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Series Preface

Commentaries have specific aims, and this series is no exception. De-
signed for pastors and teachers of the Bible, the Pillar commentaries seek
above all to make clear the text of Scripture as we have it. The scholars
writing these volumes interact with the most important informed con-
temporary debate, but avoid getting mired in undue technical detail.
Their ideal is a blend of rigorous exegesis and exposition, with an eye
alert both to biblical theology and the contemporary relevance of the Bi-
ble, without confusing the commentary and the sermon.

The rationale for this approach is that the vision of “objective schol-
arship” (a vain chimera) may actually be profane. God stands over
against us; we do not stand in judgment of him. When God speaks to us
through his Word, those who profess to know him must respond in an
appropriate way, and that is certainly different from a stance in which the
scholar projects an image of autonomous distance. Yet this is no surrepti-
tious appeal for uncontrolled subjectivity. The writers of this series aim
for an evenhanded openness to the text that is the best kind of “objectiv-
ity” of all.

If the text is God’s Word, it is appropriate that we respond with rev-
erence, a certain fear, a holy joy, a questing obedience. These values
should be reflected in the way Christians write. With these values in
place, the Pillar commentaries will be warmly welcomed not only by pas-
tors, teachers, and students, but by general readers as well.

∗ ∗ ∗ ∗ ∗

Good commentaries on the canonical Gospels are particularly difficult to
write. The demands are considerable: fine historical sense and theologi-
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cal maturity; working with diverse literary genres; a thorough grasp of
both Jewish and Greco-Roman backgrounds; a command of the vast sec-
ondary literature without letting that literature dictate the agenda or
swamp the reader with endless peripheral details. James Edwards meets
these challenges admirably. His commentary reflects a lifetime of study, a
quality of judgment that is knowledgeable and sure-footed. To all this he
adds a quiet reverence for the text that is both appropriate and edifying.
It is a pleasure and an honor to include his commentary in the series.

D. A. Carson
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Author’s Preface

The present volume represents a Lieblingsarbeit in my scholarly life — a
work dear to my heart. This is true not only because of the subject itself
but also because of the people to whom it has introduced me. I was first
introduced to the academic study of Mark thirty years ago in Professor
Eduard Schweizer’s New Testament Seminar in Zürich, Switzerland.
Schweizer’s commentary on Mark had a profound influence on me, and
the conversations I enjoyed with Eduard, especially in my frequent visits
to his home, remain among the rich memories of my life. When I em-
barked on Ph.D. studies at Fuller Seminary in the mid-1970s I was fortu-
nate to be able to pursue my studies under another leading Mark scholar,
Professor Ralph Martin, whose mastery of both the breadth and details of
New Testament scholarship guided me in the completion of my disserta-
tion on the Son of God in the Gospel of Mark. My indebtedness to both
these Christian scholars is large and lasting.

For the past twenty years I have taught the Gospel of Mark, first at
Jamestown College and now at Whitworth College. In addition, I have
taught Mark in seminars for Young Life Institute and Fuller Colorado, as
well as in many conferences, lectures, and sermons. The present com-
mentary began to take shape (although in a more modest form) as an aid
to my teaching. Although I did not then foresee it, I was fortunate to con-
tinue learning about Mark from a different but no less stimulating group
of teachers — my students. Over the years I have delighted in the re-
markable insights that students and parishioners — some first-semester
freshmen and some octogenarians — have contributed to my further un-
derstanding of the Gospel of Mark. Along with the sages with whom I
have studied, the voices of my many friends in classroom and pew have
also shaped this commentary.
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I wrote the published form of this commentary at Tyndale House in
Cambridge, England, where, from February through August 2000, I spent
an eight-month sabbatical generously granted to me by Whitworth Col-
lege. There the Gospel of Mark again introduced me to a stimulating
company of scholars, this time from around the globe. I am grateful to
Bruce Winter, Warden of Tyndale House, for permission to pursue my
project among the venerable scholars and enviable resources of the li-
brary; and to Elizabeth Magba and Kirsty Corrigall, librarians at Tyndale
House, who are both long-suffering and skilled at finding misplaced vol-
umes. To David Instone Brewer I am grateful for frequent and generous
assistance, especially in computer wizardry. A particular word of thanks
is due to Peter Head, who volunteered to read and comment on sections
of the manuscript. Two fellow scholars at Tyndale House, George Brunk
and Ralph Klein, were more helpful and encouraging to my work than
they may have realized. One of the allurements of Tyndale House is
morning coffee and afternoon tea with scholars in residence. It was a rare
day when the expertise of a scholar, or a bibliographical tip, or an off-
hand comment did not expand my understanding of the New Testament
and the Gospel of Mark. Among the wider cloud of witnesses to whom I
am indebted is D. A. Carson, general editor of the Pillar Series, for his ac-
ceptance of me as a walk-on in the series and for his superb scholarly and
editorial instincts. I am also grateful to an anonymous donor for a gift
that both encouraged and helped finance my sabbatical in Cambridge.
The very considerable task of compiling the indexes to this commentary
has been ably accomplished by Scott Starbuck, to whom I am sincerely
grateful. Finally, I am grateful to the faithful constancy of my wife Jane,
who graciously allowed work on this commentary to take precedence
over jaunts and journeys in England.

Above all, I am humbly grateful to the Lord for his providence in
bringing this commentary to publication in a most remarkable way. Of
the scores of New Testament commentary series published today, the Pil-
lar New Testament ideal of first-class exegesis and evangelical warmth is
closest to my own aspirations as a scholar of the church.

The format of this commentary follows that of others in the series,
with the exception of longer or shorter comments on key terms related to
Mark, which I highlight in bold print; and of longer excursuses on
themes of major importance at designated places in the commentary. In
accordance with the purposes of the editors and publishers of the Pillar
series, the aim of this volume is to comment on the received text of the
Gospel of Mark rather than on hypotheses of its provenance or various
schools of its interpretation. The New Testament commentator, especially
on the Synoptic Gospels, is heir to a growing number of methodologies of
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interpretation — some historical, others literary, others philological, oth-
ers sociological and psychological, and still others political and gender-
related. I have sought to employ such methodologies if and when they
seemed to me of service in understanding the text of Mark, but I have not
endeavored to be an apologist for any of them. My primary objective has
been to concentrate on three aspects of the Gospel of Mark that in my
judgment are essential to its proper understanding: its historical setting
and narrative, its literary methods, and its theological purposes. In discuss-
ing these purposes I have endeavored neither to underestimate the intel-
ligence of readers nor to overestimate their knowledge of first-century
Palestine, but to expound the Gospel of Mark in such a way that readers
may be enabled to see Jesus as God’s Son and to follow him as disciples.

James R. Edwards
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Introduction

1. HISTORY OF THE INTERPRETATION OF MARK

Until modern times the Gospel of Mark has received considerably less at-
tention than the other three Gospels. In comparison to John with its lofty
theology, Matthew with its narrative structure, or Luke with its inimita-
ble parables and stories, Mark has often been judged as a rather artless
and pedestrian Gospel, even by scholars.1 The eclipse of Mark goes all the
way back to the dawn of the Gospel tradition, which, according to the
general consensus of the church fathers, ascribed the earliest Gospel to
Matthew.2 Since Mark contains only three pericopes that are not found in
either Matthew or Luke, or both (Mark 4:26-29; 7:31-37; 8:22-26), from the
middle of the second century onward (e.g., Irenaeus, Adv. Haer. 3.1.1)

1

1. G. Dehn, Der Gottessohn. Eine Einführung in das Evangelium des Markus (Ham-
burg: Im Furche-Verlag, 1953), 18, declared that Mark was “neither a historian nor an au-
thor. He assembled his material in the simplest manner thinkable.” R. Bultmann, The His-
tory of the Synoptic Tradition, trans. J. Marsh (New York: Harper & Row, 1963), 350, wrote
that “Mark is not sufficiently master of his material to be able to venture on a systematic
construction himself.” E. Trocmé, The Formation of the Gospel According to Mark, trans.
P. Gaughan (London: SPCK, 1975), 72, scoffed at Mark’s literary achievement: “The point
is settled: the author of Mark was a clumsy writer unworthy of mention in any history of
literature.”

2. Six fathers — Irenaeus, Clement of Alexandria, Origen, Eusebius of Caesarea,
Epiphanius, and Jerome (and seven if one counts Papias) — state that the earliest record
of Matthew was written in Hebrew (although no Hebrew Gospel text is extant today).
The Islamic Hadith also preserves a tradition of an early Hebrew Gospel: “Kadija then
accompanied [Muhammad] to her cousin Waraqa ibn Naufal ibn Asad ibn ‘abdul ‘Uzza,
who, during the Pre-Islamic period became a Christian and used to write the writing
with Hebrew letters. He would write from the Gospel in Hebrew as much as Allah
wished him to write” (Sahih al-Bukhari 1:3).



Mark was placed second (and sometimes fourth) in the canon as a rather
inferior abridgment of Matthew. Throughout the patristic period quota-
tions from the Gospels were cited from Matthew and John, in that order;
from Luke as a distant third; and from Mark last and only rarely. A dic-
tum of Augustine with regard to the Gospel of Mark typifies not only the
judgment of the fathers before him but also that of the succeeding centu-
ries until the age of the Enlightenment: “Mark imitated Matthew like a
lackey (Lat. pedisequus) and is regarded as his abbreviator.”3 As a conse-
quence of this view, the Christian church has historically derived its pic-
ture of Jesus primarily from the Gospel of Matthew. Because Matthew ap-
pears first in the NT canon, and because it emphasizes Jesus’ fulfillment
of OT promises, for seventeen centuries the church regarded Matthew as
the earliest and most reliable Gospel. Readings for Sundays and holy
days were taken from Matthew, the other Gospels being utilized gener-
ally only when Matthew was thought to be deficient.

Opinion on the value of Mark underwent a radical shift in the first
half of the nineteenth century when, on the basis of careful internal inves-
tigations of the first three Gospels, scholars4 hypothesized that Mark was
not a slavish follower of Matthew but rather the earliest of the Gospels,
and a primary source for the Gospels of Matthew and Luke. This reevalu-
ation has radically affected scholarly interest in Mark. For the past cen-
tury and a half, Mark has received attention of celebrity proportions, and
the resultant crest of scholarship on the Second Gospel is so prolific that
no one scholar can claim to have read it all, let alone mastered it all. The
theory of Markan priority, although not uncontested, continues to be held
by a majority of scholars today, the present author included. The relation-
ship of the four Gospels — and especially the first three — poses one of
the most difficult problems in the history of ideas and cannot be re-
hearsed in this commentary.5 The most that can be done in the present
volume with respect to Markan priority is to draw attention to the signifi-
cant number of passages where Mark reasonably can be supposed to pre-
cede, and to have influenced, the other Synoptic Gospels, and Matthew
in particular. The spate of recent scholarship devoted to Mark has suc-
ceeded in laying to rest, I believe, the pejorative judgments of earlier
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3. De Consensu Evangeliorum 1.2.4.
4. K. Lachmann, 1835; C. H. Weisse and C. G. Wilke, 1838; H. J. Holtzmann, 1863;

B. Weiss, 1886; B. H. Streeter, 1924.
5. H.-H. Stoldt, History and Criticism of the Marcan Hypothesis (Macon, Ga.: Mercer

University Press/Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1980), 1: “The critical analysis of the sources
of the Gospel is justifiably regarded as one of the most difficult research problems in the
history of ideas. . . . One can truly say that no other enterprise in the history of ideas has
been subjected to anywhere near the same degree of scholarly scrutiny.”



scholars that Mark was a clumsy and artless writer. The position repre-
sented in this commentary is that Mark was a skilled literary artist and
theologian. Although the style of Mark approximates everyday spoken
Greek rather than affecting high literary quality, the Gospel nevertheless
displays considerable sophistication in literary intention and design, as is
evinced by Mark’s sandwich technique, use of irony, and special motifs of
insiders-outsiders, command to silence, and the journey. These and other
literary conventions are employed by the author of the Second Gospel in
order to portray a profoundly theological conception of Jesus as the au-
thoritative yet suffering Son of God.

2. AUTHORSHIP AND PLACE OF COMPOSITION

Like the other canonical Gospels, the Gospel of Mark nowhere identifies
its author, nor even, as is the case with Luke (1:1-4) and John (20:30-31),
the occasion of writing. The titles of each of the four Gospels, which were
assigned on the basis of church tradition, appear in the first half of the
second century. The normal nomenclature is “Gospel According to Mat-
thew” (Gk. euangelion kata Maththaion), “Gospel According to Mark” (Gk.
euangelion kata Markon), and so on. With reference to the Gospel tradition,
the early church used the word for “Gospel” (Gk. euangelion) regularly in
the singular and rarely in the plural, indicating that it conceived of the
Gospel tradition as a unity, that is, the one Gospel in four versions.6

The first reference to the author and circumstance of the Second Gos-
pel comes from Papias, bishop of Hierapolis in Asia Minor, in a work enti-
tled Exegesis of the Lord’s Oracles, composed sometime prior to Papias’s
death in a.d. 130.7 Although the Exegesis has since been lost, Papias’s testi-
mony has been preserved by Eusebius in the following version:

Mark became Peter’s interpreter and wrote accurately all that he re-
membered, not, indeed, in order, of the things said or done by the Lord.
For Mark had not heard the Lord, nor had he followed him, but later
on, as I said, followed Peter, who used to give teaching as necessity de-
manded but not making, as it were, an arrangement of the Lord’s ora-
cles, so that Mark did nothing wrong in thus writing down single

3
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6. M. Hengel, Studies in the Gospel of Mark, trans. J. Bowden (Philadelphia: Fortress
Press, 1985), 64-69; M. Hengel, The Four Gospels and the One Gospel of Jesus Christ, trans.
J. Bowden (Harrisburg: Trinity Press International, 2000), 34-115.

7. W. R. Schoedel, “Papias,” ABD 5.140, places Papias’s literary activity in approxi-
mately 110.



points as he remembered them. For to one thing he gave attention, to
leave out nothing of what he had heard and to make no false statements
in them. (Hist. Eccl. 3.39.15)

Although this testimony was penned in the early fourth century, it comes
from sources two centuries earlier and represents very reliable tradition.
Eusebius derives the above tradition not only from Papias but also from
the respected second-century church father Irenaeus. Eusebius includes a
lengthy preface to the Papias testimony, noting that although the latter
had not heard the apostles directly, he had made careful inquiry into the
origins of the Gospel tradition and had received the above information
through their immediate successors, a John the Elder and a certain
Aristion, who were disciples of the apostle John. This dates the Papias
tradition to between 90 and 100. The reliability of the Eusebius quotation
is further enhanced by the fact that, in this instance, Eusebius is willing to
trust the testimony of a man whom he did not automatically regard as a
dependable source.8

The salient points of the Papias testimony are that the Second Gos-
pel derives from Mark, who, although not an apostle, was a faithful inter-
preter of the apostle Peter’s testimony. Papias further testifies that Mark
wrote accurately and endeavored to make no false statements; that he
wrote fully in setting down all he remembered; but that he did not write
in entirely chronological order. The last statement shows that Papias was
aware that, at least in some circles, Mark was being criticized for present-
ing a variant chronology of Jesus’ life. That criticism probably derives
from the fact that Mark’s chronology departs in certain particulars from
the Gospel of John, to whom the protégés of Papias adhered.

The reference to Peter “teaching as necessity demanded” is elabo-
rated in a further testimony of Eusebius, the substance of which he attrib-
utes to the late-second-century church father, Clement of Alexandria:

When Peter had publicly preached the word at Rome, and by the Spirit
had proclaimed the Gospel, that those present, who were many, ex-
horted Mark, as one who had followed [Peter] for a long time and re-
membered what had been spoken, to make a record of what was said;
and that he did this, and distributed the Gospel among those that asked
him. (Hist. Eccl. 6.14.6-7)

4

INTRODUCTION

8. In one instance Eusebius dismisses Papias as “a man of very little intelligence, as
is clear from his books” (Hist. Eccl. 3.39.13). Eusebius’s willingness to trust the Papias tra-
dition related to Mark indicates that he has reason to do so in spite of his estimate of
Papias’s reputation. For the whole discussion, see Hist. Eccl. 3.39.1-17.



To this account we may add the corroborating testimony of Irenaeus in
the middle of the second century that after Peter and Paul had preached
and laid the foundations of the church in Rome, “Mark, the disciple and
interpreter of Peter, also himself handed on in writing the things that had
been preached by Peter” (Adv. Haer. 3.1.1). The tradition that Peter was a
key source for Mark’s Gospel — indeed, that the Second Gospel was in
many respects “Peter’s memoirs” — found, as far as we know, unani-
mous agreement in the early church.9 Thus, from a variety of traditions
from the end of the first century onward we see a complementary testi-
mony that the author of the Second Gospel is Mark, the interpreter of Pe-
ter, who composed the Gospel in Rome.

The Mark under consideration is evidently John Mark, son of a
woman named Mary, in whose house the early church gathered in Jerusa-
lem (Acts 12:12). The same dwelling was apparently the site of the Last
Supper (Acts 1:13-14; Mark 14:14).10 In the NT John Mark appears only in
association with more prominent personalities and events. He accompa-
nied Barnabas and Saul as an assistant on the first missionary journey
(Acts 12:25; 13:4), evidently being responsible for travel arrangements,
food, and lodging. At Perga he quit the journey for undisclosed reasons
(Acts 13:13). The question whether Mark should participate in the second
missionary journey in approximately a.d. 50 caused a rift between Paul
and Barnabas: Paul, considering Mark’s desertion of the first journey un-
justifiable and being unwilling to take him on a second journey, took Silas
and returned to Asia Minor; whereas Barnabas returned to Cyprus with
Mark (Acts 15:37-41). John Mark is not heard from again until a decade
later, when scattered references show him reconciled to Paul (Col 4:10;
Phlm 24; 2 Tim 4:11). A final NT reference shows him laboring with Peter
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9. The Anti-Marcionite Prologue; Justin Martyr, Dial. Trypho 106; Irenaeus, Adv.
Haer. 3.1.1; Hippolytus, on 1 Pet 5:13; Clement of Alexandria (cited in Eusebius, Hist. Eccl.
6.14.6; Origen (cited in Eusebius, Hist. Eccl. 6.25.5); Jerome, Comm. in Matt., Prooemium 6).
Further, see Eusebius, Hist. Eccl. 2.15; 5.8.2. See the material gathered in V. Taylor, The
Gospel According to St. Mark, 1-8; W. Grundmann, Das Evangelium nach Markus, 22-23; and
H. Koester, Ancient Christian Gospels: Their History and Development (Philadelphia: Trinity
Press International, 1992), 289-90. To the above testimonies could also be added that of
the Muratorian Canon, which contains a list of books recognized for their authority in
Rome in the period 170-90. The initial part of the Muratorian Canon has been lost, the ex-
tant portion containing only a fragment of the final statement about Mark (“at which,
however, he was present, and so he has set it down”). Despite its incompleteness, the
above phrase is reasonably explained, as in the traditions preserved by Papias, Irenaeus,
and Eusebius, as a reference to Mark’s attendance on Peter’s preaching, i.e., “at Peter’s
preaching, however, Mark was present and has set it down in writing.”

10. Grundmann, Das Evangelium nach Markus, 21, suggests that the young man car-
rying the water jug in Mark 14:13 was Mark, the author of the Gospel. There is no further
evidence either for or against this intriguing suggestion.



in Rome (1 Pet 5:13). According to patristic tradition, Mark evangelized
in Egypt and there established churches characterized by asceticism and
philosophic rigor, eventually becoming the first bishop of Alexandria
(Eusebius, Hist. Eccl. 2.16).

Although we cannot prove that John Mark was the author of the
Second Gospel, the weight of evidence rests firmly in his favor. The Gos-
pel has numerous characteristics of an eyewitness account, and we shall
have repeated occasion in the commentary to show where Mark’s story
plausibly relies on Peter’s testimony. No early church tradition and no
church father ascribes the Gospel to anyone other than Mark. Since books
of the NT normally required authorship by an apostle to qualify for ac-
ceptance into the canon, it is unlikely that the early church would have
assigned a gospel to a minor figure like John Mark, whose name appears
in no apostolic list, unless he were its author. The unelaborated title “The
Gospel According to Mark” suggests the only Mark known to us in the
NT — John Mark.11

3. DATE

The date of the Gospel of Mark is as obscure as is its author. Nowhere
does Mark, or any of the canonical Gospels, give specific information by
which it can be dated. An approximate date of composition rests on a
combination of what external sources report and what internal evidence
within the Gospel suggests with respect to dating. In both cases the evi-
dence is limited, and hence conclusions about the date of the Second Gos-
pel must be tentative.

With respect to external evidence, Irenaeus reports that Mark did
not reduce the Gospel to writing until after the “exodus” (Gk. exodos) of
the apostles Peter and Paul in Rome (Adv. Haer. 3.1.1). The use of “exo-
dus” in the passage connotes the death of Peter and Paul (so, too, the use
of the word in 2 Pet 1:15; and Eusebius, Hist. Eccl. 5.8.2). This is confirmed
by the testimony of the Anti-Marcionite Prologue — a source contempo-
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11. Taylor, The Gospel According to St. Mark, 7, concludes a full review of ancient tes-
timonies to the Gospel of Mark thus: “In sum, we may say that, from the beginning of the
second century, the external evidence agrees in ascribing the authorship of the Gospel to
Mark, ‘the interpreter of Peter,’ and . . . in assigning its place of composition to Rome.”
Likewise, J. Wenham, Reading Matthew, Mark and Luke (Downers Grove: InterVarsity
Press, 1992), 142: “All these testimonies point to a solid core of tradition, which makes
Mark the author of the gospel, which makes him a fellow-worker with Peter, and which
makes his book a faithful record of what that apostle taught in Rome.”



rary with Irenaeus, if not earlier — which explicitly mentions the death of
Peter prior to Mark’s composition of the Gospel (Lat. post excessionem
ipsius Petri). This tradition is not unanimous, however, for two third-
century fathers, Clement of Alexandria (Eusebius, Hist. Eccl. 6.14.6-7;
2.15.2) and Origen (Eusebius, Hist. Eccl. 6.25.5), while silent with respect
to Paul, report that Mark composed the Gospel in Rome during Peter’s
lifetime. It is no longer possible to judge which of these two traditions is
correct, but combined external evidence, at any rate, locates the composi-
tion of Mark toward the end of Peter’s life or shortly thereafter. Early
church tradition is unanimous that Peter died during the latter years of
Nero’s reign, who ruled from 54 to 68. External evidence thus suggests a
date for Mark in the mid to late 60s of the first century.

Arguments from internal evidence for the dating of Mark rest on
three and perhaps four possible relevant data. First, Mark’s emphasis on
Jesus as the suffering Son of God, and the concomitant emphasis on suf-
fering discipleship (8:31–9:1; 13:3-13), suggest that the Second Gospel was
written to Christians undergoing persecution. We know of two persecu-
tions during the decades following Jesus’ crucifixion, the first being
Caligula’s attempt to erect a statue of himself in the guise of Zeus in the
temple of Jerusalem (Josephus, Ant. 18.261-309). Caligula’s insane ambi-
tion was potentially catastrophic, but owing to his murder in a.d. 41 the
whole affair was averted. The second persecution, both actual and bar-
baric, occurred under Nero in Rome. Seeking a scapegoat for the fire in
Rome — a fire that the Roman historian Tacitus blamed on the orders of
Nero himself — the emperor fastened the blamed on Christians and sub-
jected them to the most gruesome horrors (Tacitus, Annals 15.44). The Ro-
man conflagration occurred in the year 64, with Nero’s persecution of
Christians following soon thereafter. This coincides with both the place
and approximate dating of Mark suggested by external evidence, and
lends plausible support to the inference that the backdrop of persecution
in Mark was the pogrom of Nero, under whom Christians experienced
their first official persecution.

A second datum relevant to the dating of Mark is the statement in
13:14 about “‘the abomination that causes desolation’ standing where it
does not belong.” The Greek word for “standing” (hest3kota) is in the mas-
culine gender, which has suggested to many commentators that the state-
ment is an enigmatic reference to the destruction of the temple by Titus in
a.d. 70. If this suggestion could be established, then the composition of
Mark would obviously fall after that date. But it is very doubtful that the
suggestion can be established. A comparison of the enigmatic reference in
13:14 with Josephus’s detailed description of the capture and destruction
of the temple in book 6 of The Jewish War finds no certain parallels and
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several actual disagreements. A climactic entry of the victorious Titus
into the destroyed temple is nowhere narrated by Josephus in a way rem-
iniscent of 13:14 (see War 6.409-13). On the other hand, Josephus repeat-
edly emphasizes the destruction of the temple by fire, which finds no
mention in Mark 13. Above all, the reference to flee to the hills when “the
abomination that causes desolation” is seen standing where it should not
can scarcely refer to the Roman siege, for when Titus entered Jerusalem it
had long been surrounded by the Roman siege wall, the circumvallatio,
making flight from Jerusalem a virtual impossibility. The ambiguity of
13:14 is rather puzzling if Mark were composing his Gospel after the ac-
tual fall of Jerusalem. If Mark knew of the fall of Jerusalem, one would ex-
pect a more obvious correlation with the Roman siege, as is apparent in
Luke 21:20, 24, for example. The evidence related to Mark 13:14 thus sug-
gests a time prior to the fall of Jerusalem in 70.12

A third piece of evidence may perhaps be concealed in the opaque
reference in the temptation scene to Jesus’ being “with the wild animals”
(1:13). This phrase is without any obvious parallel in the Bible and has
not yet been satisfactorily explained. I am inclined to see in the phrase a
veiled reference to the Neronian persecution, in particular to the state of
affairs later described in Tacitus’s statement that Christians were “cov-
ered with the skins of wild beasts and torn to pieces by dogs” (Annals
15.44). Given the above arguments for the Neronian persecution as the
backdrop of Mark, it is not implausible that Mark includes a reference to
wild beasts in the temptation account of Jesus in order to encourage Ro-
man Christians undergoing Nero’s atrocities that Jesus himself faced
wild beasts — and in so doing was ministered to by angels.

A fourth possible piece of evidence relevant to the composition of
Mark comes from the Roman rhetorician Quintilian, who lived in Rome
from the brief reign of Galba (a.d. 68) through the reign of Domitian (81-
96). In book 1 of his Institutio Oratorio, which is devoted to childhood ed-
ucation, Quintilian makes a passing reference to young students who are
precocious but without maturity and depth. The reference is curiously
reminiscent of the parable of the sower (Mark 4:3-9, par.) and the parable
of the growing seed (Mark 4:26-29), the latter of which is unique to
Mark.13 At the time Quintilian was writing the Institutio he was tutor to
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12. See further discussion of the issue at 13:14, plus Hengel, Studies in the Gospel of
Mark, 18.

13. “Non multum praestant, sed cito; non subest uera uis nec penitus inmissis
radicibus nititur, ut quae summo solo sparsa sund semina celerius se effundunt et
imitatae spicas herbulae inanibus aristis ante messem flauescunt. Placent haec annis
comparata; deinde stat profectus, admiratio decrescit” (Institutio Oratorio 1.3.5). H. E.
Butler (LCL; 1963) translates the above as follows: “They have no real power, and what



two young princes, the sons of Domitilla, niece of Domitian, and her hus-
band Clemens. “All we know about Quintilian goes to show that he
would do his best to keep in close relation with the parents of his
charges,” writes F. H. Colson.14 Quintilian’s dutifulness in this instance is
significant, for the mother of the boys (and perhaps the father as well)
was a professed Christian. The affinities of Quintilian’s metaphor with
two stories about horticulture in the Gospels, one of which occurs only in
Mark, may suggest that the rhetorician, perhaps through Domitilla and
Clemens, had prior acquaintance with the Gospel of Mark.15 Although
this possibility does not allow us to further the degree of precision re-
garding the date of the Second Gospel, it may lend corroborative evi-
dence that Mark was known in Rome sometime after 68.

In summary, although none of the foregoing arguments and evi-
dence is conclusive in itself, a combination of external and internal data
appears to point to a composition of the Gospel of Mark in Rome between
the great fire in 64 and the siege and destruction of Jerusalem by Titus in
70, that is, about the year 65.16
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they have is but of shallow growth: it is as when we cast seed on the surface of the soil: it
springs up too rapidly, the blade apes the loaded ear, and yellows ere harvest time, but
bears no grain. Such tricks please us when we contrast them with the performer’s age,
but progress soon stops and our admiration withers away.” On the similarity of the
above with Mark’s version of the parable of the sower, H. J. Rose, “Quintilian, The Gos-
pels and Comedy,” Classical Review 39 (1925): 17, writes that “this passage gives us the
closest parallel I know, not simply to the general trend of the Parable of the Sower, but to
the working out of a detail thereof. . . . Here we have detailed parallelism extending even
to wording, when we allow for the difference between the very plain style of St. Mark
and the elaborate style of Quintilian.”

14. F. H. Colson, “Quintilian, the Gospels and Christianity,” Classical Review 39
(1925): 167.

15. Ibid., 169: “I should have no hesitation in saying that the natural explanation
was . . . that Quintilian had either through Domitilla or by direct reading borrowed from
the Evangelist, and that we have here the first adaptation of the Gospels in a pagan
writer and perhaps the first in any writer.”

16. Wenham, Reading Matthew, Mark and Luke, 146-72, argues that Peter visited
Rome early in the reign of Claudius (in 42-44), and that Mark was written shortly thereaf-
ter in c. 45. Despite the valiant arguments of Wenham and others (e.g., G. Edmundson;
recently C. P. Thiede), neither external nor internal evidence for such a date is compel-
ling. It is true that church tradition from the fourth century onward assumes Peter’s early
and long (twenty-five-year) tenure in Rome, but the NT is completely silent on the mat-
ter, and there is only sparse and ambiguous evidence about the matter until the fourth
century (including Eusebius). At any rate, the issue to be resolved is not when Peter was
in Rome but when the Gospel of Mark was written, and internal evidence in the Gospel
appears to favor the Neronian persecution of the 60s rather than the relatively unevent-
ful decade of the 40s.



4. HISTORICAL CONTEXT

Significant details in the Second Gospel corroborate the foregoing histori-
cal reconstruction that the intent of the Gospel of Mark was to portray the
person and mission of Jesus Christ for Roman Christians undergoing per-
secution under Nero. There can be little doubt that Mark wrote for Gen-
tile readers, and Roman Gentiles in particular. Mark quotes relatively in-
frequently from the OT, and he explains Jewish customs unfamiliar to his
readers (7:3-4; 12:18; 14:12; 15:42). He translates Aramaic and Hebrew
phrases by their Greek equivalents (3:17; 5:41; 7:11, 34; 10:46; 14:36; 15:22,
34).17 He also incorporates a number of Latinisms by transliterating fa-
miliar Latin expressions into Greek characters.18 Finally, Mark presents
Romans in a neutral (12:17; 15:1-2, 21-22) and sometimes favorable (15:39)
light. These data indicate that Mark wrote for Greek readers whose pri-
mary frame of reference was the Roman Empire, whose native tongue
was evidently Latin, and for whom the land and Jewish ethos of Jesus
were unfamiliar. Again, Rome looks to be the place in which and for
which the Second Gospel was composed.

5. DISTINCTIVE LITERARY CHARACTERISTICS

5.1. Style

Mark is the shortest and most compact of the four Gospels. The brevity of
Mark owes to the fact that Mark includes fewer stories in his Gospel than
do the other Evangelists. The stories that Mark includes, however, are as
a rule narrated in fuller fashion than are the same stories in the other Gos-
pels.19 Mark composes his Gospel in a total of 1,270 different Greek
words, excluding proper names. This relatively modest vocabulary
range, which is nearly the same number of different Latin words used by
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17. See Grundmann, Das Evangelium nach Markus, 23. Hengel, Studies in the Gospel
of Mark, 46, declares: “I do not know any other work in Greek which has as many Ara-
maic or Hebrew words and formulae in so narrow a space as does the second Gospel.”

18. These words are Latin-based derivatives in Mark: modius, 4:21; legio, 5:9, 15;
speculator, 6:27; denarius, 6:37; census and Caesar, 12:14; praetorium, 15:16; and centurio,
15:39, 44. For a discussion of Greek phrases in Mark that derive from Latin originals, see
BDF, 4-6.

19. For example, Mark’s story of Jesus’ healing of Jairus’s daughter and the
woman with a hemorrhage (Mark 5:21-43) contains 383 words in Greek. The parallels in
Matt 9:18-26 and Luke 8:40-56 contain 138 words (= 36% of Mark’s length) and 285 words
(= 74% of Mark’s length), respectively.



Caesar in the much longer Gallic War, indicates that Mark, like Caesar,
utilizes ordinary spoken vocabulary in order to convey extraordinary
events. Mark avoids the cultured and often affected style that character-
izes the Attic masterpieces, and not a few Hellenistic Greek words as
well. He writes in an unadorned though vivid style that communicates
immediately with the reader. He maintains a vigorous tempo by ubiqui-
tously beginning sentences with “and” (Gk. kai), as well as by linking co-
ordinate clauses by kai rather than by the use of participles or subordinate
clauses; by the equally ubiquitous use of the “historical present tense” of
Greek verbs; and by frequent use of words like “immediately” (Gk.
euthys), “again” (Gk. palin), and many words for astonishment or amaze-
ment. On occasion the haste of Mark’s narrative is rivaled by its density
of diction, as in 5:26-27, for example, where six participles in rapid suc-
cession precede the finite verb. Equally characteristic of Mark’s style is a
preference for diminutives, and, as noted earlier, a penchant for includ-
ing Greek words and phrases that are indebted to Latin originals,
whether transliterations of Latin words or echoes of Latin syntax and
phraseology. Mark’s allegro narrative leaves the impression of close
proximity to the events described, and his pericopes are set side-by-side
like building blocks with virtually no editorial mortar between them. At-
tendant narrative details — for example, where and when Jesus was at a
given place, or who was with him — are pared to a minimum, the result
of which approximates a modern play with a sparse setting and back-
drop, so as to focus unwavering attention on Jesus.

5.2. Sandwich Technique

The Second Gospel frequently interrupts a story or pericope by inserting
a second, seemingly unrelated, story into it. For example, in chap. 5
Jairus, a synagogue ruler, begs Jesus to heal his daughter (vv. 21-24). A
woman with a hemorrhage interrupts Jesus en route to Jairus’s house (vv.
25-34), and only after recording the woman’s healing does Mark resume
with the raising of Jairus’s daughter, who had died in the meantime (vv.
35-43). This particular sandwich is about faith, but other sandwiches,
which occur some nine times in the Gospel,20 emphasize concomitant
themes of discipleship, bearing witness, or the dangers of apostasy. Sand-
wiches are thus literary conventions with theological purposes. Each
sandwich unit consists of an A1-B-A2 sequence, with the B-component
functioning as the theological key to the flanking halves. There may have
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been rudiments of the sandwich technique in the traditions that Mark re-
ceived, but a comparison of Mark with the other Synoptics reveals that he
employs the sandwich technique in a unique and pronounced manner to
underscore the major themes of the Gospel.21

5.3. Irony

Mark is master of the unexpected. In addition to its allegro narrative style
and sandwich technique, the Second Gospel is characterized by irony.
The medium of irony is important for the Second Evangelist, who
throughout the Gospel portrays Jesus as one who challenges, confounds,
and sometimes breaks conventional stereotypes, whether religious, so-
cial, or political. Jesus’ response to various persons and situations — and
their response to him — is not at all what readers anticipate. The religious
and moral leaders, as represented in the scribes and Sanhedrin, for exam-
ple, are in running combat with Jesus throughout the Gospel, whereas a
Syrophoenician Gentile woman of no reputation whatsoever is com-
mended for her faith (7:29). Likewise, those closest to Jesus — his disci-
ples (8:14-21, 33; 10:35-45) and even his own family (3:21, 31-35; 6:1-6) —
perceive his mission and being only gradually and with difficulty,
whereas outsiders like blind Bartimaeus (10:46-52) and a Gentile centu-
rion (15:39) respond to Jesus more immediately and intuitively. In yet an-
other example, Jesus restores alien outsiders such as a leper (1:40-45) and
a hostile demoniac (5:1-20) to health and society — and becomes himself
an outsider in so doing. Jesus enters into a great variety of settings in
Mark, in each of which he remains his own person in sovereign freedom
and authority, both challenging the way things are and extending hope
for what they might become. Readers of Mark’s Gospel find it necessary
to drop their preconceptions of what God and God’s Messiah are like in
order to experience a “new teaching with authority” (1:27) and to learn
that new wine requires new wineskins (2:22).

6. JESUS IN THE GOSPEL OF MARK

Every pericope in Mark is about Jesus except for two about John the Bap-
tizer (1:2-8; 6:14-29), who is presented as the forerunner of Jesus. From
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start to finish, Jesus is the uncontested subject of the Gospel of Mark, and
he is portrayed as a man of action. The action of the Gospel is all-
important to the meaning of the Gospel, for we learn who Jesus is not so
much from what he says as from what he does. In this respect, Mark
writes with a paintbrush. Unlike the Gospel of John, for instance, where
major themes are made explicit, Mark has much more implicit major
themes, requiring readers to enter into the drama of the Gospel in order
to understand its meaning. Although Jesus is often referred to as a
teacher, Mark seldom reports the content of his teaching. It is quickly ap-
parent that the person of the teacher is more important than the content
of his teaching. Mark is also the most ready of the four Evangelists to por-
tray the humanness of Jesus, including his sorrow (14:34), disappoint-
ment (8:12), displeasure (10:14), anger (11:15-17), amazement (6:6), fa-
tigue (4:38), and even ignorance (13:32). Gospel tradition subsequent to
Mark reveals a subtle tendency to soften and mute Mark’s stark portrayal
of Jesus’ humanity. Above all, Mark’s portrayal of Jesus is characterized
by three factors: his divine authority, his mission as the suffering Servant
of God, and his divine Sonship.

6.1. The Authority of Jesus

The characteristic of Jesus that left the most lasting impression on his fol-
lowers and caused the greatest offense to his opponents was his exousia,
his sovereign freedom and magisterial authority. In his first public ap-
pearance in Mark, Jesus astounds the synagogue congregation by his su-
premacy over both the demonic world and the teaching of the Torah ex-
perts (1:21-28). Both effects — his teaching and his exorcisms — derive
from his divine authority.

The exousia of Jesus comes to expression first of all in his presuming
to reorder social and political priorities. His calling of twelve disciples,
whose number corresponds to the twelve tribes of Israel (3:13-19), sug-
gests a fulfillment of the destiny of Israel in the apostolic college of fol-
lowers. Motherhood and sibling relationships are redefined according to
doing the will of God rather than blood lineage (3:31-35; 6:1-6). In the po-
litical realm, Jesus presumes to declare what is — and what is not —
owed to Caesar (12:13-17).

The exousia of Jesus also manifests itself in his presumption to rede-
fine the Torah commandments. The responsibility of a son to provide for
his parents is declared to supersede the legal option of Corban (7:8-13).
Jesus unleashes a vehement critique of the rabbinic oral tradition (7:1-23),
and in contrast to both the tradition of the elders and the Mosaic law he
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embraces a leper (1:40-45), tax collectors and sinners (2:13-17), and un-
clean Gentiles, including a Syrophoenician woman (7:24-30). Jesus con-
travenes the proscription of work on the Sabbath by plucking grain (2:23-
26) and healing (3:1-6); and he redefines the very purpose of the Sabbath
as a constitutive order of creation (2:27-28). Rabbinic discussions in first-
century Palestine were oriented primarily around four compass points of
law: Sabbath observance, ritual purity, foods, and marriage — each of
which would later develop into either individual tractates or entire divi-
sions of the Mishnah. Each of these four is also vigorously challenged by
Jesus.

Finally and most importantly, the authority of Jesus exhibits itself in
his laying claim to prerogatives that otherwise belong only to God. Jesus
possesses the ability to cure the most varied and serious illnesses — an
ability acknowledged even by his opponents (3:22; b. Shab. 104b; b. Sanh.
25d). His authority extends also to supremacy over nature. In his calming
of the storm (4:35-41), his “rebuke” of the wind and “muzzling” of the
waves are phrased in the language of exorcism, recalling the power of
God over chaos at creation. Likewise Jesus’ walking on the water (6:45-
52) connotes that Jesus treads where only God can walk (Job 9:8, 11; Ps
77:19; Isa 43:16), and designates Jesus by the same expression (egZ eimi; “I
Am”) used for God’s self-disclosure to Moses (Exod 3:14, LXX). Further
exhibitions of Jesus’ divine authority include his binding of Satan, “the
strong man” (3:27); his presumption to forgive sins (2:10); and his re-
placement of the temple in Jerusalem as the locus Dei, the place where
God meets humanity (15:38-39). His speech to and about God is unique
among Jewish rabbis: by his frequent prefacing of statements with Am3n
(“Truly, I say to you . . .”) he presumes to speak with the authority of God;
and his reference to God as “Abba” (14:36) exhibits a filial closeness to
God unparalleled in Judaism. When questioned about the source of his
authority, Jesus points to his baptism by John, wherein the voice declar-
ing him Son of God and the Spirit empowering him as the servant of God
confer on him the exousia of God (11:27-33).22

6.2. Servant of the Lord

The authority of Jesus, which everywhere permeates his demeanor and
bearing, is employed not for self, however, but in the service of others.
Consequently, Mark depicts Jesus using the profile of a servant, espe-
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cially as the fulfillment of Isaiah’s suffering servant of God. The most im-
portant characteristic of Isaiah’s Servant of the Lord is the effect of his vi-
carious and atoning suffering (Isa 53:5, 10), which is found nowhere else
in the OT. It is precisely this aspect of the Servant that Jesus fulfills in his
mission as Son of Man “‘to give his life as a ransom for many’” (10:45).
Echoes of the Servant of the Lord are interspersed at key junctures in
Mark’s portrayal of Jesus. Already in the baptism the voice from heaven
(1:11) defines divine Sonship in servant categories (Isa 42:1; 49:3). Early in
his ministry Jesus shows awareness that his life must be taken from him
(2:20), and later Jesus understands his death as an essential part of his
work, a “baptism” (10:38). A lavish chrism of an unnamed woman is re-
ceived as an anointing for burial (14:8). Three passion predictions (8:31;
9:31; 10:33-34) serve as milestones in the journey to Jerusalem in the sec-
ond half of the Gospel, to which may be added the revealing phrase in
the parable of the vineyard that the beloved Son is surrendered into the
murderous hands of wicked tenants (12:6-8). In the Last Supper Jesus
again interprets his impending death in categories reminiscent of the Ser-
vant of the Lord as “the blood of the covenant which is poured out for
many” (14:24).

6.3. Son of God

Mark refers to Jesus by various titles — teacher, rabbi, Son of David,
Christ, Lord, Son of Man, and Son of God. Of these, the final title is un-
questionably the most important. Son of God defines both the beginning
and end of the Gospel: it occurs in the opening pronouncement of the
Gospel, “The beginning of the gospel about Jesus Christ, the Son of God”
(1:1), as well as in the concluding and climactic confession of the centu-
rion at the cross, “‘Surely this man was the Son of God!’” (15:39). The di-
vine Sonship of Jesus is the theological keystone to the Gospel of Mark.
At decisive points Mark gives clues to unlock the mystery of Jesus’ per-
son. At the baptism (1:11) and transfiguration (9:7) the Father in heaven
calls Jesus “my Son, whom I love,” indicating that Jesus shares a unique
relationship of love and obedience with the Father. Demons also recog-
nize Jesus as God’s Son (1:24; 3:11; 5:7), testifying that he is endowed with
divine authority.

Mark establishes not only that Jesus is the Son of God but also what
kind of Son of God he is. Unlike the various heroes and divine men of the
Hellenistic world who were elevated above the mundane, Jesus exhibits
his divine Sonship in the midst of a troubled world. The surprise — and
key — to understanding the Son of God is in his suffering. Jesus must be
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obedient to the will of the Father, even to death on a cross (14:36). In the
passion narratives Mark portrays Jesus chiefly according to the model of
the suffering servant of Isaiah. Immediately before the passion Jesus tells
a parable about the only son of a vineyard owner who suffers rejection
and death at the hands of insolent tenants (12:1-12). The parable ulti-
mately reflects Jesus’ own fate, which transpires in the crucifixion ac-
count. Ironically, his death on the cross is the place where both his mis-
sion and his identity as Son of God converge, and as such the cross is the
first place where humanity recognizes him as God’s Son (15:39).23

7. DISTINCTIVE THEMES

7.1. Discipleship

There is a causal relationship in Mark between the ministry of Jesus and
that of his disciples. As Jesus is with the Father, so his disciples are to be
with him (3:13). Jesus empowers the disciples to undertake his own min-
istry of proclamation and power over the forces of evil (3:14; 6:7-13). As
the Son of Man serves in humility without regard to self and even in suf-
fering, so, too, must his disciples (10:42-45). “‘If anyone would come after
me, he must deny himself and take up his cross and follow me’” (8:34).
Ironically, however, when one loses one’s life for Christ, one finds it in
Christ (8:35). Discipleship is repeatedly defined in Mark by simple prox-
imity to Jesus: being with him (3:13), sitting around him (3:34; 4:10), hear-
ing him (4:1-20), and following him “on the way” (1:16-20; 10:52). The
simple but all-important act of hearing and following Jesus precedes and
is more important than disciples’ complete understanding of him. The
disciples, and especially the Twelve, are not infrequently shown to lack
understanding and even to be hard-hearted (8:14-26). Surprisingly, this
does not compromise their discipleship. What Jesus has to teach can only
be taught in an apprentice relationship, which necessitates the disciples’
being with him more than their full understanding of him. Indeed, their
understanding can come only from the vantage point of the cross, where
the temple curtain is torn asunder and the meaning of Jesus’ divine Son-
ship is finally and fully revealed (15:38-39).
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7.2. Faith

For Mark, faith and discipleship have no meaning apart from following
the suffering Son of God. Faith is thus not a magical formula, but de-
pends on repeated hearing of his word and participation in his mission.
Mark shows two different faith responses to Jesus. On the one hand, a
number of individuals display insights and acts of faith that are remark-
able for their immediacy and lack of precedent. Ironically, these individu-
als as a rule come from outside Jesus’ immediate circle of followers and
are often women or Gentiles. Four unnamed companions of a paralytic
are commended for their faith (2:5), as are a leper (1:40-42), an unclean,
hemorrhaging woman (5:34), a Syrophoenician woman (7:24-30), the fa-
ther of an epileptic son (9:24), a blind man (10:52), a penniless widow
(12:41-44), a woman who anoints Jesus at Bethany (14:3-9), and, above all,
the centurion at the cross (15:39). These individuals demonstrate great re-
solve and sacrifice in one form or another, and their faith in Jesus is not
disappointed.

On the other hand, those who would seem to have a faith advantage
— Jesus’ family (3:31-35), his hometown (6:1-6), or the religious experts
(11:27-33) — are, ironically, the least understanding and most resistant.
Even the faith response of Jesus’ inner circle, and particularly the Twelve,
is halting and incomplete. For this group, faith comes slowly, even labori-
ously, by repeatedly hearing, receiving, and finally bearing fruit (4:10-20).
The Twelve question who Jesus really is (4:41), and at times they exasper-
ate him (9:19). Nevertheless, like the blind man at Bethsaida, they, too,
can be made to see, but only by the sustained presence and repeated
“touch” of Jesus (8:14-26).

7.3. Insiders and Outsiders

The themes of discipleship and faith are closely related to the theme of in-
siders and outsiders. Speaking to the inner circle, Jesus says, “‘The secret
of the kingdom of God has been given to you. But to those on the outside,
everything is said in parables . . .’” (4:11). Among Jesus’ followers are an
inner group that is privy to the secret of the kingdom of God and an outer
group that cannot be taken into its confidence. The surprise, however, is
in who belongs to each group. We would expect Jesus’ family, for in-
stance, to be among the insiders. A disquieting episode early in the Gos-
pel, however, reveals Jesus’ mother and brothers standing outside, and a
group of unnamed adherents on the inside, sitting around Jesus and do-
ing God’s will (3:31-35). Once again, “outsiders” — women, Gentiles, or

17

DISTINCTIVE THEMES



Jews considered “unclean” — frequently demonstrate understanding
and faith in Jesus, whereas the religious leaders, his family, and even his
disciples do not. Indeed, Mark frequently portrays Jesus as an “outsider”
(1:45; 5:17; 8:23; 11:19; 12:8; 15:22). He fits none of the prevailing social
categories, and throughout his ministry he faces misunderstanding,
hardness, and rejection. The kingdom that Jesus proclaims and inaugu-
rates is not identifiable with any existing social norms and institutions,
but is uniquely centered in his own person.

7.4. Gentiles

Not only is Mark written for a Gentile audience (see 5. Historical Con-
text), but it also portrays Jesus ministering to Gentiles as well as to Jews.
Mark’s Jesus is a “northern” Jesus, oriented to regions beyond the orbit of
Jerusalem-defined Judaism. Galilee, the center of Jesus’ formative early
ministry, lay at the northern extreme of the nation but still within the ju-
risdiction of Jerusalem, from which deputies were sent to spy on Jesus
(3:8, 22; 7:1). Galilee, however, had a significant Gentile population
(hence “Galilee of the Gentiles,” Isa 9:1; Matt 4:15). According to Mark,
Jesus frequently leaves Galilee for Gentile regions: in the Decapolis to the
east of the Sea of Galilee he heals a demoniac (5:1-20) and feeds the four
thousand (8:1-10), demonstrating the same power among Gentiles that he
earlier demonstrated among Jews (6:31-44). He undertakes a long, circu-
itous journey northward to Tyre and Sidon in Phoenicia, where, among
Israel’s great pagan rivals, he encounters a woman of indefatigable faith
(7:24-30) and later heals a deaf-mute (7:31-37). According to Mark, from
Gentiles and in Gentile regions Jesus finds greater receptivity than he
does from Jewish regions. Mark’s two great christological confessions are
related to Gentiles: in Caesarea Philippi Jesus is declared to be the Christ
(8:27-30), and by the Gentile centurion at the cross Jesus is declared the
Son of God (15:39).

7.5. Command to Silence

In the first half of Mark, Jesus frequently commands persons whom he
has healed, onlookers, disciples, and even demons to be silent (1:25, 34;
1:44; 3:12; 5:43; 7:36; 8:26, 30; 9:9). It has long puzzled readers why Jesus,
who came to make himself known, works at cross purposes with himself
by remaining hidden. Three reasons may be given.

Jesus doubtlessly used the command to silence to protect himself

18

INTRODUCTION



from false messianic expectations. For most of Jesus’ contemporaries,
“messiah” conjured up images of a military hero like King David who
would drive the Roman overlords from occupied Palestine. While Jesus
embraced some aspects of Davidic messianism (2:25; 12:35-37), and was
recognized for doing so (e.g., “Son of David,” 10:47-48; 11:10), he es-
chewed militaristic methods of effecting his kingdom. Not the warrior’s
sword but the servant’s towel, as foretold by the prophet Isaiah, was the
model he embraced.

A further reason why Jesus concealed his miraculous power was
that he knew that faith could not be coerced by a spectacle (e.g., Matt. 4:5-
7). Not sight, but insight into Jesus’ life and purpose could evoke true
faith. Saving knowledge needed to come through experience of Jesus
himself, not alone through proper formulas and titles, or reports of as-
tounding deeds.

Finally, Mark employs the secrecy theme in order to teach that until
the cross Jesus cannot be rightly known for who he is. The leper may be
cleansed (1:44), but Jesus enjoins him to silence lest he proclaim Jesus
merely as a wonder worker; the demons may call Jesus the “Son of God”
(3:11-12), but Jesus silences them because those who oppose him cannot
be his heralds; even the chief apostle is commanded to silence after con-
fessing Jesus to be the Christ (8:30) — not because he was wrong but be-
cause he did not fully grasp the meaning of his confession. Nor could he.
Only at the cross can Jesus be rightly known, not simply as a great moral
teacher or as the most noble person who ever lived; nor only as a miracle
worker or as an answer to this or that pressing question of the world. At
the cross Jesus is revealed as the suffering Son of God, whose rejection,
suffering, and death reveal the triumph of God. Only at Golgotha can Je-
sus be rightly known as God incognito who reveals himself to those who
are willing to deny themselves and follow him in costly discipleship.24

7.6. Journey

A final theme in the Gospel is that of the journey. A quotation from Isaiah
at the outset describes the gospel of Jesus Christ as “a way” (1:2-3). In the
first half of the Gospel, the way is indeterminate and unfocused. Jesus
frequently crisscrosses the Sea of Galilee and once makes a long, circu-
itous journey into Gentile regions to the north and east of Galilee. He is
continually on the move, but there is no apparent destination to his
movements. Only at the outer limits of Caesarea Philippi (8:27) do the
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Galilee wanderings merge into a focused goal that determines the frame-
work of the remainder of the Gospel. There Peter declares Jesus to be the
Messiah, and thereafter Jesus sets his face and directs his steps toward Je-
rusalem. “On the way” becomes the thematic refrain of the second half of
the Gospel (8:27; 9:33-34; 10:17, 32, 52; 11:8). “On the way” Jesus thrice de-
clares the necessity of his going to Jerusalem to suffer rejection and execu-
tion, and finally to be raised from the dead (8:31; 9:31; 10:33-34). “On the
way” is not only Jesus’ destiny, however, but also the destiny of his disci-
ples (10:32, 52). The “way” or journey thus describes the way Jesus must
go and the way disciples must follow if both are to fulfill God’s plan.

8. NARRATIVE STRUCTURE

The Gospel of Mark falls naturally into two halves, the first concerning
Jesus’ ministry in Galilee (1:1–8:26), and the second his journey to Jerusa-
lem and his passion there (8:27–16:8). The first half begins with the decla-
ration of the purpose of the Gospel (1:1), followed by the appearance of
John the Baptist (1:2-8) and the baptism of Jesus (1:9-11). The temptation
in the wilderness is mentioned but not elaborated (1:12-13), and the intro-
duction concludes with a capsule of Jesus’ message, “‘The time has come.
The kingdom of God is near. Repent and believe the good news!’” (1:14-
15).

Then follows a series of thirteen carefully crafted vignettes depict-
ing Jesus as a teacher, healer, and exorcist in and around Capernaum, of-
ten in conflict with Jewish authorities (1:16–3:25). Chapter 4 is a select as-
semblage of Jesus’ parables, most of which are about growing seeds.

Mark resumes Jesus’ ministry as an open-air preacher and healer in
4:35–8:26. Opposition to Jesus from Herod Antipas and from Jewish reli-
gious leaders forces him to quit Galilee and embark on a circuitous jour-
ney in the Gentile regions of Phoenicia and Decapolis. Gentile “outsid-
ers” display remarkable openness and acceptance of Jesus and the
gospel, whereas “insiders,” especially the disciples, are as obdurate as
the religious leaders, although not with evil intent.

The second half of the Gospel begins in 8:27 with Jesus no longer
circumambulating the Sea of Galilee but “on the way” to Jerusalem. The
way to Jerusalem begins with Peter’s confession at Caesarea Philippi. Je-
sus asks his disciples, “‘Who do people say I am?’” (8:27). Peter re-
sponds, “‘You are the Christ’” (8:29). Jesus shocks the disciples by ex-
plaining that the Christ must suffer and die; moreover, that whoever
desires to be his disciple must be prepared for discipleship (8:31–9:1). A
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glorious transfiguration of Jesus follows this dire pronouncement, which
shows that the Father in heaven confirms Jesus’ role as the suffering Son
of Man (9:2-13).

Following Caesarea Philippi the narrative is directed resolutely to
Jerusalem. “On the way” Jesus three times predicts his imminent suffer-
ing, death, and resurrection (8:31; 9:31; 10:33-34). The large crowds that
attended him in Galilee fall away, and Jesus focuses on teaching the
Twelve the meaning of discipleship. “‘Whoever wants to be great among
you must be your servant. . . . For even the Son of Man did not come to be
served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many’” (10:43,
45). Although Jesus enters Jerusalem as a celebrated pilgrim (11:1-10),
Mark signifies his breach with the Holy City by his nightly removal to
Bethany outside Jerusalem (11:11) and by his judgment on the temple
(11:12-21). Chaps. 11–13 contain a series of tests and traps in and around
the temple, most of which evince the hostility of the Sanhedrin to Jesus
and Jesus’ corresponding rejection of the temple. In chap. 13 the destruc-
tion of the temple becomes a symbol for the woes that will beset the faith-
ful before the Day of the Lord and the return of the Son of Man. Chaps.
14–15 comprise the heart of the passion account. A solemn Last Supper
with the disciples is set in the midst of intrigue and treachery, not only by
Jewish and Roman adversaries but even by his disciples. A clandestine
arrest leads to two hearings, one by the Jewish Sanhedrin (14:53-72) and
one by Pontius Pilate, the Roman governor (15:1-20). The accent on the
crucifixion scene falls less on Jesus’ physical suffering than on his aban-
donment (even by God, 15:34) and the mockery of his adversaries. At the
moment of his death, a Gentile centurion confesses Jesus as God’s Son
(15:39). Defeat is thus transformed into victory as God’s Son is revealed
in suffering. The oldest form of the Gospel ends with an angelic an-
nouncement of the resurrection of Jesus (16:1-8); a later secondary ending
includes various resurrection appearances of Jesus (16:9-20).
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CHAPTER ONE

The Gospel Appears in Person

MARK 1:1-13

THE KEY TO MARK (1:1)

Ancient writings normally begin either with a formal dedication describ-
ing the purpose of the book or with an opening line treating the first sub-
ject discussed.1 The formal introductions of the Gospel of Luke and the
book of Acts follow the former pattern. The Gospel of Mark begins in the
latter way, “The beginning of the gospel about Jesus Christ, the Son of
God” (1:1). If Mark intended his work to have a title, this is it. Like Gene-
sis, Hosea, and the Gospel of John, the first word of Mark is simply “be-
ginning.” Mark doubtlessly chooses it as a reminder of God’s activity in
history: in the beginning God created the world; so, too, the age of the
gospel is manifest when the Son of God becomes a human being in Jesus
Christ. The Greek word translated “beginning,” arch3, can incorporate
two meanings: first in order of temporal sequence, or first in terms of ori-
gin or principle. It is the latter sense in which the term is here used, since
Mark intends the whole Gospel, and not merely its opening part, to be in-
corporated by arch3. “Beginning” thus identifies in the initial word of the
Gospel the authority from whom the Gospel derives, God himself, the
author and originator of all that is.2 Lohmeyer is correct in saying that
“beginning” signals the “fulfillment of God’s everlasting word.”3 For
Mark the introduction of Jesus is no less momentous than the creation of
the world, for in Jesus a new creation is at hand.
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The gospel of which Mark speaks is not a book, as it is for Matthew
(1:1, “A record [Gk. biblos] of the genealogy of Jesus Christ”). Rather, for
Mark the gospel is the story of salvation in Jesus. The word for “gospel”
(Gk. euangelion) literally means “good news.” In both the OT and in
Greek literature euangelion was commonly used of reports of victory from
the battlefield. When the Philistines defeated the troops of Saul on Mt.
Gilboa, “they sent messengers throughout the land of the Philistines to
proclaim the news (euangelizesthai) . . . among the people” (1 Sam 31:9; see
also 2 Sam 1:20; 18:19-20; 1 Chr 10:9). The messenger who brought the re-
port was the deliverer of “good news” (2 Sam 4:10; 18:26). Among the
Greeks the term was used likewise of victory in battle, as well as of other
forms of good news. In 9 b.c., within a decade of Jesus’ birth, the birthday
of Caesar Augustus (63 b.c.–a.d. 14) was hailed as euangelion (pl.). Since
he was hailed as a god, Augustus’s “birthday signaled the beginning of
Good News for the world.”4 In the Greco-Roman world the word always
appears in the plural, meaning one good tiding among others; but in the
NT euangelion appears only in the singular: the good news of God in Jesus
Christ, beside which there is no other.5 The concept of “good news” was
not limited to military and political victories, however. In the prophet Isa-
iah “good news” is transferred to the inbreaking of God’s final saving act
when peace, good news, and release from oppression will be showered
on God’s people (Isa 52:7; 61:1-3). For Mark, the advent of Jesus is the be-
ginning of the fulfillment of the “good news” heralded by Isaiah.

If, as seems probable, Mark is the first evangelist, then he also inau-
gurates a new literary genre in applying the term “gospel” to the life and
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4. Taken from the calendar inscription of Priene; cited in A. Deissmann, Light from
the Ancient East, trans. L. Strachan (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1927), 366. The
Greco-Roman world honored its heroes by elevating them to god-like status. The cult
surrounding Caesar Augustus was particularly inclined in this regard. Augustus was be-
lieved, according to popular legend, to have been conceived by a serpent (which repre-
sented the genius of a god; see Suetonius, Lives of the Caesars, “The Deified Augustus,”
94). His reign was celebrated as the fulfillment of the golden age, as the following enco-
mium suggests: “The eternal and immortal nature of all things graciously granted the
wonderfully good Caesar Augustus to perform good deeds in abundance to men in or-
der that they might enjoy prosperity of life. He is the father of his divine homeland
Rome, inherited from his father Zeus, and a savior of the common folk. His foresight not
only fulfilled the entreaties of all people, but surpassed them, making peace for land and
sea, while cities bloom with order, harmony, and good seasons; the productivity of all
things is good and at its prime, there are fond hopes for the future and good will during
the present which fills all men, so that they ought to bear pleasing sacrifices and hymns”
(cited in H. Kleinknecht, PANJEION: Religiöse Texte des Griechentums [Tübingen: Mohr,
1959], 40).

5. G. Stanton, Inaugural Lecture as Lady Margaret’s Professor of New Testament,
Cambridge, England, 27 April 2000.



ministry of Jesus Christ.6 For Mark, the gospel refers to the fulfillment of
God’s reign and salvation in the fullness of time (Isa 52:7; 61:1). In the ap-
pearance of Jesus in Galilee, a new age has dawned that requires repen-
tance and faith. Mark’s written record of Jesus’ life is itself called a Gos-
pel, and thus this same Jesus who overcame the grave in the resurrection
from the dead is now the living Lord who is at work in the church and
world, calling people to faith in the gospel. In Mark’s understanding,
therefore, the gospel is more than a set of truths, or even a set of beliefs. It
is a person, “the gospel of Jesus Christ.”7 The kingdom that God inaugu-
rates is bodily present in Jesus of Nazareth.

Jesus, whose name in Hebrew is a variant of “Yehoshua” (Eng.
“Joshua”), meaning “God is salvation,” is defined in Mark’s prologue as
the “Christ” and “Son of God.” (See the excursuses on Christ at 8:29 and
on Son of God at 15:39.) Son of God is a more complete title for Jesus’
person and mission than is Messiah, and is Mark’s blue chip title for Je-
sus, the chief artery of the Gospel.8 “The beginning of the gospel about Je-
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6. “Gospel,” euangelion, is a frequent and favorite expression of Mark, occurring
seven times in Mark, only four in Matthew, and none in Luke or John or in the hypotheti-
cal sayings source “Q.” Mark is thus not only the first to apply the understanding of
“gospel” to Jesus, but he is also the first to invent the literary genre of “Gospel” to depict
his life and death. See Martin, New Testament Foundations, 1.23-27.

7. W. Marxsen correctly notes that Jesus Christ can be substituted for “gospel,”
and, moreover, that “gospel,” as employed by Mark, is a title or description for the entire
narrative of Jesus from baptism through death and resurrection (see Mark the Evangelist,
trans. J. Boyce, D. Juel, W. Poehlmann, and R. Harrisville [Nashville/New York:
Abingdon Press, 1969], 130-31). Mark can scarcely have regarded a selection of sayings
(e.g., the hypothetical sayings source “Q”) or a depiction of Jesus as a mere teacher of
wisdom (e.g., the Gospel of Thomas or the many gnostic documents of Nag Hammadi) as a
“gospel” in the sense in which he introduced it into the Synoptic tradition. Nor could the
early church, for whom the four Gospels were versions (e.g., “according to Matthew,”
“according to Mark) of the one gospel (see M. Hengel, Studies in the Gospel of Mark, trans.
J. Bowden [London: SCM Press, 1985], 65). In a critique of the Jesus Seminar at this point,
N. T. Wright correctly notes that “Calling [Thomas and Q] ‘gospels’ obscures the obvious
difference of genre between them and the four ordinarily so called” (“Five Gospels but
No Gospel: Jesus and the Seminar,” in Authenticating the Activities of Jesus, ed. B. Chilton
and C. Evans, NTTS 28/2 (Eiden, Boston, Koln: Brill, 1999), 92.

8. See O. Hofius, “Ist Jesus der Messias? Thesen,” JBTh 8 (1993): 117, who rightly
emphasizes that “Messiah” designates a human actor whereas “Son of God” is a fuller
metaphysical term designating the deity of Jesus Christ: “The metaphysical title “Son of
God,” which appears as a title of exaltation for Jesus in the New Testament, presupposes
the original and essential communion of Jesus with God, and with it his preexistent deity
(Gottsein)” (italics in original). “Son of God” is omitted in two weighty uncial manu-
scripts, Sinaiticus (4th cent.) and Koridethi (9th cent.), although the sheer number, diver-
sity, and weight of manuscripts support its inclusion in 1:1. Against its authenticity is the
fact that scribes not infrequently succumbed to the temptation to expand titles and quasi-
titles of books. Moreover, it is difficult to explain why a scribe would omit such an impor-



sus Christ the Son of God” (1:1) is the prologue, indeed the topic sen-
tence, of Mark’s Gospel. It may even be considered the title of the Gospel,
as long as it is not divorced from what follows, as the connection with
John the Baptist in v. 2 evinces. In v. 1 Mark declares the essential content
of the euangelion, the “good news.” The Gospel of Mark is thus not a mys-
tery story in which readers must piece together clues here and there to
discover its meaning; nor is it a pedestrian chronicle of dates and places
without purpose or significance; nor is it reducible to a mere system of
thought. Rather, from the outset Mark announces that the content of the
gospel is the person of Jesus, who is the Christ and Son of God. It is a brief
confession of faith, the meaning of which will unfold only as the reader
follows Mark’s presentation of Jesus in the Gospel.

JOHN THE BAPTIZER: FORERUNNER OF JESUS (1:2-8)

2-3 The Gospel of Mark was written for Roman Gentiles. Quite under-
standably, Mark makes sparing use of OT quotations, since proof texts
from Hebrew prophecy would not carry the degree of authority with
Gentile audiences that they would and did with Jewish audiences. It is all
the more remarkable, therefore, that Mark begins his story with a refer-
ence to the OT. The quotation is introduced with an authoritative formula
common in both the Greco-Roman and Jewish worlds, “It is written” (Gk.
kathZs gegraptai). In the Hellenistic world the formula frequently appears
in introductions to laws or declarations carrying legal force. In the OT it
claims normative influence over hearers or readers by designating the
authority of God, Torah, king, or prophet.9

The quotation of 1:2-3 is identified as coming from the prophet Isa-
iah, although it is actually a tapestry of three OT passages.10 The refer-
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tant title, were it original. In favor of its authenticity, on the other hand, is the possibility
of scribal oversight in copying owing to the similarity of the genitive endings of the four
preceding words. Furthermore, “Son of God” plays a key role in Mark’s Christology and
is present at critical junctures of the Gospel (baptism, 1:11; exorcisms, 3:11; 5:7; transfigu-
ration, 9:7; trial of Jesus, 14:61; and especially the centurion’s confession, 15:39). The
overall manuscript evidence and purpose of Mark appear to argue in favor of the origi-
nality of “Son of God” in 1:1. See B. Metzger, TCGNT, 73. N. Perrin (“The Christology of
Mark: A Study in Methodology,” in A Modern Pilgrimage of New Testament Christology
[Philadelphia: Fortress, 1974], 115) notes: “if [the title] was not part of the original super-
scription it should have been, and the scribe who first added it was Markan in purpose if
not in name.”

9. G. Schrenk, “graphZ,” TDNT 1.747-49.
10. A number of uncial manuscripts (A K P W P) ascribe the quotation in vv. 2-3 to



ence to the sending of the messenger in v. 2 follows the first half of both
Exod 23:20 and Mal 3:1, although there is no exact counterpart in the OT
to the latter half of v. 2 (“who will prepare your way”). The greater part of
the tapestry comes in v. 3, which reproduces Isa 40:3 nearly exactly. Isaiah
40:3 is quoted by all four Gospels with reference to John the Baptizer as
the forerunner of Jesus (Matt 3:3; Mark 1:3; Luke 1:76; John 1:23). The Isa-
iah quotation in v. 3 was deemed the defining element of the tapestry of
quotations.11 Thus, the whole is attributed to Isaiah, who was considered
the greatest of the prophets, and whose authority in the early church su-
perseded that of both Exodus and Malachi.12

In both the MT and the LXX “in the desert” designates the place
where God will prepare the way for his people; thus, “A voice of one call-
ing, ‘In the desert prepare the way for the Lord’” (Isa 40:3). Following
this understanding, the DSS cite the verse in justification of founding a
Torah community away from “the men of sin” (= Jerusalem) in the steppe
or desert of Qumran (1QS 8:14). Mark, however, aligns “in the desert”
with the herald (“a voice of one calling in the desert”) rather than with
the place of God’s preparation, thus conforming to John the Baptizer’s
appearance in the Judean wilderness. The quotation introduces John the
Baptizer as the “messenger sent ahead of you,” the “voice of one calling
in the desert” (1:2-3).

John’s task is to “prepare the way” for the One to follow. In Exod
23:20, 23 the “messenger” who will lead the people is not a human guide
or even Moses, but a divine messenger of Yahweh. Applying this text to
the Baptizer indicates more than Mark’s high estimation of John; it indi-
cates his divinely ordained purpose. Likewise, the Malachi passage (also
Mal 4:5-6) identifies the preparer of the way with Elijah, who, according
to 2 Kgs 2:11, did not die but was taken to heaven in a chariot of fire.
There was widespread expectation in Judaism that Elijah would return as
a forerunner of God’s eschatological kingdom in the final day.13 It is often
assumed that Elijah, whom Mark here identifies with John the Baptizer,
would be the forerunner of the Messiah. But in pre-Christian Jewish texts
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“the prophets” rather than specifically to Isaiah. This change can be explained by the de-
sire of later copyists to make the introductory formula more comprehensive, since the
quotation in vv. 2-3 is a composite. The ascription of the quotation to Isaiah is more
strongly attested, however, and is to be preferred. See Metzger, TCGNT, 73; and
E. Hoskyns and N. Davey, The Riddle of the New Testament (London: Faber and Faber,
1958), 44-46.

11. Str-B 2.1.
12. On the OT quotations in vv. 2-3, see J. Marcus, The Way of the Lord (Edinburgh:

T. & T. Clark, 1992), 12-17, who argues that the composition stems from Mark.
13. Mal 3:1; Sir 48:10; Ps.-Philo, Bib. Ant. 48:1; 4 Ezra 6:26; Sib. Or. 2:187-89; Apoc.

Elijah 5:32-33; 4Q558.



preserved in the OT and intertestamental literature Elijah prefigures not
the Messiah but the appearance of God himself.14 This fact considerably
elevates the importance of the OT quotation in 1:2-3. In the quotation,
several of the pronouns and “the way for the LORD” refer to God. Mark,
however, applies these texts with reference to Jesus. This indicates that
the Baptizer is not simply the herald of the Messiah but of God himself,
appearing in Jesus of Nazareth

1:2-3 thus introduce John as the divinely ordained precursor of Je-
sus, and Jesus as the manifestation of God. The quotation has the further
effect of linking the life and ministry of Jesus to the OT. Jesus is not an af-
terthought of God, as though an earlier plan of salvation had gone awry.
Rather, Jesus stands in continuity with the work of God in Israel, the ful-
filler of the law and the prophets (Matt 5:17). The introductory tapestry of
OT quotations not only links the person and ministry of Jesus insepara-
bly with the preceding revelation of God in the OT, but it makes the per-
son and ministry of Jesus nonunderstandable apart from it. From a Chris-
tian theological perspective, this unites the NT uniquely and inseparably
to the OT. The gospel is understandable only as the completion of some-
thing that God began in the history of Israel. This excludes the possibility
of Christians either dismissing or diminishing the importance of the OT,
or of attempting to “purge” the gospel of its Jewish origins and context.

A second effect of the tapestry of quotations offers a clue to under-
standing Jesus’ person. Of paramount significance is that the quotations,
which in their original Hebrew contexts refer either directly or indirectly
to Yahweh, are here applied to Jesus. The opening quotation of Mark
transfers the fulfillment of God’s eschatological reign subtly but directly
to Jesus. Already in 1:2-3 the groundwork is in place that will define and
characterize Jesus’ bearing throughout the Gospel, in which Jesus unpre-
tentiously but authoritatively unites his way with God’s way, his work
with God’s work, his person with God’s person.15

Finally, the tapestry of quotations provides a clue to the nature of Je-
sus’ ministry. Three times in 1:2-3 the word “way” or “path” occurs. The
initial reference to “the gospel about Jesus Christ” (1:1) is thus a way (cf.
Acts 9:2). From its outset the story of Jesus directs hearers not to meta-
physics and mysticism, nor to ethical rules and systems, but to something
practical and transforming, a way of salvation made possible by God.
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14. M. Öhler, “The Expectation of Elijah and the Presence of the Kingdom of God,”
JBL 118 (1999): 641-76.

15. Marcus, The Way of the Lord, 31-41, correctly sees the christological import of
the opening OT mosaic. “The way for the Lord” is not primarily a reference to ethical be-
havior, but to God’s present inbreaking in Jesus. Mark thus signals that where God for-
merly acted, Jesus now acts.


