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The Gospel According to Mark 
 
 
Traditional Author:  John Mark 
 
Traditional Date Written: A.D. 60-70 
 
Period Covered:  6/5 B.C.-A.D. 32 
 
 
 John Mark, the traditional author of our gospel, was not an apostle, but he was on 
the fringes of the group that followed Jesus.  He is first mentioned in Acts 12: 12—
“When this dawned on him [Peter], he went to the house of Mary, the mother of John, 
also called Mark, where many people had gathered and were praying.”  Mark was a 
nephew of Barnabas (Colossians 4: 10) and the spiritual son of Peter (1 Peter 5: 13).  
Mark joined Paul and Barnabas in A.D. 50 for the first missionary journey (Acts 13: 5), 
but he turned back at Perga (Acts 13: 13).  Paul and Barnabas had a falling out over this 
(Acts 15: 37-39).  In Colossians 4: 10, though, (a letter written twelve years after the 
falling out) we hear that Mark is back in Paul’s good graces.  In 2 Timothy 4: 11 (Paul’s 
last letter before his death in A.D. 68) he says, writing from Rome: “Get Mark and bring 
him with you, because he is helpful to me in my ministry.”  The early church 
unanimously agreed that John Mark wrote the Gospel According to Mark.  Papias (c. 
A.D. 140) quotes an earlier source saying the following:  1) Mark was a close associate of 
Peter, from whom he received the things said and done by Jesus, and 2) these things did 
not come to Mark as a finished, sequential account of the life of Jesus, but they came 
from Peter’s preaching.  John Mark wrote for a Gentile audience, probably those who 
lived in Rome. 
 

The Gospel According to Mark follows Matthew in our Bibles, providing a very 
different point of view toward the events that transpire during Jesus’ public ministry.  
Although Matthew and Mark draw on the same source material, Mark does something 
quite different with his.  Matthew’s narrative begins with a genealogy that reaches back 
into the Hebrew Scriptures, anchoring the gospel in the Abrahamic and Davidic 
covenants.  Like a swinging door, Matthew’s gospel reaches back into the Old Testament 
and pulls the linear narrative up into the New, demonstrating the continuity of God’s plan 
of redemption.  In sharp contrast, Mark’s narrative begins abruptly, and it moves ahead at 
break-neck speed, jolting to a stop with the women at the tomb who “did nothing, for 
they were afraid.”  Unlike Matthew, Mark’s gospel is a sudden and dramatic 
proclamation, a thunderclap on a sunny afternoon.  Whereas Matthew’s structure is 
chiastic, Mark’s is purely linear—a straight line from beginning to end.  And unlike 
Matthew’s prose style, which uses carefully balanced parallel components, Mark’s is 
dramatic and abrupt, dominated by short phrases linked with “and” and pushed forward 
by the repetitive use of “immediately” and the use of the “historical present” tense.  
Reading the two gospels in the original Greek produces two profoundly different 
experiences.  Mark’s prose style is to Matthew’s as Ernest Hemingway’s is to William 
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Faulkner’s.  Both Mark and Matthew are master story tellers, but each tells his story in a 
very different way.  In this introduction I would like to examine a small segment of 
Mark’s gospel in detail to illustrate how Mark shapes his narrative strategy and the prose 
style of his story.  As we shall see, The Gospel According to Mark is far from being a 
“primitive” gospel; it is a brilliant narrative, crafted by a superb prose stylist. 
 
 Let me focus on Mark 1: 1-15 and present a very literal translation of Mark’s 
prologue.  I am translating from the Greek in the Nestle-Aland, Novum Testamentum 
Graeca, 28th edition, and I am striving to replicate the prose style, verb tenses and 
rhetorical devices as closely as possible: 
 

____________________________________________________________ 
 

The Gospel According to Mark: 
The Prologue, 1: 1-15 

 
Beginning of the gospel of Jesus Christ, Son of God, as it has been written in 

Isaiah the prophet: 
 

Look!  I send my messenger before your face who will prepare your 
way; a voice of one calling:  “In the desert prepare the way of the 
Lord; make straight paths for him.” 
 

John, the one baptizing in the desert, appeared proclaiming a baptism of repentance 
toward the forgiveness of sins, and the entire Judean countryside and all the people of 
Jerusalem were going out to him, and they were being baptized by him in the Jordan river 
confessing their sins and John was clothed with camel’s hair and had a leather belt 
around his waist and ate locusts and wild honey and he spoke out saying:  “After me 
comes one who is mightier than I, the thong of whose sandals I am not worthy of 
stooping down to loosen; I have baptized you in water, but he will baptize you in the 
Holy Spirit.” 
 
 And it came to pass in those days that Jesus came from Nazareth in Galilee and 
was baptized in the Jordan by John, and immediately coming up out of the water he saw 
the heavens being torn apart and the Spirit like a dove descending into him, and there was 
a voice out of the heavens:  “You are my Son, the Beloved; in you I am well-pleased.” 
And immediately the Spirit drives him out into the desert, and he was in the desert forty 
days being tempted by Satan, and he was with the wild beasts, and the angels were 
ministering to him.  After John had been arrested Jesus came into Galilee proclaiming the 
gospel of God and saying:  “The appointed time has been fulfilled, and the kingdom of 
God is fast approaching; repent and believe in the gospel.” 
___________________________________________________________ 
 

 Few things are more important to a story than how it begins.  In the first few 
pages the narrator sets the stage for what follows.  He introduces his major characters, 
lays the groundwork for their relationships with one another, plants seeds of conflict, and 
creates a mood that will shadow the rest of the story.  In the first few pages the narrator 
also establishes his own relationship with those who participate in the story:  the author; 
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the narrator; the characters and the reader.1  In the first fifteen verses of Mark, the 
narrator roots his story in history and prophecy; he identifies John the Baptist as the 
forerunner of the Messiah, and he establishes Jesus as the Christ, the Son of God.  This is 
critical information to the story, and in these first fifteen verses the narrator provides it to 
us, but not to the characters themselves:  as the story opens, we become privy to 
information that the characters will have to discover.  Providing us with such important 
information while withholding it from the characters creates an enormous tension that 
runs throughout Mark’s story.   
 
 We might think of these first fifteen verses as an introduction to the story proper.2  
The first eight verses focus on John the Baptist and his mission as forerunner; the last 
seven verses spotlight Jesus as the long-awaited Christ, the Son of God.  The word 
“gospel” frames the prologue, bracketing it at the beginning and the end.  In verse ten the 
heavens are “torn apart” and the Spirit descends into Jesus.  The word “torn” reappears in 
Mark 15: 38 when, at the instant of Jesus’ death, “the curtain of the temple was torn in 
two from top to bottom,” giving access to God once for all.  The Greek word 
(pronounced skhid’-zo, from which we get the English word “schizophrenic,” a person 
who is “torn apart”) is vigorous, violent, intense and dramatic.  It opens the story as Jesus 
enters the narrative, and it closes the story as he exits.  Just as “gospel” frames the 
prologue, so does “torn apart” frame Mark’s entire story.  Throughout the prologue 
events rush forward; sentences begin with strong verbs; we find Mark’s first use of 
“immediately,” and he begins to employ the “historical present” to intensify the drama. 
 
 A desert landscape sets the opening scene.  The first half of the prologue moves 
the story’s action from the desert to the fringes of civilization.  We hear “a voice of one 
calling:  ‘In the desert prepare the way of the Lord . . .,’”3 and John appears from deep 

                                                
1 In The Poetics of Biblical Narrative, Ideological Literature and the Drama of Reading (Bloomington:  
Indiana University Press, 1985), Meir Sternberg notes that “narrative communication involves no fewer 
than four basic perspectives:  the author who fashions the story, the narrator who tells it, the audience or 
reader who receives it, and the characters who enact it” (p. 130).  Some critics also distinguish between an 
“implied” and “real” narrator (or narrators), as well as an “implied” and “real” reader (or readers).  For a 
discussion of these distinctions, see the collection of articles in Reader Perspectives on the New Testament, 
Semia 48 (Society of Biblical Literature, 1989).  
 
2 Although both the Nestle-Aland, Novum Testamentum Graeca, 28th edition and the United Bible 
Societies’ The Greek New Testament, 3rd edition end Mark’s “prologue” after verse 13, Leander E. Keck, in 
“The Introduction to Mark’s Gospel,” New Testament Studies 12 (1966), pp. 352-370, argues convincingly 
that the “prologue” extends through verse 15, citing as evidence the theological importance of the word 
“gospel” in Mark’s narrative and its literary function in the prologue as an inclusio.  Two important 
commentaries follow Keck’s thinking:  C.S. Mann’s Mark, a New Translation with Introduction and 
Commentary, The Anchor Bible, vol. 27 (New York:  Doubleday & Company, 1986) and Robert A. 
Guelich’s Mark 1-8:26, Word Biblical Commentary, vol. 34A (Dallas, Texas:  Word Books, 1989). 
 
3 Both the Nestle-Aland 28th edition and the UBS 3rd edition punctuate verse three:   “a voice of one calling 
in the desert:  ‘prepare the way of the Lord; make straight paths for him,’” and most translations follow 
this decision.  Isaiah 40: 3, however, clearly reads:  “A voice of one calling:  ‘In the desert prepare the way 
for the Lord; make straight in the wilderness a highway for our God,’” associating the desert with the place 
where one prepares for the Lord, not the place from which the voice is calling.  I believe this best reflects 
Mark’s intent, for in the following verses John comes in from the desert and Jesus goes out to the desert.  
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within the desert, clad as the prophet Elijah and baptizing “the whole Judean countryside 
and all the people of Jerusalem” in the Jordan River.  The second half of the prologue 
moves the story from the edge of civilization back to the desert:  Jesus is baptized at the 
Jordan and he is immediately driven deep into the desert “with the wild beasts,” where he 
confronts Satan.  As Israel passes through the Red Sea in Exodus and faces conflict in the 
desert for forty years before entering the Promised Land, so does Jesus reverse the 
movement in Mark, leaving the Promised Land and passing through the Jordan River to 
face conflict in the desert for forty days.   
 

In sharp contrast to the other gospels, Mark begins with a sudden and dramatic 
proclamation:  “Beginning the gospel of Jesus Christ, Son of God, as it has been written 
in Isaiah the prophet . . ..”  The word “beginning” in Greek is the same word that begins 
Genesis in the LXX, “in the beginning.”  In Mark no definite article precedes 
“beginning,” although most translators supply it:  “The beginning of the gospel of Jesus 
Christ, Son of God . . ..”  Grammatically, this lack of a definite article is called an 
anarthrous construction; it is relatively common in Greek, and here it serves to create an 
abrupt start, a sudden proclamation rather than a measured introduction.  

 
As a herald, Mark proclaims God’s entrance into history, and he calls it the gospel 

of Jesus Christ, Son of God.  “Gospel” is the key word in Mark’s prologue:  it is his 
theme, the very substance and message of his narrative.  The Greek term means far more 
than “good news” or “good report,” as it originally meant in classical literature and as 
Paul uses it in 1 Thessalonians 3: 6; in Mark it embodies the entire Christian message—
the person, words and works of Jesus.  So important is the “gospel” in Mark that it frames 
his prologue and provides the launching pad for the story proper:  Verse 1 reads, 
“Beginning of the gospel of Jesus Christ, Son of God . . .,” and verse 15 closes with Jesus 
proclaiming the gospel of God, saying:  “The time is fulfilled and the kingdom of God is 
fast approaching; repent and believe in the gospel” (vv. 1, 15).  In Mark’s prologue 
“gospel” forms an inclusio.  

 
It is this “gospel” which is rooted back in the Old Testament and that bursts forth 

in the New that so frightens the characters who people Mark’s story.  When Jesus stills 
the storm, his disciples are terrified, saying:  “Who is this, that even the wind and the lake 
obey him?” (4: 41); when he drives out “Legion” from the demonized man, and the 
Gerasenes see the man “sitting down, clothed and in his right mind . . . they were 
terrified,” (5: 15) and when the women at the empty tomb are told to tell Peter and the 
disciples of Jesus’ resurrection, “trembling and amazement gripped them, and they said 
nothing to anyone, for they were afraid” (16: 8).  The intrusion of the gospel into daily 
life shocks and disorients those it touches:  they draw back, frozen with fear, bewildered.  
Like a vector shot from eternity into history, the gospel intersects reality at precisely 
Mark’s moment in time, accompanied by the proclamation:  “Beginning of the gospel of 
Jesus Christ, Son of God . . ..”  If we are meant to read “gospel” in this sense, then Mark, 

                                                                                                                                            
The desert thus becomes a powerful metaphor as a place of preparation.  C.S. Mann agrees, saying:  “There 
is no justification from the Hebrew text of Isaiah 40: 3 for any punctuation of this verse which does not 
associate in the desert with make ready” (p. 195). 
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if he is the first gospel writer, coins the term.4  If we look carefully at the moorings of the 
gospel that Mark proclaims, we find his anchor in a remarkable fusion of three texts:  
Exodus 23: 20-21, Malachi 3: 1 and Isaiah 40: 3: 

 
Look!  I send my messenger before your face who will prepare your way; 
a voice of one calling:  “In the desert prepare the way of the Lord; make 
straight paths for him.” 

(Mark 1: 2-3) 
 

Mark does not quote Exodus 23: 20-21, but it lies at the foundation of his reference.  In 
Exodus 23: 20-21, God has already freed his people from Egyptian slavery; he has given 
them his law at Mt. Sinai, and he is about to reaffirm his covenant with them.  Before he 
does, though, he promises a guide who will lead them through the desert and into the 
land.  God says: 
 

See, I am sending an angel ahead of you to guard you along the way and 
to bring you to the place I have prepared.  Pay attention to him and listen 
to what he says. 
       (Exodus 23: 20-21) 

 
God’s words begin with a Hebrew imperative, “Look!” or “See!”  Used 891 times in the 
Hebrew Scriptures, it serves to get the reader’s attention:  “Listen up!” says the narrator, 
“You’re about to hear something important.”  The King James Version consistently 
renders the Hebrew and its LXX Greek equivalent, as “Behold!”  Here, God promises to 
send an “angel” to lead the way through the scorching heat, danger and desolation of the 
desert, an “angel” who will “go ahead of you and bring you into the land.”  In both 
Hebrew and Greek the word “angel” literally means messenger.  The messenger that God 
sends to lead his people to the Promised Land in Exodus is a foreshadowing of the 
messenger promised in Malachi 3: 1, the text that Mark quotes.  Malachi 3: 1 reads: 
 

See, I will send my messenger who will prepare the way before me.  Then 
suddenly the Lord you are seeking will come to his temple; the messenger 
of the covenant, whom you desire, will come,” says the Lord Almighty. 

 
The passage begins with the same imperative as Exodus 23: 20-21, “See!” and goes on to 
say, “I will send my messenger who will prepare the way before me” (literally, “before 
the face of me,” a vivid Semitic idiom).  Mark moves the line, with its idiom, directly to 
his text:  “Look!” I send my messenger before your face who will prepare your way . . ..”  
Although Mark does not quote the second half of Malachi 3: 1, he does incorporate it into 
his reference.  If we read Malachi closely, we see that God is the speaker; Elijah is the 

                                                
4 I am not speaking here of “gospel” as a term denoting genre, but as a term describing the event that is the 
subject of Mark’s narrative.  As Guelich points out (p. 8), Mark alone uses the noun “gospel” in the 
absolute:  Matthew uses the term four times, but always with a qualifier (“the gospel of the Kingdom”), and 
Luke uses the verb “evangelize.”  W. Marxsen, in Mark the Evangelist:  Studies on the Redaction History 
of the Gospel, tr. by J. Boyce, et al. (Nashville:  Abingdon, 1969, p. 125) first suggests that Mark “has 
introduced the term ‘gospel’ into the synoptic tradition.” 
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messenger who will prepare the way (as 4: 5 confirms); and “the Lord” who “will come 
to his temple” is “the messenger of the covenant.”  Mark incorporates Malachi 3: 1 into 
his quote by following the exact sequence of references, identifying John the Baptist as 
Elijah and “Jesus Christ, Son of God” as “the Lord.” 
 
 As we move into the second half of Mark’s quote, we at last encounter Isaiah the 
prophet, the one Mark says he is quoting:   
 

A voice of one calling:  “In the desert prepare the way for the Lord; make 
straight in the wilderness a highway for our God.” 
       (Isaiah 40: 3) 

 
The context here is extremely important.  In Isaiah 39 we read that King Hezekiah has 
recovered from his illness and has received envoys congratulating him and bearing gifts 
from the king of Babylon.  In gratitude—and pride—he shows them his palace, “his 
storehouses—the silver, the gold, the spices, the fine oil, his entire armory and everything 
found among his treasurers” (Isaiah 39: 2).  Isaiah enters, asks what Hezekiah has done, 
and replies with a bone-chilling prophecy: 
 

Hear the word of the Lord Almighty:  The time will surely come when 
everything in your palace, and all that your fathers have stored up until 
this day, will be carried off to Babylon.  Nothing will be left, says the 
Lord.  And some of your own flesh and blood who will be born to you, will 
be taken away, and they will become eunuchs in the palace of the king of 
Babylon. 
       (Isaiah 39: 5-7) 

 
This terrible prophecy is literally fulfilled some 125 years later, when in 586 B.C. the 
Babylonians sack Jerusalem and carry the surviving population into captivity.  Indeed, 
when we read the book of Daniel, we find out that Daniel and his friends, Hananiah, 
Mishael and Azariah—“Israelites from the royal family and the nobility” (Daniel 1: 3)—
are palace servants to Nebuchadnezzar, king of Babylon.  Only Hezekiah’s response to 
Isaiah’s prophecy outpaces the horror of the prophecy itself: 
 

“The word of the Lord you have spoken is good,” Hezekiah replied.  For 
he thought, “There will be peace and security in my lifetime.” 

         
        (Isaiah 39: 8) 
 
Little wonder, then, that God replies in the very next verses: 
 

Comfort, comfort, my people, says your God.  Speak tenderly to Jerusalem 
and proclaim to her that her hard service has been completed, that her sin 
has been paid for, that she has received from the Lord’s hand double for 
all her sins.  A voice of one calling:  “In the desert prepare the way for the 
Lord; make straight in the wilderness a highway for our God.  Every 
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valley shall be raised up, every mountain and hill made low; the rough 
ground shall become level, the rugged places a plain.  And the glory of the 
Lord will be revealed, and all mankind together will see it.  For the mouth 
of the Lord has spoken.” 

(Isaiah 40: 1-5) 
        

Here, God tells Israel that the time will come when her hard service will end, a time when 
there will be “a voice of one calling:  ‘In the desert prepare the way for the Lord; make 
straight in the wilderness a highway for our God,’” a time when sin will be paid for.  The 
immediate reference is freedom from the Babylonian captivity; the eschatological 
reference is Messianic.5  If we move ahead a few verses we read more about the Lord 
who will come: 
 

You who bring good tidings to Zion, go up on a high mountain.  You, who 
bring good tidings to Jerusalem, lift up your voice with a shout; lift it up, 
do not be afraid; say to the towns of Judah, “Here is your God!”  See, the 
Sovereign Lord comes with power, and his arm rules for him.  See, his 
reward is with him, and his recompense accompanies him.  He tends his 
flock like a shepherd; he gathers the lambs in his arms and carries them 
close to his heart; he gently leads those that have young. 
 
       (Isaiah 40: 9-11) 

 
The shepherd simile is striking, and we shall see it closely associated with Jesus as 
Mark’s story progresses.  Verse 9, however, is especially significant to Mark’s prologue:  
“You who bring good tidings to Zion . . .you who bring good tidings to Jerusalem.”  
“Good tidings” in the Hebrew is translated in the Greek LXX as “gospel.”  This is the 
verbal link between the “voice of one calling” in Isaiah 40: 3 and the “gospel” 
proclaimed in Mark.  In Mark, “John, the one baptizing in the desert,” fulfills the 
prophecy in Isaiah, a prophecy that has its roots in the Exodus and in Israel’s covenant 
with God.  When Mark proclaims “the gospel of Jesus Christ, Son of God, as it has been 
written in Isaiah the prophet,” Isaiah 40: 1-5, 9-11 is his point of reference. 
 
 This fusion of three texts in Mark’s opening produces a dazzling rhetorical effect.  
Mark’s sudden proclamation sets the stage for the intrusion of the gospel into history with 

                                                
5 In an excellent article, Klyne R. Snodgrass traces the influence of Isaiah 40: 1-5 (“Streams of Tradition 
Emerging from Isaiah 40: 1-5 and Their Adaptation in the New Testament,” Journal for the Study of the 
New Testament 8(1980), pp. 24-45).  He finds that the text was interpreted eschatologically on three fronts:  
1) in the Qumran literature “it was a classic statement of the consolation that comes from God and was 
understood specifically in the context of God’s eschatological comfort” (p. 31); 2) in Rabbinic literature 
Isaiah 40: 1-5 was invariably “descriptive of God’s activity at the end of the age” (pp. 31-32); and 3) in the 
New Testament “Mark has adopted [this] stream of tradition which will summarize immediately what his 
gospel is about and which will provide the direction for the explanation that follows” (p. 3).  Furthermore, 
Snodgrass presents convincing evidence that Exodus 23: 20 and Malachi 3: 1 were connected in Judaism, 
citing ExR XXXII.9 and DtR XI.9.  In addition, Jacob Mann, in The Bible as Read and Preached in the Old 
Synagogue (Cincinnati:  n.p., 1940, p. 479), notes that when Exodus 23: 20 was the reading for the 
synagogue service (Sedar 61a), the sermon was given on Malachi 3: 1-8 and 23-24. 
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a deft allusion that gathers up a long history of Messianic promise and drops it on the 
edge of the desert, on the bank of the Jordan River.  In three short verses, Mark sets the 
stage for the Messiah’s entrance into the story. 
 
 In verse four John precedes the Messiah, entering the story as abruptly as Mark 
begins it.  The verse starts with a strong verb, appeared.  In Mark we know nothing of 
John’s history:  he simply walks out of the Old Testament and appears on the pages of 
the New, proclaiming “a baptism of repentance toward the forgiveness of sins.”  Placing 
the verb at the head of the sentence in the Greek intensifies the action and the suddenness 
of John’s appearance.  A literal translation would render the verse:  “Appeared John, the 
one baptizing in the desert . . ..” 
 
 John’s mission is distinct and well-defined:  he prepares “the way of the Lord” 
making “straight paths for him,” and he does so by “proclaiming a baptism of repentance 
toward the forgiveness of sins.” 6   The phrase is rich in meaning.  “Baptism” is an act 
signifying “repentance,” or metanoia, a deliberate turning away from sin and toward 
God.  It is not a casual move but a deliberate one, accompanied by a cleansing with 
water.7  First one repents; then one is baptized.  Together, baptism and repentance point 
toward the “forgiveness of sins.”    The preposition toward “denotes the direction of an 
action to a specific end.”8  The usual translation, “a baptism of repentance for the 
forgiveness of sins,” misses the meaning entirely.  In Mark, repentance and baptism 
precede “the forgiveness of sins” and point toward it; they do not accompany it or cause 
it.  A correct translation should emphasize the proper relationship:  “a baptism of 
repentance toward the forgiveness of sins.”  Only the Lord who will follow John can 
forgive sin, and it is in this sense that John prepares his way.  John’s message and actions 
lay the foundation for the work that Jesus will do. 
 
 John’s message at the Jordan is so compelling that “the entire Judean countryside 
and all the people of Jerusalem were going out to him.”  Again, the verb sits at the head 
of the verse in the Greek, stressing action:  a literal translation reads, “and were going out 
to him the entire Judean countryside . . ..”  The imperfect tense (“were going out”) 

                                                
6 The grammatical construction of “baptism of repentance” with “repentance” in the genitive (“of 
repentance”) defines and qualifies the baptism that John proclaims.  Hence, the baptism itself expresses 
repentance. 
 
7 Although baptism itself does not appear in the Old Testament, it has its antecedent in ritual cleansing, 
such as when a person who has been cured of leprosy “must wash his clothes, shave off all his hair and 
bathe with water; then he will be ceremonially clean” (Leviticus 14: 8), or when Elisha commands Naaman 
to wash himself seven times in the Jordan:  “So he went down and dipped himself in the Jordan seven 
times, as the man of God had told him, and his flesh was restored and became clean like that of a young 
boy” (2 Kings 5: 10, 14).  In the Naaman story the LXX translates the Hebrew “dipped” as baptisma; in 
both instances the cleansing involves leprosy, an emblem of sin in the Old Testament. 
 
8 See Albrecht Oepke’s article in G. Kittel and G. Friedrich, eds. Theological Dictionary of the New 
Testament, 10 vols. (Grand Rapids:  Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1964), 2: 429 and Walter 
Bauer, A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and Other Early Christian Literature, translated and 
adapted by William F. Arndt and F. Wilbur Gingrich, 2nd ed. (Chicago:  The University of Chicago Press, 
1979), p. 229. 
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stresses the continuous stream of people flowing out to hear John.  “The entire Judean 
countryside and all the people of Jerusalem” is striking in its sheer boldness.  John’s 
preaching does not draw a curious few, but thousands flock to him.9  Dressed in camel’s 
hair with a leather belt around his waist and eating locusts and wild honey, John presents 
a striking prophetic figure, recalling Elijah in 2 Kings 1: 5-8.10  When John says, “After 
me comes one who is mightier than I . . ..  I have baptized you in water, but he will 
baptize you in the Holy Spirit,” he supports the sequence of his “baptism of repentance” 
preceding Jesus’ “forgiveness of sins.”  He also echoes the words of Ezekiel: 
 

I will sprinkle clean water on you, and you will be clean; I will cleanse 
you from all your impurities and from all your idols.  I will give you a new 
heart and put a new spirit in you; I will remove from you your heart of 
stone and give you a heart of flesh.  And I will put my Spirit in you and 
move you to follow my decrees and be careful to keep my laws. 
 
       (Ezekiel 36: 25-27) 

 
John’s baptism in water precedes Jesus’ baptism in the Holy Spirit; it prepares the way 
and ushers in Jesus Christ, Son of God. 
 
 Verse nine moves us into the second half of the prologue.  In the first half John 
moves from the desert to the Jordan with “a baptism of repentance toward the forgiveness 
of sins”; in the second half, Jesus moves to the Jordan from Nazareth and undergoes 
baptism before he moves into the deep desert where he is tempted by Satan.  John and 
Jesus move from opposite directions and meet in the Jordan River.  In the waters of 
baptism the messenger meets the Lord.  The scene is striking: 
 

. . . and immediately coming up out of the water he saw the heavens being 
torn apart and the Spirit like a dove descending into him and there was a 
voice out of the heavens:  “You are my Son, the Beloved; in you I am well-
pleased.” 

 

                                                
9 The structure and word order of the Greek phrase emphasize the large number of people who went out to 
hear John.  It reads: 
 
 entire Judean countryside  and  the  Jerusalemites  all 
    A            B       B’    A’ 
 
“Entire” and “all” frame a chiastic phrase, which emphasizes the larger Judean countryside with the capital 
city of Jerusalem inside of it.  Josephus also suggests something of the effect that John had when he reports 
that the crowds he drew were so large that Herod became alarmed.  John “had so great an effect on 
mankind [that Herod was afraid] it might lead to some form of sedition, for it looked as if [the crowds] 
would be guided in everything that they did.  Herod decided therefore that it would be much better to strike 
first and be rid of him before his work led to an uprising” (Antiquities 18. 117). 
 
10 “The king [Ahaziah] asked them [the messengers], ‘What kind of man was it who came to meet you and 
told you this?’  They replied, ‘He was a man with a garment of hair and with a leather belt around his 
waist.’  The king said, ‘That was Elijah the Tishbite’” (2 Kings 1: 5-8). 
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Picture a horizontal plane:  all human history leads into this moment, to the coming of 
Messiah; all future history flows out of this moment, a time of redemption for all people 
on earth.  On the vertical plane, Jesus comes up out of the water, and the Spirit goes down 
out of the heavens.  As the horizontal and vertical intersect, God announces, “You are my 
Son, the Beloved; in you I am well-pleased.”  When God promised Abraham back in  
Genesis 12: 3 that “all peoples on earth will be blessed through you,” he spoke of this 
moment when his Son would step onto the stage of history.  In a stroke of narrative 
brilliance, Mark captures the dramatic moment. 
 
 Verses nine and ten validate the narrator’s identification of Jesus as the Son of 
God in verse 1, and they reflect a dense fabric of scriptural allusion.  If we separate the 
threads, we find three texts knitted together:  Psalm 2: 7; Genesis 22; and Isaiah 42: 1.  
Psalm 2 presents the clearest allusion.  Here “the kings of the earth take their stand and 
the rulers gather together against the Lord and against his Anointed One” (Psalm 2: 2).  
In the psalm, God rebukes the kings and he says to them:  “I have installed my King on 
Zion, my holy hill” (2:6), and then he turns to his King and says:  “You are my Son; 
today I have become your Father.  Ask of me, and I will make the nations your 
inheritance, the ends of the earth your possession” (2: 7-8).  In Psalm 2, God appoints his 
anointed one king over the rulers of the earth, and he confers on him the title of Son. 
 
 Genesis 22, the sacrifice of Isaac, thickens the fabric of allusion.  Here Abraham 
takes his only son Isaac to Moriah to sacrifice him to God as a burnt offering.  Once they 
arrive at the site, not knowing that he is to be the offering, Isaac asks his father for the 
sacrificial lamb.  Abraham replies, “God himself will provide the lamb for the burnt 
offering, my son.”11  Later, as Abraham is about to plunge the knife into Isaac, the angel 
of the Lord stays his hand, saying:  “Do not lay a hand on the boy . . . Now I know that 
you fear God, because you have not withheld from me your son, your only son” (22: 12-
13).  The story is among the richest in the Old Testament, with its emphasis on the 
sacrifice of “the only son.”  Significantly, God does not provide a lamb for the sacrifice, 
but a ram.  In the New Testament he provides the lamb, “the Lamb of God who takes 
away the sin of the world” (John 1: 29).  As John the Baptist tells us himself, “This is the 
one I meant when I said, ‘A man who comes after me has surpassed me because he was 
before me’” (John 1: 30).   
 
 Isaiah 42: 1 threads deeper yet when God says, “Here is my servant, whom I 
uphold, my chosen one in whom I delight; I will put my Spirit on him and he will bring 
justice to the nations.”  Isaiah 42 records the first of four servant songs in Isaiah.  Here 
Isaiah tells us that the servant will become “a light for the Gentiles, to open eyes that are 
blind, to free captives from prison and to release from the dungeon those who sit in 
darkness” (42: 6-7).  In the Old Testament, the Hebrew word for “servant” is linked to the 
phrase “servant of God” in both the original Hebrew and the Greek of the LXX:  in the 

                                                
11 The Hebrew grammar here is wonderfully ambiguous:  Is “my son” an appositive or a vocative?  If an 
appositive, then Abraham addresses Isaac, saying:  “God himself will provide the lamb for the burnt 
offering, my son.”  If a vocative, then Abraham’s words break his own heart:  “God himself will provide 
the lamb for the burnt offering—my son!” 
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four servant songs of Isaiah, it comes to denote the Messiah. 12  In the New Testament the 
phrase is normally rendered “Son of God,” where it refers to Jesus.13  It is an important 
shift in terminology, for it links Jesus with the servant in Isaiah, as well as the Son in 
Psalm 2: 7.  In Isaiah 42: 1 God says, “I will put my Spirit on him [my servant/Son];” in 
Mark 1: 10 he does exactly that. 
 
 C.S. Mann remarks that when God declares:  “You are my Son, the Beloved; in 
you I am well-pleased” (Mark 1: 11), its importance “can hardly be exaggerated, since it 
combines motifs from the soteriological ideas of Genesis 22, a messianic designation in 
Psalm 2, and the Servant of Isaiah 42.  The combination of motifs is startling, yet all the 
elements are at home in Palestinian Judaism.”14  When the motifs converge, they clearly 
present Jesus as Son and Lord, acknowledged by God and commissioned for the task at 
hand.  Robert Tannehill notes that we are “to understand the baptism scene as the 
communication [my emphasis] of this commission, for here we have a rare type of story, 
one in which God speaks directly to Jesus and declares who Jesus is.”15  As readers, we 
                                                
12 Clearly, the phrase “servant of God” encompasses both a collective understanding and an individual one.  
In the collective understanding, “servant of God” refers to Israel as the “servant of God”; in the individual 
understanding—especially in Isaiah 52: 13 - 53: 12—it also refers to an individual:  the Messiah.  Although 
one can debate whether “servant of God” should refer to collective Israel or to the person of Messiah in any 
given context, clearly the New Testament (and probably the LXX) read it as the latter.  For a discussion of 
this issue, see Walter Zimmerli, TDNT, vol. 5, pp. 654-677, especially pp. 676-677.  
 
13 G. Dalman (The Words of Jesus Considered in the Light of Post-biblical Jewish Writings and the 
Aramaic Language.  Edinburgh:  T&T Clark, 1909, pp. 276-280) sees the shift resulting from an inherent 
ambiguity in the Hebrew, noting that the same word can mean “servant,” child,” or “son.”  Indeed, while 
the word occurs 807 times in the Hebrew Masoretic text, the LXX renders it “servant” (παις or a variant) 
only 340 times, “servant” (δουλος or a variant) 327 times, and other synonyms 140 times.  J. Jeremias (in 
TDNT, vol. 5, p. 683) points out that from the beginning of the second century A.D. Greek-speaking Jews, 
following Aquila’s lead, consistently translated the Hebrew word as δουλος in order to avoid the ambiguity.   
I. Howard Marshall explores this issue—and its implications—in “Son of God or Servant of Yahweh?—A 
Reconsideration of Mark 1: 11,” New Testament Studies 15 (1969), pp. 326-336. 
 
14 Mann, p. 201.  Several other articles have also explored the fabric of allusion in Mark 1: 11.  For Psalm 
2: 7 see:  P. Vielhauer, “Erwägungen zur Christologie des Markusevangeliums,” in Aufsätze zum Neuen 
Testament, TB 31 (Munich:  Kaiser, 1965), pp. 199-215.  For Genesis 22 see: A. Gaboury, “Deux Flis 
uniques:  Isaai et Jésus:  Connexions vétéro-testamentaires de Mc I, 11,” Studia Evangelica 4(1968), pp. 
198-204.  And for Isaiah 42: 1 see J. Jeremias, TDNT, Vol. 5, pp. 701-702. 
 
15 Robert C. Tannehill, “The Gospel of Mark as Narrative Christology,” Semeia 16 (1980), p. 61.  Robert 
Gundry in Mark, a Commentary on His Apology for the Cross (Grand Rapids, Michigan:  William B. 
Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1992, p. 53) draws the distinction that in this verse God acknowledges 
Jesus as his Son, but in no sense does he commission him for a task.  Gundry argues “the advancement of 
‘you’ to the front [of God’s words] shifts the point from adoption and enthronement (so Ps 2: 7) to 
identification and acknowledgement . . ..  Jesus [is not] called and commissioned to his messianic task.  He 
is endued and acknowledged.”  I do not see the distinction.  As I read the verse, God certainly 
acknowledges Jesus as his Son, the Beloved, and he fills him with the Spirit, but in doing so God equips 
Jesus for the task at hand.  As we read in the next verse, the Spirit “immediately” . . . drives him out in to 
the desert” and the engagement begins.  In this sense I would argue (contra Gundry) that Jesus’ baptism 
and filling with the Spirit are paradigms of the Christian call.  By taking this position I do not wish to 
suggest that through baptism, anointing and proclamation Jesus becomes the Christ or attains some kind of 
self-awareness of who he is.  Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, from the start, as Mark tells us in verse 1.  
Baptism, anointing and proclamation merely position him to carry out his divine charge. 
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have now been told of Jesus’ identity twice in eleven verses:  once by the narrator and 
once by God himself.  Lest we have any doubt, the narrator has provided the evidence of 
two credible witnesses. 
 
 We might pause here before moving on to verse twelve to backtrack and note the 
dove at Jesus’ baptism.  When we are told that Jesus “saw the Spirit like a dove 
descending into him,” it is the Spirit that is like a dove, not the manner in which the Spirit 
descends.  Placing “like a dove” after “the Spirit” instead of after “descending” in the 
Greek syntax favors “like a dove” modifying “Spirit,” not “descending.”  The phrase 
creates a striking and memorable image.  Leander Keck says:  “Probably no detail of the 
account of Jesus’ baptism has evoked so diverse a range of suggestions as has the 
dove.”16 Although doves frequently appear in Scripture, there is no precise parallel to the 
dove’s appearance here in Mark.  If we search the Old Testament, we find a dove 
appearing or being used as a literary device in five distinct ways.  Genesis 1: 2 provides 
the first example:  “the Spirit of God was hovering over the waters.”  “Hovering” is the 
same verb used in Deuteronomy 32: 11 where God compares himself to “an eagle that 
stirs up its nest and hovers over its young . . ..”  The Genesis reference draws on the same 
bird imagery explicit in Deuteronomy.  A recently published Dead Sea scroll fragment 
confirms this link between the bird imagery in Genesis 1: 2 and the dove at Jesus’ 
baptism.  In the “Messianic Vision” fragment, line six reads:  “And over the Poor will His 
Spirit hover and the Faithful will He support with his Strength.”  Dale C. Allison, Jr. 
says, “This text strengthens—indeed, all but confirms—the judgment of those who 
understand the baptismal dove as an allusion to Genesis.”17  In Genesis 1: 2, then, we find 
the same three elements that appear at Jesus’ baptism:  the Spirit of God, water and the 
image of a bird implied in hovering.  Just as the Spirit of God hovered over the waters at 
the creation, so does the Spirit of God hover over the waters at Jesus’ baptism, ushering 
in a new era of creation.  This is the second allusion Mark makes to Genesis 1.  In the 
first, he begins his gospel “Beginning the gospel of Jesus Christ, Son of God . . . ,” 
recalling Genesis 1: 1, “In the beginning . . ..” 
 
 Genesis 8 provides the second example when Noah sends out a dove to see if the 
waters have receded from the flood.18  A careful reading of the story reveals a deep 

                                                                                                                                            
 
16 Leander E. Keck, “The Spirit and the Dove,” New Testament Studies 17(1970), pp. 41-67.  Keck presents 
an exhaustive history of interpretation of the dove at Jesus’ baptism. 
 
17 The fragment appears with others in “Dead Sea Scrolls Update:  Long-secret Plates from the 
Unpublished Corpus,” Biblical Archaeological Review 17 (November/December, 1991), p. 65.  Dale C. 
Allison, Jr. published his article in BAR two issues later:  “The Baptism of Jesus and a New Dead Sea 
Scroll,” Biblical Archaeological Review 18(March/April, 1992), pp. 58-60.  The Babylonian Talmud 
(Hagigah 15a) supports this comparison, too, when Ben Zoma says:  “I was gazing between the upper and 
lower waters, and there is only a bare three fingers’ [breadth] between them for it is said: ‘And the Spirit of 
God hovered over the face of the waters—like a dove which hovers over her young without touching 
[them].’”  
18 The dove also appears in other flood stories outside the Bible.  See, for example, the Epic of Gilgamesh, 
Tablet 11, lines 146-154 (James B. Pritchard, ed., Ancient Near Eastern Texts Relating to the Old 
Testament, 3rd ed. with supplement, Princeton:  Princeton University Press, 1969, pp. 94-95).  Also keep in 
mind 1 Peter 3: 20-21, which compares the deliverance of Noah with baptism. 



 15 

tenderness between Noah and the dove, as well as a delightful play on words.  In Hebrew, 
“Noah” is no’-akh and “dove” is yo-naw’.  When Noah releases the dove the first time, 
she returns to him, for she “found no resting place for her foot” (Genesis 8: 9).  “Resting 
place” is maw-no’-akh.19  The word-play of “Noah-dove-resting place” links the three, 
suggesting that the dove looked for another Noah outside the ark, but finding none, she 
returned to the Noah she knew.  When she returned, Noah “reached out his hand and took 
the dove and brought it back to himself.”  G.W.H. Lampe suggests that as Noah’s dove 
was “the harbinger of the first covenant,” so the dove at Jesus’ baptism “opens the way 
toward the new covenant in which all Israel will ‘know the Lord’ through the indwelling 
presence of the Spirit.”20   
 
 The third example moves us back into metaphor.  The dove occurs twice in the 
Psalms:  once as David says, “Oh, that I had the wings of a dove!  I would fly away and 
be at rest . . .,” (Psalm 55: 6) and once again as a figure of Israel.  In Psalm 68: 13, David 
pictures God scattering Israel’s enemies, and while Israel herself sleeps among the 
campfires, God sees “the wings of my dove . . . sheathed with silver, its feathers with 
shining gold.”  The psalms identify both David and Israel with the dove in vivid and 
beautiful terms.21   
 
 The Song of Songs and the prophets offer the fourth and fifth examples.  In the 
Song of Songs, the dove provides a lovely metaphor for both the beloved and the lover:  
“How beautiful you are, my darling!  Oh, how beautiful!  Your eyes are doves” (1: 15), 
and “My dove in the clefts of the rock, in the hiding places on the mountainside, show me 
your face; let me hear your voice . . .” (2: 14), and “I slept but my heart was awake.  
Listen!  My lover is knocking:  ‘Open to me, my sister, my darling, my dove, my flawless 
one . . .’” (5: 2).  The immediate reference is to the lover and his beloved, but one may 
also read the Song of Songs as an allegory of God’s love for Israel.  The dove, then, 
provides a beautiful and gentle metaphor on both levels.  In the prophets, the dove 
continues as a symbol of Israel, principally in her distress.  In the prophets, Israel moans 
like a dove and hides trembling in the rocks. 
 
 Outside the Bible another important reference adds to our understanding of the 
dove at Jesus’ baptism.  It occurs in the “24th Ode of Solomon”:  “The dove fluttered over 
the head of our Lord Messiah,/ because he was her Head./ And she sang over him,/ and 
her voice was heard” (vv. 1-2).22  Although composed sometime around A.D. 100, the 

                                                                                                                                            
 
19 The play on “Noah” and “dove” isn’t exact; it is more like a half-rhyme in English.  The play on “Noah” 
and “resting place” is exact, however. 
 
20 G.W.H. Lampe, The Seal of the Spirit (London:  Longmans, Green and Company, 1951), p. 46, n.3. 
 
21 A third possible reference occurs in Psalm 74: 19.  Here “dove” is not the same word as in Genesis 8.  
The KJV translates the word in Genesis 8 as “dove,” but here as “turtledove,” marking the distinction; the 
LXX keeps the distinction in Greek, as well.  
22 See James H. Charlesworth, ed., The Old Testament Pseudepigraphia, 2 vols., (Garden City, New York:  
Doubleday & Company, Inc., 1985), vol. 2, p. 757. 
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Odes of Solomon probably reflect the earlier pre-Christian motif that we see present in the 
Dead Sea scroll fragment.23 
 
 As we can see, the dove imagery draws on a rich fabric of allusion.  It would be 
too simplistic to trace its origins to one particular reference; rather, when the Spirit 
descends into Jesus like a dove, it brings with it an entire complex of Scriptural allusion:  
the dove suggests the Spirit of God hovering over the waters at creation; it suggests the 
tenderness of Noah and his dove at the dawn of a new beginning; it recalls the intimate 
imagery inherent in God’s love for Israel, and it suggests Israel herself, vulnerable and 
broken.  When the Spirit descends into Jesus at his baptism like a dove, picture its wings 
“sheathed with silver, its feathers with shining gold” as it embodies the entire history of 
salvation tightly woven into the fabric of Scripture. 
 
 In the presence of such beautiful imagery it is important to keep in mind that the 
dove is not a literal creature, but a simile:  “. . . he saw the heavens being torn open and 
the Spirit like a dove descending into him.”  The Greek preposition is properly translated 
into, not “on,” and it suggests that the Spirit descends into him and disappears into him.24  
The fact that Jesus sees its descent into him suggests that he is aware of what he has 
received.  Filled with the Holy Spirit he is equipped for the task at hand and will use the 
Spirit’s power throughout the rest of the story. 
 
 When we reach verse twelve, the Spirit drives Jesus out into the desert for forty 
days where he is tempted by Satan.  The verse continues the fast pace of the previous 
verses:  “And immediately the Spirit drives him out into the desert . . ..”  In the original 
Greek, this is the second appearance of “and immediately”; the first was in verse ten:  
“and immediately coming up out of the water . . ..”  “Immediately” runs through Mark’s 
narrative like a thread of quicksilver.  It occurs 41 times, 25 with “and” in front of it, 
connecting it to the preceding sentence or phrase.25  More than a simple connective, 
“immediately” propels the action forward:  “immediately” piles on “immediately,” 
creating a sense of urgency.  Read verses 10-12 with this urgency highlighted:  “And 
immediately coming up out of the water he saw the heavens being torn apart and the 
Spirit like a dove descending into him, and there was a voice out of the heavens:  ‘You 
are my Son, the Beloved; in you I am well-pleased.’  And immediately the Spirit drives 
him out into the desert . . ..”  Notice the intense action:  Jesus is coming up out of the 
water; he sees the heavens being torn apart; the Spirit descends into him; he hears the 
                                                
23 See Stephen Garo, “The Spirit as a Dove at the Baptism of Jesus,” Novum Testamentum 18(1976), pp. 
17-35, and especially his comments on p. 19.  Although Garo wrote his article before the publication of the 
Dead Sea scroll fragment, he is correct in seeing its pre-Christian roots. 
 
24 We should understand “Spirit” as “Holy Spirit.”  As Mark drops the initial inscriptions of “Christ, Son of 
God” from Jesus (v. 1) and “the one baptizing in the desert” from John (v. 4), so does his drop “Holy” from 
Spirit (v. 8). 
 
25 “Immediately” is a characteristic feature of Mark’s prose style.  Occurring 41 times in Mark, it only 
appears five times in Matthew (3: 16, 13: 20, 13: 21, 14: 27 and 21: 3), once in Luke (6: 49), and three 
times in John (13: 30, 13: 32 and 19: 34).  Outside the gospels it appears only once in the rest of the New 
Testament (Acts 10: 16). 
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voice from heaven, and the Spirit drives him into the desert.  The entire sequence bristles 
with activity:  physical movement goes up, down and out; the senses see and hear; and 
immediately thrusts the action forward. 
 
 Verse twelve also gives us Mark’s first use of the “historical present” tense:  “the 
Spirit drives him out . . ..”  The Greek word suggests strong—even violent—action.  
Mark also uses the word for the expulsion of demons and for the forceful removal of 
people;26 in 8: 47 he uses it for the plucking out of an eye.  When Mark says:  “the Spirit 
drives him out . . .,” it is in sharp contrast to Matthew’s passive, “Then Jesus was led by 
the Spirit into the desert . . .” (Matthew 4: 1) and Luke’s, “Jesus . . . was led by the Spirit 
in the desert” (Luke 4: 1).  Placing such a strong, vigorous word in the historical present 
intensifies the drama:  one expects, “the Spirit drove him out . . . ,” not “drives him out . . 
..”  The historical present is a staple of the storyteller.  We retain it in today’s English, 
especially in the oral vernacular.  Listen to an excited child reporting on the day’s 
schoolyard crisis:  “And then Jimmy hits the ball right through the window!  And the 
teacher runs out after us, and he says, ‘You’re in big trouble!’  And that’s why Jimmy 
had to stay after school.”  Like Mark’s use of immediately, the historical present typifies 
his style, and it adds much to the intense drama that is so characteristic of his gospel.27 
 
 At verse thirteen we find Jesus “in the desert forty days being tempted by Satan, 
and he was with the wild beasts, and the angels were ministering to him.”  Here Mark is 
both concise and precise.  We find none of the details presented in Matthew or Luke, just 
three simple statements linked by “and” in the Greek:  Jesus was in the desert forty days 
being tempted by Satan, and he was with the wild beasts, and the angels were ministering 
to him.  The simplicity is striking.  As we move from verse twelve to verse thirteen, we 
move so swiftly that we easily miss the full effect of what happens.  At Jesus’ baptism 
three things occur:  John baptizes him, the Spirit descends into him, and God proclaims 
him as his Son.  When Jesus passes through the waters of the Jordan, he is identified with 
Israel; when the Holy Spirit descends into him, he is equipped for his task as the Christ, 
and when God says, “You are my Son, the Beloved; in you I am well-pleased,” he 
proclaims Jesus’ authority for executing that role.  The sequence and symbolism establish 
Jesus’ commission as Messiah, and they are rooted in the Old Testament:  At Aaron’s 
commissioning as high priest he is publicly washed with water and anointed with oil, just 
as Jesus is publicly washed in the waters of baptism and filled with the Holy Spirit; as 
Aaron has the turban placed upon his head with the sacred diadem reading “Sacred to the 
Lord,” so does Jesus have the title placed upon him, “my Son, the Beloved”; as Aaron is 
consecrated to the high priesthood, so is Jesus consecrated to his role as Messiah.28  From 
this point on, Jesus is fully acknowledged as commissioned to act with the authority and 
power of God, as God’s Spirit-filled, Spirit-led Son. 
                                                
26 For the expulsion of demons, see:  1: 34, 39; 3: 15, 22, 23; 6: 13; 7: 26; 9: 18, 28, 38; and 16: 9, 17.  For 
the removal of people, see:  1: 43; 5: 40; 11: 15; and 12: 8. 
 
27 A.T. Robertson’s A Grammar of the Greek New Testament in Light of Historical Research (Nashville:  
Broadman Press, 1934, p. 867) notes that Mark uses the historical present 151 times, while Matthew uses it 
93 times and Luke only 9. 
28 See Leviticus 8: 1-12 for the parallel. 
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Jesus, having been acknowledged and his authority proclaimed, the Spirit then 
drives him into the desert where he engages Satan, is with the wild beasts, and the angels 
minister to him.  In the desert, Jesus meets his first challenge as the Christ; in the desert, 
as C.S. Mann so aptly puts it, “the conflict is joined.”29  Notice that in verse thirteen we 
have a sequence of three events, just as we have in the baptism, anointing and 
proclamation of verses nine through eleven.  The symmetry of the two events, linked 
together as they are with “and immediately” in verse twelve, suggests an intimate 
connection between the two.  Indeed, we may visualize the events as a tightly knitted 
unit: 
 
  A John baptizes Jesus in the Jordan (v. 9) 
   B The Spirit descends into him (v. 10) 
    C God proclaims Jesus as Son (v. 11) 
 
     D And immediately the Spirit drives 
      him into the desert (v. 12) 
 
    C’ Satan tempts Jesus (v. 13a) 
   B’ The wild beasts are with him (v. 13b) 
  A’ Angels minister to Jesus in the desert (v. 13c) 
 
The three events of verses nine through eleven are mirrored by their opposites in verse 
thirteen:  A/A’ John baptizes Jesus in the Jordan, and angels minister to Jesus in the 
desert; in B/B’ the Spirit descends into him, and wild beasts are with him; and in C/C’ 
God proclaims Jesus as his Son and Satan tempts him.  The whole structure turns on 
verse twelve, moving Jesus from commission to action.  This is a recurring pattern in 
Mark’s gospel, and it is technically called an imbedded chiasm.30  It is a common feature 
of both Hebrew poetry and narrative and, as we shall see, it is an important element of 
Mark’s narrative strategy. 
 
 As Jesus moves into action, it is significant that his first encounter as Messiah is 
with Satan.  In the gospel according to Luke, Satan says to Jesus:  “I will give you all 
[the] authority and splendor [of the kingdoms of the world], for it has been given to me, 

                                                
29 Mann, p. 193. 
 
30 “Chiasm refers to a literary pattern in which elements relate to each other in a pattern that suggests the 
Greek letter chi (X).  We saw an example of chiasm in the phrase contained in 1: 5—“the entire Judean 
countryside and the Jerusalemites all”:   
 
                   The entire   Judean countryside and 
          A   B 
 
          B’   A’ 
            the Jerusalemites   all. 
 
Imbedded chiasm involves several elements, the top half being mirrored by the bottom half, as in Mark 1: 
9-13. 
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and I can give it to anyone I want to” (Luke 4: 6).  Although Joseph Fitzmyer understands 
the origin of Satan’s power to derive from something like the scene in Job 1: 12, where 
God says to Satan, “Very well, then, everything he [Job] has is in your hands,”31 I rather 
think it harkens back to Genesis 1: 28, where God gives Adam dominion over all the 
earth.  When Satan says that all the authority and splendor of the world has been given to 
him, it was given by man, not by God.  Jesus’ first task as Messiah, then, is to engage 
Satan and to initiate the eschatological struggle that will climax at the cross with the 
redemption of humanity. 
 
 The temptation scene in Mark is lean, lacking the details given in Matthew and 
Luke.  Nevertheless, it presents a powerful picture:  Jesus “was in the desert forty days 
being tempted by Satan, and he was with the wild beasts, and the angels were ministering 
to him.”  The verb being tempted suggests hostile intent, and C.S. Mann is surely correct 
to understand it in the sense of “to wage war.”32  Written as a passive present participle, 
the action is not restricted to the three temptations that Matthew and Luke present; they 
are continuous, extending throughout the forty days.  In a very real sense, Mark portrays 
Jesus’ temptation as the first engagement in a war.  The scene is set in the desert with the 
wild beasts, and it is fraught with danger.33  We should not read into “being tempted” the 
possibility that Jesus could have failed under Satan’s onslaught.  He could not.  The Spirit 
did not drive Jesus into the desert to risk failure; it drove him there to demonstrate who 
he was.  As the narrator tells the reader who Jesus is in the first eleven verses of the 
prologue, so does Satan learn who he is in the temptation scenes.  When we move into 
the story proper, only the reader and the demons know Jesus’ identity.  Notice how the 
demons respond to him:  “Have you come to destroy us?  I know who you are—the Holy 
One of God!” (Mark 1: 24), and “The unclean spirits whenever they saw him were falling 
down before him and were crying out, saying, ‘You are the Son of God!’” (Mark 3: 11), 
and “What do I have to do with you, Jesus, Son of the Most High God?  I implore you by 

                                                
31 Joseph A. Fitzmyer, S.J., The Gospel According to Luke, 2 vols., The Anchor Bible, vols. 28 and 29 
(Garden City:  New Jersey, 1981), vol. 1, p. 516.  I read the prologue and epilogue of Job quite differently.  
Rather than the two scenes being literal events in the story, they function more as literary “framing” 
devices.  The book of Job asks the question, “Why do good people suffer?” and the prologue and epilogue 
create the framework in which the characters of the story debate the question.  Stephen Mitchell presents a 
brilliant discussion along these lines in the introduction to his translation of The Book of Job (San 
Francisco:  North Point press, 1987). 
 
32 Mann, p. 203.  Although the verb can mean “to test” (Mark uses it this way in 8: 11, 10: 2 and 12: 15), 
the fact that Satan initiates the testing suggests that he does so with the hostile intent that Jesus fail the test.  
The traditional translation, “tempted,” therefore, captures the meaning nicely. 
 
33 Several scholars see the reference to animals as an allusion to Isaiah 11: 6-8; 65: 25 and Hosea 2: 18, 
saying that it is a restoration of paradise when “the wolf will live with the lamb, and the leopard will lie 
down with the goat.”  In this view “Jesus is the promised deliverer whose ministry begins under the control 
of the Spirit (1: 12) in the wilderness (1: 12-13a) where he resists Satan (1: 13a) and lies in harmony with 
creation (1:13b, c) befitting the presence of the new age of salvation” (Guelich, p. 40).  In my opinion, 
though, the scene is much too ominous for such an interpretation.  We have already noticed in Psalm 74: 
19—“do not hand over the life of your dove to wild beasts.”  And one may well think of the desert as the 
haunt of jackals and the home of owls.  When the Israelites spent forty years being tested in the desert, all 
but Joshua and Caleb were buried there. 
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God, do not torment me! . . . and he was begging him earnestly not to send them out of 
the region” (Mark 5: 7, 10).  The demons’ words reflect the outcome of Jesus’ encounter 
with Satan in the desert.  When the demons meet Jesus, there is never any question of 
who Jesus is or of who has the upper hand. 
 
 When we reach verses fourteen and fifteen, Jesus moves back into Galilee, 
“Proclaiming the gospel of God and saying:  ‘the appointed time has been fulfilled and 
the kingdom of God is fast approaching:  repent and believe in the gospel.’”  The narrator 
prefaces Jesus’ movement by noting “John had been arrested . . ..”  The eschatological 
conflict is not without casualties.  John’s arrest also foreshadows things to come:  the 
verb “deliver up” occurs twenty times in Mark; it is a legal term used about the police 
and the courts.  It is the same term Jesus uses when he says:  “The Son of Man is 
betrayed [literally, “delivered up”] into the hands of men, and they will kill him, and 
having been killed, after three days, he will arise” (Mark 9:31), and it is the same term he 
uses when he is arrested in Gethsemane:  “Look, the Son of Man is betrayed [“delivered 
up”] into the hands of sinners.  Rise up, let us go.  See, the one betraying [“delivering 
up”] me is at hand” (Mark 14:41-42).  John had said in verse seven that “After me comes 
one who is mightier than I, the thong of whose sandals I am not worthy of stooping down 
to loosen”; when Jesus steps on stage, John steps off.  But his exit plants a seed of 
concern about the cost of the coming conflict. 
 
 Jesus’ message picks up where John’s left off.  John came in from the desert 
“proclaiming a baptism of repentance toward the forgiveness of sins”; Jesus comes in 
from the desert “proclaiming the gospel of God.”  There is a sharp distinction between 
the two proclamations.  John’s message lays the groundwork for Jesus’:  John proclaims 
the need for a radical turning away from sin and to God as preparation for the forgiveness 
of sins; Jesus proclaims “the gospel of God,” which brings with it the forgiveness of sins 
and a fundamentally new relationship with God.  The term “the gospel of God” is the 
gospel that proceeds from God; it is not a gospel that Jesus invents:  he is the messenger 
from God who both announces the gospel and who embodies it. 
 
 Verse fifteen presents the content of the gospel that Jesus proclaims:  “The 
appointed time has been fulfilled, and the kingdom of God is fast approaching; repent and 
believe in the gospel.”  The term “the appointed time” has deep biblical roots.  Though a 
common phrase, it is frequently used throughout the LXX in the specific sense of a 
decisive, God-ordained point in time.  In context, it is also one of the chief eschatological 
terms in the Bible.34  When Jesus says, “The appointed time has been fulfilled . . .,” he 
reaches deep into Scripture and draws all the threads of prophecy together into his own 
hands.  With this proclamation, Jesus boldly declares:  “the appointed time is now; 

                                                
34 Note its use in Ezekiel 7: 12:  “The [appointed] time has come, the day has arrived.  Let not the buyer 
rejoice nor the seller grieve, for wrath is upon the whole crowd” and Daniel 12: 4:  “But you, Daniel, close 
up and seal the words of the scroll until the [appointed] time of the end.”  Gerhard Delling observes that by 
the New Testament “the appointed time” has obviously become an established term in salvation history” 
(TDNT, vol. 3, p. 458). 
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prophecy has been fulfilled before your eyes.”  It is a startling declaration that brings in 
its wake the fast approaching kingdom of God. 
 
 The Greek verb which I’ve translated “is fast approaching” carries a sense of 
urgency that is hard to capture in English.  The single word creates a remarkable tension:  
the context suggests “fast approaching,” while the verb itself denotes spatial or temporal 
nearness.  In addition, being in the perfect tense, the verb suggests an action completed in 
the past, but with present effects.  The tension is deliberate.35  The “kingdom of God” 
follows fast upon Jesus’ footsteps:  it is both present in him and about to impact the world 
around him, changing it irrevocably.  Interestingly, Jesus never says precisely what the 
kingdom of God is in Mark or anywhere else; he always portrays it in simile:  “the 
kingdom of God is like . . ..”  But we might anticipate its effects on four fronts.36  First, 
the kingdom of God will establish the kingship, rule and sovereignty of God in the hearts 
and minds of men and women who open their lives to him.  This is an immediate effect.  
Second, it will enable complete salvation.  Since Adam, men and women have languished 
in sin, alienated from God and from each other.  In the kingdom of God, men and women 
will be reconciled to God and to each other once and for all.  This, too, is an immediate 
effect.  Third, the kingdom of God will usher in a community of men and women upon 
whose hearts God will inscribe his words and into whose hearts he will pour his Spirit.  
This is an effect in the near future.  Finally, the kingdom of God will result in a redeemed 
universe, a new heaven and a new earth that will witness the final realization of God’s 
saving power.  This is an effect in the distant future.  As a means of preparing to receive 
the kingdom of God, Jesus repeats John’s message:  “Repent!”   He adds, “and believe in 
the gospel!”  Both messages are in the imperative, stressing their importance.  “Believe 
in” is unusual, occurring only here in the New Testament:  it conveys the sense of “put 
your trust in” the gospel—in the person and work of Jesus.  As the preface starts with 
“Beginning of the gospel of Jesus Christ, Son of God . . .,” so it ends with “Repent and 
believe in the gospel,” framing the preface with an inclusio. 

                                                
35 Placing “delivered up” and “fast approaching” in parallel, with both words in the perfect tense, has 
triggered much critical debate, for it involves an apparent lexical and grammatical contradiction.  Gundry is 
grammatically correct to render the words “has been fulfilled” and “has drawn near,” respectively (Mark, p. 
69).  In this, he follows C.H. Dodd in The Parables of the Kingdom, revised ed. (New York:   Scribners, 
1961, pp. 28-30).  Yet, W.G. Kummel, in Promise and Fulfillment (London: SCM, 1961, pp. 19-25), 
convincingly argues that the terms denote “nearness” rather than “arrival.”  Guelich summarizes the debate 
(Mark 1-8:26, p. 43-44).  I see the apparent grammatical and lexical contradiction as a deliberate choice 
made by the narrator to enhance the tension between the appointed time having been fulfilled in Jesus’ 
coming and the effects of his coming on present and future events.  It is a bold stylistic stroke by the 
narrator.  I have tried to suggest the tension in the sentence by translating “has been fulfilled” and “is fast 
approaching” in parallel, followed by the imperative, “Repent and believe in the gospel,” a response which 
echoes John’s proclamation in verse 4 and gains urgency when it follows “delivered up” and “fast 
approaching.” 
 
36 Defining the “kingdom of God”—and its parallel in Matthew and Luke, the “kingdom of Heaven”—has 
generated an enormous body of literature.  I owe the four effects I point out to William Hendriksen, 
Exposition of the Gospel According to Mark (Grand Rapids, Michigan:  Baker Book House, 1975, pp. 56-
57).  Three books dealing with the kingdom of God are especially helpful:  C.H. Dodd, The Parables of the 
Kingdom, revised ed. (New York:  Scribners, 1961); Norman Perrin, The Kingdom of God in the Teaching 
of Jesus (London:  SCM Press, 1963); and Norman Perrin, Jesus and the Language of the Kingdom 
(Philadelphia:  Fortress Press, 1976). 
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 In the first fifteen verses of his gospel—what I have called the “Prologue”—Mark 
accomplishes three things as a narrator.  First, he dramatically proclaims the beginning of 
a new era in history.  The Lord, through the prophet Jeremiah, had said: 
 

The time is coming . . . when I will make a new covenant with the house of 
Israel and with the house of Judah . . ..  I will put my law in their minds 
and write it on their hearts.  I will be their God, and they will be my 
people.  No longer will a man teach his neighbor, or a man his brother, 
saying, “Know the Lord,” because they will all know me, from the least of 
them to the greatest . . ..  For I will forgive their wickedness and will 
remember their sins no more. 

      (Jeremiah 31: 31-34) 
 
For half a millennium God’s people waited for this time.  When Mark says, “Beginning 
of the gospel of Jesus Christ, Son of God,” he announces its arrival.  In a fusion of deft 
allusions, Mark first brings on stage the Lord’s forerunner, who prepares the way of the 
Lord by “proclaiming a baptism of repentance toward the forgiveness of sins,” and then 
he brings on the Lord himself, who announces that “the appointed time is fulfilled and the 
kingdom of God is fast approaching.”  Throughout the rest of the gospel, we see the 
kingdom of God breaking into history, spreading its roots and taking hold. 
 
 Second, Mark creates a dramatic tension by providing us—and the demons—with 
important information that the rest of the characters in the story lack. We know that Jesus 
is the Christ, the Son of God, the one spoken of by the prophets.  We also know that he 
has been commissioned by God to act with divine authority and power.  Satan and the 
demons know it, too.  But no one else in the story does!  Withholding such critical 
information sets the stage for conflict, not only between Jesus and the disciples, but also 
between the Jesus and the religious leaders and Jesus and the crowds.  In addition, it 
creates conflict between the reader and the characters in the story.  As we bring our 
inside information to each scene, we respond differently to the events from the way they 
do.  When the disciples see Jesus calm the storm and they say, “Who is this, that even the 
wind and the lake obey him?” we want to say, “Can’t you see, he’s the Son of God!”  Or 
when he teaches in his own town and his neighbors say, “Where did this one get these 
things . . .?” we grow impatient at their lack of understanding and perhaps judge them 
harshly.  As we are drawn into the story with our privileged information, we become 
complacent; when we reach the second half of the story, however, that complacency 
crumbles as we confront the meaning of who Jesus is and of what that implies, not only 
for the characters in the story, but for us. 
 
 Finally, Mark’s prologue presents a dangerous terrain, and we move through it at 
break-neck speed.  In only fifteen verses we abruptly begin a story that moves us back 
and forth from the deep desert, we see God commission Jesus for conflict, we encounter 
Satan and the wild beasts, and we hear of John’s arrest.  If the world has indeed been 
given into Satan’s hands, he is not going to relinquish it willingly; the kingdom of God 
will be established at a high cost:  the prologue casts the ominous shadow of that cost 
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across the pages that follow.  When Jesus says that the kingdom of God “is fast 
approaching,” we experience the speed of the kingdom bearing down upon us.  Sentences 
begin with strong, active verbs; “immediately” piles on “immediately”; phrases and 
sentences link together with “and”; the historical present thrusts past events to center 
stage, and we rush through the story.  The sense of urgency is overwhelming.  In such a 
fast-moving story, the plot shifts abruptly, looming dangers suddenly erupt, and we come 
head-to-head with the unexpected at random turns.  As readers we have to stay on our 
toes.  On the one hand, we are lulled into complacency by our insider knowledge; on the 
other, we approach turns in the story so quickly that we easily skid off track. 
 
 Earlier, I claimed that Mark is the work of a master storyteller, not the careless 
stitching together of “pericope” found lying about in the collective memory of the early 
Christian community.  I believe that the opening scene confirms my assessment.  Mark 
stands shoulder to shoulder with any book in Scripture—indeed, any book in literature—
as a world-class work of dazzling narrative.  The prologue sets the stage for the story that 
follows.  In a brief fifteen verses—249 words in the Greek—Mark has drawn together 
threads of prophecy reaching back to Moses, positioning God’s anointed Son on the stage 
of history where he will alter it forever. 
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The Gospel according to Mark 
Outline 

 
 The Gospel According to Mark has a two-fold structure, framed by a prologue and 
an epilogue that pivots on Peter’s confession of faith at Caesarea Philippi.  Chapters 1: 1-
8: 26 take place on and around the Sea of Galilee and concentrate on establishing Jesus’ 
identity.  As readers, we know exactly who Jesus is, for we are told in the proclamation 
of 1: 1—“Beginning of the gospel of Jesus Christ, Son of God . . ..”  The characters in the 
world of the narrative, however, aren’t privy to this information; they have to learn his 
identity:  chapters 1: 1-8: 26 provide dramatic evidence of Jesus’ messianic credentials.  
Chapters 8: 27 - 9: 13 offer a turning point in the story.  At Caesarea Philippi the 
disciples finally understand who Jesus is as Peter confesses, “You are the Christ,” a 
statement that is confirmed at the Mount of Transfiguration by the voice of God the 
Father in the presence of two credible witnesses, Moses and Elijah.  Chapters 9: 14 - 16: 
20 then move south from the Sea of Galilee to Jerusalem and concentrate on the 
implications of Jesus’ identity, both for the characters in the story and for the reader.   
 
 
Prologue: (1: 1-15) 
 

A. Proclamation (1: 1-8) 
B. Baptism and Temptation (1: 9-15) 
 

I. “Who is this man?” (1: 16 - 8: 26) 
 

A. The disciples called (1: 16-20) 
B. An evil spirit attacks (1: 21-28) 
  People are amazed (1: 27) 
C. Peter’s mother-in-law healed; great crowds gather (1: 29-34) 
D. Jesus retreats to a solitary place for prayer (1: 35-39) 
E. A man with leprosy healed (1: 40-45) 
F. A paralytic healed (2: 1-12) 
  People are amazed (2: 12) 
G. Levi called (2: 13-17) 
H. John’s disciples and the Pharisees attack:  fasting (2: 18-22) 
I. Pharisees attack:  picking grain on the Sabbath (2: 23-27) 
J. Pharisees attack:  healing on the Sabbath (3: 1-6) 
  Pharisees and Herodians plot to kill Jesus (3: 6) 
K. Large crowds gather (3: 7-12) 
  Evil spirits cry out (3: 11-12) 
L. Apostles appointed (3: 13-19) 
M. Jesus attacked (3: 20-35) 
 i. Jesus’ family claims “he is out of his mind” (3: 21) 
 ii. Teachers of the Law claim “he is possessed by Beelzebub” (3: 22) 
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 iii. Jesus’ mother and brothers want to take charge of him (3: 31-35) 
  Jesus denounces them (3: 33-35) 
N. Jesus teaches (4: 1-34) 
 i. Parable of the sower (4: 1-20) 
 ii. Parable of the lamp (4: 21-25) 
 iii. Parable of the growing seed (4: 26-29) 
 iv. Parable of the mustard seed (4: 30-32) 
 v. Many other parables (4: 33-34) 
O. Jesus calms the storm (4: 35-41) 
  Disciples are terrified (4: 41) 
P. Jesus heals (5: 1-34) 
 i. Demon-possessed man of Gaderene (5: 1-20) 
 ii. Jairus’ daughter (5: 21-24a; 35-43) 
   Woman subject to bleeding (5: 24b-34) 
Q. Jesus rejected at Nazareth (6: 1-6a) 
R. Jesus sends out the twelve (6: 6b-13) 
S. John murdered (6: 14-29) 

i. Jesus retreats to a solitary place to pray (6: 30-44) 
  Jesus teaches and feeds the 5,000 (6: 33-44) 
ii. Jesus walks back on the water (6: 45-56) 

T. Pharisees and teachers of the Law attack:  eating with unclean hands (7: 1-
23) 

U. Jesus leaves Galilee 
i. Tyre (7: 24-30) 

   Jesus encounters the Syrphoenician woman (7: 25-30) 
ii. Decapolis (7: 31-37) 
  Jesus encounters the deaf and mute man (7: 32-35) 
  People are overwhelmed and amazed (7: 37) 

V. Jesus returns to Galilee (8: 1-26) 
 i. Jesus feeds the 4,000 (8: 1-13) 

 Jesus warns of “the yeast of the Pharisees and that of 
Herod” (8: 14-21) 

iii. Jesus heals the blind man at Bethsaida (8:22-26) 
 
 

Turning Point:  Peter’s Confession of Faith (8:27-9:13) 
 

A Identity:  Who is Jesus? (8:27-28) 
B Response:  “You are the Christ”—Peter (8:29-30) 

Peter’s misunderstanding (8:31-33) 
C “Take up [your] cross and follow me” (8:34-38) 

B’ Response:  “This is my Son”—God (9:1-8) 
Peter’s misunderstanding (9:5-6) 

A’ Identity:  Who is John? (8:9-13) 
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II. “What does it all mean?” (9: 14 - 16: 8) 
 

A. Healing the boy with an evil spirit (9: 14-32) 
 “Who is the greatest?” (9: 33-37; 42-50) 
  We’re in charge! (9: 38-41)  

B. Jesus’ teaches on divorce (10: 1-16) 
  Jesus teaches on children (10: 13-16) 
C. Rich young man encounters Jesus (10: 17-31) 
D. Jesus predicts his death (10: 32-24) 
  James and John ask to be the greatest (10: 35-4) 
E. Bartimaeus receives his sight; the disciples remain “blind” (10: 46-52) 
F. Jesus enters Jerusalem (11: 1-11) 
G. Jesus clears the temple (11: 12-19) 
H. Jesus curses the fig tree (11: 20-26) 
I. Chief priests, teachers of the Law and elders confront Jesus (11: 27-33) 
J. Jesus teaches (12: 1 - 13: 37) 
 i. Parable of the tenants (12: 1-12) 
 ii. Paying taxes to Caesar (12: 13-17) 
 iii. Marriage at the resurrection (12: 18-27) 

iv. The greatest commandment (12: 28-34) 
v. Whose son is the Christ? (12: 35-40) 
vi. The widow’s offering (12: 41-44) 
vii. The end of the age (13: 1-37) 

K. Jesus anointed at Bethany (14: 1-11) 
L. Passover meal (14: 1-31) 
M. Jesus predicts Peter’s denial (14: 27-31) 
N. Jesus arrested in the garden of Gethsemane (14: 32-52) 
O. Jesus on trial before the Sanhedrin (14: 53-72) 
  Peter denies knowing Jesus (14: 66-72) 
P. Jesus on trial before Pilate (15: 1-15) 
Q. Jesus crucified (15: 16-47) 
 i. Roman soldiers mock Jesus (15: 16-20) 
 ii. Jesus on the cross (15: 21-41) 
   Jesus dies (15: 33-41) 
R. Jesus buried (15: 42-47) 
S. Jesus resurrected (16: 1-8) 
 “Trembling and bewildered, the women went out and fled from the tomb.  

They said nothing to anyone, because they were afraid” (16: 8) 
 

Epilogue  (16: 9-20) 
 

A. Jesus’ appearances (16: 9-13) 
B. Jesus’ final commands to his disciples (16: 13-20) 
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The!Gospel!according!to!Mark!
Syllabus((

!
!
Week!1!(September!22,!23)!
!

Lesson(#1:(The(Synoptic(Gospels!
 
In Lesson #2 of our study of the Gospel according to Matthew, we defined a “gospel” 
as a unique literary genre, an account of the “good news” (Greek = euangelion; eu =  
“good,” angelion = “message”) of the coming kingdom of God and the redemption of 
humanity through the life, death, burial and resurrection of Jesus Christ.  We noted 
that a “gospel” is not a biography of a person, although it does contain biographical 
information; it is not an historical account of a person, although it is rooted in 
historical time; it is not a fictional account of a person, although it does include 
miracles, wonders and a large dose of the supernatural. Rather, a “gospel” reflects 
the understanding of who Jesus Christ is and what he did, in light of a living faith 
tradition, guided by the Holy Spirit, 30-60 years after the events it portrays. 
 
For the first 30+ years of the Church the “gospel” spread throughout the Roman 
Empire by the oral teaching and preaching of the Apostles and others.  Only in the 
mid-60s or so was the “gospel” message written down. Many!written!“gospel”!
accounts!emerged!during!the!first!three!centuries!of!the!Christian!era,!but!

common!usage!generally!applies!the!term!to!the!four!canonical!gospels:!!

Matthew,!Mark,!Luke!and!John.!!In!this!lesson!we!will!explore!how!the!“synoptic”!

Gospels!(Matthew,!Mark!and!Luke)!came!to!be!written,!and!we!will!examine!

Mark’s!position!within!the!synoptic!tradition.!!

(
Lesson(#2:((An(Urgent(Message(
!

Although!each!of!the!synoptic!Gospels!draws!on!a!similar!body!of!oral!teaching!

and!preaching!for!their!content,!each!presents!that!material!in!radically!different!

ways:!!theologically,!structurally!and!stylistically.!!The!Apostle!Matthew!is!the!

traditional!author!of!the!Gospel*according*to*Matthew;!he!writes!principally!to!a!
Jewish!audience;!he!structures!his!gospel!in!a!balanced,!chiastic!form,!imbedded!

with!the!theme!of!the!“hero’s!journey”;!and!his!style!employs!carefully!

structured!parallelism.!!Matthew!presents!Jesus!in!the!fullness*of*his*humanity,!
portrayed!in!later!iconography!as!a!winged!man.!

!

Mark,!the!cousin!of!Barnabas!and!traveling!companion!of!Peter,!is!the!traditional!

author!of!the!Gospel*according*to*Mark;!he!writes!principally!to!those!in!the!
Church!at!Rome!during!a!period!of!intense!persecution;!he!structures!his!gospel!

in!two!parts,!framed by a prologue and an epilogue that pivots on Peter’s confession 
of faith; and his style creates a sense of great urgency, moving forward at a blistering 
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pace, ending with an implied “call to action.”  Mark presents Jesus as a king, 
portrayed in later iconography as a lion. 
 
Luke, Paul’s traveling companion, is the traditional author of both the Gospel 
according to Luke and the Acts of the Apostles, the two comprising one great work; he 
writes to an individual person, a man named Theophilus; he structures his 2-part work 
like an “hourglass,” opening his gospel with a vast panorama of the entire Roman 
Empire and narrowing it down to Jerusalem, the cross and the empty tomb, and then 
in Acts he begins with the cross and the empty tomb and opens the narrative back out 
to the entire Roman Empire; his style is at once elegant and colloquial, creating 
individual “voices” for his characters and allowing the interaction of his characters to 
move the story ahead, rather than depending upon his narrator to do so.  Luke 
presents Jesus as a servant, portrayed in later iconography as an ox. 
 
In this lesson we take a close look at how Mark structures his Gospel; how he tells his 
story; and the stylistic devices he uses to create a intense sense of urgency and 
narrative speed—the hallmarks of the Gospel according to Mark.!

!

Enrichment((Material(
!

Luke!Timothy!Johnson,!“Jesus!in!the!Memory!of!the!Church,”!The*Writings*of*the*
New*Testament,!pp.!111Z135.!

!

Donald!Senior!and!Pheme!Perkins,!“Introduction!to!the!Synoptic!Gospels”!and!!

“Mark,”!The*Catholic*Study*Bible,*pp.!374Z375;!387Z397.!
!

“The!Gospel!according!to!Mark,!Introduction,”!The*Catholic*Study*Bible,!pp.!1400Z
1402.!

!

!

Week!2!(September!29,!30)!
!

Lesson(#3:((( The(Prologue((Mark!1: 15)(
(

Unlike!Matthew!that!opens!with!a!carefully!designed,!3Zpart!genealogy!linking!

Jesus!seamlessly!to!the!Hebrew!Scriptures,!Mark!begins!with!a!sudden!

proclamation:!!“Beginning!of!the!Gospel!of!Jesus!Christ,!Son!of!God!.!.!..”!!Like!the!

crack!of!a!starter’s!pistol!in!the!100Zyard!dash,!Mark’s!opening!words!launch!his!

gospel!from!the!starting!blocks!and!the!narrative!sprints!forward!in!a!mad!dash!

toward!the!finish!line.!!!

!

In!these!first!15!verses!Mark!sets!the!narrative!pace,!creates!springZtight!tension!

and!begins!building!an!urgency!that!reaches!feverZpitch!by!the!Gospel’s!end.!!

This!is!dazzling!technique,!bathing!Jesus!and!the!gospel!message!in!a!whiteZhot!

light;!incandescent!and!dangerous.!

!
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Lesson(#4:(( Who(Is(this(Man?(!(Mark!1:!16B45)!
 

Lesson #4 begins:  “After John had been arrested, Jesus came to Galilee proclaiming 
the gospel of God . . ..”  Verse 16 strikes a dissonant, ominous chord.  We know that 
John’s arrest will result in his murder by Herod Antipas, and in this verse Jesus steps 
in and takes his place, not simply continuing John’s work, but expanding it from 
Judea north to Galilee, the hotbed of radical thinking and revolutionary movements.  
Mark’s readers would have sensed the danger immediately, trembling at the 
inevitable conflict they knew would follow. 
 
Once in Galilee, Jesus’ actions occur with trip-hammer rapidity:  Jesus calls his 
disciples and they immediately abandon their nets and their families; he preaches at 
the synagogue in Capernaum, people are “astonished” and demons cry out; hundreds 
are healed; a leper is cleansed; demons dot the landscape like those in a Hieronymus 
Bosch painting; crowds grow to dangerous size, following Jesus everywhere, 
crushing him in the throng:  he cannot enter a town because of them. 
 
And all this happens in a mere 30 verses! 
(
Assignment(

(
Read:!!Mark!1:!1Z45.!

(
Enrichment((Material!
!

Luke!Timothy!Johnson,!“The!Gospel!of!Mark,”!The*Writings*of*the*New*Testament,!
pp.!143Z164.!

!

!
Week!3!(October!6,!7)!
!

Lesson(#5:(( (The(Gathering(Storm(!(Mark!2:!1!–!3:!35)!
 

As we enter Lesson #5 the inevitable conflict foreshadowed in Lesson #4 ignites:  
surrounded by a massive crowd, Jesus says to a paralytic, “Child, your sins are 
forgiven.”  The scribes—experts in the Mosaic Law—rightly point out that only God 
can forgive sins, triggering Jesus to heal the man instantly, and the crowds to gape in 
astonishment, saying:  “We have never seen anything like this!” 
 
As our story progresses the conflict intensifies:  Jesus calls Levi, a hated Jewish tax 
collector (and a Levite, at that!), to become one of his inner circle; Jesus banquets 
with tax collectors and “sinners,” breaking bread with them and enjoying their 
company; Jesus breaks the Law by picking grain on the Sabbath (recall the young 
man in Numbers 15: 32-36 who is stoned to death for gathering wood on the Sabbath, 
a similar action); after being chastised for picking grain on the Sabbath, Jesus 
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deliberately provokes the religious leaders by healing a man with a withered hand on 
the Sabbath, resulting in the Pharisees and Herodians plotting his death; the huge 
crowds following Jesus continue to grow and become more threatening; demons flee 
before Jesus; Jesus’ family arrives from Nazareth to “seize him,” for they think he is 
out of his mind; Jesus rejects his family; and the scribes accuse him of being 
possessed by Beelzebub. 
 
All the while people are astonished by Jesus’ words and actions, prompting countless 
people to ask:  “Who is this man who can say and do such things?” 

(
Lesson(#6:((( The(Eye(of(the(Storm:((

(Jesus’(Teaching,(Preaching(and(Healing((Mark!4:!1!–!6:!6)(
 
 Unlike in Matthew where Jesus’ teaching, preaching and healing (spanning nine 

chapters, 5-13) form a major component of Matthew’s gospel and establish his 
credentials as Messiah, Mark presents Jesus’ teaching, preaching and healing in a 
quick, 7-movement sequence across only two chapters (4 and 5):  1) parable of the 
sower; 2) parable of the lamp; 3) parable of the mustard seed; 4) calming the storm at 
sea; 5) healing the Gadarene demoniac; 6) healing Jairus’ daughter and 7) healing the 
woman with the hemorrhage.  Rather than being accepted, those closest to him—the 
people of Jesus’ hometown of Nazareth—firmly reject him, attempting to toss him off 
a cliff to his death. 
(
Assignment 
(
Read:!!Mark!2:!1!–!6:!6.!

!

!
Week!4!(October!13,!14)!
!

Lesson(#7:((( Crisis:((the(Murder(of(John(the(Baptist!!
(Mark!6:!7B56)!

 
Facing increasing opposition, Jesus sends his disciples, two-by-two into Galilee, 
giving them authority to teach and preach . . . and to drive out demons.  While they 
are gone Jesus learns that Herod Antipas has murdered John the Baptist, beheading 
him and displaying John’s severed head on a platter, as part of the entertainment at 
Herod’s birthday party.  The news delivers a stunning blow to Jesus.  On the return 
from their mission, Jesus asks his disciples to accompany him to the east side of the 
Sea of Galilee—the Golan Heights side—to a remote area where he can pray and 
confer with God, where he can come to grips with John’s murder, and where he can 
understand the implications of John’s murder for himself and for his disciples. 
 
Arriving at a remote place on the east side of the Sea of Galilee, a crowd of thousands 
is waiting for Jesus:  they saw him leave Capernaum and head for the far shore, so 
they followed him there, walking around the north shore of the lake.  In his 
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compassion, Jesus teaches them, heals them and feeds them, finally dismissing them 
and his disciples, as he goes up the mountain to pray. 
 
About the fourth watch (3:00 – 6:00 AM), Jesus comes back down the mountain, only 
to find that the crowd has stayed, milling about along the shore, and the disciples’ 
boat is halfway out in the lake, 3-4 miles.  Exhausted, Jesus wants to go home, so he 
simply walks on the water from point A (the Golan) to point B (the boat).  The story 
adds comic relief to an otherwise grim scene.  After spending the night on the 
mountain with God, Jesus knows what must be done:  he must go to Jerusalem to die 
a brutal death on the cross. 

 
Lesson(#8:((( Interlude!(Mark!7:!1–8:!26)!
 
 The decision made, Jesus reengages the growing conflict that has accompanied his 

public ministry in Galilee.  As we enter Lesson #8 we learn that Jesus’ activities in 
Galilee have attracted the attention of the religious leaders in Jerusalem, for “when 
the Pharisees with some scribes who had come from Jerusalem gathered around him . 
. .” they began to question him regarding details of the Law:  “Why do your disciples 
not follow the tradition of the elders but instead eat a meal with unclean hands” (7: 1; 
5)?   

 
Juxtaposed to the murder of John the Baptist and Jesus’ night on the mountain, this 
otherwise appropriate question on a minor point of the Law ignites a deep rage within 
Jesus:  “He responds, ‘Well did Isaiah prophesy about you hypocrites . . .” (7: 6), and 
he goes on to savage the religious leaders, throwing gasoline on a smoldering fire.  
When his disciples question him about the encounter, Jesus blasts them, too:  “Are 
you likewise without understanding” (7: 18)?  Jesus’ frustration and anger are 
visceral, virtually leaping off the page! 
 
Jesus then leaves Galilee and heads north toward Tyre (in modern-day Lebanon), 
where he encounters a Syrophoenician woman (whom he deeply insults!), and he then 
heads back by way of Sidon to the Sea of Galilee.  Once home, nothing has changed. 
 
With that, Jesus makes a decision.  He takes his disciples 43 miles north of the Sea of 
Galilee to Caesarea Philippi, a Greco-Roman town at the southwestern foot of Mt. 
Hermon, where the turning point in our story takes place. 

 
Assignment(
(
Read:!!Mark!7:!1!–!8:!26.!

!

Enrichment((Material!
!

Watch!Dr.!Creasy’s!Video!Bible!Blast,!“Walkin’!on!the!Water.”!!

!
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Week!5!(October!20,!21)!
!

Lesson(#9:((( The(Turning(Point:((Peter’s(Confession(of(Faith!!
(Mark!8:!27!–!9:!32)!

 
As we enter Lesson #9 the overwhelming question posed in the Gospel according to 
Mark has been:  “Who is this man who can say and do such things?”  At Caesarea 
Philippi Jesus poses this very question directly to his disciples:  “Who do people say 
that I am” (8: 27).  After some discussion, Peter replies on behalf of the disciples:  
“You are the Messiah” (8: 29). 
 
After Peter’s response, the second half of the gospel will focus on the question:  
“What are the implications of Jesus being the Messiah, for himself, his disciples and 
for us, Mark’s readers?” 
 
If Mark’s gospel is addressed to Christians in Rome during a time of intense 
persecution (almost certainly during the persecution under the Emperor Nero, A.D. 
64-68), then this is an urgent question, indeed.   
 

Lesson(#10:((On(the(Road(to(Jerusalem!(Mark!9:!33!–!10:!52)!
 
 From Jesus’ return to Capernaum through his entry into Jerusalem, Jesus’ 

conversation and teaching addresses the implications of Peter’s confession of faith.  
What does it mean that Jesus is the Messiah? 

 
 In a brilliant series of vignettes, Mark explores this question from multiple points of 

view. 
 

Assignment(
(
Read:!!Mark!8:!27!–!10:!52.!

!

Enrichment((Material!
!

Watch!Dr.!Creasy’s!Video!Bible!Blast,!“Peter,!Pan!and!the!Prophets.”!!

!

!
Week!6!(October!27,!28)!
!

Lesson #11:   Triumphal Entry (Mark 11: 1–26)  
 

In Lesson #11 Jesus enters Jerusalem on the most crowded day of the year, the 
beginning of Passover—the largest of three annual pilgrimage festivals, during which 
the population of Jerusalem swells from 100,000 to 1,000,000 people.   
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Jesus enters Jerusalem, not as a humble servant, but as a king to the cheers of 
thousands:  “Hosanna! Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord!  Blessed is 
the kingdom of our father David that is to come!  Hosanna in the highest” (11: 9-10)! 
Deliberately staged to invoke memories of Solomon entering Jerusalem when David 
elevates him to the kingship, the cheers of the crowd are incendiary, a call to arms, 
accompanied by the waving of thousands of palm leaves, symbolic swords. 
 
Viewed by the Jewish religious leaders and the Roman officials, Jesus “triumphal 
entry” into Jerusalem is nothing less than a blatant call to insurrection.   

 
Lesson #12:   Conflict and Confrontation (Mark 11: 27 – 12: 44)  
 
 Having attacked the merchants and money changers at the Temple, overturned tables 

and wreaked havoc, the religious leaders confront Jesus the next morning, 
demanding:  “By what authority are you doing these things?  Or who gave you this 
authority to do them” (11: 28)?  Jesus rises to the occasion:  “No, I’ll ask the 
questions around here!”  And thus he engages the religious leaders in heated debate, 
besting them with each encounter, publically humiliating them in the eyes of the ever-
expanding crowd.  Day by day, Jesus ups the ante, fueling the anger and resentment 
of the crowds toward the religious leaders and the Romans.  As the week progresses 
the possibility of a riot increases from a probability to a near certainty, and if such a 
riot occurs, thousands will die. 

 
 Jesus plays a risky game, one designed to ensure his arrest, trial and crucifixion that 

very week. 
 

Assignment(
(
Read:!!Mark!11:!1!–!12:!44.!

(
Enrichment((Material(

!

Watch!Dr.!Creasy’s!Video!Bible!Blasts,!“Figs,!Trees!and!Curses”!and!“Taxes for 
Caesar.”!
!

!

Week!7!(November!17,!18)!
!

Lesson #13:   Excursus:  Mark’s Roman Empire   
 As we learned in Lesson #1, the Gospel according to Mark was written sometime 

during the second half of the 1st century, probably in the mid to late 60s, a time of 
great turmoil in the Roman Empire. The back-story begins with Julia Agrippina (A.D. 
15-59), great granddaughter of Caesar Augustus; adoptive granddaughter of the 
Emperor Tiberius; sister of the Emperor Caligula; wife of the Emperor Claudius; and 
mother of the Emperor Nero.  Through incestuous marriages, imperial intrigue and 
duplicitous assassinations, Agrippina engineered her son Nero’s rise to power in A.D. 
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54.  A brutal sociopath, Nero murdered his mother Agrippina in A.D. 59, set fire to 
Rome in A.D. 64 (blaming the fire on the Christians) and began the first state-
sponsored persecution of the Church in Rome, A.D. 64-68.   

 
 During Nero’s reign the great Jewish revolt of A.D. 66-73 began, a revolt that 

resulted in the death of 1.2 million Jews, the destruction of Jerusalem and the Temple, 
and the Jewish exile from Palestine that lasted nearly 2,000 years, until the founding 
of the modern state of Israel on May 14, 1948. 

 
 This is the lived experience of Christians in Rome, the world from which the Gospel 

according to Mark emerges; this is the world that is the backdrop for the Olivet 
Discourse recorded in Mark 13. 
 

Lesson #14:   Crisis (Mark 13: 1-37) 
 
 In the Olivet Discourse Jesus speaks of a time of tribulation, the destruction of the 

Temple, the end times and the coming of the Son of Man.  Traditionally read as 
eschatological prophecy, the Olivet Discourse draws heavily on the Book of Daniel 
and it mirrors events at the time of the Gospel’s composition. 

 
Assignment(
(
Read:!!Mark!13:!1Z37.!!!

!

!

Week!8!(December!1,!2)!
!

Lesson(#15:(((“Judas,(the(Betrayer”((Mark!14:!1B26)!
 

Judas is a much more complex character than we often experience in a liturgical 
context.  A disciple from the start, Judas was with Jesus for his entire 3-year public 
ministry; Judas witnessed Jesus’ teaching, preaching and healing; Judas was present 
at Peter’s confession of faith, and Judas believed that Jesus was the Messiah.   
 
So why does Judas betray Jesus? 
 
In Lesson #15 we explore the character of Judas, drawing on Matthew, Luke and 
John—and a few outside sources—for additional information. 
 

Lesson(#16:(((Peter’s(Denial!(Mark!14:!27–72)!
 
 At Caesarea Philippi Peter said with great certainty, “You are the Messiah” (8: 29); 

across the three years of Jesus’ public ministry, Peter emerged as leader of the 
disciples; after the Last Supper Peter pledged with conviction:  “Even through all 
should have their faith shaken, mine will not be” (14: 29).  And yet, Peter denies the 
Lord, not once, but three times. 
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In Lesson #16 we explore Peter’s possible motives and actions. 

(
Assignment(
(
Read:!!Mark!14:!1Z72.!

!

!

Week!9!(December!8,!9)!
!

Lesson(#17:(((The(Trial((Mark!15:!1B20)!
 

Mark gives us a terse version of Jesus’ trial before Pilate.  In Lesson #17 we fill in the 
blanks, examining the issues involved in Jesus’ arrest and trial, as well as the possible 
motives of the principal characters in the story.  Once again, we find that the issues 
are much more complex and layered than we typically experience liturgically. 

(
Lesson(#18:(( (The(Crucifixion!(Mark!15:!21B47)!
 
 The Persians introduced crucifixion as a capital punishment as early as the 6th century 

B.C., and the Carthaginians, Macedonians and Romans employed it until the Emperor 
Constantine outlawed crucifixion in A.D. 337, out of deference to Christ.   

 
The Greeks had an aversion to crucifixion, although the historian Herodotus tells of 
the crucifixion of the Persian General Artayctes, who commanded forces in the 2nd 
Persian invasion of Greece under, Xerxes (a main character in the Book of Esther), 
480-479 B.C.  

 
 The Romans used crucifixion frequently, however; indeed, Crassus, the Roman 

General who defeated Spartacus in the slave revolt of 73-71 B.C. crucified 6,000 
captive slaves, lining the Via Appia with them, and the historian Tacitus tells us that 
during the siege of Jerusalem in A.D. 70 no fewer than 600,000 Jews fought the 
Romans and those captured were crucified, up to 500 per day. 

 
 Crucifixion involved a prolonged, excruciatingly painful death by being nailed to a 

cross with tapered iron spikes, 7-9” long, generally taking three or more days to die. 
 
 In Lesson #18 we will examine this brutal method of execution, as Jesus would have 

experienced it. 
(

Assignment(
(
Read:!!Mark!15:!1Z47.!

!
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Week!10!(December!15,!16)!
!

Lesson #19:  The Resurrection (Mark 16: 1–8) 
 

 
Germain Pilon, The Resurrection (marble), c. 1572. 

Louvre Museum, Paris. 
 

The resurrection of Jesus Christ is the single most important event in Scripture.  
Indeed, in addressing the church in Corinth Paul writes:  “But if Christ is preached as 
raised from the dead, how can some among you say there is no resurrection of the 
dead?  If there is no resurrection of the dead, then neither has Christ been raised.  
And if Christ has not been raised, then empty is our preaching; empty, too, your 
faith” (1 Corinthians 15: 12-14).  Without the resurrection of Christ, our faith—no 
matter how authentic, how deeply felt, or how worthily expressed—is worthless. 
 
The Gospel according to Mark gives only a brief account of Jesus’ resurrection, but 
like the gospel itself, the repercussions of the resurrection—what it means to Mark’s 
original readers and to us—is of enormous consequence.  In Mark, after being told by 
an angel that Jesus has been raised, rather than telling the other disciples and the 
world, “[the women] said nothing to anyone, for they were afraid” (16: 8). 
 
And with that, the Gospel according to Mark abruptly ends.  Mark’s narrative erupts 
from the starting blocks, speeds forward at a lightening pace . . . and then slams into a 
wall!  Mark’s gospel simply stops at 16: 8. 
 
What is going on here? 
  

 
Lesson(#20:(( Epilogue((16:(9[20)!

(
Mark’s!gospel!ends!at!16:!8,!but!a!longer!ending!was!appended!later!as!an!

“epilogue,”!written!in!a!very!different!vocabulary!and!style,!sometime!between!

the!gospel’s!original!composition!and!the!end!of!the!2nd!century.!!!
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!

Although!clearly!a!later!addition!to!the!gospel,!the!verses!are!mentioned!by!the!

Church!Fathers:!!St.!Ambrose,!St.!Augustine!and!Peter!Chrysologus;!they!are!

included!in!St.!Jerome’s!Latin!Vulgate;!and!the!Roman!Catholic!Church!accepted!

the!verses!as!canonical!at!the!4th!session!of!the!Council!of!Trent!(1546)!in!the!

document!“Decretum*de*Canonicis*Scripturis,”!(“Decree!on!the!Canon!of!
Scripture”).!

!

In!Lesson!#20!we!take!a!close!look!these!verses!and!suggest!why!they!may!have!

been!added!to!the!gospel.((
(
Assignment(
(
Read:!!Mark!16:!1Z20.!

!

!
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