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Introduction

IN THE GLARE of the Jerusalem sun, Jews from every nation jostle each other
to get a closer look and to hear twelve men speak about God’s most recent
display of power. One man named Peter raises his voice to address a crowd
some fifty days after his Master was crucified in this very city. He solemnly
declares that the Holy Spirit has come upon them, inaugurating the new age.

“Men of Israel, listen to this: Jesus of Nazareth was a man accred-
ited by God to you by miracles, wonders and signs, which God did
among you through him, as you yourselves know. This man was
handed over to you by God’s set purpose and foreknowledge; and
you, with the help of wicked men, put him to death by nailing him to
the cross. But God raised him from the dead, freeing him from the
agony of death, because it was impossible for death to keep its hold
on him.” (Acts 2:22–24)

In this speech we have the basic outline of Mark’s Gospel, which tells more
fully the story of what happened. What was hidden during Jesus’ public min-
istry can now be made public to clarify the basis of the Christian faith in Jesus.

The Title of the Gospel
THE OPENING OF Mark’s Gospel (1:1) is as abrupt as its ending (16:8). Does
this first verse function as a subtitle introducing the subject matter of the
first few verses? Is it the beginning of a clause that ends in verse 3? Or is it
the title of the whole work? If the first option is correct, then it simply
announces that what follows in the next verses launches the story of Jesus’
ministry, death, and resurrection. In this case, the story this Gospel tells has
its beginning with the preaching of John the Baptizer and Jesus’ baptism and
temptation in the wilderness. No other subtitles appear in the Gospel, how-
ever, which makes this interpretation less likely. The second option takes
this opening line as the beginning of a sentence that concludes with the
scriptural citation in verses 2–3: “The beginning of the gospel of Jesus Christ,
Son of God, as written by Isaiah the prophet . . .”; this interpretation affirms
that the beginning of the gospel story accords with Isaiah’s promise of long
ago, thus matching the apostles’ preaching in Acts, which traced the begin-
ning of the story to the baptism of John (Acts 1:22; 10:37; 13:24–25).



The third option for interpreting this opening line reads it as the title of
the whole Gospel (1:2–16:8): “The beginning of the proclamation of the
good news about Jesus Christ, the Son of God” (full stop). Modern readers
are accustomed to books with attractive dust jackets trumpeting the title of
the work and the name of the author, appealing graphics designed to grab
the attention of potential buyers, and a snappy blurb summarizing its con-
tents and recommending its purchase. The opening pages of modern books
include a title page, a foreword, a preface, and an introduction to provide the
reader with some background information before they begin to read. Ancient
writers did not have such luxuries, but they did try to alert the reader to the
scope of the work with a title or introductory phrase. The opening line, “the
beginning of the good news about Jesus Christ, the Son of God,” tells us
what this work is about.1 It immediately informs the reader that the story this
book recounts is no typical one.

If this interpretation is correct, then the whole Gospel of Mark is about
a beginning. One advantage of this reading is that it sheds light on the per-
plexing ending, where Mark abruptly quits his story: The women flee from
the tomb, trembling with fright, and say nothing to anyone (16:8). Mark does
not finish the story because the announcement of Jesus’ resurrection and his
going before his disciples to Galilee is not the final stage. The reader can-
not put the book down at the closing line and chalk it up as a good read. The
story of the gospel about Jesus Christ continues. On the one hand, the reader
knows that the fearful silence of these women could not have been the end
of the matter. Something else must have happened, or else we would not be
hearing or reading this Gospel. On the other hand, the reader must ask ques-
tions: How will the fear of the women be vanquished? How will their mouths
be opened? How will the word of good news get out? The answers to such
questions can only be found by returning to the beginning “where the reader
is reminded that it is all a beginning.” Mark must now be reread and reheard
“with 20/20 hindsight.”2 The conclusion to this story is only the beginning
of the proclamation of good news about Jesus Christ that goes on to the
end of time and to the ends of the earth (13:10; 14:9).3 The Greek word
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1. The absence of a verb makes it more likely that this opening line serves as a title rather
than a verbless sentence (compare the beginnings of Prov. 1:1; Song 1:1; Eccl. 1:1 without
predicates, and Rev. 1:1). The result is that verse 2 continues awkwardly in Greek: “Just as
it is written by the prophet Isaiah . . . ,” but Mark is not known for grammatical deftness.

2. Elizabeth Struthers Malbon, “Echoes and Foreshadowings in Mark 4–8: Reading and
Rereading,” JBL 112 (1993): 229.

3. C. H. Giblin, “The Beginning of the Ongoing Gospel, Mk 1,2–16,8,” The Four Gospels
1992: Festschrift Frans Neirynck, ed. F. Van Segbroeck, et al. (BETL; Leuven: Peeters, 1992),
2:975–85.
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arche (“beginning”) can also indicate the basis or foundation of something, as
in the sentence, “The fear of the LORD is the beginning of wisdom” (Ps.
111:10). This Gospel is more than just a chronicle of the genesis of God’s
good news. It is the ground of the church’s proclamation of that good news.4

The Gospel

THE TITLE CONTAINS three key terms that are vital for understanding what this
work is about: the gospel, Christ, and Son of God. The first term, the gospel, did not
yet refer to a literary genre (a book telling the story of the life and teaching
of Jesus) when Mark wrote. The word appears in 1:14, 15; 8:35; 10:29; 13:10;
14:9 and refers to what is preached about God or about Jesus as the Christ,
the Son of God. It refers to the whole story about Jesus that not only is nar-
rated in the text but is also told in oral tradition and must supplement the
text—the words, deeds, death, and resurrection of Jesus and what it all means
as God’s act to save humankind.

While the term gospel is as familiar as water to most modern readers, it had
a variety of associations in the first century. In calling the story of Jesus Christ
“the gospel,” Mark gives the term a twist that would have surprised first-cen-
tury readers, particularly in Rome. In the Greek translation of the Old Tes-
tament, the verb from which this noun is derived (euangelizo) was used for the
proclamation of the news of victory from the battlefield. Cranfield notes,
however, that most of the inhabitants of the Roman empire would have asso-
ciated the word with the emperor cult, which represented the announce-
ments of such events as the birth of an heir to the emperor, his coming of age,
and his accession to the throne as glad tidings or gospels.5 These imperial glad
tidings “represent the pretentious claims of self-important men” and the fawn-
ing flattery of their vassals. A frequently cited inscription from the Roman
province of Asia decrees that the birthday of the emperor Augustus (Sep-
tember 23) would now mark the beginning of the year when persons assumed
civil office. It was filled with exaggerated praise:

. . . it is a day which we may justly count as equivalent to the begin-
ning of everything—if not in itself and in its own nature, at any rate
in the benefits it brings—inasmuch as it has restored the shape of
everything that was failing and turning into misfortune, and has
given a new look to the Universe at a time when it would gladly
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4. Pesch, Das Markusevangelium, 1:76. The preaching and activity of John the Baptizer up
to the death and resurrection of Jesus is the foundation of the church’s preaching about Jesus.

5. C. E. B. Cranfield, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Epistle to the Romans (ICC;
Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1975), 1:55.



have welcomed destruction if Caesar had not been born to be the
common blessing of all men.

The decree resolves that:

Whereas the Providence which has ordered the whole of our life,
showing concern and zeal has ordained the most perfect consum-
mation for human life by giving to it Augustus, by filling him with
virtue for doing the work of a benefactor among men, and by send-
ing in him, as it were, a saviour for us and those who come after us,
to make war to cease, to create order everywhere . . . and whereas
the birthday of the God [Augustus] was the beginning for the world
of the glad tidings that have come to men through him . . . Paulus
Fabius Maximus, the proconsul of the province . . . has devised a way
of honouring Augustus hitherto unknown to the Greeks, which is
that the reckoning of time for the course of human life should begin
with his birth.6

What constitutes good news in this edict is the cessation of wars and the
bringing of benefits and social order. Succeeding emperors became even
more enamored with themselves and claimed to bring new and greater ben-
efits. Those who profited were the usual recipients of favor, the privileged
and powerful. The glad tidings about Jesus, by contrast, are significantly dif-
ferent. (1) It has its origins in God (Rom. 1:1; 15:16; 2 Cor. 11:7; 1 Thess.
2:2, 8; 1 Peter 4:17), who is the beginning and end of all things and the true
source of blessing for humankind. (2) The good news cannot be separated
from what Jesus said and did as the one who came to give his life as a ran-
som for many (Mark 10:45). The emperors of Rome belong to the dim past,
and we do not think of them in any way as a present reality. One is more
likely to ask, “Who was Augustus?” than “Who is Augustus?” By contrast,
Jesus’ work abides in the present because we ask, “Who is Jesus who contin-
ues to reign in the hearts of his subjects?”7 (3) The peace and the benefits that
Jesus brings do not come from crushing resistance with military terror but
from his death on the cross. Consequently, Christianity does not offer a
series of gospels with each succeeding ruler but only one, the gospel. (4) The
benefits are universal and bestowed on everyone. They are offered to the out-
cast, the sinner, and the poor, Jew and Gentile alike, not just to the privileged
few. This story is truly good news for the entire world.
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6. Ernest Barker, From Alexander to Constantine: Passages and Documents Illustrating the History of
the Social and Political Ideas 336 B.C..–A.D. 337 (Oxford: Clarendon, 1956), 211–12.

7. George W. MacRae, “Whom Heaven Must Receive Until the Time,” Int 27 (1973):
151.
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The Christ

THE GOSPEL IS about “Jesus Christ.” The term Christ means “anointed one”
and would have sounded strange to Greek ears.8 Mark offers no further expla-
nation about the meaning of the word, which suggests that his intended
audience was already familiar with it as well as with much of the story. Many
characters in the Gospel, however, will use the title but have no idea of what
it means for Jesus of Nazareth to be the Christ. As the story unfolds, it
becomes plain that one must throw out all preconceptions of what Christ
means. Only after Jesus’ death and resurrection can one understand the
momentous nature of the news that he is God’s Christ.

The title Christ quickly assumed the force of a proper name and has com-
pletely lost its original force for the modern reader. Some today may even
assume that “Christ” is Jesus’ surname, as the son of Joseph and Mary Christ.
Others may consider it to be some foreign, generic title of lordship: the holy
Christ (like Shah, Rajah, or Kaiser). Christians may simply presume that it
refers to the one and only Christ, in whom we believe. For the Greek-speak-
ing Jews of Jesus’ day, however, Christ (= Messiah) was a title of the one
anointed by God to carry out specific tasks related to the liberation of Israel.
The term probably evoked a constellation of hopes for different Jews.

Views about the role of the Christ, when he would come, how he would
be recognized, and what precisely he would do, varied.9 A few well-situated
Jews were quite satisfied with the status quo and probably cared less about
such speculation except as it threatened their power base. Among the rest,
there was general agreement that the Messiah would be Moses-like in deliv-
ering the nation of Israel, that he would establish his throne in Jerusalem
like David, that he would smash those who made the people suffer, as did the
saviors of old (Neh. 9:27), and that he would rule with justice and restore the
lost fortunes of the nation. Like Cyrus, also identified as God’s anointed (Isa.
45:1), the Messiah would subdue nations before him and make kings run in
his service. No longer would Israel be the footstool of heathen overlords
but would take its proper place of ascendancy in the world. The author of
the Psalms of Solomon voiced this dream in the first century B.C.

See, Lord, and raise up for them their king,
the son of David, to rule over your servant Israel
in the time known to you, O God.
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8. See further L. W. Hurtado, “Christ,” in Dictionary of Jesus and the Gospels, ed. Joel B.
Green, Scot McKnight, and I. Howard Marshall (Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity, 1992),
106–17.

9. See further Jacob Neusner, William Scott Green, and Ernest S. Frerichs, eds., Judaisms
and Their Messiahs at the Turn of the Christian Era (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, 1987).



Undergird him with the strength to destroy the unrighteous rulers,
to purge Jerusalem from gentiles
who trample her to destruction;
in wisdom and in righteousness to drive out
the sinners from the inheritance;

to smash the arrogance of sinners
like a potter’s jar;

To shatter all their substance with an iron rod;
to destroy the unlawful nations with the word of his mouth;
At his warning the nations will flee from his presence;

and he will condemn sinners by the thoughts of their hearts 
(17:21–25).10

This kind of false hope helped spark the disastrous revolt against Rome in A.D.
66. The first-century Jewish historian, Josephus, contends that the Jewish
rebels were provoked to war by their misunderstanding of an “ambiguous ora-
cle in their sacred scriptures, to the effect that at that time one from their
country would become king of the world.”11

Obviously, proclaiming one who was crucified to be the Christ must have
created a severe case of cognitive dissonance for both the early Christians and
their Jewish counterparts, whom they were trying to convince. Jesus won no
decisive victories worthy of historical mention anywhere but in the Gospels,
and these were spiritual triumphs. John the Baptist gets more press in Jose-
phus’s account of Jewish history of this era than Jesus does. What little he did
write about Jesus has been heavily edited by later Christian copyists. Jesus
established no earthly reign. Rome still ruled the world with an iron hand.
When Mark wrote, the Roman juggernaut was either about to or had already
exacted severe retribution for Israel’s rebellion by sacking Jerusalem and
burning the temple. Jesus the Messiah had come and gone, and the golden
age had not arrived. Consequently, it was easy for many Jews to dismiss him
as another dismal failure.

What was even more absurd, Jesus had been crucified like a criminal.
Paul himself cites the theological hitch that a crucified Messiah created:
“Cursed is everyone who is hung on a tree” (Gal. 3:13; cf. Deut. 21:23). Justin
Martyr, in his record of an exchange with Rabbi Trypho about the Christian
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10. Trans. by R. B. Wright, “Psalms of Solomon,” in The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha, ed.
James H. Charlesworth (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1985), 2: 667.

11. Josephus contends that the correct interpretation was that it “signified the sovereignty
of Vespasian, who was proclaimed emperor on Jewish soil” (J.W. 6.5.4 §§ 312–13; see Tac-
itus, Histories 5.13).
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faith, cites Daniel 7 in an attempt to prove that Jesus was the Messiah. Trypho
remains unpersuaded and responds: “Sir, these and suchlike passages of scrip-
ture compel us to await One who is great and glorious, and takes the ever-
lasting Kingdom from the Ancient of Days as Son of Man. But this your
so-called Christ is without honour and glory, so that He has even fallen into
the uttermost curse that is in the Law of God, for he was crucified.”12 From
a Jewish standpoint, a crucified Messiah was an oxymoron, like calling a
prisoner on death row, “Mr. President.”

For Mark to say without apology that Jesus was the Christ, the fulfill-
ment of Israel’s hopes, her liberator, the one who ushered in the reign of
God and who reigns triumphantly at the right hand of God, was and should
still be startling if not incredible. The Christian gospel is, as Paul said, a
stumbling block to Jews and sheer nonsense to Gentiles (1 Cor. 1:23).
From a pagan standpoint, it could be taken as further evidence of Jewish
delusions. Years before, Cicero mocked Israel’s faith and hope by declar-
ing that it has “made it clear how far it enjoys divine protection by the
fact that it has been conquered, scattered, enslaved.”13 In bridging the con-
text to our contemporary situation, we need to recapture the scandal of
Jesus as the Christ, the Son of God, who exposes our false hopes and self-
ish expectations.

The Son of God

THE PHRASE “SON of God” does not appear in all early copies of Mark. Jesus
as God’s Son, however, is an important theme in Mark’s Gospel. The inclu-
sion of this title in the opening line could be the original reading that a
scribe accidentally omitted.14 The title emerges at pivotal junctures in the
story: the baptism (1:11), the transfiguration (9:7), and the crucifixion
(15:39). Jittery demons also shout out this title (3:11; 5:7), and it appears on
the lips of the outraged high priest when he asks point blank if Jesus is the
“Christ, the Son of the Blessed One” (14:61). Jesus responds unambigu-
ously, “I am.” (14:62). For Mark, being the Christ and the Son of God is one
and the same thing.
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12. Justin Martyr, Dialogue with the Jew Trypho, 31–32.
13. Cicero, Pro Flacco 28.67.
14. Copyists were tempted to expand the titles of books and also to give full confes-

sional titles, and the title “Son of God” thus may have been added. On the other hand,
Christian copyists employed abbreviations for sacred names (nomina sacra) by using the
first and last letter of the word. The similarities of the endings, which would have been writ-
ten , may have played tricks on the eye of a copyist and caused the omission
of the title.



The Beginning

GOD IS A God of beginnings. The good news of Mark is that God begins
again with the chosen people by sending his Son. At the end of the Gospel,
however, things look far more gloomy. The women slink away from the
empty tomb and are mute from fear. Failure, denial, and fear are not the end
of the story, however. When things seem to end, there is a new beginning.
The gospel is good news because one can begin again. One may wonder how
these discredited disciples could ever emerge as leaders of a growing church
and fulfill their mission, but we know that their failure was not fatal. Neither
is ours. God is the one who consistently makes something out of nothing.
What seems like the end, and a pathetic one at that, is only a new beginning.
God will continue to work with and revive the people. Mark makes it clear
that “the church exists because of what God has done in Christ, not because
of any outstanding abilities in its first members.”15 The gospel proclaims that
the one “who began a good work in [us] will carry it on to completion until
the day of Christ Jesus” (Phil. 1:6).

As far as Mark is concerned, the story cannot end when the women tell
the news or when the disciples rendezvous with Jesus in Galilee. This explains
why he does not report either event, as do the other Evangelists. Christian-
ity is not a closed book, and Christian readers are the latest chapter in a con-
tinuing story of God’s good news. The question for us is, therefore, the same
as it was for those early disciples, “Where do we go from here?” The next stage
is up to us. How will we continue the story? Will we cower in fear or boldly
proclaim the glad tidings of Jesus to the world?

Contemporary Significance

IN PROCLAIMING THE glad tidings, one should reexamine what is good news
about our message concerning Jesus Christ. False gospels still abound. In the
secular world, politicians promise, like the emperors of old, that happy days
will be here again with their offer of a New Deal, a New Frontier, the Great
Society, or a New World Order. Tyrants inaugurate such things as the Thou-
sand-Year Reich and the Great Leap Forward, but life seems to remain pretty
much the same. The oppressed remain oppressed, and the poor are still
downtrodden. Hatred and prejudice are still at home in our communities. In
the religious world, the good news about Jesus Christ is watered down to
good advice. People are told to be kind, to smile a lot, to love all creatures,
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15. Leon Morris, “Disciples of Jesus,” in Jesus of Nazareth: Essays on the Historical Jesus and
New Testament Christology, ed. Joel B. Green and Max Turner (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1994),
124.


