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Between the Lines 

Mark 16:9-20 

John Breon 

 

 Normally on Pentecost we’d go to the book of Acts or some other 

passage that deals specifically with the Holy Spirit. But we’re concluding a 

series on Mark’s Gospel, and I wanted to include this passage. 

 And it fits on Pentecost—and I think it works for Senior Sunday as 

well. This passage includes appearances of the risen Jesus, his commission 

to the disciples, and a glimpse of the early church’s experience. The last 

part of this section reads like a summary from the book of Acts. And it may 

be based on experiences recorded in Acts. 

 Before we get into this part of Mark’s Gospel, we need to get some 

background. In modern translations of the Bible, you’ll notice that verses 9-

20 are set apart from the rest of the chapter. You’ll also find in brackets or a 

footnote something like, “The earliest manuscripts and some other ancient 

witnesses do not have verses 9-20.” 

 The original documents written by the New Testament authors are no 

longer available. What we have today are copies of those documents and 

copies of the copies. There are more of those kinds of manuscripts of the 

NT than of any other ancient literature. Using those manuscripts along with 

early translations and the writings of other early Christians when they quote 

Scripture, scholars work to produce a NT text that best represents what was 

originally written in Greek. And that text is the basis for translating the NT 

into English and other modern languages. 

 The problem is that those manuscripts aren’t all the same. Some 

include material that others don’t have (like Mark 16:9-20). Sometimes 

people making copies skipped or added a word or line. Or they might have 

misspelled a word as they copied it. Scholars studying the text sort through 

all of that to find what’s closest to the original. And the differences are 

minor enough that we have very accurate NT texts to base translations on.  

We also trust that the Holy Spirit who inspired the writers of Scripture was 

also at work in the process of copying and compiling the biblical material 

so that we have in the Bible what God intends us to have. 
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 Now, what about vv. 9-20? If Mark didn’t write them as part of his 

Gospel, where did they come from? What’s most likely is that Mark ended 

his writing at verse 8. Sometime early in the Second Century, the section we 

have as vv. 9-20 was compiled as a summary of teaching about belief in 

Jesus’ resurrection. Before the middle of the Second Century, these verses 

were attached to Mark’s Gospel. 

 I take the time to go into all that because we need to account for the 

differences in Bible translations and understand a little bit about how 

they’re made. 

 And this addition to Mark (vv. 9-20) speaks today out of the early 

church’s experience. It was accepted by the second century church and that 

puts it within Christian tradition. And it is basically consistent with the rest 

of Mark’s Gospel and the NT.  

 James Forbes notes that if the good news hadn’t been proclaimed, 

those added words in 16:9-20 would never have been attached to the 

Gospel. What a tragedy if we have to say about Christians today, “They said 

nothing to anyone, because they were afraid” (v. 8). 

 Then he says that we need to take seriously even the spaces between 

the lines. In that little space between verses 8 and 9, something happened. 

At some point the women did tell that they had found Jesus’ tomb empty 

and they shared the message they heard from an angel at the tomb. The 

women and then the other disciples did see the risen Lord Jesus. And after 

a time, the disciples experienced the Holy Spirit in a fresh and personal way.  

Then they could go in the power of the Spirit, as their Lord had done (The 

Holy Spirit and Preaching 88-91). 

 What can we discover as we read between the lines? Do we live in 

darkness and fear like Easter hasn’t happened? Do we live in confusion after 

Easter but still not sure what’s going on? Or do we live after Jesus has 

ascended and the Holy Spirit has come to form us into the church and to 

empower us to witness and serve? 

 Jesus the Messiah, the Anointed One, shares his anointing with his 

people. The church, as the Body of Christ, is empowered by the same Spirit 

who was at work in Jesus so we can be all that God wants us to be. We can 

do all that God calls us to do in the power of God’s Spirit. 
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 I tell this story every so often, but it’s worth repeating because it 

reminds us that we need each other to do the mission God gives us. As you 

graduate and go on to new places, don’t forget to stay connected to the 

church, the community of faith, the body of Christ. 

 Some years ago, a pastor in Colorado Springs visited the training 

center for Olympic athletes. He thought he’d find an illustration of the 

importance of community, but he was disappointed because those athletes 

were so competitive. Then the “Special Olympics” came to town. The pastor 

described the hundred yard dash. 

 He said that as the gun went off some of the runners were fairly fast 

and left the rest behind. Others were moving little better than a walk. 

Suddenly about fifty yards down the track one of the runners fell. The entire 

race stopped. Even the ones close to the finish line came back to their fallen 

friend and gathered around. “Are you all right?” The one who fell said, “No! 

I hurt!”  

 Then one of the runners knelt down, brushed off the scrape, kissed it 

and helped the injured runner to his feet. Then all the runners held hands 

and were determined to restart the race from the middle of the track. They 

looked at each other and shouted, “Are you ready? Are you ready?” The 

gun went off again and they all started to run but they forgot to let go of 

the hands of the ones next to them. So they all finished the race together. 

And no one lost and everybody won (Robert G. Tuttle, Jr., Sanctity Without 

Starch 157). 

 Together, we know the risen Lord. Together, we hear his call. 

Together, we go in his power. Together, the Lord works with us and 

confirms his word. 

 Now, let’s see what’s in this passage and what it says to us. 

 We have a summary of three resurrection appearances of Jesus. First 

to Mary Magdalene. That’s recorded more fully in John 20. Then there’s an 

appearance to two disciples walking in the country. This is probably the one 

recorded in Luke 24—the walk to Emmaus. And all the other Gospels report 

how the risen Jesus appeared to his disciples. 

 The emphasis here is on witness and believing. Those who meet the 

risen Lord go and tell others. In this case, the others are the eleven disciples 
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who refuse to believe the reports. Finally, Jesus himself appears to the 

eleven and rebukes them for their unbelief and hard hearts. The point is, 

we’d better believe the witnesses to the resurrection, including the women 

at the empty tomb, Mary Magdalene, the Emmaus travelers, and all the rest. 

 Jesus appeared to Mary Magdalene to reward her faithfulness. On the 

road to Emmaus, he revealed himself to the two disciples to restore their 

confidence. And he appeared to the eleven to renew their commission 

(David McKenna, The Communicator’s Commentary: Mark). 

 And that’s what we see now. Jesus gives to his disciples what we call 

the Great Commission: “Go into all the world and preach the good news to 

all creation.” Again, there’s an emphasis on witness and believing. As the 

disciples and the church proclaim the gospel, the good news, whoever 

believes is saved and whoever refuses to believe is condemned. This same 

idea is found in John 3:18, “Whoever believes in him is not condemned; 

whoever does not believe stands condemned already because they have 

not believed in the name of God’s one and only Son.” Apart from faith in 

Jesus, we’re already condemned and the final judgment will simply reveal 

that condemnation. Our own refusal to trust Jesus condemns us. But, as 

Paul writes in Romans 8:1, “There is therefore now no condemnation for 

those who are in Christ Jesus.” There’s a choice to be made: will you trust 

Christ for your salvation? 

 As in Matthew’s account of this Commission, baptism is part of the 

church’s mission. We’re not only to proclaim the Gospel, we’re also to 

initiate people into God’s kingdom and incorporate them into the church, 

include them in the fellowship of God’s people. 

 Followers of Jesus are always sent people. We’re to go into the world. 

As we go, we proclaim and share the gospel, the good news. We are good 

news people who scatter all over the world. Here, Jesus says to take the 

good news to the whole creation. God is concerned about everything God  

made. What does the gospel lead us to do about the environment and 

pollution and the use of natural resources? 

 When Jesus says to go into all the world, maybe he means more than 

that his people need to go to every location in the world. Sometimes we 

talk about it as going into every part of the world, going into every person’s 
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world. The Lord is sending you into the world of education. Whatever 

vocation you pursue, the Lord will send you there as his representative, his 

witness. All of us go into the world of business or medicine or education or 

farming or public service or wherever as the people of God, sent to serve, 

to witness, to make a difference in Jesus’ name. 

 After Jesus tells the disciples to go into all the world and proclaim the 

good news to the whole creation, we come to a list of signs, miracles that 

show the Lord is with his followers empowering them. Here’s where this 

passage sounds most like Acts. Most of the things mentioned here were 

part of the church’s experience in Acts—and throughout Christian history. 

 The first sign is driving out demons. This was part of Jesus’ ministry.  

The apostles had already done this (Mk 3:15; 6:7, 12-13; 9:38). Jesus’ 

mission of inaugurating God’s kingdom involves invading enemy territory 

and overthrowing the powers of darkness and evil. Jesus’ followers continue 

this mission. We see examples of this in the book of Acts. The church, in 

Jesus’ name and through the Holy Spirit, has power to tear down 

strongholds and to fight principalities and powers. 

 Next in the list is speaking in new tongues. There’s no mention of this 

in the Gospels. Luke does report that people filled with the Holy Spirit were 

inspired to speak. At the first Christian Pentecost, Jesus’ followers were 

enabled by the Holy Spirit to speak in languages they didn’t know. People 

from all over the world who were in Jerusalem were able to understand the 

disciples’ praise and witness. At other places in Acts, speaking in tongues 

accompanied receiving the Holy Spirit—but not always. Paul lists tongues 

as an example of the Holy Spirit’s gifts (1 Cor. 12; 14). Those gifts are given 

for the common good, as God determines and to enable ministry. 

 The next two signs—picking up snakes and drinking poison without 

being harmed—don’t appear anywhere else in the NT. The closest thing is 

in Acts 28 when Paul was gathering firewood and a viper bit his hand. But 

he shook it off in the fire and wasn’t harmed. 

 We might also see a connection with Luke 10:17-20. Seventy disciples 

that Jesus had sent out on a preaching mission returned and reported to 

him that “even the demons are subject to us.” Jesus declares, “I saw Satan 

fall like lightening from heaven. I have given you authority to trample on 
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snakes and scorpions and over all the power of the enemy; nothing will 

harm you. However, do not rejoice that the spirits submit to you, but rejoice 

that your names are written in heaven.” Here the snakes and scorpions are 

symbolic of evil powers. Maybe the snakes and poison in Mark 16 also 

symbolize various evil powers.  

 There are churches, mostly in Appalachia, that keep snakes and 

poison in the sanctuary. And they use them in their worship services. Based 

on this verse, they see handling snakes and drinking poison without being 

harmed as signs of real faith. But that practice does not have the support of 

the whole of Scripture. That shows the danger of building doctrine or 

practice on one isolated verse in the Bible. 

 The final sign mentioned here is healing. Again, this was a major 

component of Jesus’ ministry. His apostles had shared his healing ministry.  

Throughout Acts, God uses the church to bring healing to people. Healing 

is another of the gifts of the Spirit Paul mentions. James encourages the 

church to pray for people to be healed (5:14-15). I believe God still wants 

the church to have a healing ministry. 

 This passage concludes with Jesus ascending to heaven and being 

seated at the place of highest honor. Then the disciples went out and 

preached everywhere, and the Lord worked with them. Through the Holy 

Spirit, Jesus continues to work in and through and with his church. He’s 

with us in the work he calls us to do. In being a faithful fellowship, in 

reaching people with the good news, in meeting needs, in worship and 

education and all that we do as people of the kingdom, the Lord works with 

us. He confirms his word with signs of his power and grace. 

 The invitation is to believe. Step across the line from unbelief to belief, 

from condemnation to salvation. Believe in Jesus whom Mark proclaimed:  

the Messiah, the Son of God, Son of Man, Teacher, Savior and Lord. Put 

your faith and trust in him. 

 Then go. Go into all the world. Go into your world. Go wherever Jesus 

sends you. As you go, tell the good news.  

 And remember we’re not alone in this mission. God gives us each 

other. We’re together in believing, in going, in telling. Not only that, but the 

Lord is with us. He works with us, confirming his word by his works. 
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 The Holy Spirit is the Lord within us. The Spirit makes Jesus real to us 

right now. The Spirit sends us into the world in mission. The Spirit gives us 

words to say and makes our witness effective. Trust the Lord to give you 

the Holy Spirit. Open yourself afresh to the Spirit’s work in your life. 
 


