
“I enjoy reading Phil Moore’s books. He writes about Jesus and  
the Christian life with perception, wisdom and wit.”

– Nicky Gumbel

“In taking us straight to the heart of the text, Phil Moore has 
served us magnificently. We so need to get into the Scriptures and 

let the Scriptures get into us. The fact that Phil writes so relevantly 
and with such submission to biblical revelation means that we are 

genuinely helped to be shaped by the Bible’s teaching.” 
– Terry Virgo

“Fresh. Solid. Simple. Really good stuff.” 
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“Phil makes the deep truths of Scripture alive and accessible. If 
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then buy these books and let them change your life!”
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“Most commentaries are dull. These are alive.  
Most commentaries are for scholars. These are for you!”

– Canon Michael Green

“These notes are amazingly good. Phil’s insights are striking, 
original, and fresh, going straight to the heart of the text and the 

reader! Substantial yet succinct, they bristle with amazing insights 
and life applications, compelling us to read more. Bible reading 

will become enriched and informed with such a scintillating guide. 
Teachers and preachers will find nuggets of pure gold here!” 

– Greg Haslam, Westminster Chapel, London, UK

“The Bible is living and dangerous. The ones who teach it best 
are those who bear that in mind – and let the author do the 

talking. Phil has written these studies with a sharp mind and a 
combination of creative application and reverence.”

– Joel Virgo, Leader of Newday Youth Festival



“Phil Moore’s new commentaries are outstanding:  
biblical and passionate, clear and well-illustrated, simple and 
profound. God’s Word comes to life as you read them, and the 

wonder of God shines through every page.”
– Andrew Wilson, Author of Incomparable and If God Then What?

“Want to understand the Bible better? Don’t have the time or 
energy to read complicated commentaries? The book you have in 
your hand could be the answer. Allow Phil Moore to explain and 
then apply God’s message to your life. Think of this book as the 

Bible’s message distilled for everyone.”
– Adrian Warnock, Christian blogger

“Phil Moore presents Scripture in a dynamic, accessible and 
relevant way. The bite-size chunks – set in context and  
grounded in contemporary life – really make the make  

the Word become flesh and dwell among us.” 
– Dr David Landrum, The Bible Society 

“Through a relevant, very readable, up to date storying  
approach, Phil Moore sets the big picture, relates  

God’s Word to today and gives us fresh insights to increase  
our vision, deepen our worship, know our identity and  

fire our imagination. Highly recommended!”
– Geoff Knott, former CEO of Wycliffe Bible Translators UK 

“What an exciting project Phil has embarked upon! These 
accessible and insightful books will ignite the hearts of believers, 

inspire the minds of preachers and help shape a new generation of 
men and women who are seeking to learn from God’s Word.”

– David Stroud, Newfrontiers and ChristChurch London
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This book is for my four children:

Isaac, Noah, Esther and Ethan.

May it help you to step deeper into the story.
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About the Straight to  
the Heart Series

On his eightieth birthday, Sir Winston Churchill dismissed 
the compliment that he was the “lion” who had defeated Nazi 
Germany in World War Two. He told the Houses of Parliament 
that “It was a nation and race dwelling all around the globe that 
had the lion’s heart. I had the luck to be called upon to give the 
roar.”

I hope that God speaks to you very powerfully through the 
“roar” of the books in the Straight to the Heart series. I hope they 
help you to understand the books of the Bible and the message 
which the Holy Spirit inspired their authors to write. I hope that 
they help you to hear God’s voice challenging you, and that they 
provide you with a springboard for further journeys into each 
book of Scripture for yourself.

But when you hear my “roar”, I want you to know that it 
comes from the heart of a much bigger “lion” than me. I have 
been shaped by a whole host of great Christian thinkers and 
preachers from around the world, and I want to give due credit 
to at least some of them here:

Terry Virgo, David Stroud, Dave Holden, John Hosier, Adrian 
Holloway, Greg Haslam, Lex Loizides and all those who lead the 
Newfrontiers family of churches; friends and encouragers, such 
as Stef Liston, Joel Virgo, Stuart Gibbs, Scott Taylor, Nick Sharp, 
Nick Derbridge, Phil Whittall, and Kevin and Sarah Aires; Tony 
Collins, Jenny Ward, Simon Cox and Margaret Milton at Monarch 
Books; Malcolm Kayes and all the elders of The Coign Church, 
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Woking; my fellow elders and church members here at Everyday 
Church in London; my great friend Andrew Wilson – without 
your friendship, encouragement and example, this series would 
never have happened.

I would like to thank my parents, my brother Jonathan, and 
my in-laws, Clive and Sue Jackson. Dad – your example birthed 
in my heart the passion which brought this series into being. 
I didn’t listen to all you said when I was a child, but I couldn’t 
ignore the way you got up at five o’ clock every morning to 
pray, read the Bible and worship, because of your radical love 
for God and for his Word. I’d like to thank my children – Isaac, 
Noah, Esther and Ethan – for keeping me sane when publishing 
deadlines were looming. But most of all, I’m grateful to my 
incredible wife, Ruth – my friend, encourager, corrector and 
helper.

You all have the lion’s heart, and you have all developed 
the lion’s heart in me. I count it an enormous privilege to be the 
one who was chosen to sound the lion’s roar.

So welcome to the Straight to the Heart series. My prayer is that 
you will let this roar grip your own heart too – for the glory of 
the great Lion of the Tribe of Judah, the Lord Jesus Christ!
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Introduction:  
Step into the Story

He jumped to his feet and came to Jesus… and 
followed Jesus along the road.

(Mark 10:50, 52)

Mark may be the shortest of the four New Testament gospels, 
but it is also by far the most intense. Mark is like the driver of 
a Formula 1 racing car. He puts his foot to the floor in the very 
first verse and he doesn’t let up the pace until he brings it to its 
sudden surprise ending. Mark’s gospel is a breathless succession 
of exhilarating highs and lows because that is precisely how it 
felt to be one of the twelve disciples of Jesus. Mark wants us 
to experience what it was like for Peter and his friends when 
Jesus called them to leave their old lives behind and step into 
his story.

Mark wrote his gospel in Greek, the educated language in 
the first-century Roman Empire. His favourite Greek word is 
eutheōs, which means immediately, at once or straightaway.1 He 
uses it forty-two times in just sixteen chapters. That is how it 
felt for Peter and his friends when they came into contact with 
Jesus, a man of action who burned with an incredible sense of 
purpose. His call to them was not a question: “How can I help 
you?” It was a command to “Come and follow me.” He told them 
to wave goodbye to their quiet lives so that he could catapult 
them into a whirlwind adventure with God.

Mark loved this about Jesus. His parents had named him 
1  Sometimes Mark even finds the word eutheōs a bit too long. He often 
abbreviates it to euthus.
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Marcus, a Latin name made famous by two of Rome’s greatest 
action men. Marcus Tullius Cicero had opposed the rise of Julius 
Caesar, and Mark Antony had helped Caesar to overcome him. 
We can tell from the way Mark peppers his gospel with words 
imported from Latin that he was brought up on Roman history 
books about such men and on myths about Hercules, Aeneas and 
Romulus.2 Mark therefore writes his gospel at a lightning pace 
in order to present Jesus to his Roman readers as the ultimate 
man of action. Jesus is far greater than any Roman action hero 
and he invites us to play our own part in his great story.

Mark also had a second name. The New Testament calls 
him John Mark because, although his parents courted favour 
with the Romans, they never forgot that they were first and 
foremost Jews.3 John was Hebrew for The Lord Has Shown Grace, 
and it had been the name of high priests, warriors and generals 
throughout Israel’s history.4 Mark’s Roman education must 
therefore have been supplemented with Old Testament hero 
stories about men such as Gideon, Samson, David and Jonathan. 
Mark’s parents told him about God’s promise that he would one 
day send an even greater hero to save the Jewish nation from 
its oppressors, making all of these Old Testament action men 
look like nothing more than warm-up acts for the Messiah. No 
wonder, therefore, Mark is excited as he writes his gospel. He is 
the first to chronicle the arrival of this Messiah.

Mark’s gospel is technically anonymous. He does not 
name himself as author or list any of his sources. He is too busy 
narrating the non-stop action. However, several ancient writers 

2  None of the other gospel writers use as many imported Latin words as Mark 
– words such as spekoulatōr meaning bodyguard (6:27), quadrans referring to 
a Roman coin known as a quarter (12:42), or phragelloō, which describes being 
flogged using a special Roman whip known as a flagellum (15:15).
3  See Acts 12:12, 12:25 and 15:37.
4  The Hebrew name Johanan became Iōannēs in Greek and so it entered the 
English language as John. See 2 Kings 25:23; 1 Chronicles 6:10, 12:4, 12:12 
and Nehemiah 8:22–23.
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tell us that Mark wrote this gospel as scribe when the disciple 
Peter spoke his memoirs. Eusebius tells us that

Peter’s hearers… were not satisfied with a single hearing… 
but with all sorts of entreaties pleaded with Mark whose 
Gospel we have, seeing that he was Peter’s follower, to 
leave them a written statement of the teaching which 
had been given them verbally. They did not give up until 
they had persuaded him, and so they became the cause of 
the written Gospel which bears the name of Mark.5

The second-century bishop Irenaeus of Lyons confirms this, 
telling us that “Mark, the disciple and interpreter of Peter, handed 
down to us in writing what Peter preached.” 6 Mark listened to 
Peter as he preached the story of Jesus throughout the Roman 
Empire, then he wrote it down so that we might know how to 
become part of the story too.

Peter was a man of action whose shoot-first-ask-questions-
later attitude kept on getting him into trouble. But his weakness 
was also his greatest strength. He became the leader of the 
Early Church because nobody was more willing to step into 
Jesus’ story than he was. While the other disciples were content 
to watch Jesus walk on water, Peter asked him, “Lord, if it’s you, 
tell me to come to you on the water” (Matthew 14:28). While the 
other disciples turned their boat and rowed 100 metres to the 
shore to have breakfast with the risen Jesus, Peter leapt into the 
water and swam on ahead of them (John 21:7). Mark’s gospel 
still bears the voice of the rough-and-ready fisherman who first 
spoke it. Peter could not slow himself down as he preached 
excitedly about Jesus. Nor could Mark as he preserved Peter’s 
words for the likes of you and me.

Mark 1:1–7:23 is set in Galilee and it recounts the early 

5  Eusebius of Caesarea wrote this just after 300 ad in his Church History 
(2.15.1).
6  Irenaeus of Lyons wrote this in c.180 ad in Against Heresies (3.1.1).
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days after Peter was invited to play a part in the Messiah’s 
story. Mark 7:24–9:29 is set among the pagans and it 
chronicles Peter’s growing realisation that what is happening 
in Israel is the world’s story. Mark 9:30–10:52 takes place on 
the road to Jerusalem and charts Peter’s growing awareness 
that it is going to be a costly story. Mark 11–15 records the 
week leading up to Jesus’ death and marvels at the fact that 
this is such a surprising story. Mark 16 is the grand finale of 
the gospel, describing Peter’s mixture of fear and delight as he 
finds Jesus’ tomb empty and realises that he has been called to 
continue an unfinished story.

So get ready to experience Jesus as Peter knew him. Get 
ready to experience the emotional rollercoaster ride of following 
Jesus around with his twelve disciples. Mark describes how 
Peter felt at every bump along the road because the same call to 
follow Jesus is ours today. Mark expects God to surprise us and 
to teach us and to humble us and to transform us, just as he did 
Peter, while we read the pages of his gospel.

Let’s get ready to discover what it was like for Peter and 
his friends to travel around with Jesus. Let’s get ready to hear 
Jesus still speaking to us today. Let’s get ready to step into the 
story.



Part One:

The  
Messiah’s Story 

(Mark 1:1–7:23)
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Journey’s End (1:1–8)
The beginning of the good news about Jesus the 
Messiah, the Son of God.

(Mark 1:1)

There is no Christmas in Mark’s gospel. There is no stable. There 
are no angel choirs. There are no shepherds or wise men. Mark 
covers in his first 13 verses what it takes Matthew 76 verses 
and Luke 182 verses to say. Mark has no time to beat around the 
bush. He takes us straight to the point where Peter came face to 
face with the adult Jesus.

There is a reason for this. Matthew wrote for Jewish 
readers and needed to explain how Jesus fitted into the Jewish 
story. He begins with historical background because he needs 
to prove that Jesus is the much-prophesied Jewish Messiah. 
Similarly Luke wrote for Gentile readers and he needed to 
explain how a man who was crucified as a criminal could be the 
Saviour of the world. He locates the life of Jesus in the history 
of the pagan world. But Mark is different. He isn’t writing about 
the Jewish story or the Gentile story. He is writing about one 
man’s encounter with the story of Jesus and about what made 
him step into the story.1 He does not mention the early life of 
Jesus because Peter was not there. He takes us straight to the 
moment where their two stories collided.

Jesus does not appear in these opening eight verses. Mark 
builds anticipation for the moment when he appears in verse 
9. In comparison to the other gospel writers, Mark tells us 

1  Mark reminds us in 1:1 that the Gospel isn’t primarily our story. It is the story 
about Jesus the Messiah.
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very little about what John the Baptist said. Instead he fills our 
senses with vivid detail so that we can sense how Peter felt at 
the beginning of his journey. Eyewitness detail is a major feature 
of Mark’s gospel. Jesus doesn’t just go to sleep in a boat; he goes 
to sleep in a boat on a cushion (4:38). Jesus doesn’t just make 
people sit down to eat; he makes them sit down on the green 
grass (6:39). A blind man doesn’t just leap up to talk to Jesus; 
he throws his cloak aside in his eagerness to talk to him (10:50). 
Mark sets the scene with vivid detail in these opening verses. 
He describes the clothing and the diet of a strange preacher 
who appeared in the wilderness.2 He describes the crowds that 
gathered to him at the River Jordan. He tells us little about what 
John actually said.3 What matters more is that we feel we are 
there at the start of Peter’s journey.

Mark invites us to participate in Peter’s confusion. He 
quotes far less from the Old Testament than Matthew does 
because his Roman readers are largely unfamiliar with the 
Jewish Scriptures, but he begins his gospel with two Old 
Testament quotations in order to convey to us just how confused 
first-century Jews were about what to expect from their 
Messiah. In verse 2, Mark quotes from Malachi 3:1, where God 
says “I will send my messenger before me to prepare the way for 
me,” but note the way Mark changes the words so that it hints at 
the divinity of the Messiah: “I will send my messenger before you 
to prepare the way for you”. In verse 3, he quotes from Isaiah 
40:3, which says this messenger will prepare “a highway for our 
God,” but he changes the words again: the messenger will “make 
straight paths for him”. Mark therefore invites us to share in the 

2  Elijah had made this the traditional dress of a Jewish prophet (2 Kings 1:8; 
Zechariah 13:4). It linked John’s ministry to a prophecy in Malachi 4:5, which 
described him as “Elijah”.
3  Matthew 3:1–12 and Luke 3:1–20 fill out Mark’s brief account by recording 
much more of John the Baptist’s teaching, and Luke records John’s parentage. 
Mark tells us nothing more than Peter and the rest of the crowd knew at the 
time. He wants us to feel as though we are there.
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crowd’s confusion. How could the Scriptures prophesy that the 
Messiah would be a man and yet be God?

Mark invites us to participate in Peter’s offence. 
Southerners from Judea looked down on Galilean northerners 
such as Peter. When he heard that swarms of Judeans had 
adopted John the Baptist as their own, it did not endear him 
to the Galilean fisherman.4 Worse still was John’s message. 
Non-Jews who wanted to embrace the God of Israel needed 
to be baptised in water as a confession that they were dirty 
Gentiles who needed a bath before they could become part of 
God’s holy people. John’s message was therefore outrageous. 
He told the Jews that their ethnicity could never save them; it 
could only lull them into a dangerous sense of spiritual pride.5 
They needed to humble themselves by accepting that they were 
just as spiritually unclean as any pagan. The Greek word for 
repentance means a change of mind, which is why in verse 4 it is 
repentance, rather than simply confession of sin, which brings 
forgiveness. John told them to confess their sins, to repent of 
their spiritual pride and to prepare their hearts for the arrival 
of the Messiah by being baptised in the River Jordan. He called 
them to admit that they were just as sinful as people from any 
other nation.

Mark invites us to participate in Peter’s excitement. He 
summarises John the Baptist’s message in two short verses: The 
Messiah is so much greater than the Old Testament prophets 
that John is not even worthy to take off his shoes like a common 
slave, and the Messiah will fulfil the great promise of the Old 
Testament by baptising with the Holy Spirit those who follow 

4  Mark is not claiming in 1:5 that every single individual in Judea came to listen 
to John the Baptist. This is a Hebrew way of saying that anyone who failed to 
do so was the exception rather than the norm.
5  Matthew 3:7–10 and Luke 3:7–9 state this in more explicit detail. When Paul 
talks about making a straight path in 1 Thessalonians 3:11, he means dealing 
with every obstacle which might keep him away from Thessalonica. Pride is 
one of the biggest obstacles that prevent people coming to faith in Jesus.
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him.6 Whoever this Messiah might be and however offensive his 
message, Peter could see he was worth giving up everything to 
follow.

Mark therefore begins his gospel with a vivid description 
of how it felt to live in Galilee in the weeks leading up to the 
start of Jesus’ public ministry. He ignores the Christmas story 
because he wants to take us on the same journey of discovery as 
the crowd. Jesus told Peter to follow him and now Mark tells us 
to walk with Peter.

But Mark is too excited about the journey to leave us in the 
dark completely. He is like a TV newsreader who blurts out the 
final score of the big match, even though he knows his viewers 
have not yet had a chance to watch the game. He reveals the 
end of Peter’s journey in the very first verse of his gospel. Peter 
discovered that Jesus is the long-awaited Christ or Messiah,7 and 
that he is therefore the Son of God. Mark uses the Greek word 
euangelion (the word used by Roman emperors when they 
claimed that their rule was gospel or good news for the world) 
in order to tell us that what Peter and his friends discovered 
was the ultimate Gospel.8 Mark cannot resist encouraging us as 
we set out on the same journey of discovery as Peter by telling 
us what amazing treasure we will find at journey’s end.

Can you sense Mark’s excitement as he prepares us for 
the moment when the Messiah finally walks onto the stage of 
history? Can you feel the anticipation in these first eight verses 
as he builds up to the climactic moment in verse 9? Then come 
alongside Peter and walk with him in the early days. Mark is 
inviting you to step into the story.
6  This was prophesied in Old Testament passages such as Joel 2:28–29, Isaiah 
32:15, 44:3, Jeremiah 31:33–34, Ezekiel 36:26–27, 39:29 and Zechariah 12:10–
13:1.
7  Mark uses the Greek word Christos, which translates the Hebrew word 
Messiah and means Anointed One.
8  Our word Gospel comes from an Anglo-Saxon word for Good News. Mark 
uses the Greek word kērussō in verses 4 and 7 to emphasise that John heralded 
a better message than the one proclaimed by Caesar’s heralds.


