE LIGHT OF THE CROSS & THE EMPTY TOMB.


AND THEN – WHEN WE RE-READ IT – WE COME, ONCE AGAIN – TO THE END.


WE BEGAN WITH A SONG.


HOW ABOUT ANOTHER ONE.


I’M SURE THOSE OF YOU WHO ARE PARENTS OF GROWN CHILDREN CAN RELATE TO THE MIXED EMOTIONS OF BEING HAPPY TO SEE YOUR CHILDREN RAISED BUT A BIT NOSTALGIC ABOUT THEIR CHILDHOOD YEARS.


I’VE LEARNED THAT ONE THING THAT CAN JOLT ME BACK TO REALITY IS A REMINISCENCE ABOUT “THE SONG THAT NEVER ENDS.”


YOU REMEMBER IT.


IT WAS THE SONG THAT CLOSED THE SHARI LEWIS SHOW – 


“THIS IS THE SONG THAT NEVER ENDS,

IT JUST GOES ON & ON MY FRIENDS,


SOME PEOPLE STARTED SINGING IT, NOT KNOWING WHAT IT WAS, 


AND THEY’LL CONTINUE SINGING IT FOREVER JUST BECAUSE…


THIS IS THE SONG THAT NEVER ENDS…..”


YOU MAY REMEMBER A MOTRIN COMMERCIAL WITH KIDS SINGING THE SONG IN THE BACK SEAT OF CAR, DURING A TRAFFIC JAM, WHILE EATING CHOCOLATE-COVERED COFFEE BEANS! 


WHENEVER YOU FIND YOURSELF WISTFUL FOR THE DAYS WHEN THE CHILDREN WERE STILL YOUNG & AT HOME, JUST REMEMBER “THE SONG THAT NEVER ENDS” AND YOU’LL FIND YOURSELF CURED OF YOUR FOOLISH REMINISCING!


BUT THIS IS WHAT MARK HAS GIVEN US HERE.


YOU GET TO THE END & YOU START BACK OVER AGAIN.


THE GOSPEL NEVER ENDS.


THIS IS, I BELIEVE, WHY MARK ENDS HIS GOSPEL AS HE DOES.


HE INVITES US TO ENTER THE STORY.


HE WANTS TO CHALLENGE YOU TO FEEL & EXPERIENCE THE POWER OF THE LIVING CHRIST IN YOUR OWN LIFE.


HE WANTS YOU TO STAND IN AWE AT THE EMPTY TOMB & CONTEMPLATE WHAT IT MEANS FOR JESUS TO BE ALIVE TODAY.


HE WANTS YOU TO INSERT YOUR OWN NAME IN PLACE OF PETER’S & ACCEPT THE FACT THAT JESUS ACCEPTS YOU.

YOU KNOW, I WONDER HOW MANY OF US, WHEN WE SING OUR EASTER HYMNS TODAY, ARE SINGING THEM FOR THE PRESENT & HOW MANY OF US ARE PROJECTING OURSELVES BACK 2,000 YEARS.


IF WE WOULD UNDERSTAND THE MESSAGE OF MARK – IF WE COULD TRULY CAPTURE THE SIGNIFICANCE OF HIS BOOK THAT NEVER ENDS, WE WOULD UNDERSTAND THAT “CHRIST THE LORD IS RISEN TODAY” IS NOT BE SUNG AS IF WE WERE FIRST CENTURY CHRISTIANS EXPERIENCING THE RISEN CHRIST.


IT’S TO BE SUNG AS 21ST CENTURY CHRISTIANS EXPERIENCING THAT SAME RISEN CHRIST IN OUR LIVES TODAY.


DO YOU WANT FURTHER PROOF THAT MARK HAS INTENTIONALLY & CAREFULLY ARRANGED HIS GOSPEL?


DO YOU STILL NEED CONVINCING THAT HE MEANT THIS TO BE A “BOOK THAT NEVER ENDS”?


LOOK AT HIS VERY FIRST VERSE IN HIS VERY FIRST CHAPTER.


HOW DOES HE OPEN HIS GOSPEL?

HE SAYS, “THE BEGINNING OF THE GOOD NEWS OF JESUS CHRIST, THE SON OF GOD.”


THE BEGINNING.


MARK IS TELLING US THAT HE’S GIVING US ONLY THE BEGINNING OF THE STORY.


FINISH THE STORY THAT MARK HAS GIVEN YOU.

LEAVE THE FEAR & THE DARK & THE DEATH BEHIND & PREPARE TO MEET THE LIVING CHRIST WHO IS ALIVE IN OUR WORLD THIS VERY DAY.  AMEN.

The Reverend Dr. Dennis R. Davenport

Eastminster Presbyterian Church - Evansville, Indiana
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