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JESUS APPOINTS THE TWELVE

Mark 3:7–35

Key Verses: 3:13,14

“Jesus went up on a mountainside and called to him those he wanted, and they came to him. He appointed twelve that they might be with him and that he might send them out to preach…”


People have various ways of learning. In college, professors give lectures in classrooms and assign readings in books. These days the trend is to be more interactive, with small group projects and discussions. Some people are visual learners, or through touch and smell rather than through reading or hearing words. Some learn through play or doodling. But in all these ways people still learn on their own terms, when they want to. Their base is their own private lives. But in this passage Jesus invites his disciples to learn in an intense way. 


In these early chapters we’ve seen the beginnings of Jesus’ ministry. It was full of grace and healing. It exposed that the religious people of that time were like old wineskins. They had no heart to learn anything, even though God was doing great things through Jesus. Jesus followed a principle: “New wine into new wineskins.” In light of this, he calls the twelve. Today we want to learn what Jesus was really doing with those men. It’s what he still wants to do today. 


Look at verse 7. Jesus had been in a synagogue, probably in Capernaum. But when people were plotting against him, he withdrew with his disciples to the lake, which was the Sea of Galilee. And a large crowd from Galilee followed him. Though the religious leaders didn’t like Jesus, the people were thrilled with him. Look at verse 8. This is what the religious leaders did not want to happen. Jesus’ fame was spreading north, south, east and west. Why were people traveling such long distances to see him? It says, “they heard about all he was doing.” It was so amazing, so heart-moving, they had to come. When they heard about him, people found hope in Jesus. Look at verses 9,10. Jesus was healing people. And everybody wanted to get close to him. The pushing and shoving got so serious Jesus needed a small boat ready, to bring some safe space and order into the situation, so that nobody would get hurt. Look at verses 11,12. Again we see that impure spirits ruled many people’s lives, and these spirits were utterly helpless before Jesus. Jesus also kept his true identity a secret, so that his ministry wouldn’t be hindered. What’s the point of verses 7–12? They show that the people of the time were so desperate, and the religious leaders were not doing their job. They were not strengthening the weak or healing the sick or binding up the injured. They were not bring back the strays or searching for the lost (Eze34:4). In contrast, Jesus was a real shepherd of people, and people sensed it. Today, too, people will come to church if they sense that somebody there truly cares about them.


With such overwhelming need and such useless religious leaders, what did Jesus do? Read verse 13. In doing this Jesus is making a drastic change. He begins to focus even more on those who’re willing and interested in really learning from him. It says he went up on a mountainside. It’s a hilly area near Capernaum. He was withdrawing from the huge crowds. Luke says he went there to spend the night, and that night he was praying to God (Lk6:12). Just as before (1:35–38), it was through prayer that Jesus found this new direction. 

Then it says he “called to him those he wanted.” There were probably a lot of people encamped nearby, waiting for Jesus to come back. But Jesus didn’t go to them; instead, he called a select few to come to him. What does it mean? It tells us that being close to Jesus isn’t about our choice, but about Jesus’ choice. Later he would tell his disciples, “You did not choose me but I chose you…” (Jn15:16). We’re not sure why he wanted these and not any of the others, but it probably had something to do with their desire to learn, which he could sense.

The last part of verse 13 says, “…they came to him.” These guys didn’t calculate; they responded. They accepted his call and offered themselves wholeheartedly to work with him. That commitment set them apart from all the others. We learn from verse 13 how important it is to focus on a few people. Jesus is still calling people. How important it is to hear it and respond with faith and total commitment.


Read verse 14. It starts by saying, “He appointed twelve…” The first thing we notice here is that Jesus “appointed” them. It’s related to his calling them in verse 13. When they accepted his call, he appointed them. To be appointed basically means they were given an assignment. What they would be doing was not their own invention; their assignment came from Jesus. We can say yes or no. But to accept an appointment requires humility and selflessness. It’s so important that it was Jesus who appointed them. Their legitimacy came from Jesus, not from anything in themselves. In a sense, all Christians have been appointed by Jesus. 2 Corinthians 5 says that when we’re compelled by Christ’s love, we take on his ministry and become Christ’s ambassadors (2Co5:14–20). 

We also notice here that there were twelve. Why twelve? It correlates to the twelve tribes of Israel. It was unmistakable: Jesus was starting a new history of God’s people with these twelve men who were like new wineskins. And he wanted these twelve men to be shepherds of all God’s people.


Read verse 14 again. It goes on to say “that they might be with him.” This is the crux of the matter. Later, it would be what these men would be known for: they had “been with Jesus” (Ac4:13). They would learn by always being with Jesus in person. In fact, the best way to learn of Jesus was by living closely together with him. It was a huge investment of Jesus in them, and of them in learning of Jesus. These days my wife Kathy has a student shadowing her at work three days a week. She didn’t call him or appoint him; she just has to go with it. In any case, it’s definitely added to her stress levels at work. We probably can’t even imagine what it must have been like for Jesus to always have not just one guy, but twelve guys with him, from the first thing in the morning until late into the night, all day, every day. In doing this, any personal space or privacy Jesus had had went right out the window. It’s so hard to do, but this is real discipleship ministry—living together, up close and personal. It demands authenticity, and it precludes any hypocrisy. 


And what were they supposed to be learning by living with Jesus? They would learn how he preached, how he taught and how he healed. They would learn his words. They would learn his lifestyle. They would learn how he cared for people and interacted with them. It wasn’t about mannerisms, dress, skills or techniques. Mainly, they would learn his heart. As we study Mark’s Gospel, we’re going to see that Jesus was helping these men learn two key things: his compassion for people, and, his faith in God. They are lessons slowly learned. Jesus repeats these lessons with the twelve, again and again. It was such a privilege to actually get to be with Jesus so closely, all the time. Being with Jesus molded and shaped them. They became different than they were before. Being with Jesus left an indelible mark on them. They truly became like Jesus.


So what should we take from this? Probably the most important lesson here is the priority of being with Jesus. Without being with Jesus in a personal relationship, nothing else could really happen with these men, and the same is true for us. We need to make it our priority to “be with Jesus.” He’s not here in human form on earth anymore. So how can we “be with Jesus”? It starts when we accept his forgiving grace and love. Who are we? Nothing but sinners. We’re weak and selfish and petty and struggle with sinful desires. But amazingly, Jesus forgives our sins and loves us; he wants to be in a real relationship with us. To be with him, we need to respond to his grace and love by accepting it. To be with him means to dwell in his grace and love, even though we’re still pretty wretched and obviously sick. To be with him means to let his grace and love gradually heal us. To be with him means to learn to stand in his grace (Ro5:2), not on our own merits or performance. As we hold onto his grace, we can begin to pray. We can begin to live in God’s presence. We can begin to learn how to depend on God.


To “be with Jesus” also means not to just live in a church or be with church people all the time; that can just make us habitual and isolated. To be with Jesus means to open our minds and hearts to learn of him. How can we learn of Jesus? The best way is to actually read about him in the Bible. To be with Jesus means actually spending time reading his words and really thinking about what they mean, observing carefully what he did and trying to understand why. If we make no time for it, or only do it superficially, we can’t really be with Jesus. In our ministry this is why after studying a passage of Scripture we write and share a reflection; it’s not to just regurgitate stuff we already know, and not for any other weird reason, but simply to help us really learn of Jesus. When we get together and share such reflections, it’s really refreshing and encouraging.


To be with Jesus also means to find somebody who’s already put in the time and effort to be with Jesus, and ask them to be our mentor. It’s priceless to have such a person in our lives, somebody who’s grown deeply in the character of Jesus. Even though they’re still flawed, we can see Jesus in them. Of course, we’re all so busy. In our activities some of us are doing the equivalent of two full-time jobs; amazingly, we still find time to have the relationships we want. So if we really want to, anybody can be with Jesus. It’s not about being busy, but about having the desire to do it, and making it a priority. Sometimes it means trimming out other things so that we can actually be with Jesus.


But being with Jesus was not an end, in and of itself. Read verses 14,15. After being with him, he would send them out to do what he did. Initially it was actually a part of their learning process. We human beings often learn best not by studying theory but by doing. Some even say, “Teaching is learning.” Jesus didn’t wait too long to send them out; after observing him for a while, in chapter 6 these men are sent out temporarily, and they come and report back to him. At the end of Mark’s Gospel, they’re sent out into all the world, permanently. The point is, Jesus wanted these men to go out into the world full of needy, broken, damaged people and bring God’s kingdom to them. He wanted them to turn people to God, to find hope and healing and freedom in him. And while they were doing that, he also wanted them to invite new people to be with them and learn of Christ more deeply through them. After being with Jesus, they would have his authority and power to actually do what he did. God's kingdom comes near when people are with Jesus, truly learning of him and going out to do what he did.


In verses 16–19 Mark lists the names of the Twelve. Jesus gave some of them new names. Often it was to express his hope for them. They were a wide variety of people, so different from each other. It was so that they could each relate to people like themselves. It also shows Jesus’ hope for all kinds of people. He had hope even for Judas Iscariot the betrayer.


Read verses 20,21. It must have been painful for Jesus to hear what his own family really thought of him. They thought he had spent himself so much in the service of others that he lost himself. And misunderstanding and opposition didn’t stop there. Read verse 22. These religious police from Jerusalem couldn’t deny the power of Jesus’ ministry, but they still mocked him as demon-possessed. They used this idea quite often in the Gospels, to discredit Jesus. How did he respond? Read verses 23–26. His point was that it was totally silly to think that Satan would use Jesus to drive out demons; he would never do that. Read verse 27. This parable tells us what Jesus really came to do to Satan. He came to tie him up so that he could get people out of his hellish house. Then Jesus warned them. Read verses 28–29. Jesus gave the direst warning possible. To blaspheme against the Holy Spirit’s work, Jesus says, is unforgivable. God wants to forgive any kind of sin or blasphemy. But when people blaspheme against the Holy Spirit, they're cutting themselves off from God’s forgiveness.


Read verses 31,32. His family was trying to lure him outside so that they could just take him home. Jesus wasn’t blinded by his emotional attachment to them; he knew exactly what they were doing. What did he say? Read verses 33–35. Jesus was pouring his life into the people there, his disciples, who were serious about being with him and learning from him how to do God’s will. He considered them his real family. Later, his mother and brothers changed and joined the Christian community as their spiritual family. At this point, Jesus let the twelve see and hear all the opposition to him; he didn’t shelter them from it. He wanted them to know that such opposition always arises against gospel work, and he wanted them to learn from him how to handle it.


Today we mainly thought about the importance of being with Jesus. When we’re with Jesus, it changes us and enables us to do what he did. May God help us to make being with Jesus our priority, and show us how to really do it.
