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GENERAL PREFACE 

The original Tyndale Commentaries aimed at providing help for the 

general reader of the Bible. They concentrated on the meaning of 

the text without going into scholarly technicalities. They sought to 

avoid ‘the extremes of being unduly technical or unhelpfully brief’. 

Most who have used the books agtee that there has been a fair meas- 

ure of success in reaching that aim. 

Times, however, change. A series that has served so well for so 

long is perhaps not quite as relevant as when it was first launched. 

New knowledge has come to light. The discussion of critical ques- 

tions has moved on. Bible-reading habits have changed. When the 

otiginal series was commenced it could be presumed that most 

readers used the Authorized Version and one could make one’s 

comments accordingly, but this situation no longer obtains. 

The decision to revise and update the whole series was not 

reached lightly, but in the end it was thought that this is what is re- 

quired in the present situation. There are new needs, and they will 

be better served by new books or by a thorough updating of the old 

books. The aims of the original series remain. The new commen- 

taties are neither minuscule nor unduly long. They are exegetical 

rather than homiletic. They do not discuss all the critical questions, 

but none is written without an awareness of the problems that en- 

gage the attention of New Testament scholars. Where it is felt that 

formal consideration should be given to such questions, they are dis- 

cussed in the Introduction and sometimes in Additional Notes. 

But the main thrust of these commentaries is not critical. These 
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books are written to help the non-technical reader to understand the 

Bible better. They do not presume a knowledge of Greek, and 

all Greek words discussed are transliterated; but the authors have the 

Greek text before them and their comments are made on the basis 

of the originals. The authors are free to choose their own modern 

translation, but are asked to bear in mind the variety of translations 

in current use. 

The new series of Tyndale Commentaries goes forth, as the for- 

mer series did, in the hope that God will graciously use these books 

to help the general reader to understand as fully and clearly as 

possible the meaning of the New Testament. 

Leon Morris 



AUTHOR’S PREFACE TO THE FIRST 
EDITION 

This little book cannot pretend to be scholarly, but it does at least 

attempt to be theological. There are many excellent commentaries 

on Mark already in existence, but perhaps this slender volume may 

yet find a place on the shelves of those who ate too busy to read the 

larger volumes, or who feel themselves to be too ill equipped to en- 

joy the scholastic riches available elsewhere in such embarrassing 

abundance. It is an attempt at a practical work-a-day commentary for 

the use of those engaged in the humbler levels of Christian service, 

and it has at least the merit of being produced by such a one him- 

self. The absence of reference to many works of proven value does 

not correspond to scorn for their contents, but simply to the limi- 

tations of library necessary to one whose calling has been to work 

with his fellow Christians in the Church of South East Asia. For in- 

advertent lack of acknowledgment, if such there be in places, the 

author apologizes humbly. It, too, is not intentional, but the result 

of assimilation so complete that the material has become part of 

the author: and, rightly seen, there could be no truer compliment 

to the now forgotten original authors. This book now goes forth 

with the prayer that it may lead the readers into as much blessing as 

it led the writer, through the same means of the careful study of the 

actual text of Scripture. If it had a dedication it would be to his 

brethren in the Church of South East Asia, to whom the author has 

given so little, but from whom he has learnt so much. 

R. A.C. 
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AUTHOR’S PREFACE TO THE SECOND 
EDITION 

It is not given to many to revise a book first written twenty-five years 

ago, and I thank the Inter-Varsity Press for the opportunity. The 

question is: would the same sort of commentary have been written 

today? Would there have been any major changes of approach? 

Those who compare this edition with the first will find the answers, 

as far as the present author at least is concerned, from the fact that 

the major changes are in the Introduction, which has been 

completely rewritten, rather than in the main body of the 

commentary, although many additions and references to the views 

of other writers have been included there. It is to be hoped that this 
will show that, even if the author has not changed his basic position, 

it is not through ignorance of those who think otherwise, and that 

their views have been carefully taken into account throughout. Nor 

is it a claim that the exegesis could not be improved, but merely the 

view that, given the necessary limits and given the public in view, it 

still seems on the whole to be rightly directed. The basic approach, 

of the wisdom of which the author is more and more convinced, is 

to let the text in its present form speak for itself, and to read it in its 

own light. To some this may seem simplistic; but perhaps the whole 

approach of Mark’s Gospel was simplistic too, compared with other 

later gospels, especially if it represents either a compilation of 

Petrine testimony (which not many scholars would hold in this 

form today) or a record of general early Christian tradition (which 
seems more tenable) ot a combination of both. This ‘simplicity’ of 
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Mark’s Gospel was widely held by earlier commentators like Turner, 

Bartlett and Taylor; as we shall see, it has been widely challenged by 

later commentators influenced by some aspects of the ‘redaction 

criticism’ school. To them, this gospel is highly theological, 

sophisticated, controversial and even tendentious; but the evidence 

for any of these characteristics is very doubtful and the present 

commentator cannot share their views. 

If we do not share these views then it means that we should try 

to see Mark’s Gospel, not through traditional eyes, not even through 

the eyes of the other evangelists, but as it is in itself, and assess its 

evidence accordingly. This is a plea very strongly made by Belo, not 

from a conservative position but for ‘structuralist’ reasons, and by 

many of the ‘new literary criticism’ school for other reasons. As 

neither of these two groups is concerned with the historicity of the 

account, however, they are doubtful allies to claim in a commentary 

written from a conservative viewpoint. 

If the text of the Commentary itself has remained basically the 

same (although minor additions have been made on every page 

and irrelevancies removed), with the Introduction it is quite another 

matter. It has been totally rewritten, not because the basic material 

available for study, whether manuscript or otherwise, has altered or 

increased significantly, but because the approach of biblical 

scholarship and, in particular, of New Testament criticism, 

continually changes, as can easily be seen by consulting Hunter, Neill, 

Marshall and most recently Telford, for a good summary of tecent 

views. Indeed, Telford well speaks of the ‘literary explosion’ of the 

last thirty years, when literally hundreds of books and articles on 

Mark have been written, as opposed to the paucity of treatments in 

earlier years. It is not the approach of scholarship alone which has 

changed: it is also the interests of scholars which have altered. 

Different questions ate asked, so that it is natural that different 

answers are obtained. 

So three typical modern scholars and their approaches have been 

selected and studied in some detail, against the background of a brief 

mini-history of earlier gospel criticism. Of these, two are well 

known and would be regarded by any commentator as significant. 

The third is not so well known (certainly not to traditional western 

scholars), but is chosen as typical of one school of modern exegesis, 
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widespread both in the third world in general and behind the ‘Iron’ 
or ‘Bamboo’ Curtains in particular, where not inconsiderable 
numbers of Christians are to be found. 

The basic questions of Christianity are always the same: Who is 
Jesus? What is salvation? What is the good news? Why should we 
preach it? Perhaps, if we look carefully at Mark, we shall find the 
answers to some of these questions given all the more clearly because 

presented without the later, though perfectly valid, theological 

explanations to be found in the other gospels. So we shall consider 

those points, along with several new questions that are burning 

issues today. We shall also look squarely at the so-called ‘deficiencies’ 

of Mark’s Gospel and try to see the reasons for them. We shall see 

that, rightly considered, these very ‘deficiencies’ are the surest 
guarantee of reliable early evidence. Indeed, the very simplicity and 

directness of Mark is a great theological safeguard; if we laboriously 
reconstruct some complex theory of Messiahship, let us say, that does 

not find support in Mark, we are clearly on the wrong road. This is 

undoubtedly what the earliest Christians believed; none can deny that, 

not even those scholars who see the Gospel mote as a record of early 

Christian belief than of the teaching of Jesus himself. Whether 

Mark’s Gospel is Peter’s preaching, or a record of general early 
tradition, or Mark’s own compilation based on the two, the result is 

the same — it is still an invaluable testimony to the beliefs of the 

earliest Christians about Jesus Christ; and, naturally, they believed 
these things because they held them to be true and factual. 

The most urgent of all these questions racking the church today 

is: What is the good news? We are not talking here of the literary 

form of the gospel, or its origins, but its determinative content. Here 

we shall try to see what the good news meant to Mark and his first 

readers. 
On the one hand, evangelicals have increasingly and rightly seen 

over the past few decades that the fruits and effects of the gospel 

cannot be restricted to a purely spiritual area. Here ‘left wing’ 

commentators like Belo would heartily agree. Luke, of all the 

evangelists, has shown us this particularly clearly, but it is equally clear 

in Mark, says Belo, if we take Mark at his face value without artificial 

‘spiritualizing’. A gospel that does not affect every aspect of the 

Christian’s life is a shallow faith, if not a dead orthodoxy. 
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On the other hand, to make salvation entirely physical, to see the 

kingdom of God as entirely this-worldly, and to see it as produced 

entirely by human efforts, is foreign to the whole message of the 

New Testament, and especially foreign to the Gospel of Mark, in 

spite of all his obvious ‘earthiness’. Here is where we must part 

company with commentators like Belo and his group. Privatizing, 

individualizing, and spiritualizing of the gospel (to use modern 

terminology), may well be dangers; but so are materializing and 

politicizing the gospel, and they are far greater dangers for us today 

because they agree with the spirit of our times. 

Perhaps, however, the greatest danger of all that we face is a false 

polarization of two aspects of the gospel (rather like a polarization 

of faith and works) instead of seeing both aspects as integrally and 

necessarily related. There is a tendency today in some quarters, 

perhaps especially in North America and parts of East Asia, to 

associate the blessings of the kingdom with material wealth and 

‘capitalist’ prosperity; we rightly reject this as shallow and humanistic. 

But equally shallow and mistaken is another modern tendency to 

associate the kingdom of God with some kind of utopian socialist 

world state. The Bible is very even-handed: sin is regarded as a 

universal human phenomenon, and every type of political system, 

whether of the ‘left’ or of the ‘right’, is therefore regarded as 

carrying within itself the seeds of its own decay and being subject 

to God’s judgment. The Christian cannot give total unquestioning 

allegiance to any one political system, for the Christian hope is not 

placed in political systems. Mark’s Gospel certainly makes plain the 

special concern that Jesus has for the poor and the sick and the 

afflicted, although it never goes so far as to say, with some modern 

scholars, that God ‘has a bias to the poor’. It is impossible, in spite 

of all Belo’s attempts, to prove that Jesus, in Mark, attacks the rich, 

and encourages ‘class struggle’. True, in Mark’s Gospel the dangers 

of wealth, influence and power are pointed out very clearly, and the 

divergence between the values of the kingdom and the values of this 

world is stressed; but that is not the same thing. In other words, 

Mark’s Gospel was written to show us a way of salvation which is 

fundamentally spiritual, not to give us an economic or political 

blueprint for a new social order. To that extent, the ‘good news’ as 

outlined in Mark may fairly be described as ‘apolitical’. But it does 
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contain great principles which must be embodied in any socio- 
political order, and so it is not ‘neutral’ in this area. ‘Liberation 
theologians’ sometimes turn (rightly or wrongly) to Luke for 
inspiration, but rarely to Mark. If Mark’s Gospel is the earliest, this 
is highly significant, for in Mark we see how the earliest Christians 
viewed the gospel. Jesus is no zealot: even Belo admits that Christ 
rejected violence as a means to achieve his goals, though Belo 

maintains that Jesus strove for the same goals as the zealots by 

what he calls “quiet subversion’. 
Further, we must never lose sight of the clear eschatology of 

Mark, that is to say his doctrine of the ‘last things’. It is not human 

struggle but God himself (sometimes, in Mark, through his ‘agent’, 

the Son of man) who will finally introduce his kingdom with power 

at the last day. This does not mean that the Christian must not strive 

to obey Christ in every way in the present age, to make real those 

aspects of the kingdom that we can, in this material world. “The 

coming kingdom’, it has been well said, ‘casts its shadow before it’. 

Once the good seed has been sown, there is a steady, unseen growth, 

until the harvest (4:29): both aspects are equally stressed in this 

gospel. But ultimately our final hope and triumph (if we follow 

Mark) is not within this world but beyond it. That is precisely why 

we have courage to work for God’s kingdom in the here and now; 

even if we seem at times to fail here, we cannot ultimately be 

defeated, because God will finally win the victory (1 Cor. 15:57—58). 

This type of eschatology we may think of as typically Pauline, but 

it is just as distinctively Marcan. There is incidentally no need to 

assume that Mark derived this eschatology directly from Paul rather 

than from Christ himself, whether the knowledge came through 

Peter or through the common Christian tradition, as Johnson shows 

to be more likely. 

Finally, the good news in Mark is never seen as some process of 

self-understanding, self-development, and self-fulfilment. These 

concepts, so congenial to what is often called the ‘me age’, are 

utterly alien to the gospel of Jesus as recorded in Mark: if there is a 

self-fulfilment (10:30), it is only on the other side of a death to self 

(8:35). This, in Mark, is the path that Jesus trod and is equally clearly 

laid down as the path for his followers (10:39). We are told to love 

God with heart and soul and mind and strength (12:30): we are never 
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told anywhere in Mark to love ourselves, although he does not go as 

far as Luke does (14:26) in recording Jesus as saying that we should 

hate ourselves (where the word must of course be understood in the 

Semitic sense of a strong contrast to ‘love’). He assumes, with 

the law of Moses, that, like all humanity, we will ‘love ourselves’ 

in the Semitic sense of caring activity, not emotion, and tells us to 

care for our neighbour in the same way (12:31). Blunt Mark will never 

encourage us to wallow in emotion, although, in his matter of fact 

way, he will record, without comment, very human emotions, 

displayed and expressed by Jesus (e.g, 8:12; 9:19; 10:14; 14:33). To 

him, love is shown in action and sacrifice (14:3), as indeed it was to 

be in the case of Christ himself (10:45). These may be hard sayings, 

but they are refreshingly clear and challenging: this is the voice of 

the martyr-church of the first century speaking to the martyr- 

churches of the twentieth century. 

R. AsG. 
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INTRODUCTION 

1. Who was ‘Mark’? 

At first sight this might seem a simple question, but it is far from that, 

as a study of the brief and helpful summaries in Johnson, Schweizer 

and Anderson, among other modern commentators, will at once 

show. All that we can do is to give a tentative answer based on such 

evidence as we have. 

In one sense, the answer given does not matter greatly, although 

of coutse it is interesting to us today. The gospel itself does not claim 

to be written by Mark: no person named Mark is mentioned any- 

where in the book, and the attribution to Mark in the title, although 

contained in all manuscripts, is probably a later, though still primi- 

tive, addition to the gospel. Indeed, the book contains no internal 

reference to any author at all, and is certainly not ‘personalized’ in 

the way that Luke’s Gospel is (Luke 1:3) or Paul’s letters (Rom: 1:1). 

Mark’s Gospel does not even insist that it is directly dependent 

on the testimony of some particular, well-known and trusted 
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eyewitness, as John’s Gospel does (John 21:24), nor does it claim that 

it is based on a careful second-hand compilation of all available first- 

hand evidence, as Luke’s Gospel does (Luke 1:3). 

Perhaps indeed both of these are self-conscious aspects that 

would not have occurred naturally to an earlier evangelist; they are 

a sign that the truth of the gospel is somehow already being chal- 

lenged, either by critics or by false gospels. Indeed, earlier scholars 

went so far as to say that the reason for this ‘anonymity of Mark’ is 

that he is simply recording either the preaching of Peter or the com- 

mon and generally held tradition of one particular church; he is not 

writing as an individual at all (e.g. Dibelius). Most modern scholars 

since Marxsen would reject this view, however, and allow Mark a 

strongly individual role, whether as editor or author. 

True, it is sometimes held that the account of the young man 

who fled naked in Gethsemane to escape arrest (14:51—52) is 

a concealed ‘personal touch’ added by the author, who in this 

way was identifying himself anonymously. This may well be correct: 

but, if so, since no such identification is specifically made (unlike 

John 21:24), the secret would be plain only to those already 

‘in the know’. The anonymity of the youth himself would, 

however, be explicable enough on other grounds. No identification 

is made in Mark either of the wounded servant of the high priest 

ot of the disciple who struck the blow which wounded him 

(14:47) and presumably for exactly the same reason; it was 

not safe at the time. Not until John’s Gospel, probably written long 

afterwards (with apologies to those who believe in an early date for 

John) will it be safe to identify both servant and disciple (john 

18:10). Unfortunately John does not mention the incident of the 

young man in the garden, or the mystery might be solved by the 
giving of a name. 

All that this proves is early dating for Mark’s Gospel, irrespective 

of whoever wrote it. The detail certainly shows that the author of 

the gospel had access to genuine eye-witness accounts of these last 

days in Jerusalem; but even so, it is more likely to be accidental rather 

than deliberate witness; a vivid and inconsequential memory of an 

insignificant fact is a hallmark of truth. Nevertheless, even if it were 

proved that this young man in the garden was Mark (which is un- 

certain), it still would not prove that he had written the gospel now 
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associated with his name: it would prove only that he had been pres- 
ent during the events. 

As far as any solid proof goes, we are therefore left with an ‘or- 
phan gospel’. But then, a first gospel does not need an author’s name 
to distinguish it and guarantee it, if there are as yet no other gospels, 
whether orthodox or heretical. Of course, if we are part of the dwin- 

dling group who still reject Marcan priority (e.g, Butler and Farmer) 

the problem still remains, for we must assume that other gospels like 
Matthew were already in existence. 

We shall later consider the relationship of this gospel to the 

other gospels, and also consider in detail the evidence of tradition, 

for what it is worth. Enough here to say briefly that internal com- 

Ppatison suggests to most scholars that this was the first of the 

gospels to be written, and that tradition unanimously ascribes this 

gospel to Mark. Tradition is also unanimous that this Mark was the 

John Mark mentioned in several places in the New Testament (e.g. 

Acts 12:25) — perhaps not surprisingly since no other Mark is men- 

tioned in Scripture, although the name was fairly common. Now, in 

view of the comparative unimportance of this particular Mark, it is 

hard to see why an ‘orphan gospel’ should be fathered on him in the 

absence of any internal evidence pointing to him. Had it been fa- 

thered on a well-known apostolic figure like Peter, that would have 
been another matter, and good reason could be seen for it. Since (as 

we shall see) the same church tradition, rightly or wrongly, consid- 

ered Peter to be the ultimate source of information contained in 

Mark’s Gospel, the failure to credit the gospel directly to Peter is even 

more remarkable. Later apocryphal gospel-writers had no such 

scruples and cheerfully attributed another gospel to Peter. The only 

explanation of the failure to do the same here must be a strong early 

tradition to the contrary, and this should therefore not be rejected 

lightly. 
Leaving this aside for the moment, however, if the gospel was 

written or compiled by Mark, what do we know of him? Barnabas, 

his cousin (Col. 4:10, see BAGD and MM for the meaning of 

anepsios), was a ‘Hellenist’, a wealthy Greek-speaking Jew from 

Cyprus, of Levitical family (Acts 4:36), so it is highly likely that Mark 

had shared this Greek-speaking overseas background too. Admit- 

tedly, Mary, John Mark’s mother (probably a widow, since in charge 
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of a household), appears as living in Jerusalem, where sometimes at 

least the church gathers at her home (Acts 12:12). But it was not un- 

usual for wealthy and pious Hellenist widows to move to Jerusalem 

in the later years of life, in order to die in the holy city. For the pres- 

ence of numerous ‘Hellenist’ widows in Jerusalem we may also 

compare the account of the rift between two groups of widows, Heb- 

tews and ‘Hellenists’, in the early church (Acts 6:1). Barnabas of 

Cyprus also appears as living at Jerusalem (Acts 4:36; 11:22), like 

Simon of Cyrene (Matt. 27:32), showing that overseas Jews were not 

uncommon residents of the city. John Mark may therefore have 

actually grown up in Jerusalem; in any case, he would have been 

familiar with the city and the apostolic figures of the church there, 

although he was not apparently a direct disciple of Jesus. The seem- 

ing lack of close knowledge of Palestinian geography in the gospel 

is, however, a problem here. 

Barnabas had apparently donated all his property to the infant 

church (Acts.4:37). It is possible that Mary had done the same, and 

that may be why we find the church meeting in her house; but it is 

a pure assumption to suggest that therefore this home must have 

held the ‘upper room’ where the Last Supper had taken place (14:15). 

Like several other events recorded in Mark, the supper is anonymous 

in point of place, and possibly for the same reason — the secrecy nec- 

essary in days of persecution. Of course it is more probable that 

Mark’s ‘reading public’ did not share our modern interest in location, 

rather than an indication that Mark did not know the place himself. 

Cypriots had been among the first evangelists of Gentile Antioch 

(Acts 11:20), a type of work to which they had perhaps become ac- 

customed long before, through Jewish proselytization of Gentiles in 

Cyprus. Barnabas and Mark had both already shared in Gentile 

missionary outreach at Antioch in any case, (Acts 12:25), Barnabas 

from early days (Acts 11:22), and Mark from much later, when 

Barnabas fetched him from Jerusalem (Acts 12:25). Mark had even 

shared with Barnabas and Saul one ‘leg’ of the first missionary 

journey (Acts 13:2-5, to Cyprus) until he turned back in Cilicia 

(Acts 13:13) and returned to Jerusalem, where he presumably re- 

mained. After the split between Barnabas and Paul over Mark, 

Barnabas took Mark back with him to Cyprus (Acts 15:39) and pos- 

sibly elsewhere, on his own ‘second missionary journey’. Whatever 
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Paul felt about Mark’s departure at the time (Acts 15:38), in much 
later years Mark appears as associated with Paul (Col. 4:10 and 2 Tim. 
4:11), and also as a close junior colleague of Peter (1 Pet. 5:13), pre- 
sumably in both cases at Rome. 

John Mark, whether or not he wrote this gospel, was therefore 
closely linked with at least three major apostolic figures (Paul, 
Barnabas and Peter), and also associated with several early centres 
of Christian tradition (Jerusalem, Antioch and Rome), while from 

the start he had been involved in missionary work among Gentiles. 

John Mark therefore would have had ready access to much early 

gospel material, and an obvious interest in producing a ‘Gentile 
gospel’. 

So much we can say with safety about John Mark from the evi- 

dence of the New Testament; for anything more definitely linking 

him with the gospel that now bears his name, we must turn to 

traditions of the early church. 

What does tradition say? 

The evidence here is clearly, if briefly, summarized by Taylor in his 

commentary and also by Cranfield in JDB. Early traditions may or 

may not be correct, but it is always wise to examine and evaluate 

them. Certainly they should not be rejected out of hand, for, even 

if they do not reproduce the truth in detail, they may point to it in 

broad outline. Alternatively, if we can see the reasons why these tra- 

ditions arose, we may learn as much as if they were true, at least con- 

cerning the questions that they were designed to explain. This is dou- 

bly so in any area where there are no variants, but only one consistent 

tradition, for, had there been major problems left unsolved by this 
first explanation, other traditions would certainly have survived or 

been invented. Again, while the existence of a unified tradition 

does not necessarily mean that it is correct, it does mean that this tra- 

dition was generally accepted as a satisfactory explanation of the 

known phenomena. The other side to this is that, if some tradition 

survives which cannot be deduced from the facts, or even poses 

ptoblems when confronted with the facts, it is all the more likely to 

be true; for why should such a tradition have been invented? The 

same, of course, is true of the preservation of picturesque but ir- 

relevant details; why should anyone bother to invent details if they 
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ate irrelevant? A modern novelist might deliberately insert ficti- 

tious ‘local colour’, but hardly a first-century evangelist — certainly 

not one as matter of fact as Mark seems to have been. 

In the case of Mark’s Gospel, there is remarkable unanimity of 

ttadition as far as the broad outline is concerned. That may well be 

so simply because there seems to have been only one basic source 

of the tradition: Papias (c. 60-130), a second-century Bishop of 

Hierapolis. Various snippets of a lost work of his composed in five 

books and entitled An Account of the Lord’s Sayings, have been pre- 

served, especially by Eusebius in his History of the Church. As these 

and various other patristic references are conveniently to be found 

in appendix 2 of Aland, they will be quoted from there in a free 

translation, using the paragraph or line numbers of Aland for ref- 

erence purposes. Seeing that Papias, however, is the only primary 

authority for the origins of Mark’s Gospel, it may be helpful to quote 

him in full, whether we believe him or not. Eusebius, who preserves 

him, does not apparently have a high intellectual opinion of him. 

This also the presbyter used to say: Mark indeed, who became the 

interpreter of Peter, wrote accurately, as far as he remembered them, the 

things said or done by the Lord, but not however in order. For he had 

neither heard the Lord nor been his personal follower, but at a later stage, 

as I said, he had followed Peter, who used to adapt his teachings to the 

needs of the moment, but not as though he were drawing up a connected 

account of the oracles of the Lord: so that Mark committed no error in 

writing certain matters just as he remembered them. For he had one 

object only in view, viz to leave out nothing of the things which he had 

heard, and to include no false statement among them. 

Papias refers to someone whom he calls ‘the Elder’, probably ‘John 

the Elder’ (Aland 3), who is described as being a ‘disciple of the 

Lord’, but who is apparently not the same as the apostle John, since 

the latter seems to be mentioned quite separately, although not all 

scholars would agree on this. “The Elder’ is quoted as saying that 

Mark was the ‘interpreter’ of Peter (Aland 15). Papias is here clearly 

dealing with the source of Mark’s tradition. ‘Interpreter’ can hardly 

mean ‘translator’ of an Aramaic original, for it is most unlikely that 

Peter was unable to speak Greek and, if he had done any Gentile 
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preaching whether in Rome or elsewhere, it would have required the 
use of Greek. The word should rather be understood in the sense 
of ‘explainer’, the sense in which the same root is used by Papias in 
his foreword, also preserved by Eusebius (Aland 2). Here Papias talks 
of setting down all he himself had learnt from the Elders, ‘along with 
the interpretations’ which, in the context, must mean something like 

‘along with the explanations’. It is, however, true that just below 

(Aland 16), when speaking of the origins of Matthew’s Gospel, the 

Elder, again as quoted by Papias, uses the same verb ‘interpret’ in a 

more literal and restricted sense. Matthew, he says, drew up his ‘say- 

ings’ in Hebrew, by which he presumably means ‘Aramaic’, and 

everybody ‘interpreted’ them as best he could. But here there has 

been a specific reference to the involvement of another language, a 

factor which is nowhere implied in the case of Peter’s preaching, 

Therefore, if there is anything in this traditional link between Mark 

and Peter, Mark is portrayed not as a translator of Peter from Ara- 

maic to Greek, but as an explainer of Peter. If the Petrine author- 

ship of 1 Peter is accepted, then the relationship between Silvanus 

(Silas) and Peter there may have been somewhat similar to that as- 

sumed between Mark and Peter here (1 Pet. 5:12), for Peter is not 

likely to have used such polished Greek as we now find in the Epis- 
tle. There is little polish in Mark’s Greek, however, so that any ‘edi- 

torial’ activity performed on Petrine material by Mark must have 

been of another nature. 
Papias, or rather John the Elder as quoted by Papias, goes on to 

say that Mark wrote down (Aland, 15) ‘carefully, but not in order, as 

many of the sayings and doings of Jesus as he (? Peter) remembered’ 

(or possibly ‘related’). This may be a defence of Mark against cur- 

rent charges of inaccuracy, or of paucity of material, or of lack of 

strict chronological sequence. It is interesting that most of these very 

criticisms are still made today. They were, however, not likely to arise 

initially in the ancient world, until after the production of other 

gospels, when Mark might well suffer by comparison. 

The reason for these apparent ‘deficiencies’ is next given by 

Papias very simply, by pointing out that Mark had neither heard nor 

followed the Lord himself, but had simply followed Peter, at a later 

date (Aland 15). The implication therefore is that, if Mark was de- 

ficient, it was purely through a lack of direct personal knowledge of 
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the events. Of course, we must remember that Papias is trying to 

prove a point in all this — that written documents like the gospels 

ate not teally as valuable as first hand oral tradition, which Papias 

championed. 
The question could still be raised, however, if Peter was indeed 

Mark’s source, and if Mark was following him, as to why these 

same three criticisms could not be applied more properly to Peter. 

The answer given by the Elder is that even Peter was not simply list- 

ing the Lord’s sayings (Aland 15) but that he was adapting his teach- 

ing material according to the needs of his hearers — exactly as 

‘redaction criticism’ says that every evangelist did later. So, says 

John the Elder, Mark should not be blamed; his only concern was 

neither to omit material deliberately nor to falsify it; Mark simply 

‘wrote down some things as he’ (presumably Peter) ‘remembered (or 

mentioned) them’. Whether the Elder was correct in his view or not 

is, of course, quite another matter. 

The later Patristic traditions add little to this, except some re- 

finements in detail. The old Latin prologue to Mark (Aland p. 532), 

however, does add that the gospel itself was written in Italy, after the 

death of Peter. It also adds the irrelevant (and therefore probably 

true) detail that Mark was nicknamed ‘stumpy-fingered’ because of 

a physical peculiarity. The foolish story that he cut his own thumb 

off, which is to be found in the Monarchian Prologue to Mark 

(Aland p. 539) may safely be rejected as a late explanation of the nick- 

name. Whether the original nickname was ever meant to be taken in 

a literal sense at all is another question. Various minor additions or 

corrections to the main tradition are made by other Fathers: some 

say that the work was written during the lifetime of Peter and not 

after his death; some say that Peter approved it; others say that he 

neither opposed nor commended it, and so on (Clement of Alexan- 

dria, Aland p. 539). These variants, however, do not affect the main 

tradition as to the Petrine source and Roman origin of the gospel. 

The only major departure (a suggestion that the work was produced 

in Alexandria) is late, and is probably connected with the tradition 

that Mark later became Bishop of Alexandria (Monarchian Prologue, 

Aland p. 539), or even that he was finally martyred there. We may 

have only some confusion of names here. 

There is therefore a general consistent view in the early church 
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that Mark’s Gospel was produced in Italy (almost certainly in Rome), 
and that it was dependent in some sense on a Petrine source, being 
written towards the end, or shortly after the end, of Peter’s life, which 
came presumably in the AD 64 persecution (see Guarducci and 
Kirschbaum). This comes with a full recognition by the early church 
of the ‘flaws’ in the gospel, which were therefore as clearly perceived 
by ancient as by modern critics, and allows for selection of material 

and adaptation to teaching needs on the part of both Peter and Mark. 

Nevertheless, there still remain two questions. The first is whether 

the evidence contained within Mark’s Gospel itself is consistent with 

the explanation of a Petrine source. The second is whether the evi- 

dence for a Petrine source is so compelling as to demand this ex- 

planation and no other. Here, every thoughtful reader must make up 

his or her own mind. Most would agree that the answer to the first 

question is ‘yes’, while the answer to the second question is ‘no’. So, 

while we may cautiously use the possibility of a Petrine source and 

a Roman origin (though the two do not necessarily hang together) 

to aid our understanding and exegesis of the gospel, we must not 

make them essential factors in its interpretation. However possible, 

and even tempting they are, either or both may be incorrect, and ex- 

egesis must never be made to depend on an unprovable hypothesis. 

Besides, even if Mark is partially dependent on a Petrine source, he 

must also have used other sources, so that this possible Petrine 

source cannot be exclusive. It may also be worth noting that, even 

if the source of Mark’s Gospel was only the general teaching tradi- 

tion of the early Roman church, this almost certainly depended in 

no small part on Petrine tradition also. Therefore, if direct depend- 

ence on Peter is ruled out as incapable of proof, some indirect de- 

pendence on Peter may be granted as not only possible but prob- 

able, for none other of the twelve (so fat as we know) had direct 

contact with the west. Obviously, to judge from the Fathers, such a 

living source of tradition would be highly valued. Neverthe- 

less, most modern scholars prefer the view that Mark is dependent, 

not on Peter, but on common early tradition. As to the question of 

who the evangelist was, it is not unfair to say that interest has 

simply shifted from that to the question as to how he handled his 

materials. The battle has not been won: it is the battleline that has 

shifted. 
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2. Priority of Mark among the synoptists 

This view, so far as we know, was never held in the ancient world: 

but the question, in this particular form, was not one which would 

have greatly interested ancient scholars. It is therefore a compara- 

tively modern view, still not universally held. For a useful modern 

summary of evidence in its favour, see Stylet’s article in Moule and 

also see Neirynck in JDB Sup.: for the grounds for the opposing view, 

see Butler and Farmer. 

Augustine was probably the first to actually write in detail about 

the literary relationships of the four gospels (On the Harmony of 

the Evangelists’, quoted in Kiimmel). He maintains that the four 

gospels were actually produced and written in the order in which they 

usually appear in our manuscripts today (Matthew, Mark, Luke, 

John), which is a view that may seem simplistic to us. He further 

maintains that each evangelist knew of, and used, his literary pre- 

decessors, which is a view that in principle most scholars today would 

hold, except possibly with reference to John. On Mark, Augustine 

is particularly scathing: ‘Mark comes tagging along behind him 

(Matthew) like a servant, and seems to be his abbreviator’ Of 

course, if Mark had really been written after Matthew, that would be 

a perfectly reasonable viewpoint to take, and indeed has been taken 

(although not so crudely), by scholars like Butler and Farmer. Such 

modern scholars would of course agree that at times Mark ampli- 

fied as well as abbreviated the material that he found in other 

gospels, but it cannot be denied that Mark contains much less 

material in all. 

Before, however, we simply dismiss the views of Augustine as 

naive and based on the mere fact of the order of the gospels, it 

would be interesting to speculate why the gospels were originally 

arranged in their present order. Perhaps it was because there were 

others in the early church besides Augustine, and indeed before him, 

who shared his belief, rightly or wrongly, as to the primacy of 

Matthew. Indeed, as we shall see, there are some who still hold this 

view today. But in any case, in view of the increasing conservatism 

of the Roman Church, it is not surprising that Augustine’s view, once 

expressed, gradually became universal and indeed ultimately manda- 

tory in the Roman Catholic Church until the present century. 
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Nevertheless, in Protestantism since the eighteenth century, the 
view has steadily gained ground that both Matthew and Luke knew 
and used Mark’s Gospel, whatever other sources, written or oral, they 
may have used as well. With various modifications, this is almost uni- 
versally held today. Usually (but not always), the view is held as part 
of the ‘two-document hypothesis’, one document being Mark and 

the other a collection of Sayings of Jesus, often known as ‘Q’. 

These two documents, with the addition of special material in either 

case, ate seen as the basic sources of Matthew and Luke. Naturally, 

this involves the priority of Mark as a corollary. 

The reasons for this view are simple and attractive. Both Matthew 

and Luke follow the general order of Mark. Where they differ from 

Mark in order, it is only one of the two who differs, but never both 

at the same time. The material of all three gospels is very similar in 

wording, often strikingly so. Wherever this wording is altered in 

Matthew or Luke from the wording of Mark, there is usually an ob- 

vious reason — to remove a difficulty, or to smooth over something 

felt to be crude or theologically offensive to later and more sophis- 

ticated Christian ears. The theology of Matthew and Luke, for ex- 

ample, is more reflective and developed as compared with the some- 

what curt statements of Mark. As regards contents, over 90% of the 

material in Mark appears in either Matthew or Luke: to be exact, 

about 90% of Mark has parallels in Matthew, and 50% has parallels 

in Luke. Since both these other gospels are much longer than Mark, 

they obviously contain much additional material, sometimes in great 

blocks, drawn from a source common to both (the so-called ‘Q’) and 

other sources independent to each; but this does not affect their gen- 

eral dependence on Mark wherever he is available to them. 

Nor can it be seriously maintained, with Augustine, that Mark is 

a mere abbreviator of Matthew, although he certainly contains 

much less material than Matthew, if considered as a whole. If he was 

an abbreviator, how could we explain the fact that, where Mark and 

Matthew do tell a common story, Mark often contains far more de- 

tail than Matthew? He would in these cases be an amplifier, not an 

abbreviator; and Mark’s crisp story-telling style seems to make that 

an impossibility. Now, while these statistics can be presented from 

another perspective (as by Butler and Farmer), and it would be 

most unwise to over-simplify the relationship between the gospels 
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(as Styler, in Moule, shows), there seems to most scholars little 

doubt that Matthew and Luke are partially dependent on Mark, or 

upon some other source so close to our Mark in form that it would 

be hair-splitting to deny it the name. We may therefore safely con- 

sider Mark in isolation from the other Synoptics, for he did not use 

them as sources. Of course this does not mean that Mark may not 

himself have used earlier sources, whether written or oral or both, 

and some of these may have equally been known to and used by 

Matthew and Luke. Mark seems nevertheless to have been the ear- 

liest written gospel, in our sense of the word; and this view seems 

so firmly established today that longer discussion is unnecessary 

here. 

For a fuller treatment of the synoptic problem, readers are di- 

rected to Morris on Luke, in this series of commentaries, or to 

Kiimmel or to any other of the standard New Testament introduc- 

tions. For a spirited defence of Matthaean priority, see, among 

modern scholars, Butler and Farmer. Their main arguments are 

that Matthew’s Gospel, which is of course far longer than Mark, con- 

tains all of Mark’s material but for some forty verses, in addition to 

much extra material: that Matthew and Luke share numerous agree- 

ments as against Mark: that Matthew retains Palestinian touches, as 

against Mark’s alleged signs of Pauline influence, and his adaptations 

of the tradition to Graeco-Roman readers. None of these ate con- 

vincing arguments, however, and most can be turned in the other 

way. For a useful discussion, see “Excursus IV’ in Moule. There has 

also been some revival in recent years of the much earlier ‘Griesbach 

hypothesis’, a theory which postulates a direct relationship between 

Matthew and Luke, with Mark conflating the two (see conveniently 

Neirynck and Furnish in JDB Sup. and Styler in Moule), but this has 

not commended itself widely. The fact that it has been revived at all, 

however, is of some significance. It had been the dominant view 

before the rise of the two document hypothesis. If it has reap- 

peared, it is because not all scholars believe that the two document 

hypothesis has solved all the problems. 

3- Mini-history of gospel criticism 

This section is, like the section above, presented with apologies to 
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the professional New Testament scholar. Its sole purpose is to pte- 
sent to the general reader of this book the bare essentials forun- 
derstanding the general position, of which Lane and Anderson 
both contain short and clear summaries. 

The early approach to the study of the New Testament docu- 
ments (in this case, the gospels) is usually described as ‘precritical’, 

or, more unfairly ‘uncritical’. This is not altogether true, for many of 

the church Fathers were, in their way and up to their lights, acute and 

observant biblical scholars dealing with the facts that they had, al- 

though their interests were usually very different from ours today. 

For centuries this ‘non-critical’ approach (as it is fairer to call it), per- 

sisted, dealing with the text that lay immediately and obviously be- 

fore it, a type of study which, as has been pointed out (Anderson) 

led to just as deep spirituality, even if it is not equally possible to us 

today. Then came the gradual development of ‘textual’ (or ‘lowet’) 

criticism, the attempt to establish the ‘original’ text of the New Tes- 

tament by rigorous comparison of all available early manuscripts and 

translations. This laudable but impossible quest led naturally in due 

course to ‘literary’ (or ‘higher’) criticism. It had been realized long 

before that ‘manuscripts must be weighed, not counted’. This judi- 

cial ‘weighing’ involved also the comparison, not only of whole 

manuscripts, but of literary units, like the gospels, with attempts to 

explain their similarities, differences and possible relationships. 

Attempts were also made to suggest how the gospels came into be- 

ing, and what different sources were used. This is turn led to ‘form 

criticism’ — the isolation, study and classification of the numerous 

separate ‘forms’ or ‘units of tradition’ found embedded in the 

gospels and therefore presumed to lie behind them. Each saying or 

story was carefully considered in the light of the assumed ‘real-life 

situation’ from which it had come, or for use in which it had been 

preserved. Like every type of study, this had value. It lay in the in- 

tense scrutiny given to each individual unit, but it tended by doing 

so, to atomize the gospels. Each gospel became a mete ‘bag of mar- 

bles’, containing many such disconnected units, each unit smooth 

and well-worn with use, but rattling together in hopeless and hap- 

hazard disunity, while the gospel-writer became a mere collector and 

recorder of units preserved and already moulded by the tradition of 

the church. 
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It is not therefore surprising that the next step was ‘redaction criti- 

cism’, based on the belief that these isolated units must have been 

somehow collected, shaped and arranged for a particular purpose by 

a final author or ‘redactor’. Along with this there goes the attempt 

to find out what changes (if any) the redactor may have made to the 

raw material in the course of the process and, if so, for what reasons. 

From this, attempts are made to pin-point the ‘life situation’ of the 

final redactor, his hearers, or his local church. Of the three modern 

scholars whose contribution to the study of Mark’s Gospel will be 

considered briefly, Marxsen belonged to this school. Indeed, it could 

be argued that he pioneered it, for he is credited with the invention 

of the term. Trocmé, whose contribution we shall also try to assess, 

followed broadly speaking in his footsteps, though without totally 

agreeing with Marxsen, and indeed with considerable further 

development of the theory. 

It is not surprising that, as a reaction to this over-analysis, with the 

original narrative receding further and further from sight, a so- 

called ‘new literary criticism’ arose. This saw the Bible primarily as 

literature, not as history or theology, and sought to treat it accord- 

ingly, by the rules of literature. Scholars of this school owe a great 

deal to modern theories of linguistics, semantics and sociology — 

which means that, at times, their work is very complex and difficult. 

One major branch of this ‘new literary criticism’ (although not the 

only one) is ‘structuralism’, and of this, Fernando Belo, whose work 

will be considered briefly, is an example. Put briefly and baldly, 

‘structuralists’ consider any text as a whole, and as it is in its final 

form. The parts to them have meaning and significance only in re- 

lation to the whole. But, deep beneath this unified text before us also 

lie hidden ‘structures’ (hence the name of the school) that alone can 

explain the text. These ‘structures’ ate expressed in ‘codes’. Struc- 

turalism is continually interested in moving to larger and larger 

wholes: the isolated instance is therefore only valuable as illustrat- 

ing this whole. It is not necessary to master this forbidding theory 

(or even to accept its validity), however, in order to appreciate some 
of its insights. 
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4- How should Mark’s Gospel be viewed? 

A. Modern views of Mark 

7. Marxsen 

Form criticism as has been said, when carried out rigorously, had left 
to biblical scholars only an infinity of isolated pieces of tradition, 
totally unrelated. It was therefore left to redaction criticism, as in- 
troduced by Marxsen, to explain how these isolated units were 
welded together into a whole. This could be done (as mentioned) 
only by a definite author with a definite purpose. Even if the exist- 

ing isolated units of tradition had been deliberately strung together 

consecutively by them like ‘pearls on a string’ (instead of chance 

‘marbles in a bag’ recorded at random with no connection whatso- 

ever between them) then the evangelists would still have been only 

collectors and mechanical reproducers of the units of tradition, and 

so indeed earlier scholars had seen them (e.g, Dibelius). Some even 

assumed that the evangelists found their raw material already as- 

sembled in small complexes: they were thus faced with strings of 

‘pre-strung pearls’, and were even less innovative. But if redaction 

Criticism is correct even in broad outline, the evangelists were authors 

in the full modern sense of the word. Units, Marxsen held, were not 

only collected and carefully arranged by them; they were reshaped 
and moulded (some even said, created), for a special purpose that the 

author had in view. Collection and arrangement of sayings by an 

author, for a particular purpose, posed no problem to conservative 
scholars; further than this, they were usually reluctant to go, since 

they certainly could not agree that material had been created with this 
aim. Particular interest is directed by scholars towards any sup- 

posed changes made to the tradition by the redactors, and the pos- 

sible reasons for them, in terms of a ‘life situation’ that can explain 

and justify these changes. Marxsen was a pioneer in this area of 

redaction criticism, although the idea itself was not totally new. His 

book, ‘Mark the Evangelist’, represented for this reason a turning- 

point in Marcan studies. For a convenient, if brief, summary of his 

views see Lane, and also Perrin in JDB Sup. Previously, Mark had 

been considered to be a somewhat pedestrian composition, wood- 

enly reproducing early traditions, whether they were Petrine or not; 

not so however, according to Marxsen. 
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Marxsen sees in Mark an elaborate mosaic, not a bag of unrelated 

marbles nor even a string of connected pearls, and for him this mo- 

saic forms a picture, difficult though some of the individual pieces 

may still be to fit in. The authors of the original units may be face- 

less, but not the final redactor: he becomes a real person with real 

views, aims and even prejudices. His aims, according to Marxsen, 

arise from a particular situation at a particular place and time. 

Whether this situation can be reconstructed with any more cer- 

tainty than the background of the isolated units is a very good 

question. Marxsen believes that it can be done, however, because of 

the larger body of continuous evidence available. This is aided by 

careful comparison with the later Gospels of Matthew and Luke. If 

from this comparison we can establish Mark’s particular interests, we 

may be able to turn, in Marxsen’s view at least, to find out what the 

‘original’ form of the material was, on which Mark worked. 

It will be obvious that the situation is becoming more and more 

hypothetical. Redaction criticism is certainly valuable in the sense that 

it looks at the gospel as a whole, not merely as a chance collection 

of isolated units. It is helpful too in asking the question as to why a 

gospel was written in its particular form and in allowing to the 

author a personality, but it seems to tend inevitably to the ‘de- 

historicization’ of the facts of the gospel. If the gospel cannot 

really tell us of what Jesus did or said, what value has it for us today? 

After all, we may be studying only the mind of the author, or the 

mind of his church. We may not be studying Jesus and his gospel at 

all, but only the proclamation of Jesus by others, in the case of ex- 

treme exponents of this view. For Marxsen accepts not one but three 

levels of ‘real-life situations’ as determinative of the presentation — 

the original time of Jesus, the time when the oral tradition was still 

circulating and the actual time of the evangelist himself. So we are 

at best two removes from reality, unless we are prepared to postu- 

late (with conservative scholars) that it is throughout all these shifts 

one and the same gospel, even if told against the background of dif- 

ferent situations, as is quite possible. Otherwise, the original narra- 
tive disappears further and further over the horizon. 

Nevertheless, a rejection of Marxsen’s views does not necessari- 

ly mean the rejection of all forms of redaction criticism. By exam- 

ining the way in which Mark assembles and puts together sayings and 
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doings of Jesus (which we accept as genuine), we can form some idea 
of his purpose in writing the gospel, and this can be very helpful. 
This is roughly the position of Lane, for instance, who uses redac- 
tion criticism in a more positive, as well as a more conservative way, 
to understand the text before us. 

There are many interesting (though not necessarily convincing) 
suggestions made by Marxsen. He sees the gospel as composed not 
in Rome, but in Galilee, probably before AD 70; it is to him an ex- 

hortation to local Christians to hold fast, during the persecution and 

troubles of the Jewish wars of AD 66—7o0. At least this has the merit 

of setting an early date and a Palestinian background for the gospel. 

He sees Mark as influenced directly by Paul, as shown by his use of 

the word ‘euangelion’ or ‘gospel’, as compared with other evan- 

gelists; this is possible but not necessary. Less convincing in his view 

that the absence in Mark’s Gospel of the standard synoptic gospel 

conclusion, with record of resurrection appearances, shows that the 

Lord’s promise to precede his disciples to Galilee and meet them 

there (14:28) is merely a prophecy of his second coming or ‘parou- 

sia’. This, to Marxsen, is only one part of a stress on Galilee and 

Galileans, which he sees throughout the whole book: but, as he in- 

terprets ‘Galilee’ theologically rather than geographically (as mean- 

ing ‘ministry among Gentiles’ opposed to ‘ministry among Jews’), 

this does not have the significance which we might expect. 

Marxsen was not of course writing a full-blown commentary on 

Mark: his aim was only to show how in his view the evangelist 

shaped and edited the traditional material that had come down to him 

from others. To illustrate this thesis, he isolated and studied the Mar- 

can account of John the Baptist; the significance of the geographi- 

cal references in the book; Mark’s use of the word ‘euangelion’; 

and the Marcan treatment of the apocalyptic matter in chapter 13. 

From the different manner in which all this material was handled in 

other gospels, Marxsen drew his own conclusions; although not 

every scholat would share them. Nor is he convincing when he as- 

sumes that Mark confuses the ‘past’ and ‘present’ Jesus, reading back 

into the lifetime of the earthly Jesus aspects which were actually ‘post 

resurrection’ in the faith of the church. Nevertheless, this is an im- 

portant book, perhaps more for the questions raised about Mark 

than for the answers given, and for its introduction of redaction 
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criticism as a tool for the study of Mark, a tool which has been used 

consistently since his time by most commentators. Lightfoot, 

Nineham and Lane, in different ways, show his influence, as does 

Anderson, but with several penetrating criticisms. 

i. Trocmé 
Trocmé’s influence on Marcan studies can be seen by the number of 

references to him in modern commentaries. It is tempting, and not al- 

together unfair, to say that, if Marxsen is Germanic and ‘thorough’ (if 

uninspiring) in his approach to Mark, Trocmé is French and imagi- 

native. In one sense, Trocmé is a follower of Marxsen, since, in his 

eyes too, Mark’s Gospel is a closely constructed work, highly indi- 

vidualistic, and indeed to him essentially controversial. He, like 

Marxsen, sees the author as the creator of the gospel-form. But he 

goes further, for he sees Mark as an ‘audacious Christian, prompted 

to confront tradition, and those who transmitted it, with a statement 

of the real ecclesiological intentions of Jesus’ (p. 85). Belo, as we shall 

see, objects violently to this definition. The question before the 

thoughtful reader is: Is this really a true picture of Mark or only a 

picture of Trocmé? The reconstruction made by Trocmé is un- 

doubtedly imaginative and brilliant, but not convincing. When he 

says that Mark is “an appeal to history against the institution’, he may 

well be projecting the ideas of a later age. He sees Mark as highly 

critical of the traditions of the Jerusalem church and as the writer 

of a polemic against some individuals at Jerusalem (such as Peter and 

James) in support of the mission of the church, especially of its 

Gentile mission, which he thinks Jerusalem ignored. But we can ad- 

mit Marcan enthusiasm for the Gentile mission without necessarily 

importing the idea of a polemic against Jerusalem. Otherwise, we 

shall be left with a new version of the old Tiibingen theory of a con- 

flict between Peter and Paul, and a theory just as unwarranted from 

the biblical evidence. It may be true that the Jerusalem church was 

not as active in the Gentile mission as ‘Hellenist’ Christians were, but 

there is no biblical data to suggest that Jerusalem as a whole opposed 

the Gentile mission (see Acts ch. 15), though the Judaizets’ may have 
desired to limit its effects. 

Trocmé sees Mark chapters 1 — 13 as a ‘little ecclesiological treatise’ 

(a phrase which again particularly irritates scholars like Belo), rather 
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than as a strict biography of Jesus, which it manifestly is not, in our 
sense of the word. He therefore sees this section of Mark as being 
in itself the earliest gospel; but we may well ask what function it 
could possibly have had as a gospel in such a truncated form. The 
passion narrative, so far from being the climax of the gospel, is to 
Trocmé only a later addition by a ‘humdrum Roman ecclesiastic’, us- 
ing an existing Holy Week lectionary. If this ‘Roman ecclesiastic’ 

were to prove to be Mark himself (certainly not ‘humdrum’, would 

Trocmé be satisfied? For the gospel certainly was produced in some 

such Latinized milieu as Rome, and most scholars would agree that 

a Passion narrative in some form or other already existed before 

Mark’s Gospel. In that case, we could accept that chapters 1 — 13 of 

Mark were Palestinian in origin, possibly even Galilean (especially if 

Peter was one source), and 14 — 16:8 a Roman addition, without nec- 

essarily drawing from this all of Trocmé’s conclusions. We may well 

agree with Trocmé that there is a strong missionary interest in 

Mark, even an interest in a full Gentile mission, without necessarily 

postulating his cleavage on the matter between the Christians of 

Galilee and the church at Jerusalem. 
The ‘downplaying’ of Peter in the gospel, on which Trocmé lays 

great stress, need not be a deliberate theological attack on Peter, 

made at a later date. It is not something in isolation but is part of the 

general ‘downplaying’ of the twelve which characterizes the whole 

gospel. It could either be Petrine modesty (if we hold to a Petrine 

source) or primitive frankness (if we do not). Apostles, it has been 

well said, did not acquire haloes or superhuman stature until well af- 

ter the first century. Mark or his source may simply have described 

the apostles as they really were, to the horror of later Christians, who 

tried to soften the hard facts here too, as they did in other areas of 

Mark’s Gospel. Some editors hold that Mark was motivated by a 

strongly ‘paraenetic’ or instructional interest in portraying the apos- 

tles in this light (Schweizer); he wanted to warn us of the dangers that 

face all Christians. This may well be so: but how could he do this bet- 

ter than by showing the apostles as they actually were in all their 

weakness? 

To say, with Trocmé, that the gospel is ‘deficient in ethical teach- 

ing’ is quite unfair, while it is true that long continuous collections of 

the ethical teaching of Jesus do not appear in Mark, as they do in 
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other synoptists. Perhaps such collections were preserved separately 

in early days in ‘teaching collections’. We should, however, be grate- 

ful to Trocmé for setting the gospel material early in date, and there- 

fore closet to the events it describes, even if at the same time he some- 

what downgrades the historical and biographical value of the Marcan 

narratives. His concept of Mark as a rugged individualist rather than 

as a gifted literary figure is interesting and provocative, but could he 

not have been merely a typical early Christian? Few would agree with 

him when he describes Mark as ‘neither an ordinary nor a peaceable 

Christian’, even if we were to accept his picture of a Marcan diver- 

gence from Jerusalem views. We should of course have to ask — which 

of the Jerusalem views? Acts makes plain that there were at least three 

different groups at Jerusalem — James’ supporters (Gal. 2:12), the 

Pharisees (Acts 15:5), and the Hellenists (Acts 6:1). These last were 

represented by Stephen, who certainly would have had much sym- 

pathy with Mark; and Peter’s views were very close to Mark’s too (Acts 

15:7-11). Trocmé’s general emphasis on the conservatism of Mark 

shown by his preservation of early titles for Jesus (like ‘Master’ or ‘Son 

of Man’) rather than the use of later and more developed Christo- 

logical titles, however, is both true and welcome. This means only that 

Mark is preserving faithfully the usage of his sources, not that he is 

ignorant of later usage — how could he be? Trocmé’s basic thesis that 

the ‘real life background’ of Mark was a church with major problems, 

both in the form of persecution and in the form of those who had 

lapsed and denied their Lord, may well be true, even if the place of 

origin should prove not to be Rome. Such problems were almost uni- 

versal in the first century, before Christianity had won toleration and 

even acceptance in the Empire. 

To sum up, Trocmé’s imaginative historical reconstructions are al- 

ways interesting and challenging, and always bear consideration. 

Perhaps his chief contribution has been to develop still further 

Marxsen’s concept of the individuality of the author of Mark’s 

Gospel, and his activity as an editor of his traditional material, even 

if the motives suggested by Trocmé do not always commend 
themselves. 

iit. Belo 

For a third Marcan commentator, Belo has been chosen, not because 
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he is well known (comparatively few traditional New Testament 
scholars will have even heard of him, let alone read his book), but 
because he is typical of a widespread modern movement. He does 
gain passing mention in a footnote in Telford, but this is unusual: 
nevertheless, Belo and his group should be taken seriously, even if 
we teject their viewpoint and interpretations. 

Just as Marxsen and Trocmé were typical of new approaches to 

Mark’s Gospel, so is Fernando Belo, although in his case, typical of 

an approach new not only in one particular direction (the socio- 

political), but in several others also. Increasingly today the whole 

structure of traditional ‘western’ biblical exegesis is coming under 

attack, particularly in countries of the so-called ‘eastern bloc’ and 

China. Outside these areas, the pressure comes primarily from third 

world theologians, especially in South and Central America, and sec- 

ondarily from an increasing group of younger western scholars 

who are influenced by their views. Starting from the truism that all 

biblical exegesis is unconsciously coloured by the background and 

culture of the exegetes, they dismiss traditional western exegesis as 

wrong-headed. A firm belief of this school is that the Bible was writ- 

ten for and by the poor and the oppressed, and therefore that it can 

be understood and interpreted only from their viewpoint. This, to 

them, rules out virtually all past exegesis, and demands a fresh start. 

To complicate this, Belo is also a ‘structuralist’, as well as being a 

sociologist. All this combines to make his commentary extraordi- 

narily difficult, yet at the same time challenging, with flashes of in- 

sight into matters to which more traditional scholars may have been 

blind. One does not have to accept his political or philosophical 

terms of reference to appreciate these insights, which may well 

preserve us from ‘pietistic’ and ‘over-spiritualized’ interpretations of 

Mark. Of course, Belo, just as much as the ‘traditional scholats’ 

whom he attacks, is working from his own fixed (and fallible) pre- 

suppositions, as future generations of scholars will no doubt be quick 

to see. 
But, for Belo, his terms of reference are fundamental. He scourges 

those who ate preoccupied in exegesis of Mark with the meta- 

physical problems of evil and suffering (about which he says that we 

can do nothing) and ignore the practical problems of poverty and 

oppression (where he says that we could and should do so much). 



44 MARK 

Study of ‘forms’ and ‘redaction history’ alike are rejected by him as 

‘bourgeois’, his ultimate adjective of abuse. His ‘structuralist’ views, 

as well as his political background, show clearly here. He is more con- 

cerned with the finished product in the text before us than with 

its past history. This is a healthy emphasis, but not when it leads 

him to be equally impatient with scholarly concern about the ‘his- 

toricity’ of any incident or saying of Jesus. He has no patience with 

a ‘kingdom not of this world’, a kingdom which ignores what he calls 

the ‘economic component’ of the gospel. The ‘interiorizing’ and 

‘personalizing’ of salvation are unpardonable sins to him; and ‘lib- 

eral’ and ‘conservative’ scholars in his eyes have been equally guilty 

of these sins in the past. Exegetical erudition he says, quite correctly, 

can easily miss the plain meaning of the text. Trocmé and other com- 

mentators therefore come in for stern words of criticism on these 

grounds. Belo rightly stresses the physical nature of many of Christ’s 

‘deeds of power’ as recorded in Mark’s Gospel — healings, feedings 

and so on. We can, he maintains, too easily ignore or ‘spiritualize 

away these in a commentary, looking only at some presumed ‘meta- 

physical significance’ of the text. He will have nothing of the com- 

mon theological understanding of the word ‘poor’ in Scripture as 

meaning ‘not only a social class, but also those whose submissive, 

trusting, joyous faith is summed up in an attitude of religious ex- 

pectation’. This, to him, is the ultimate extreme of ‘bourgeois 

exegesis’ and totally mistaken, although to many scholars it may seem 

the plain biblical meaning. Here, as often, Belo reacts too strongly 

to a perceived abuse, and is creating a false antithesis. 

What are we to make of all this, and what are the positive values of 

Belo’s approach? Evangelical scholars of recent years would gladly 

agree with Belo that there is always a danger of divorcing the gospel, 

whether in Mark or the other evangelists, from its practical this- 

worldly consequences (in this case, a danger of evacuating the word 

‘poor’ of any real meaning), although it is also true that the danger was 

far greater in former years than it is today. We can also recognize, with 

Belo, the primarily physical nature of many of Christ’s miracles as 

recorded in Mark, without necessarily restricting either the miracles or 

salvation to the physical, as he seems tempted to do at times. 

This same ‘earthiness’, however, also leads Belo steadfastly to re- 

fuse to ‘demythologize’ and explain away either the miracles of 
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Jesus, or even the resurrection, although he cautiously regards this 
as an ‘open ended’ question. This is certainly a healthy reaction to 
the scepticism of some other scholars. Less happy is his distinction 
between a supposed original ‘Messianism’ of Jesus, and later ‘the- 
ologizing’ about Jesus, of which, to Belo, the other Evangelists and 
Paul, if not the editor Mark himself, are examples. The doctrine of 
Christ and the doctrine of salvation are both involved in this, and 

no conservative scholar could agree with him here. In any case, if 

Paul was converted within a year or two of the crucifixion of Jesus 

(so both Ogg and Hengel), and was writing his letter to the churches 

within twenty years of it, he can hardly be accused of ‘late’ views. 

There are, however, many other insights in Belo which are also 

valuable and refreshing. He rightly stresses the small first-century ‘ec- 

clesial communities’ as being Mark’s background, rather than the 

great formal ‘Ecclesia’ of later days. This is important when con- 

sidering the origins of Mark’s Gospel in and for such small groups 

ot ‘house churches’. Too many modern commentators are anachro- 

nistic in their concept of the early church, which must have been 

more like the church of China today than a highly organized west- 

ern chutch. When he recalls us to the study of the ‘Messianic nat- 

rative of Jesus’, and calls us, as exegetes, to situate ourselves within 

the texts and not outside them, we would all agree, even if ‘Messiah’ 

for him does not always mean all that ‘Christ’ means for us. He is, 

in addition a ‘structuralist’, and therefore calls us to deal with the text 

of Mark as a whole, and as it now is. This is a welcome move away 

from the piecemeal approach of the past, with its engrossment in 

questions of origins and development of material. 

Above all, the conservative scholar will be grateful to Belo for his 

warning against a selfish and personalized pietism, which ignores the 

practical demands of Jesus as presented in Mark, and smoothes over 

his plain teaching on wealth and poverty, although few of us could 

agree with Belo that Jesus preached ‘class struggle’ or had no place 

for the rich. If Fernando Belo has passionately over-reacted to er- 

rot, none of us can blame him, for he speaks with faith, passion and 

naivety, out of his own agonized experience. 

iv. What can we learn from these modern approaches? 

If a study of modern views of, and approaches to, Mark is to be 
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anything other than an interesting form of theological archaeology, 

it must affect our approach and exegesis today. What then have these 

three scholars to teach us? Many of the positive insights of Marxsen 

and those redaction critics who followed him will be found em- 

bodied in Lane, Anderson and Schweizer. Redaction criticism has 

rightly taught us to consider the personality and situation of the 

evangelist as well as of his sources and hearers. Of course every new 

theory tends to ‘over compensate’, and redaction criticism is no ex- 

ception to this rule. Nevertheless, the concept of an individual 

moulder of the gospel material, with a particular purpose in view, is 

the abiding legacy of redaction criticism. We may take this thought 

further, and accept that the author selected and arranged, and per- 

haps even himself explained, already existing material in order to 

achieve this purpose. But as we have no gospel material earlier in date 

than Mark, this would be difficult to prove, and comparisons with 

Matthew and Luke may only be misleading. That Mark edited his 

work with reference to the needs of some local church also seems 

reasonable enough, although it would be dangerous to draw from the 

Marcan material anything more than tentative and general conclu- 

sions about the locale, circumstances and problems of that local 

church. 

There is good reason, however, for not being prepared to go any 

further; there is certainly no need to accept any theory of the crea- 

tion of material by the redactor to further his supposed theological 

purposes. But, having said all this, it is only fair to point out that this 

process of ‘redaction’ is, in broad outline, only what the early church 

had always held (perhaps in a somewhat simplistic form) about 

Mark and his Gospel, or even about Peter, Mark’s assumed source. 

We do not have to accept Marxsen’s more extreme views to agree 
with this type of redaction. 

As tegards Trocmé, if Marxsen made the author of Mark a per- 

son for us, then Trocmé individualized him still further by what may 

seem to some to be an over-subjective and over-imaginative ex- 

egesis. His theories are fascinating, but intellectually and theologically 

unconvincing, His mistake is to import a level of sophistication into 

first-century Christendom which is most unlikely to have existed in 

the case of Mark, whatever of Paul. That Mark and Paul were con- 

temporaries or even colleagues by no means proves that they were 
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of equal theological stature. It may well be that (as Trocmé claims) 
the place and mission of the church and of its ‘shepherds’ are in fact 
the two great themes of Mark. But if so, these themes may simply 
have been unselfconsciously adopted by Mark as being two themes 
that arose naturally in the life of the early Gentile church. There is 
no hint in Mark’s Gospel that either of them were controversial top- 
ics. Trocmé, in spite of all his presentation of Mark as an ‘audacious 

Christian, boldly confronting Jerusalem church tradition’, rightly says 

that we must not yield to the modern romantic notion of an indi- 

vidual standing alone against the whole. He sees Mark rather as 

spokesman of a minority group. But why can he not be a spokesman 

of the whole group, in early days, especially since his approach is so 

similar to that to be found in the pre-Pauline Jerusalem speeches of 

the early chapters of Acts? Trocmé, to prove his point, must first 

prove that, at an early date, there were ideas circulating at Jerusalem 

which conflicted with those expressed in Mark. True, some of 

Paul’s letters were circulating before Mark’s Gospel, but, while per- 

haps more developed theologically, they in no sense conflict with 

Mark. Nevertheless, while Trocmé’s hope that his ‘cautious circling 

around the problem’ (of Jesus) ‘has prepared the ground for a 

frontal attack’ may be vain, yet we can learn from him the need for 

a sensitive and imaginative probing of the gospel materials contained 

in Mark, even if Trocmé’s own particular conclusions seem at times 

far-fetched and unlikely. His influence can be seen in the careful con- 

sideration given to his views by later commentators, even by those 

who reject them. 
With Fernando Belo, it is very different, although, because he is 

less known to orthodox scholarship, his influence has been more lim- 

ited. His challenge is probably the deepest of all. At the moment 

when we most disagree with him, he has most to teach us, though 

not perhaps in the way that he intends. He represents a serious, if 

perhaps at times mistaken, attempt to escape from modern western 

ptesuppositions and assumptions, and to look at the gospel ma- 

terial through new eyes and in a fresh way. We can all learn from this, 

even if we do not necessarily agree with him when he insists that his 

was the way in which the early Christians saw and interpreted gospel 

events. After all, his frame of reference is just as ‘modern’ and 

‘western’ as any other form of twentieth-century thought, as indeed 
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Belo himself admits, when turning to analyse first-century Pales- 

tinian society. To that extent, we are both of us alike applying alien 

and external ‘grids’ to the gospel material; but at least we have been 

well and truly warned by him of the dangers of our own particular 

‘grid’. When he urges us to use the gospel itself as a ‘grid’ to read 

the events of the gospel, we can only add our hearty amen. Above 

all, we must attempt, in our exegesis as well as in our Christian liv- 

ing, to be fair to the gospel, and to avoid ‘spiritualizing’ it to the ex- 

tent where we evacuate it of any concrete this-worldly demands. Belo 

may have ovet-tipped the balance to one side; that does not excuse 

us from ovet-tipping it to the other side, as we have sometimes done 

in the past. 

In a world where thousands of millions perish for want of Chris- 

tians to preach the love of God that alone can bring eternal life, and 

yet where, as well, millions still starve and suffer for want of Chris- 

tians to show the same love of God in action, this biblical balance 

between faith and loving action may well be for Christians today ‘the 

article of a standing or falling church’, as our ancestors centuries ago 

described the doctrine of justification by faith. Belo, even if by over- 

emphasis, shows us that this is the balance maintained by Mark, the 

first and greatest of the missionary gospels of the early church. We 

may not ‘spiritualize away’ the miracles or the practical implications 

of the teaching of Jesus recorded in the gospel, any more than we 

may ‘materialize away’ (or ‘politicize away’) salvation and the gospel. 

This is the balance that we must maintain today at all costs, without 

allowing any polarization between the two. 

B. Signs of Peter's influence 

Older commentators, like Turner, took this for granted, presumably 

on the basis of the patristic tradition. Now, it is not seen by most 

commentators to be so obvious; indeed, as the Jerusalem Bible 

says, it is now ‘widely maintained that the tradition radically over- 

simplifies the relationship of Mark’s Gospel to Peter’s preaching; at 

most, the connection is remote and tenuous.’ It has been already 

noted that there are basically two questions involved here: the first 

is whether the material found in Mark’s Gospel allows the possibil- 

ity that it had a Petrine source; the second is whether the evidence 

is so compelling as to demand such a conclusion. The answer to the 
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first question was given as ‘yes’ and the answer to the second ques- 
tion as ‘no’. Certainly we should not assume Petrine influence too 
widely, as perhaps the first edition of this commentary did: that 
would be unwarranted. But in view of the universal early tradition 
of a Petrine source, and the fact that internal evidence certainly does 
not rule it out, we should not reject it out of hand in every instance. 

Lane makes a good point in demonstrating that the outline of 

Mark’s Gospel follows fairly closely the ‘skeleton’ of the Pettine 

preaching, as preserved in Acts 10:36—41. But Dodd was probably 

more correct in describing this as the general apostolic preaching, 

rather than merely Petrine, for we have no reason to suppose that 

Peter’s preaching was in any significant way different from that of 

the other apostles. All that has been proved in fact is that Marcan the- 

ology is thoroughly consistent with that of the early apostolic com- 

munity at Jerusalem, of which Peter is a representative. That we 

would have already expected, on other grounds, especially if Mark 

had lived in Jerusalem in early days (Acts 12:12). But it does refute 

Trocmé’s view that there was a deep theological rift between two 

groups, the Marcan (presumably Trocmé means ‘Galilean’), and 

Jerusalem churches. Nevertheless, to this limited extent at least, the 

evidence is consistent with the tradition of a Petrine source, although 

we must distinguish between broad outline and detail. 

When we come to the material actually contained in the gospel, 

the evidence is equally general rather than specific. Certainly there 

ate stories in Mark in which Peter plays a prominent part (e.g. 8:29); 

but then, if we accept Matthew’s evidence (Matt. 16:18), Peter 

played a leading role among the disciples in any case. Whoever 

wrote the gospel would have to acknowledge this leading position 

of Peter, whatever his own particular source or sources, if he was 

to hold to the truth. There are also accounts of incidents like the 

transfiguration (9:2), or the prayer in Gethsemane (14:33), where only 

the ‘inner three’ were present (Peter, James and John) and where any 

account of these incidents must have come from one of the three, 

initially at least. It need not have come directly, however; the three 

must surely have told their fellow-apostles (but see 9:9—-10). One 

might just as well argue that the source behind Mark’s Gospel was 

Jesus himself because the gospel contained accounts of incidents 

like the temptation, for instance (1:13), of which only Jesus initially 
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had first hand knowledge. Nevertheless, none of these aspects are 

at all inconsistent with a Petrine source, and may well indicate it. 

We are on far more uncertain ground when we attribute vivid de- 

tails in Mark (found in descriptions of events at which Mark could 

not himself have been present) to Peter. Such details are certainly at- 

tributable to some eyewitness present on the occasion, but not nec- 

essarily to Peter. Also somewhat subjective is the view that, if Peter 

is shown in a very human light in this gospel, it is a necessary sign 

that Peter himself stands behind the story. It may well be so; but it 

may be only another sign of early date, when any idealization was still 

far from the thoughts of the disciples. This is strengthened when we 

remember that many of these realistic aspects ate either omitted or 

‘softened dowr’ in later gospels, when veneration of the apostles was 

presumably increasing. The position is therefore identical here; the 

argument for a Petrine source is possible, perhaps even attractive, but 

not compelling. 

Perhaps, as many commentators have noted, the most likely of all 

the stories in Mark to be ‘Petrine’ in origin is the account of the heal- 

ing by Jesus of Peter’s mother-in-law (1:29—31). But even here, it 

seems a total mistake to try (with Lane) to recast the anecdote into 

the first person, as being an example of Peter’s preaching. After all, 

we could equally well do this with any incident in which Peter ap- 

pears, particularly if he appears prominently. This does not mean that 

Mark may not rely here, either in part or largely, on a Petrine source; 

it does, however, mean that we should not make our exegesis de- 

pendent upon the hypothesis. It is more likely that here, as elsewhere, 

Mark is recording a local church tradition that took its origins largely 

but not exclusively from the preaching of Peter. If the gospel was 

indeed written in Rome, this would be very natural, but this again is 

an unproved assumption. 

For those who accept the Petrine authorship of 2 Peter, it is clear 

that he was intending to make some attempt to record his line of tra- 

dition in writing before his own death (2 Pet. 1:15). Whether he ever 

did so record it, we do not know: even if he did, we have no proof 

that Mark was the agent, although this was obviously the belief of 

the early church, perhaps drawn from this very verse in 2 Peter. 

Nevertheless, while this may not be a proof, it is at least another 

‘pointer’ in the same general direction. 
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C. Some early criticisms 

We must not think that Mark was universally and highly esteemed 
by the early church as a gospel. On the contrary, Mark was often 
either criticized or neglected on several clearly stated grounds, which 
still remain valid today. For a spirited defence of Mark in some of 
these areas, see Johnson and Andersen: yet the questions still remain, 
and should therefore be considered briefly. 

Why should anyone want to read Mark’s Gospel? That was cer- 

tainly the reaction of many in the early centuries, as can be seen from 

the almost total lack of commentaries on Mark, as compared with 

the number of commentaries written on other Synoptic Gospels. 

The reason for this neglect was simple; Mark’s material was largely 

repeated in the other longer gospels, which also contained much ad- 

ditional matter. Augustine, it will be remembered, had crushingly said 

that Mark was only a follower and an abbreviator of Matthew, so it 

was natural that Matthew rapidly became the favourite church 

gospel, to judge from its use in early church lectionaries. Modern 

scholars would not take this low view of the value of Mark’s Gospel. 

Indeed, they would value Mark highly as a primary synoptic source, 

but they too would be the first to admit that he is limited in certain 

areas, often those to which attention was drawn by the early church. 

It is not until Mark is directly compared with the other gospels, 

however, that the extent of his so-called limitations, whatever their 

explanation may be, can be seen. For instance, Mark has no birth sto- 

ries and no record of resurrection appearances; in that sense, Mark’s 

is a gospel with neither beginning nor ending. There may well be 

good theological reasons for the apparent total omission of the res- 

urrection appearances; but either Mark did not know of the virgin 

birth (which seems strange to us) or he did not think it necessary to 

record it in his gospel, as both Matthew and Luke did. Unlike Luke, 

Mark has no elaborate cross-dating of important events; indeed, in 

the whole gospel, there are only the vaguest and most general ref- 

erences to time. His geographical references are often equally vague. 

He does not seem therefore to have been concerned to set Jesus 

firmly in history, as Luke was. Further, although Mark frequently 

mentions Jesus as teaching (1:21), and must surely have known the 

content, he nowhere gives a long connected account of Christ’s 

teaching, like Matthew’s sermon on the mountain (Matt. 5 — 7) or 
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Luke’s parallel sermon on the plain (Luke 6:17—49), or even John’s 

‘discourses’ (John 14 — 16). Was the content of Jesus’ teaching not 

so important to Mark as it was to other evangelists, or is there some 

other explanation for its omission in the gospel? 

If we turn to doctrine, the Holy Spirit is mentioned only half a 

dozen times in the whole of the gospel, and then usually in con- 

nection with Jesus himself (1:10, 12 etc.) and more in the sense of 

a divine power than of a divine person (13:11). It almost seems as 

if the doctrine of the personality of the Holy Spirit is not fully 

expressed in the material recorded in Mark. 

When we come to the titles of Jesus, they seem very restricted in 

Mark, compared with the wider range found in later gospels. For in- 

stance, in Mark Jesus accepts the title of ‘prophet’ for himself (6:4, 

15). He is often called ‘rabbi’ or ‘teacher’ by others (9:5 NIV; 10:17), 

and frequently he uses the title ‘Son of man’ to describe himself 

(2:10; 8:38). But he is not called ‘Lord’, the great New Testament ti- 

tle for Christ, except in polite address by others (e.g. 7:28) where the 

word probably means only ‘sir’, as in modern Greek (11:3 should per- 

haps be translated ‘the owner’, not ‘the Lord’). As for the title 

‘Christ’ or ‘Messiah’, in Mark’s Gospel it seems as if Jesus deliber- 

ately avoided using it of himself and discouraged its use on the part 

of others (8:29—30), until his trial before the high priest (14:61—62). 

There may well be good reason for this ‘messianic secret’, as the- 

ologians of the past have called it; but the stubborn fact still remains. 

The same is true of a title like “Son of God’, in the body of the 

gospel. Demons (3:11) and Gentiles (15:39) might use it of Jesus, but 

not disciples; indeed it seems as if Jesus himself actively discouraged 

its use (1:34). Again, there may well be a good reason, but the facts 

remain the same: what is the explanation? 

All this proved somewhat of an embarrassment, to say the least 

of it, to the early Fathers, but there was worse still to come. In Mark’s 

Gospel, Jesus openly proclaims his ignorance of the exact date of 

the last days (13:32), although aware that they are to come soon 

(13:30). In some manuscripts of Mark, Jesus is described, admittedly 

by Galileans who do not believe in him, as ‘the carpenter’s son’ (6:3), 

a phrase which later orthodoxy would never have tolerated: indeed, 

perhaps that is why other manuscripts read at this point ‘the car- 

penter’. Mary herself, in Mark, seems to have been as unbelieving as 
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the brothers of Jesus (3:21, 31); certainly, she is never held up in this 
gospel as an example of faith. Jesus himself, in Mark, displays strong 
and very human emotions, such as anger (1:43; 3:5) and grief (14:3 3— 
34). The Samaritans, who appear frequently in other gospels, might 
as well not have existed, as far as Mark is concerned; he also records 
much less of Jesus’ concern for Gentiles, women, or children. As for 

the disciples, they all make a poor show in Mark: their faults are ob- 

vious, including Peter’s (8:33; 14:37). They take only a minor share 

in the preaching activity of Jesus (6:7-13) when compared with 

Luke’s account (Luke 10:1—12). Indeed, apart from 6:30, Mark does 

not even call them by the honoured name of ‘apostles’, used fre- 

quently later in the New Testament, though he does describe them 

as ‘the twelve’ (6:7 etc.). True, in Mark, Jesus speaks of the kingdom 

of God (1:15), but he never defines it at all, let alone in terms of 

Jesus’ concern for the poor and oppressed, as recorded in Luke 

(6:20—21). Mark does mention John the Baptist (1:4—8), but only in 

the briefest terms, from which one would hardly guess John’s true 

greatness. Mark rarely quotes from the Old Testament to show 

how Jesus fulfilled it as, say, Matthew does. Contrariwise, when 

Mark records Jesus’ description of the last days (ch. 13), all is put in 

general terms, and couched in Old Testament apocalyptic imagery; 

there is none of the allusion to later historical events which we find 

in Luke’s version (Luke 21). 

When Mark talks about ‘faith’ and ‘salvation’, he usually means, 

by the first word, trust in an earthly Jesus, and, by the second, heal- 

ing from some physical illness (5:34), or rescue from some physical 

danger (13:13), just as, to Mark, ‘following’ Jesus means a literal fol- 

lowing (2:14). There are as yet no immediate and obvious theologi- 

cal overtones to these words, as in later gospels. In Mark, baptism 

is nowhere clearly enjoined (except in the late non-Marcan ending, 

16:16); the Last Supper seems portrayed as a Passover meal (14:14), 

and the disciples are not specifically told to re-enact it. Although 

Jesus is certainly shown in Mark’s Gospel as engaging in prayer (e.g. 

1:35), there is no ‘pattern prayer’ given for disciples to follow. Yet 

Mark certainly lived in a church where baptism and the Lord’s 

Supper were observed, and where such prayer was practised. 

How are we to understand all this? Mark cannot have been ignor- 

ant of these facts. Was he not greatly concerned with them? Did he 
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deliberately omit them for some purpose of his own? All these seem 

unlikely, but there may still be an explanation. The picture of Jesus 

given by Mark is not a popular one today, for the simple reason that 

many of the theological interests of modern Christianity do not ap- 

pear in it. But that does not in itself prove that it is an untrue pic- 

ture, although it may well be an incomplete picture, without the ad- 

ditions found in the later gospels. A Christian social activist, for 

example, would search in vain here for evidence that God’s rule 

means a restructured society: where in Mark is the cry for justice for 

the poor? On these grounds, it might be seen as a ‘privatized’ gospel. 

At least it cannot be accused of being a ‘spiritualized’ gospel; it is too 

‘earthy’ for that — too ‘earthy’ for the taste of those who see John 

as a truly ‘spiritual’ gospel. A Christian feminist might seek in vain 

for the deep concern for women that we find shown by Christ in 

Luke; does Mark then accept the ‘status quo’ of a patriarchal soci- 

ety? A chatismatic Christian will miss the stress on the person and 

work of the Spirit and the stress on signs and wonders (except in the 

disputed verses of chapter 16) which is to be found in Acts; a the- 

ologian may see a limited Christology in Mark (where is Christ’s pre- 

existence?), as compared with Paul; a mystic will miss the sacramental 

overtones to be found in John. But, even admitting all of this, the 

explanation may still be found in Mark’s concept of a gospel. 

D. The answer: Mark’s concept of a gospel 

What was Mark attempting to do when he wrote his gospel? What 

aims had he in view? Mark may not have seen any of these omitted 

factors as being necessarily part of a gospel at all. Seeing that he was 

probably the first to write a gospel, there were no existing criteria, 

either to aid him or by which to judge him. He may have believed 

that the function of a gospel was simply to record the doings and 

sayings of Jesus in the actual language of their time, without the later 

and quite legitimate theological interpretations which he must surely 

have known. In that case, Mark’s treatment of his material would be 

analogous to Luke’s treatment of early material in the opening 

chapter of Acts. We may therefore have been asking Mark the 

wrong questions. Perhaps Mark was tight; perhaps he correctly saw 

the essential scope and function of a gospel, and especially of a mis- 

sionary gospel. It may also be that he, from his situation, assumes 
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considerable knowledge of some facts in his hearers, much of 
which a later gospel would be compelled to spell out in detail, be- 
cause by then the living sources of tradition would have begun to dry 
up: for Papias shows us that oral sources were more highly valued 
than written records in his estimation at least. 

Mark is the earliest surviving written gospel, probably the first real 
gospel to be written, as distinct from various shorter collections of 

sayings or doings of Jesus (cf. Luke 1:1), and possibly a passion 

story. It is therefore hardly fair to contrast Mark adversely with his 

own successors, just because they have refined and modified Mark’s 

gospel-form, a fact which seems undeniable. For instance, Mark ap- 

parently saw that a gospel must be “a Passion story with an extended 

introduction’, but he was probably the first to see this. It is possible, 

and often assumed, that because of its centrality and importance, 

Mark’s unknown predecessors had seen only the necessity of writing 

a passion story by itself, without any introduction (although no such 

isolated passion narrative has survived). All else could be taught ver- 

bally, and so was not recorded in writing. In that case, Mark would 

have ‘worked backwards’ from this ‘set story’ to his full ‘set gospel’. 

Apparently he did not see any reason to preface this gospel by birth 

ot infancy narratives; but then neither did John, writing much later. 

For Mark, the ‘good news of Jesus Christ’ clearly began with the pub- 

lic preaching of Jesus (1:14) and culminated with the cross (ch. 15). 

The question of the somewhat abrupt ending of Mark’s Gospel and 

the lack of resurrection appearances is more difficult, and discussion 

of it belongs more properly to the Commentary. But even assuming 

that originally the Gospel did end with 16:8 (‘they were afraid’), it still 

would have contained an angelic proclamation of the resurrection 
(16:6), admittedly without a full resurrection appearance, although this 

was promised to come in Galilee later (16:7, cf. the promise of Jesus 
in 14:28). It may be that in the first Christian generation, witness to 

the resurrection was felt to be more appropriately delivered orally by 

the apostles themselves. They, after all, had been chosen to be the pri- 

maty witnesses of that event (Acts 1:22; 2:32, and especially 10:41). 

Not every ordinary Christian had actually seen the risen Lord, even 

in the early days. Possibly not even Mark had done so himself, al- 

though Paul records a ‘mass appearance’ to five hundred disciples at 

once, perhaps in Galilee (1 Cor. 15:6). 
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As to the teachings of Jesus, Mark may well have omitted any ex- 

tended record of them in his gospel because he assumed that they 

were already well known to the church of his day, in the form of the 

codes of instruction for catechumens, usually delivered orally in the 

ancient world, even if of a set form (see Carrington, and compare 

the very similar lists of ‘family duties’ to be found in most epistles). 

After all, in Mark’s Gospel, we stand at the transition point between 

the oral and the written. It would be strange if at such a time all types 

of oral tradition were written down initially and simultaneously. We 

may hazard the guess that it was owing to the subsequent appearance 

of ‘secret teachings’ of Jesus, like the so-called ‘Secret Gospel of 

Mark’ (for which see Furnish, in JDB Sup. who considers it a version 

of Mark, not an earlier work), usually of a heretical if not a gnostic 

nature, that it was felt necessary to record in writing the genuine 

teachings of Jesus, as distinct from narrative, in a fuller, and there- 

fore definitive, form. The second reason for the fuller nature of the 

record in later gospels is obvious: it was the drying-up of the apos- 

tolic sources of living oral tradition, and indeed their total unavail- 

ability in many Gentile churches overseas. Even those who do not 

accept 2 Peter as truly Petrine must agree that it states this point as 

a known principle (2 Pet. 1:15), and shows a clear knowledge of the 

need. If, however, the Petrine authorship of 2 Peter is accepted, then 

Mark’s Gospel may be itself the first step in this codifying process. 

As regards many other of the omitted topics, Mark may not have 

regarded them as relevant to his main missionary purpose. This is 

particularly true if his gospel was indeed somehow (directly or in- 

directly,) based on the preaching of Peter, which was presumably, in 

eatly days at least, preaching of an evangelistic nature. If Mark’s 

Gospel is an “evangelist’s gospel’, many questions resolve themselves 

at once. An evangelist is rarely a careful dogmatic theologian, al- 

though Paul is a striking exception. The task of the evangelist is to 

present the ‘bones’ of the gospel clearly and compellingly, not nec- 

essarily fully or in exact chronological sequence. An evangelist, in 

short, assumes much, without necessarily spelling it out in detail, an 

operation which would only confuse his audience at that stage. The 

time for teaching and theologizing would be later, as we can see from 
the other gospels. 

Let us return to what we have postulated — that Mark is designed 
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to give a simple factual account of such events as were necessary for 
his purpose, within the loosest possible of chronological and geo- 
graphic frameworks. He knew that John’s baptism, Jesus’ temptation, 
and the call of the twelve came at the beginning of the ministry, and 
that the passion narrative came at the end; all else has been roughly 
grouped between them. He knew of a Galilean ministry, and of a 
Jerusalem ministry, culminating in the cross. This is not to say that 

in so doing, he has adopted a conscious position, in opposition to 

others; there were as yet no others to oppose and his choice is 

probably quite instinctive and unselfconscious, under (if we will) the 

Spirit’s guidance. Indeed, it probably never entered his head to do 

otherwise. But, precisely because of this, Mark’s evidence is invalu- 

able. He gives us an insight into the still unreflective, perhaps at times 

almost simplistic, mind of the first generation of Christians, and, 

through that, into the oral tradition that reaches back to the days of 

the earthly ministry of Jesus. The same can be said, as Dodd acutely 

saw, of the outline of apostolic preaching recorded in the early chap- 

ters of Acts. Luke has faithfully preserved this in Acts, as he has pte- 

served other early Jewish-Christian material in this section, although 

his own understanding of the gospel is much more developed, 

thanks to the theological depth brought out of the gospel by Paul. 

If Mark’s Gospel was written by John Mark of Jerusalem, then of 

course he too cannot have been ignorant of Paul’s theologizing, but, 

true to his editorial principles, it does not appear in his earlier ma- 

terial. Marxsen finds evidence of it in Mark’s use of evangelion, 

‘gospel’: others find it in his use of //ron ‘ransom’ (10:45): but there 
is no reason to suppose that both of these words do not go back to 

Jesus himself. 
If Mark restricted himself to using a few simple titles for Jesus, 

it may well have been because these were the only titles actually in 

use during the earthly ministry of Jesus. It is also possible that they 

were, in the main, the titles still used by the small “ecclesial commu- 

nities’ (Belo) for which and from which Mark wrote, as we can see 

from the still simple though richer terminology of the early chap- 

ters of Acts. Later evangelists would, in their gospels, quite naturally 

use the later titles of Christ that were current in their own day, even 

when describing the life and times of Jesus, just as they would 

‘smooth out’ what they regarded as careless theological statements 
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made by Mark. Their usage may be slightly anachronistic, but it is 

very natural. There is therefore no problem here, nor any reason to 

criticize Mark on the grounds of a supposed ‘limited Christology’. 

If Mark speaks less directly of the Holy Spirit in personal terms 

than other gospels do, particularly in reference to the life of the dis- 

ciples, it is because Mark’s Gospel, in material if not in date of 

writing, is clearly ‘pre-Pentecostal’ as surely as John’s Gospel is 

‘post-Pentecostal’. Again, this is not to say that the later evangelists 

invented sayings about the Spirit that were of a ‘post-Pentecostal’ na- 

ture, and inserted them in their Gospels, in contrast to Mark. But it 

may well be that, in the light of Pentecost, later evangelists both 

understood and explained old sayings in post-Pentecostal language, 

so as to bring out their full meaning, There were doubtless many 

utterances of Jesus about the Spirit, the true meaning of which could 

be recognized only after Pentecost (cf. John 7:39, and, in a different 

context, John 12:16). Mark is certainly not culpable here; he is merely 

acting as a faithful transmitter of early material. After all, apart from 

John, none of the evangelists have much to say of the Spirit: the 

watershed in New Testament theology is Acts chapter 2, after which 

a tich vocabulary is developed, especially in the Pauline Epistles. 

If the ‘apocalypse’ of Mark chapter 13 is general in expression and 

couched entirely in the language of Old Testament apocalyptic, 

that may well be because the material was originally handed down 

either in written form (cf. 13:14) or orally, in this format, a genera- 

tion before its partial fulfilment in the Jewish War of AD 65-70. If 

this is so, it is reasonable to believe that it preserves the original dis- 

course format used by Jesus (so originally Beasley-Murray, although 

Beasley-Murray has now modified his position considerably: see 

NTS, 29, July 1983, pp. 414-420, ‘Second thoughts on the compo- 

sition of Mark 13”). If Luke chapter 21 interprets the same symbol- 

ism in terms of Roman armies attacking Jerusalem, the reason may 

lie in Luke’s desire to explain the meaning more clearly to the reader 

after the event (but see Morris). This probably springs from Luke’s 

concern to set events in their historical context, not a major inter- 

est in Mark. If we like, we can assume that Jesus gave an ‘inner ex- 

planation’ of the apocalypse to the apostles either at the time or later, 

just as he gave an explanation of the parable of the sower to the dis- 

ciples (4:10-20), although it is not necessary to assume this. In any 
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case, it is certainly not fair to blame Mark for giving an ‘attenuated 
version’ of the apocalypse if his is in fact an accurate account of 
Jesus’ actual teaching on the occasion. 

Seen therefore in the light of Mark’s concept of what a gospel 
was, most of the supposed difficulties disappear, especially if we al- 
low that Mark was reproducing his material in its original form, not 
as interpreted by later and fuller Christian knowledge, and choosing 
his material selectively, to fit his particular restricted concerns. 

5- Aramaisms of Mark 

In this context, ‘Aramaisms’ refers not to points of style or even pos- 

sible ambiguities of translation, but the actual preservation in the 

Greek text of Mark’s Gospel of Aramaic words and phrases such as 

talitha cumi (5:41), ephphatha (7:34), rabbi (9:5 NIV), rabboni (10:5 RV), abba 

(14:36), and the cry from the cross, Eloi, Eloi, lama sabachthani (15:34). 

If Mark’s is a missionary gospel written for Gentiles, circulating in 

some Gentile church centre such as Rome, is not this preservation of 

Aramaic words a contradiction in terms, even allowing that the 

words are also translated in every case? Of course, if we accept a di- 

rect Petrine source for Mark, we can argue that these words were vivid 

Petrine memories, carried over from the original Aramaic tradition 

into the later gospel in Greek. But even without this possible as- 

sumption, their preservation is explicable in terms of unselfconscious 

reproduction of words which already were ‘fossilized’ in the Greek 

tradition as it came to Mark. The evangelist, even if writing for Gen- 

tiles, was not at the stage of sophistication where he would have felt 

it necessary to remove uncouth ‘foreign’ words, as later evangelists 

might do, while he might well think it necessary to translate them. 

‘Foreign’ they certainly might be to most of his readers, but not to 

him, and assuredly not to the first generation of Jewish Christians 

who had handed down the tradition to him. Some Hebrew or 

Aramaic words or phrases actually became so embedded in the sub- 

stratum of the gospel that they passed into the ordinary vocabulary 

of worship of Gentile Christianity, as witness our use in worship of 

‘hallelujah’ and ‘amen’ and ‘hosanna’ even today. Paul shows that 

‘abba’ and ‘maranatha’ were equally familiar to Gentile Christians in 

his day (Rom. 8:15; 1 Cor. 16:22, see footnote in Bible text). 
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Mark’s retention of these Aramaisms is therefore neither a con- 

tradiction in terms nor a conscious attempt to retain an archaic 

flavour (as perhaps it might have been had it appeared in Luke) but 

an unselfconscious retention of a genuinely early feature, whether 

derived directly from Peter himself or indirectly through the general 

tradition. It is therefore in this sense not incongruous with the 

whole nature of his gospel, but thoroughly consistent with it. It in 

no sense supports the theory, however, that an earlier draft of 

Mark’s Gospel was written in Aramaic, although it is reasonable to 

suppose that much, if not all, of Jesus’ teaching had been given origi- 

nally in Aramaic, and that there had at least been cycles of Aramaic 

otal tradition in Palestine itself, certainly in Galilee and perhaps in 

Jerusalem. If Mark had been a ‘translated gospel’, then these phrases 

too would surely have been translated initially into Greek, like all the 

rest, for (with the possible exception of the cry from the cross) they 

have no special theological importance or interest. In fact, it is hard 

to see any logical reason why they were specially preserved in Ara- 

maic rather than a dozen other sayings, delivered in similar circum- 

stances; but, as has been said, the indiscriminate (almost chance) na- 

ture of the memories is typical of genuine oral tradition in all 

languages. Once again, the very conservatism and simplicity of 

Mark’s Gospel is the strongest guarantee of the early nature of its 

material, and therefore presumably of its early date of writing, 

6. Who was Jesus, according to Mark? 

For the purpose of this discussion, we shall simply take the gospel 

at its face value, as it lies before us, as indeed all its early readers 

would have had to do, without going behind the text, and without 

the benefit of later theological definition. 

Let us suppose that we are the first readers of Mark, and that we 

have no other written sources of Christian knowledge about Jesus 

Open to us apart from perhaps a passion story and possibly a few col- 

lections of sayings or miracles. Our church might possibly have re- 

ceived an early Pauline epistle, but that is not likely, and, even if we 

had, it would have told us very little of the earthly life of Jesus. To 

restrict ourselves to the gospel alone may well be an unfair limita- 

tion, for we would first have come into contact with a community 
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of believers in Jesus. Otherwise we would scarcely have been read- 
ing the gospel in the first place, or, more probably, hearing it read to 
us, for ‘private copies’ would have existed only for very wealthy peo- 
ple (Luke 1:3). Most Christians would have to depend upon a “church 
copy’. Indeed, it is most likely that some other Christian would 
have introduced the gospel to us (ef. Luke 1:3—4). So in fact we would 
be reading the gospel within the broad continuum of early Christian 
tradition, which is for us today contained in writing in the New Tes- 

tament. Obviously, not all of this additional material would be avail- 

able to the first-century enquirer, but parts of it would be known, 

whether orally or in writing. Admittedly, several of the Pauline epis- 

tles, and perhaps the Book of Acts already existed, but it is unlikely 

that they circulated widely so early. Let us therefore approach the 

question on the basis of Mark’s Gospel alone, as his first readers 

probably did. The answer will be both interesting and revealing, if 

we still think that Mark’s Gospel contains a ‘minimal’ presentation 

of Christianity. Theological definition may well be lacking as yet, but 

all the raw bones of Christology are present already, as we can see 

by examining even the limited number of titles which Mark applies 

to Jesus in the gospel. 
Mark begins by describing his book as ‘the Good News about Je- 

sus Christ, the Son of God’ (1:1). We may therefore take “Christ or 

‘Messial’ as the first title for examination. Although ‘Chris?’ does not 

have the definite article before it here, nevertheless in spite of that, 

it does not yet seem to have become merely a personal name or sur- 

name (as it virtually becomes in the Epistles). It is therefore still a ti- 

tle, and so, even without the article, equivalent to the Hebrew 

‘Messiah’, ‘God’s Anointed’, whether or not Mark’s Gentile readers 

understood the full meaning of this word. Indeed, it was probably 

an early Gentile failure to understand the distinctively Jewish mean- 

ing of the title ‘Christ’ that led to its later use as a virtual synonym 

(if not an honorific) for ‘Jesus’. It is true that Jesus is never called 

‘Christ’ during the main narrative of Mark, a fact that has led to the 

hypothesis of the ‘messianic secret’, whether in its extreme form (as 

that of Wrede) or in more moderate modern forms. It seems as if 

Jesus, before passion week, deliberately avoided using this title of 

himself or allowing others to use it of him. Nevertheless, Jesus ac- 

cepts the title of Christ-Messiah when Peter gives it to him (8:29), 
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even if he immediately orders his disciples not to tell others. So 

Jesus in Mark is the Messiah, however this term is to be understood. 

Mark’s Gospel certainly suggests that ‘Messiah’ is to be understood 

in a very different sense from the popular ‘triumphalist’ view of na- 

tionalistic Judaism, a view which has been recently challenged, but 

on seemingly inadequate grounds. Jesus, in fact, was not to be a po- 

litical Messiah at all, though a claim to be ‘the Messiah’ was one of 

the incriminating semi-political charges brought forward at the trial 

of Jesus by the high priest (14:61). The title Son of David’ may also 

imply Messiahship (10:47), as mentioned below, although not nec- 

essatily or universally so. Although Jesus does not actually say that 

the Messiah must suffer, yet, as soon as Jesus is hailed by Peter as the 

Christ (8:29), he immediately tells his disciples of his coming rejec- 

tion, death and rising again (8:31), using the term ‘Son of Man’ (not 

Messiah) to describe himself in this context. But this Messiah is also 

‘the Son of the Blessed One’ (14:61), and ‘the King of Israel’ (15:32), 

possessed of supernatural powers (see 13:21-22), for whose com- 

ing at the end of time all wait (13:5;—6, 21-22), so there is always a 

certain ambiguity in this title, between suffering and glory. 

The phrase ‘Son of God’ is omitted by some manuscripts in 1:1, but, 

even if it ought to be omitted here, it makes little difference, for the 

title is given to Jesus later in the gospel (e.g. 5:7, and cf. 1:24 ‘God’s 

Holy One’), culminating in the declaration by the Gentile centurion 

at the cross (15:39), in many ways the ‘high point’ of this ‘gospel for 

the Gentiles’. Whatever the centurion himself meant by this con- 

fession, it is clear that Mark understood it in the fullest theological 

sense. ‘Son of God’ is the title conferred on Jesus by the voice from 

heaven, both at baptism (1:11) and at transfiguration (9:7). It is also 

the title uttered by the demon-possessed (3:11), who recognize the 

true nature of the Messiah, even if they are forbidden by Jesus to 

reveal it (3:12). It is the title put forward as a theological trap by the 

high priest at the trial of Jesus (14:61), and accepted by Jesus as true 

(14:62), though he must have known that such acceptance would 

bring an instant charge of blasphemy (14:64), as indeed it did. Also, 

while in 13:32 Jesus confesses his own ignorance of the exact time 

of the end of the age, yet the clear juxtaposition in this verse of the 

words ‘the Son’ and ‘the Father’ points to this same unique rela- 

tionship of sonship with God. No Jew would ever have understood 
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‘Son of God’ in the loose Hellenistic sense of ‘semi-divine human’ 
(theios anér), as sometimes claimed. A Jew might have thought of the 
term as applying to Israel (Exod. 4:22), or to Israel’s king (Ps. 2:7), 
or to angelic beings (Job 1:6), but, as applied to Jesus, in Mark’s 
Gospel, it is obvious that the title goes far beyond this, and conveys 

full divine status. Judaism did not.apparently use ‘Son of God’ as a 

title for the Messiah: this is a distinctively Christian usage (see 

Mortis, New Testament Theology, page 101). 

Son of man: This is not the place to enter into lengthy discussions 

about the antecedents of this term, for which Cullmann and others 

may be consulted. Initially we may note, with many commentators, 

that there seem to be three distinct usages known to the early Chris- 

tians, whatever their origins. The first is that of an apocalyptic fig- 

ure, returning at the end of time: the second is a suffering figure: the 

third is purely descriptive of Jesus himself. Some scholars have 

tried to separate these figures, especially the first, from the historic 

figure of Jesus. Here we are concerned with the narrower question 

of actual usage within the gospel, and what impression a reader or 

hearer would gain from that alone, since in Mark, ‘Son of man’ is the 

only title that Jesus actually employs of himself. It is therefore all the 

more reasonable (and doubtless historically correct) that there is no 

reference to anybody else using it of him in the gospels (see, how- 

ever, Acts 7:56). But this very usage of ‘Son of man’ by Jesus as a 

self-description poses a difficulty for us. When Jesus says that ‘the 

Son of man’ must suffer, die and be raised from the dead (8:31 etc.), 

does he mean that death and resurrection are inherent in the actual 

concept of ‘Son of man’, or simply that he, Jesus, who calls himself 

the Son of man, must die and rise? As there is no hint in the Jewish 

background that a ‘Son of man’ was ever previously thought of in 

terms of suffering, the second alternative must be correct. In that 

case, we must assume that the thought of suffering and subsequent 

vindication springs rather from the ‘suffering Servant’ concept, 

which will be treated separately. When Jesus speaks of the Son of 

man as having power to forgive sins on earth (2:10) or as being Lord 

of the Sabbath (2:28), the assumption is therefore that he possesses 

these powers in his own petson, rather than as Son of man, since 

again there is no Jewish evidence that the Son of man was ever 

regarded as having such powets. 
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There is of course the possibility that ‘Son of man’ simply means 

‘human’ in general, and that Jesus is a representative human, as 

though he said ‘humanity has power to forgive sins’, and ‘humanity 

is master of the Sabbath’. This, however, seems banal, unless the ref- 

erence is again strictly to himself, as humanity’s unique representa- 

tive. Admittedly, this understanding of the phrase would do more 

justice to its Semitic background, which seems to support the 

general meaning rather than a specific one. 

There remains a whole class of passages in Mark where the Son 

of man is portrayed as coming with power and glory, to be God’s 

agent in judging the earth. This is clearly derived directly from Daniel 

7:13, quite irrespective of any further intertestamental developments 

of thought on the subject. ‘Son of man’ here denotes a supernatu- 

ral and mysterious figure (whether individual or collective), in special 

relationship to God, whose agent he is. Whatever of Daniel or other 

literature, there is no hint in Mark that the phrase ‘Son of man’ is a 

collective term, rather than an individual figure. But it is this Son of 

man, coming with the angels and in all the Fathet’s glory, who will be 

ashamed on the last day to acknowledge those who were ashamed of 

Jesus in this life (8:38). It seems therefore perverse, in such a close- 

knit context, to attempt to separate the two figures of ‘Jesus’ and ‘Son 

of man’ here, especially as elsewhere in Mark ‘Son of mar’ is such a 

consistently self-chosen title for Jesus. If Jesus is the ‘Son of man’ 

who will rise from the dead (9:9), then he must also be the ‘Son of 

mat’ who will come in glory in the clouds, in all the terrors of the last 

day (13:26), where the resemblance to Daniel is particularly close, and 

whose angels will gather his chosen people from the four quarters. 

In view of the direct personal reference by Jesus in 13:6 to those who 

will come ‘using my name’, any separation into two separate figures 

is again perverse. It is this Son of man whom the corrupt high 

priests will see enthroned and vindicated at God’s right hand (14:62). 

This is a highly significant passage, for ‘Son of man’ is set in the con- 

text of the two other titles ‘Messiah’ and ‘Son of God’. Therefore we 

are justified in seeing in this title ‘Son of man’ a supernatural con- 

notation, firmly predicated of Jesus by Mark. While we cannot claim 

a specifically divine sense for the title in itself, yet this ‘Son of man’ 

stands in a peculiarly close relationship to the ‘Ancient One’ (Dan. 

7:13) in Daniel, and therefore presumably in Mark too. 
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Son of David: to the Jews, this seems to have been in the main a 
Messianic title, though not necessarily involving more than earthly 
kingship. When a blind beggar uses it of Jesus in Mark’s Gospel, we 
cannot be sure of its force for the beggar, but we can be sure of its 
force for Mark (10:47). If the crowds used it at the triumphal entry 
(11:9), it certainly has its full sense, for the Messiah was specifically 
connected, in Hebrew thought, with the introduction of God’s 

kingdom, which was to be a restored Davidic kingdom. But al- 

though Matthew has ‘Son of David’ here (Matt. 21:9), Mark does not 

actually make the attribution directly (11:10). The Jews may have 

thought only of an earthly and human Son of David, but, to Jesus, 

the position as ‘Son of David’ clearly involved supernatural status, 

as we can see from the famous controversy story (12:35—37), and was 

specifically equated by him with that of Messiah. This evidence is 

all the more compelling, since the subject was deliberately introduced 

by Jesus on this occasion: it did not simply arise in controversy, nor 

was it introduced as a ‘trick question’ by his enemies. It was there- 

fore a point of importance which he wished to make, to correct their 
limited and humanistic understanding of the title “Son of David’. 

Servant: while in Mark’s Gospel Jesus does not ever actually call 

himself ‘the Servant’ in the exact sense of Isaiah 52:13, he does say 

that the Son of man has come to serve, and to give up his life as a 

ransom for many (10:45). This is clearly a double self-identification 

with the Servant of the servant songs, as portrayed in Isaiah 5 3:10—- 

11 (verse 10, the reference to giving of life for others: verse 11, ref- 

erences to both the ‘servant’ and the ‘many’). While the Servant is 

a mysterious figure, and certainly a divine agent, there is no sugges- 

tion in Isaiah of the divinity of the Servant himself, nor indeed is it 

always clear whether the Servant is seen as an individual or as a col- 

lective figure. Since in Mark, however, Jesus takes the suffering and 

triumphs predicted of the Servant in Isaiah, and uses them to explain 

the work of the Messiah (8:31), whom he certainly sees as a divine 

individual (12:37), and since he accepts this title for himself, the gap 

is bridged. 

This brief study of the titles of Jesus in Mark leaves us with a clear 

picture of Jesus as a supernatural figure, although Mark is not in- 

terested in how such a figure came into our world, nor does Mark 

speculate about any pre-existence. This depiction as supernatural is 
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all the more remarkable in view of Mark’s simultaneous picture of 

Jesus as an intensely human figure, with fully human emotions (e.g. 

14:33—34). If John the Baptist is seen by Mark to be the messenger 

and forerunner prophesied by Isaiah (1:2—3), then Jesus must be di- 

rectly equated with God, for what was originally described by 

Isaiah as the coming of Yahweh is in Mark transferred to the com- 

ing of Jesus. In conformity with this, John describes Jesus as ‘one 

more powerful than I’ (1:7), and claims, prophet though he is, to be 

unworthy to do him even the slave’s service of undoing his sandals. 

While not necessarily indicating divine status, this certainly points to 

it. The so-called ‘nature miracles’, such as the calming of the storm 

(4:41) and the walking on the water ( 6:48), confirm this divine sta- 

tus, since they show Jesus acting as the Creator-God. Perhaps the 

same could be said of the feeding of the five thousand (6:30—44) and 

of the four thousand (8:1—10), for it was God’s task (not that of 

Moses) to feed his people with bread in the desert (Ps. 78:20). As far 

as his enemies were concerned, Jesus’ claim to forgive sins (2:7), to 

override the Sabbath (2:28; 3:4), and to be the Messiah and God’s Son 

(14:61—62) were quite sufficient to indicate that Jesus claimed to be 

divine. The fact that they rejected these claims so vehemently is the 

strongest proof that they actually involved a claim to deity. They 

would never have dared to invent such a ‘blasphemous’ claim, 

though they were ready enough to seize on it and use it for their own 

purposes. 

In no sense therefore can Mark be accused of holding a defective 

Christology, although it may well still be an unreflective Christology. 

Perhaps deep theological reflection would come only with Paul or 

John. Mark’s theology may have been influenced by Paul (although 

this is disputed), who was writing within twenty years of the cruci- 

fixion, and therefore presumably before Mark, but Mark’s ‘raw ma- 

terial’ certainly was not influenced, and he was preserving it faithfully. 

7. What was the good news of the kingdom? 

John the Baptist, whose witness is recorded briefly in Mark’s Gospel, 

sees the work of Jesus as springing directly from his person and po- 

sition (1:7) and defines it as the giving of the Spirit, which is de- 

scribed under the metaphor of a ‘baptism’ (1:8). It seems perverse 
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to understand (with Brown) this ‘baptism with the Spirit’ as refer- 
ting to Jesus’ works of love and power towards the needy, although 
of course they (like all his words and works), were done in the power 
of the Spirit. Since this metaphor of ‘baptizing with the Spirit’ is used 
in the context of John’s baptism, which accompanied the preaching 
of repentance with a view to forgiveness (1:4), Jesus’ work must also 

have been seen in a similar context of repentance and forgiveness 

of sins. In Mark, this phrase ‘baptism with the Spirit’ is not used to 

describe any higher level of spiritual life, but the commencement of 

spiritual life in reality, as opposed to the symbolism of John’s bap- 

tism. Certainly both these aspects are mentioned repeatedly else- 

where in Mark as part of the message of Jesus (1:5 and 2:5). 

The major task of Jesus, and indeed his self-declared calling, was 

to proclaim the good news of the near approach (some would say: 

the arrival) of God’s rule (1:14—15, 38), a concept which is not fur- 

ther defined in Mark, presumably because its content was already 

familiar from the Old Testament to all his original hearers. The te- 

sponse demanded on the part of all was repentance and belief in the 

good news (1:15), which meant belief in Jesus, and a following of 

him (1:17). He taught with a ring of authority (1:22); he expelled 

demons at a wotd (1:27); he healed the sick (1:31); he cleansed the 

leper (1:42); he raised the dead (5:42), all as signs of the coming of 

the kingdom and the defeat of Satan (3:27). To the horror of the 

orthodox, Jesus forgave sins (2:7), indeed he maintained that he had 

come to call sinners, not the righteous (2:17). Presumably, this is all 

part of the ‘good news’ of the kingdom that he proclaimed. He 

proclaimed that to do God’s will created the closest possible of re- 

lationships, far surpassing ties of family and blood (3:35). He there- 

fore summoned all people to do this will of God, as subjects of 

God’s kingdom. Although this ‘rule of God’ is nowhere defined in 

Mark, it is described in metaphors. The kingdom grows slowly, 

silently, imperceptibly, as a crop grows in a field, until the harvest is 

ready for reaping (4:26—29). It seems from the context that the task 

of Jesus, in preaching the kingdom, is only to sow the seed (4:14). 

It will be for God to reap the harvest at the end of all time (4:29). 

For Mark, therefore, this rule of God is at one and the same time 

already present in Jesus and in those who respond to him, and yet 

in another sense it is still future, to be brought in by God. To that 
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extent, the kingdom is eschatological and apocalyptic (as in Revela- 

tion): it will never be fully realized in this world, although some of 

its fruits and signs may be seen and enjoyed already. All this is part 

of the good news of the kingdom. 
There is, however, a cost involved for Jesus, in order to make the 

good news of the kingdom available to all. When Peter greets him 

as Messiah (8:29), a title which Jesus accepts, he at once begins to tell 

his disciples of the divine inevitability of his rejection, death and ris- 

ing from the dead (8:31). This is clearly shown in Mark to be God’s 

path for Jesus, for although the exact reason for it is not made plain 

here, a hint will be given in the ransom metaphor used later (10:45), 

for Christ’s death is the ransom price to redeem God’s people. That 

it is not an easy path for him to tread is shown by his words to James 

and John (10:38) and by his prayer in Gethsemane (14:36). But it is 

only in the context of this prophecy of his death and rising again 

(8:31) that he tells his followers of the coming of God’s kingdom 

‘with power’ (9:1). Therefore it is not unfair to say that, in Mark, the 

purpose of the death of Jesus is to introduce God’s rule ‘with 

power’, and that this reign can be introduced only by the path to the 

cross. 

It is hard to see how this thought of the coming kingdom can be 

separated from the thought of the covenant that will introduce the 

kingdom. We may therefore compare 14:24, where Jesus, at the last 

supper, equates his coming death with the sealing of this covenant 

(whether or not the manuscripts read ‘new’ makes little difference), 

by the usual covenant sacrifice with its sacrificial blood. This con- 

nection is confirmed by the reference to the drinking of wine in 

God’s coming kingdom (14:25), and may also link with the bitter play 

on the words ‘King of the Jews’ (15:2, 18 and 26). ‘King of the Jews’ 

itself is of course a Gentile and political term. Jews themselves, even 

if they rejected the claim in the case of Jesus, would use the religious 

term instead, ‘King of Israel’ (15:32).'The death of Jesus on the cross 

must therefore be the way in which he is to ‘give his life a ransom 

for many’ (10:45), since at the last supper (14:24) Jesus describes his 

blood as ‘shed for many’, which is yet another reference to the task 

of the servant in Isaiah (5 3:11-12). However little of this argument 

a Gentile would understand, the connection between forgiveness of 

sins and the death of Jesus is clear. As goal of the good news, Jesus 
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in Mark talks of ‘entering into life’ (9:43): he equates this with ‘en- 
tering into the kingdom of God’ (9:47). This is in contradistinction 
to “entering Gehenna’ (9:43), with its vivid picture of the tradi- 
tional rubbish dump of Jerusalem (9:44), an interpretation which, al- 
though recently challenged, still seems valid. This ‘life’ of which 
Jesus here speaks, must be, from the context, the life of the coming 

age; it is the ‘eternal life’ which the rich man is seeking in vain 

(10:17). He goes away sadly from Jesus (10:22) and so goes away from 

eternal life, for he has failed to enter the kingdom of God, and is an 

instance of the difficulty that a rich man has in entering the kingdom 

(10:23, 25). But the disciples who obey Jesus, and leave all for his sake, 

will have ‘treasure in heaven’ (10:21) and ‘eternal life’ (10:30). Jesus 

therefore came to bring eternal life, the life of the age to come. This 

life is obtained by repentance, obedience and belief in him, though 

the exact nature of the connection between this belief and the 

death of Jesus is not made explicit in detail by Mark. That, after all, 

is not his immediate aim as an evangelist. 

This is the ‘good news’ of a missionary gospel, as preached to 

eatly Gentile listeners: it will be left to Paul and a later Christian gen- 

eration to theologize and explain it. For an evangelist, it is sufficient 

that he proclaims the gospel message, and sees the response. 

Preaching the good news 

We have seen that Mark calls his book ‘Jesus’ good news’ (1:1), which 

can mean both ‘the good news about Jesus’ (or ‘consisting of Jesus’), 

and ‘the good news preached by Jesus’. In a sense therefore the 

whole gospel is a preaching of this good news by word and deed. 

The task of Jesus as already mentioned was to proclaim this good 

news (1:14), and to call men and women to repentance and belief in 

it, which involves also belief in him (1:15). He must preach the good 

news as widely as possible (1:38); indeed, that was his expressed aim 

and whole purpose. Jesus will heal, exorcize, feed, as signs of the 

kingdom and proofs of authority, but also he will teach and preach 

this message (2:2). We have seen that it is a message concerned with 

the forgiveness of sins (2:5); it is addressed to confessedly sinful, not 

self-righteous, people (2:17); and it issues in a call to repent and fol- 

low Jesus (2:14). But it is not Jesus alone who preaches this message. 

He appoints the twelve specifically to do the same task (3:14). Like 
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him, they are to expel demons and to heal sickness as well as preach- 

ing (3:15). Their preaching, like his, was therefore to have the ring 

of authority (1:27), an authority coming, in their case, from their call- 

ing by Christ (3:14-15), just as Christ’s authority comes from God’s 

appointment of him (implicit in 11:30). As to the scope of the 

good news, Jesus initially restricts the scope of preaching to Israel, 

God’s children (7:27), but he does not on that account refuse to meet 

the need of a Gentile woman (7:30). Others besides his own disci- 

ples may show the powers of the kingdom in their proclamation of 

the name of Jesus (9:38); they must not be hindered or stopped 

(9:39). To leave everything for Jesus’ sake is also to leave it for the 

sake of the good news, so closely are Christ and the gospel con- 

nected (10:29). The spreading of the good news demands costly sac- 

rifice, calling for the abandonment of one’s nearest and dearest 

(10:29), but this sacrifice will be rewarded abundantly even in this 

present age, and in the age to come it will be requited with eternal 

life (10:30). Whoever loses life, for the sake of Jesus and for the sake 

of the good news (again, the two concepts are inextricably bound 

together), will ‘save’ it (8:35). At the very heart of Mark’s Gospel 

therefore stands the proclamation of the good news. There is no 

more important or more urgent task; and it warrants any sacrifice on 

our part, as it warranted any sacrifice on the part of Christ. The 

cross, after all, was the price of preaching the gospel for him: the 

price will not be any less for us (10:39). 

The appointment of the twelve to preach the good news is in 

3:13-15: later in Mark, the specifics of their mission are set out in 

mote detail (6:7—13). They are to preach a change of heart, revulsion 

‘from sin, and turning to God (6:12), all topics that are familiar from 

the prophetic message of the Old Testament. They, like Jesus, will 

show outward signs of the powers of the kingdom by exorcising and 

healing (6:13). So weighty is their good news that rejection of it is 

to be marked by the semi-sacramental act of shaking off the dust 

of the unrepentant place (6:11). This means that the proclaimer of 

the good news is no longer responsible for the coming judgment 

which repentance and response would have averted. Rejection of the 

good news is therefore in itself a self-condemnation, for it is a re- 

jection of Christ himself, by the rejection of his messengers (9:37). 

Thete is, however, clearly envisaged by Jesus a time when the good 
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news must be proclaimed, not merely to Israel but also to “all the na- 
tions’ (13:10). This too will cost the disciples dearly (13:9—13) with 
flogging, persecution and arrest. But this preaching will be done in 
the power of the Spirit (13:11), and it will be one of the signs of the 
last days, before the coming of the Son of man (13:26). Not only so, 

but, wherever the good news is proclaimed in all the world, the sac- 

tificial gift of the woman of Bethany will be remembered (14:9). As 

this act of hers is seen as a symbolic pre-enactment of the anoint- 

ing and burial of the body of Jesus (14:8), it is clear that the good 

news must involve at its heart the story of the death of Jesus. But 

there is another integral part of the good news, mentioned in all 

three passion predictions (8:31, 9:31 and 10:34), although Mark’s 

Gospel contains no actual accounts of its fulfilment. It is the news 

of the rising of Jesus from the dead, to which an angel beats witness 

(16:46), with the promise of a meeting with the risen Lord in 

Galilee. This is the good news which the women are bidden to carry 

to Peter and the others (16:7), although Mark, in his typically blunt, 

truthful way, shows that they failed to do so initially through fear or 

awe (16:8). There is therefore no need for Mark’s Gospel to include 

a separate account of a final ‘great commission’ delivered by Jesus 

to the disciples as a culmination of the gospel, as in Matthew (Matt. 

28:18—19), although such a commission may possibly have formed 

part of a now lost original ending, and was soon added to Mark by 

an early editor (16:15). The command to preach the gospel in all the 

world is implicit in the whole theology of Mark and has indeed al- 

ready been made abundantly explicit (13:10, 14:9). That is why Mark 

is first and foremost a missionary gospel, with a message for us to- 

day: to him, Christianity is above all the good news about Jesus 

Christ, which must be shared with all. 

8. Is Rome the background? 

It is necessaty to ask this question, because many modern com- 

mentaries, ranging from the scholarly to the popular, explain detailed 

points in the gospel with reference to the presumed ‘real life’ situa- 

tion in Rome and the Roman church, in the first half of the first 

Christian centuries (see Lane and Minear). Some commentators, with 

less likelihood, had seen this background as being in Galilee 
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(Marxsen), Antioch, Alexandria or elsewhere. Sometimes these ex- 

planations are helpful; always they are interesting; but is the basic as- 

sumption well founded? And is it necessary to prove this or any other 

theory to produce satisfactory exegesis? Can the same results be ob- 

tained by a more general hypothesis, or do they stand or fall with one 

particular hypothesis? The question has become much more im- 

portant for us than for our predecessors, in that every incident and 

each gospel is now seen against its assumed ‘real life situation’, in 

which and for which it was first preserved and told (or even created, 

in the views of extreme liberal scholarship). This ‘real life situation’ 

is then, in its turn, often invoked as the reason for presumed changes 

in the form or content of the event or saying, as the case may be. If 

this is legitimate (for it may be only a circular argument), to estab- 

lish the original situation is all-important: but can we really do it with 

any certainty? In the case of a New Testament letter, we have some 

hope, for we have clues, if not direct attribution. What of a gospel, 

particularly if it is a ‘first gospel’, and we have therefore no earlier 

material with which to compare it? 

At first sight, however strange it seems, this task looks more 

promising in the case of Mark than of the other gospels. Tradition 

is consistent that the gospel was produced ‘in the area of Italy’, usu- 

ally specified as Rome, for we have seen that the variant tradition of 

Alexandria as background is later, and has a ready explanation. 

Mark’s Gospel certainly must have been adopted at an early stage by 

some ‘great church’ or it would neither have survived nor become 

the basis for other gospels, as it evidently did. As to apostolic source, 

tradition, if it speaks at all, mentions Peter. We may feel that there 

is inadequate solid evidence to support this tradition, but, if we take 

it at its face value, it is at least highly probable that Peter was at Rome 

towards the end of his life (1 Pet. 5:13) and, from the same verse al- 

most certain that John Mark was there also (cf. 2 Tim. 4:11). Of 

course there is even better evidence for Peter being at Jerusalem 

(Acts 1 — 6) and Antioch (Gal. 2:11), also ‘great churches’. We 

have seen that two reiterated themes of Mark’s Gospel, that of 

the persecution of Christians and that of betrayal of the Lord 

(whether repented of later, as in the case of Peter, or final, as that 

of Judas), would suit this particular Roman background. Wherever 

else in the Empire there was or was not persecution, there was sure 
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to be persecution at Rome, since the church was directly under 
the eye of the emperor, and also was of such a size as to attract 
attention. 

Linguistically, all we can say is that the Greek of Mark does con- 
tain some Latinisms but, in the judgment of most competent schol- 
ats, these are no more than might appear in the ‘legionary Greek’ 
anywhere in the Roman Empire, particularly in the great cities of its 

western or Mediterranean half (Funk). Arguments as to whether cer- 

tain Roman coins (like the kodrantes of 12:42) ever circulated or were 

known in the eastern part of the Empire are not really compelling 

in themselves. For a full study of the so-called ‘Latinisms’ of Mark, 

see Lane, or any other of the longer commentaries. 

At this point, frustratingly, the trail ends; and, if we are honest, we 

shall have to say that while the road may lead to Rome, again it may 

not. All we can safely say is that the gospel was produced in some 

such place as Rome, and therefore presumably with the needs of 

some such place in mind. After all, others, on exactly the same bib- 

lical evidence, can argue just as strongly for Galilee as the gospel’s 

place of origin; if such divergent views are possible, then the evi- 

dence may not be as compelling as we think. True, Mark translates 

any Aramaic phrases which he preserves, and explains any Jewish 

customs: but this indicates only a Gentile, not necessarily a Roman, 

audience. 
Externally, if Peter was a source (even indirectly) then he was a 

well-known gospel preacher. Rome was certainly a major centre of 

such evangelistic outreach, as well as being the place where Peter tra- 

ditionally spent his latter years. If Mark was writing a missionary 

gospel for Gentiles, he could hardly have written it in a mote suit- 

able place. But once again we must leave the question of place of 

origin as ‘not proven’, attractive though the hypothesis of a Roman 

background is: we must not make our exegesis in any way depend- 

ent on it, while we may cautiously use it for illustration. 

9. The status of women 

Since the position of women in the New Testament is coming 

under close scrutiny today, we should examine the evidence of 

Mark, the earliest Christian gospel. His evidence will be all the more 
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valuable, since it is not a question to which he expressly addressed 

himself, so that the evidence is not contrived or forced. What then 

does Jesus say about women, as recorded in Mark, for we are not 

merely interested in Mark’s views on the subject? 

Although Mark has no account of the annunciation, the virgin 

birth, or the infancy stories, and therefore says next to nothing 

about Mary, the Lord’s mother, who is indeed named only once in 

the gospel (6:3), and although he does not show Luke’s deep con- 

cern for women, that is not to say that women play a small part in 

the gospel. For instance, the gospel begins with an account of the 

healing of Simon Peter’s mother-in-law (1:31), while it ends with the 

appearance to a group of women of the angel telling of the resur- 

rection of Jesus (16:6), and there are numerous incidents recorded 

in between where women play a major role. 

There is therefore a naturalness and ‘mutuality’ in the relationship 

between the sexes as depicted in Mark that goes far beyond both the 

problems and solutions of our self-conscious modern world. For ex- 

ample, in Mark, Jesus admittedly chose twelve named men as his as- 

sociates (3:14), but he also had a group of close women followers, 

several of whom ate named in Mark — Mary Magdalene, Mary, 

mother of James and Joses, and Salome, for instance (15:40; 15:473 

16:1). Even this inclusion of women was unusual in the ancient 

world, not to mention first-century Judaism. True, Jesus in Mark re- 

jected a claim made on him by Mary because it was based purely on 

their natural relationship (3:33), but he also proclaimed that those 

who did God’s will were as mother and sister and brother to him 

(3:35), where the different words are equally chosen to denote, by 

metaphor, the closest of relationships. 

It was for a young girl, daughter of Jairus, that Jesus performed 

his first recorded miracle of raising from the dead (5:23): it was on 

the way to the house of Jairus to perform it that he healed another 

woman of a long-standing haemorrhage (5:29). This whole passage 

is full of a delicacy fully equal to that of Luke: the embarrassed 

woman is addressed as ‘daughter’ (5:34), the girl as ‘talitha’, ‘child’ 

(5:41). The sick woman’s saving faith is singled out by Jesus for 

Praise (5:34): the girl’s mother is specifically mentioned by Mark as 

being called in, along with the father Jairus, to witness the resurrec- 

tion of her daughter (5:40). This too shows a thoughtfulness and 
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consideration for women rately seen in the ancient world, although 
Mark typically does not comment on it, but merely records it. 

Jesus is, with complete naturalness, identified by the unbelieving 
Galileans as ‘Mary’s son’. There is no need to assume a sneering tef- 
erence here to the virgin birth: if anything, it probably refers only to 
her position as a widowed mother. It is noted equally naturally that 

his sisters, like his brothers, are still living nearby (6:3). True, two 

women, Herodias and her daughter, are recorded in Mark as being 

the direct cause of John the Baptist’s death (6:24), yet the same Mark 

also records that it was a Phoenician woman who won the Lord’s 

special commendation for her humility and faith in seeking healing 

for her daughter (7:29). This is typical of Mark: he suppresses nei- 

ther good nor bad side, in an attempt to make a point, as we might 

be tempted to do in such circumstances. 

No-one ever spoke more strongly of the divine permanence of 

the marriage bond than Jesus did: he saw woman, equally with man, 

as being God’s creation (10:6), and demanded that women, just as 

much as men, should be protected in marriage, disagreeing with the 

current interpretation of the law of Moses (10:11), whereby many 

rabbis allowed a husband to divorce his wife on the most trivial of 

prtetexts. True, on the same theological grounds, he also forbade di- 

votce and remarriage as sternly to women as to men (10:11—12): men, 

like women, were to be protected. That, after all, is the other side of 

‘mutuality’. Some commentators (see Anderson) claim that women 

did not have this assumed legal right to divorce their husbands 

under Jewish law at the time, but they certainly had it under Graeco- 

Roman law, and some may well have used it. Mark, after all, was 

writing a gospel for Gentile converts, and Jesus was teaching in a 

Palestine where not all were orthodox Jews, especially in Galilee, with 

its many Gentile inhabitants. 

Jesus was indignant when the disciples began to rebuke and drive 

away the mothers who brought their children to him for blessing 

(10:14). He could fully understand the desire of mothers to obtain 

blessing for their children, even if to the apostles the whole thing 

seemed a waste of the Lord’s time on those whom they felt to be 

unimportant. 

With true insight, Jesus saw the giving up of sisters, mother 

ot wife as being as great a sactifice for the kingdom as giving up 



76 MARK 

brothers or father (10:29): neither is put at a higher level than the 

others. When the Sadducees came to Jesus with their coarse illus- 

tration about the woman married seven times, a story designed to 

pour scorn on the doctrine of the resurrection, the Lord brushed it 

away in one quiet sentence (12:25) which did not degrade women in 

the process. 

Mark records that the chief crime of the hypocritical scribes, ac- 

cording to Jesus, was to cheat widows of their livelihood (12:40), 

while a poverty-stricken widow’s gift to the temple treasure was made 

by him a lesson to all (12:43). Jesus had a special and typical concern 

for those mothers with young children who would be living in the 

days of the eschatological woes (13:17), a fact which Mark takes the 

trouble to make clear. 

It was a woman who anointed Jesus’ head with costly ointment 

at the meal held in Simon the leper’s house (14:3), a sacrifice for 

which, though criticized by others, she was defended by Christ 

(14:6). It was therefore a woman, more than any other, who under- 

stood the secret of his coming death and burial (14:8); and so it was 

a woman who would be remembered for her insight of love wher- 

ever in later days the gospel was preached throughout the world 

(14:9). 
When all Christ’s other followers had fled from the cross, Mark 

makes plain that women disciples still stood watching, even if it was 

at a distance, as Asian culture demanded (15:40). These included not 

only the small ‘named group’ of close women disciples (15:40), but 

the far larger ‘anonymous group’ who had also followed Jesus from 

Galilee. Indeed, it is from this passage in Mark that we learn that this 

group had actually supported Jesus and his apostles, doubtless fi- 

nancially as well as otherwise (15:41). Women disciples were there- 

fore to be among the witnesses of the death of Christ (15:40), and 

of his entombment (15:47): notice that, as Jewish law demanded, 

there were at least two witnesses recorded in either case, even if Jew- 

ish law would not accept the evidence of women. 

So, fittingly, on the resurrection morning, as already mentioned, 

it was to a group of women bringing spices to the tomb (16:1) that 

the angel appeared, bringing the first news of the resurrection of 

Jesus (16:6). It was therefore to these same women that the first 

pteaching of the resurrection message was entrusted (16:7), 
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although Mark’s Gospel breaks off tantalizingly, if honestly, with the 
words ‘they said nothing to anyone, for they were afraid’ (16:8). But 
even if they were afraid, and unable to grasp and share the good 
news at first, that is after all just what their brothers were to do 
initially, as recorded in the other gospels (Luke 24:41). 

Herein is the whole strength of Mark, where women take their 

natural place as followers of Jesus alongside men, with no special 

comment, in this the first story of Jesus and his earliest disciples. 

Mark is sometimes described as a ‘primitive’ gospel, but this attitude 

shows true Christian maturity and naturalness of approach, to 

which it is hard to feel that we have attained today, in spite of all our 

artificial striving for it. Perhaps the simplicity of the Spirit brings 

more balance than all the complicated theological argument on 

either side, with their ‘special pleading’, that we so often hear today. 

to. Signs and wonders 

In view of present interest in ‘signs and wonders’, often seen today 

as an essential ongoing feature of the life of the Spirit within the 

church, and a particular interest in the place of such manifestations 

in evangelism, whether New Testament or modern, it may be rel- 

evant to study the part played by signs and wonders in the ministry 

of Jesus as recorded in Mark’s Gospel. Having done that, some ten- 

tative conclusions will emerge, though it should be emphasized that 

they will be valid only for Mark’s Gospel, not necessarily for the rest 

of the New Testament or for us today. Unfortunately this is not a 

topic to which any of the biblical commentators have as yet seriously 

addressed themselves: more popular studies will be found in 

Wimber and Brown, not of course dealing exclusively with Mark. 

It is probably unfair to adduce as ‘signs’ in this sense either the 

baptismal experiences of Jesus (the dove and the voice, 1:10-11) ot 

the ministry to Jesus by angels in the desert during his temptations 

(1:13), since, however real as signs, they seem to have been personal 

and private experiences, either totally unwitnessed by others, in the 

case of the temptations, or only witnessed by John, in the case of 

the baptism. The experience of vision and voice at the transfigura- 

tion (9:4—7) is clearly different, in that it was witnessed by the three 

apostles as well: but they were strictly forbidden to speak of it 
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until after Christ’s resurrection (9:9). Already, some reserve in the use 

of signs appears. 

But the expulsion of the evil spirit in 1:26 was witnessed by a 

whole synagogue, and became the subject of widespread comment 

(1:27), so it clearly falls into a different category, that of open signs. 

It is important to note that, in this initial case, teaching by Jesus oc- 

curred before the miracle was performed (1:21) and this was recog- 

nized as being teaching delivered with a new note of authority 

(1:22). Indeed, the actual miracle itself seems to be mainly regarded 

as an outward sign and proof of the authority of his teaching 

(1:27). This may represent a general principle, and indeed account 

for the common use of the word ‘sign’ to describe such deeds. The 

‘miracles’ therefore do not stand in isolation or in their own right; 

they ate not unexplained magical acts, for they always point beyond 

themselves to Jesus. 

The healing of Simon’s mother-in-law (1:13) is a miracle done for 

those who were already believers in Jesus and in response to a re- 

quest. The evening healings (1:32—34) are on a far wider scale, while 

we have not enough material to answer questions as to whether they 

were in response to faith: but, without faith, would the people have 

come for healing at all? All we are told is that Jesus would not accept 

evidence as to his divine nature given by demonic sources during ex- 

orcisms (1:34), and that he retreated afterwards to prayer (1:35). In- 

deed he retreated at once to other parts of Galilee (1:38), when 

Peter told him that everybody was looking for him, presumably be- 

cause of his new-found fame as a ‘spiritual healer’ (1:37). 

Certainly we can say on the basis of this early passage that, while 

Jesus undoubtedly had the power to heal and exorcise, as even his 

enemies admitted (3:22), and while (so far as we know) he never 

turned away any who came to him for healing, he did not wish to be 

widely known as a mere healer. Indeed, he regarded widespread 

preaching (1:38), presumably preaching the good news of the king- 

dom of God (1:14), as his real mission. This is borne out by the later 

pattern, when he preaches in all the Galilean synagogues (1:39), 

though he also expels demons there. Indeed, he also heals a leper 

(1:41), but he cautions him to tell nobody of the healing (1:44), a cau- 

tion which is immediately disregarded (1:45), with the predictable re- 

sults. This now becomes part of a later widespread pattern, by 
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which Jesus forbids the healed to tell others of their healing (5:43), 
as earlier he had forbidden demons to speak (1:34). Contradictions 
to this rule are so rare as to be specially mentioned in the text (5:1 9) 
and must therefore have special reasons. 

Perhaps then another reason (apart from the priority of his main 
aim of gospel preaching) for the reluctance of Jesus to heal widely 
was the inevitable consequent gathering of crowds, whether curious 

or needy, making any such preaching or teaching almost impossible 

(2:2). Jesus never sought fame or notoriety, nor did he try to convince 

the unbelieving by signs and wonders (8:1 1—12), even when asked for 

them as a proof of his claims. 

Yet, even so, he did not refuse to heal a paralysed man in answer 

to the faith of his friends (2:5), although the prior necessary ‘heal- 

ing’ in this case was apparently in the heart of the man himself (‘your 

sins are forgiven’, 2:5). Indeed, the actual physical healing is specifi- 

cally said to be a ‘sign’ that Jesus has this far greater power to for- 

give sins, which he has already exercised (2:10). Presumably, this prior 

and deeper ‘spiritual healing’ was always true in cases of demon ex- 

pulsion. Whether it was also true in cases of ‘physical healing’ we 

cannot say, but certainly some of those healed are specifically 

recorded as becoming followers of Jesus (5:18; 10:52). 

So far then, Mark has clearly shown us a Jesus who possesses and 

uses supernatural powers both of healing and of expelling demons. 

In most cases (perhaps in all), these acts are done in response to faith, 

either faith on the part of the person concerned, or on the part of 

others. Whether this is simply faith in Christ as a healer (as often in 

younger churches today), or faith at a deeper level, there is not evi- 

dence enough to say. But these healings are set mostly in the con- 

text of Jesus’ preaching or teaching, to which they are adjuncts and 

subordinate. They are seen as confirmation of the authority of his 

teaching (1:27), and they lead to the glory of God (2:12). 

Apparently the ability of Jesus to do such miracles was never ques- 

tioned, whether by friend or foe. The sole question raised by his en- 

emies was as to the source of the power by which he did them (3:22), 

just as they would later question him as to the source of the authority 

with which he acted in other areas (11:28). The question as to the source 

of his power always aroused Jesus’ anger, as we can see from 3:29, be- 

cause the answer was alteady self-evident to those not wilfully blind. 
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Chapter 3 contains the story of the healing of the man with a 

withered hand, but again it is not merely a healing miracle, but a ‘sign’ 

to illustrate the right use of the Sabbath (3:4), a fact which the 

Pharisees fully realized (3:5) — hence their violent reaction (3:6). 

The ‘healing campaign’ which followed (3:10—11) seems invol- 

untary and in no sense sought by Christ himself. Indeed, it would be 

true to say that in Mark, Jesus is never shown as initiating a healing 

mission, although he responds when people come in need. This time, 

it was the result of the coming of crowds who had heard of his ear- 

lier healings (3:8). The consequences were the same as before; first, 

withdrawal by Jesus to a small ship (probably in order to preach to 

the crowd, 3:9), and then to a mountain, presumably to pray (3:13 cf. 

1:35). Lhe next step is to choose the twelve (3:14), to share Christ’s 

work. A fuller account of their activities is given in 6:9—-12, but 

‘essentially the picture is the same as here. 

The terms of their appointment are clear: apart from accompa- 

nying Christ, they too are to preach, to heal and to expel demons 

(3:14-15). We should note two things: their task of preaching is put 

first and mentioned separately from the other two, and is therefore 

presumably their primary task, whatever the place of the others. Sec- 

ondly, there is no hint in Mark that these powers of healing and of 

expulsion of demons were given at this particular time to any other 

than the twelve, and it is reasonable therefore to suppose that they 

were given only to the twelve as guarantees of their particular sta- 

tus as Christ’s special emissaries. That would be a strict parallel to the 

way in which the Lord’s miracles are equally regarded as confirming 

the authority with which he himself spoke (1:27). Mark has no ac- 

count of a wider choice of ‘seventy’ with whom these powers were 

shared, as Luke has (Luke 10:1—11), who could perhaps be regarded 

because of their number as symbolic representatives of the whole 

body. It is true that elsewhere in the gospel we read of a person ex- 

pelling demons in the name of Jesus, yet who is not one of the 

twelve, nor even one of the wider group of professed followers 

(9:38), and of approval by Jesus of the act. This, however, seems to 

be an isolated case, since it is used by Jesus as a teaching model (9:40). 

Of healings or exorcisms performed by disciples outside the 

twelve, we read nothing in Mark, and we are warned by 9:28 that at- 

tempts by the twelve were not automatically or invariably success- 
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ful. The surprise at their failure on this particular occasion, however, 
seems to show that it was an unusual experience. 
When the Jerusalem scribes accused Jesus of expelling demons 

by the use of the very powers of darkness itself, we learn from 
Jesus’ rebuke to them the deepest purpose of his expulsion of 
demons: it shows the downfall of Satan’s kingdom (3:27). In that 

sense, every demonic expulsion, like every healing, is a ‘sign’, even 

if Jesus refuses to accept the verbal witness to himself that accom- 
panies it (3:11-12). 

While powers of healing and expulsion of demons were shared 

by Christ with the twelve, it is significant that he does not share the 

power to work so-called ‘nature miracles’ with them in this way. Only 

Jesus, not the twelve, can calm the wind and the sea (4:39 and 6:51). 

This is a distinction which the twelve, who are with him in the ship 

at the time, are quick to see, (4:41). In Mark, only Jesus walks upon 

the sea (6:49). Only Jesus himself multiplies bread for the crowds 

(6:41—43, 8:6—8), although the twelve may share in the miracle by 

handing the food around (6:41). Only Jesus, never the twelve, is 

recorded in Mark as raising the dead (5:42 etc.). Only Jesus can curse 

a fig-tree and see it wither (11:21), although the context certainly sug- 

gests that equally great powers, whether literal or metaphorical, are 

open to his followers (11:23). Finally, only Jesus himself rises from 

the dead (16:6); no apostle can raise himself. 

Thete is therefore a very clear distinction in kind, not just in de- 

gree, between the powers committed to the twelve by Jesus, and the 

powers that were his inherently and by right. There is no hint in Mark 

that these powers, at either level, were to be extended to a wider 

group than the twelve, either at the time or later, which does at first 

sight present us with a problem when we consider the evidence of 

Acts and the apostolic letters. 

Our explanation of the reason for this particular doctrinal ‘omis- 

sion’ will depend on our views as to whether Mark has or has not a 

‘truncated ending’ at 16:8. If we regard the present truncated end- 

ing as a mere textual accident, we can always say that some such 

promise of extension of spiritual powets was contained in the lost 

original ending as is now found in the so-called but later ‘longer end- 

ing’ (16:9-20). If we believe that the present ‘shorter’ ending of Mark 

was deliberate and original, we ate certainly left with a problem, but 
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perhaps no greater problem than that posed by the lack of record 

in the gospel of any of the resurrection appearances of Jesus. Of 

course Mark must have known of these resurrection appearances 

(16:7), as of course he must have known of the miracles recorded 

in the early chapters of Acts, although, curiously enough, these are 

recorded there as having been performed only by the eleven them- 

selves or by other ‘apostolic persons’ — Stephen, Philip, Paul and the 

like — as distinct from other New Testament evidence of perform- 

ance by a wider group (e.g. 1 Cor. 12). If Mark had been in contact 

with Paul, he must have known of this wider diffusion of spiritual 

gifts, although Paul himself can speak of miracles as ‘signs of a true 

apostle’ (2 Cor. 12:12 RSV). Mark must therefore, as before, be re- 

stticting his account to what was actually true at the time, without 

any reference to later developments. 

Both of these points (the absence in Mark of references to res- 

urrection appearances of Jesus, and the absence of reference to a 

wide performance of ‘signs and wonders’ in the Christian church) 

were just as great problems to the early church as they are to us. This 

is shown by the early editorial additions or ‘longer endings’ ap- 

pended to Mark’s Gospel, of which the best known is 16:9—z0, to 

fill these gaps. This ‘longer ending’ is not part of the text of Scrip- 

ture, however, and we must be careful not to treat it as such, although 

much of the detail can be paralleled from elsewhere in the New Tes- 

tament, and therefore stands independently. Here we find explicit 

reference to signs that ‘will accompany those who believe’ (16:17), 

in a passage which seems mainly to be made up of instances 

recorded in Acts and presumably therefore already known to the 

eatly church. True, we know of only one biblical instance where a 

disciple did ‘pick up serpents’ unharmed (16:18), in the experience 

of Paul at Malta (Acts 28:3), but even this, to a Semitic mind, would 

justify the vague generalization ‘they will’ of the text. We have no bib- 

lical instance of the drinking of poison without harm being caused 

(16:18), but there is one such case mentioned in tradition (see Com- 

mentary); otherwise it would hardly have been included in this early 
list. 

We have, however, no warrant to ‘generalize’ from these two 

particular cases, and, in point of fact, only a few isolated Christian 

sects have ever done so. The other ‘signs’ mentioned here do appear 
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frequently elsewhere in the New Testament (e.g. Acts, Corinthians, 
etc.), though again whether we should ‘generalize’ their occurrence 
as possible for all Christians at all times is a disputed point. The 
wording seems descriptive, not mandatory, in the context, and as a 
description of what happened (and may still happen), it is perfectly 
true. It is interesting that there is no reference in this Marcan list to 
the raising of the dead, although both Peter (Acts 9:41) and Paul 

(Acts 20:10), who ate ‘apostles’ in the wider sense, are recorded as 

having performed this particular miracle. This probably means that 

no other instances were known to the early editor, and that he did 

not therefore regard it as a generalized or even widespread gift. 

But we should notice two things. The first is that, even within this 

later ‘longer ending’, such miraculous activity has been set firmly in 

the context of a “great commission’ to preach the gospel (16:15), 

which, although not found in the canonical text of Mark has ap- 

parently been supplied by our author. The second is that the ‘signs’ 

are set in the context of an existing Christian faith (16:17). Indeed, 

such ‘signs’, whether performed widely or by selected individuals like 

the apostles, are seen as confirmation, illustration and vindication of 

the preached word (16:20), and not seen in isolation. Whatever else 

we may think of this early editor, he was at least a good theologian, 

for we have seen this to be the very emphasis of Mark himself in the 

gospel. 

Once again, we must remind ourselves that Mark is a ‘pre- 

Pentecostal’ gospel, in material if not in date, and Mark is being 

strictly faithful to his early material. It was only after the out- 

pouring of the Spirit at Pentecost that spiritual gifts were 

‘generalized’ (Eph. 4:8), although not even then ‘generalized’ in the 

sense that every gift was given to every Christian (Eph. 4:11). Mark 

therefore (if we reject the longer ending), cannot help us with the 

question as to whether such ‘signs’ were intended by God to be per- 

formed regularly or universally at a later date. To find an answet to 

that, we must turn to the Acts and apostolic letters. All we can say 

is that the picture given here of the accompaniment of the preached 

and believed word by ‘signs’ is consistent with what we read of the 

activity of Jesus and the twelve in Mark; the picture of the per- 

formance of ‘signs’ in isolation or as an end in themselves is to be 

found neither in the gospel nor in the longer ending. 
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11. The structure of Mark’s Gospel 

It has been said of all the gospels that each is basically a passion story 

with an extended introduction, and, while this is of course an over 

simplification, there is certainly some truth in it. Nowhere can the 

situation which led to this statement be seen more clearly than in 

Mark’s Gospel, where the passion narrative occupies one third of the 

book, and can be readily divided into four sections (the journey to 

Jerusalem, 8:30 —chapter 10; the ministry there, chapters 11 — 13; the 

passion, chapters 14 — 15; the resurrection, chapter 16), and gives 

every impression of being carefully constructed. By comparison, the 

first part of Mark’s Gospel seems at first sight to be loosely con- 

structed, and is far less easy to analyse. Some have suggested, some- 

what unkindly, that the reason for this difference is that Mark found 

the passion story already constructed, while the first part of the 

gospel was entirely his own composition from whatever material, 

oral or written, which was available for him to use. 

Against this it should be said first that, even if a written passion 

narrative already existed, nobody seriously suggests that Mark sim- 

ply reproduced it word for word. The actual style in the second part 

of the gospel is the same as that in the first part, suggesting that 

Mark dealt with his raw material in both parts in exactly the same 

way. Secondly, we do well to remember that even in the first part, 

Mark was dealing with material that was already highly traditional in 

the main (witness the ‘smooth stone’ effect of some of the stories, 

doubtless because used often for teaching long before). While Mark 

undoubtedly selected and arranged his material, he may not have felt 

at liberty to omit traditionally known stories and sayings, even if not 

directly relevant to his purpose. Thirdly, there is a plan and purpose 

to be seen in the first part of the gospel too, although, because of 

the complexity of the theme and the number of separate issues in- 

volved, it may not be as clear as in the second half of the gospel. It 

is therefore easier to take the second half of the gospel and work 

backwards from there, if we wish to see the plan: perhaps that is 
indeed how Mark wrote it. 

The clearest statement on what we may call the ‘external structure’ 

is to be found in Nineham, who points out that there is a clear break 

in the gospel after 8:26. Up till then, there have been numerous 
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miracle stories recorded: indeed, it has been reckoned that a third of 
the gospel is taken up with them, an equivalent length to the whole 
passion story. The action is largely set in Galilee. Thete is frequent 
reference to Jesus’ teaching, but it is usually directed to the crowds, 
couched in parabolic form, and mainly concerned with the coming 
of God’s kingdom. In this section, Jesus never claims to be Messiah, 

and discourages demonic witness to his position: the reason for this 

will be discussed under the heading of ‘The Secrecy Motif’. He 

seems at times to disengage himself from the crowds who come for 

healing by deliberate withdrawal: he does not apparently want to be 
known merely as a miracle worker. 

But from 8:31 onwards, there is a complete change in Mark’s pres- 

entation of the teaching of Jesus. The action now moves largely out 

of Galilee to either Gentile areas or to largely hostile Judea: hardly 

any miracles are recorded and, instead of teaching the crowds, Jesus 

seems basically occupied with the teaching of his disciples. Com- 

mentators of a more critical frame of mind may see this as a pattern 

imposed by Mark on his material: a more obvious and satisfactory 

view is to say that it corresponds, at least in broad outline, to the plan 

adopted by Jesus himself. In that case, the structure of Mark’s 

Gospel would be dictated in general terms, as in the case of the pas- 

sion narrative, by the material itself. Mark is only following the 

‘flow’. 

In between these two clearly defined sections, as the watershed of 

the whole gospel, is 8:27—30, the confession by Simon Peter of the 

Messiahship of Jesus. Now, while it is true that Mark nowhere di- 

rectly says that this was the first recognition by his disciples of the 

true nature of Jesus (John for example seems to place the recogni- 

tion far earlier), yet it is certainly the most obvious interpretation of 

the verses. In any case, once Jesus has been recognized as Messiah, 

there comes intensive teaching as to the true nature of that Messiah- 

ship, particularly as involving rejection, suffering, death, apparent 

failure and ultimate vindication by God in resurrection. Mark records 

this as being three times reiterated by Jesus to his disciples. There is 

no need to perform miracles now: the lesson as to his person has 

been already learned. What is now needed is intensive teaching of 

the disciples who have recognized him as Messiah as the pace quick- 

ens on the road to the cross, and opposition heightens all the way. 
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Whether therefore this was or was not the first occasion upon 

which Jesus was recognized voluntarily as Messiah (as distinct from 

the involuntary confession wrung from the lips of demoniacs), the 

point is equally clear in either case. From the moment that he is so 

recognized, all is different. All teaching is ‘inward’ now, instead of 

‘outward’, as it had been before. The important thing now is to un- 

derstand both what Messiahship already means for Jesus, and what 

this path will therefore mean for those who follow him as disciples. 

Now the true meaning of the parables and the true nature of the 

kingdom of God will be apparent in a way that they could not be be- 

fore, although, even before this, Mark lays stress on the fact that the 

disciples had ‘inside knowledge’ (4:11) given by Jesus. 

But all this, though true, deals basically with the second part of 

Mark, where the structure is already fairly clear, and with the ‘ful- 

crum’ that leads from the first part to the second part: what of the 

first part itself? Clearly, in Mark’s mind, the whole of the first part 

is a ‘lead in’ to this strategic declaration by Peter. His gospel there- 

fore begins, almost defiantly, with a proclamation of the true nature 

of Jesus (1:1), which will take even his disciples, slow and stupid as 

they appear in Mark, so long to learn, and which will remain to the 

last a mystery for most, even to the crowds whom he has fed and 

healed. The motif of John the Baptist is introduced early (1:4), not 

only to link the mission of Jesus with God’s plan outlined in the Old 

Testament (1:2—3), but also because John is in many ways a ‘proto- 

type’ of Jesus: rejection, suffering and death were to be his path, as 

they were to be the path of the Messiah. In that sense, John is not 

only a forerunner of the Messiah, but also a pattern disciple. 

That this is not to be the path for Jesus alone is shown by the way 

in which immediately he catches up others into the same vocation 

(1:16—20). At once (typically Marcan), Jesus teaches in the synagogue, 

and his authority impresses them (1:22). The same authority is 

shown in exorcism and healing (1:27): Jesus’ true nature is showing 

through. This indeed seems to be the purpose of the miracles of 

Jesus, as recorded in the early part of Mark. They are not only acts 

of compassion: they are also to display his divine person, and 

nowhere is this made more clear than in his claim to forgive sins 

(2:10). Opposition grows steadily (2:16): this new wine cannot be 

contained in the old wineskins of ceremonial Judaism (2:22). Once 
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this is clearly realized by the religious authorities, the cross is in- 
evitable. Demons will recognize and perforce confess him, but they 
will be muzzled (3:12): the healed will be warned not to speak of their 
healing (1:44). Even his friends think him mad (3:21): the Jerusalem 
scribes say that he is demon possessed (3:22): but the inner ring of 

those disciples who understand are to him as brother, sister, mother 

(3:35). 
All the basic themes of the gospel have appeared already: the hid- 

denness of the Messiahship of Jesus, except to the eye of faith: the 

path of suffering that both he and his disciples must tread: the slow- 

ness of all to apprehend it: the true person of Jesus, as Son of God 

(5:7). his disciples may not realize it fully as yet, but after the calm- 

ing of the storm, at last even they realized something of his super- 

natural nature (4:41). Signs Jesus has given in plenty in the feeding 

of the five thousand (6:44) and of the four thousand (8:9), but the 

disciples still failed to understand (8:21), and the Pharisees, in un- 

belief, refused to accept (8:11). Finally, Jesus heals a blind man 

(8:25): and it cannot be an accident that in Mark’s arrangement the 

next incident recorded is Peter’s confession (8:29). The blind disci- 

ples have received their sight at last, but, like the blind man in the 

story (8:24), they do not see perfectly as yet. The verses that immedi- 

ately follow are the beginning of the teaching process that will bring 

full spiritual vision to them, as Jesus brought it to the blind man. 

Seen in this light, the first part of Mark’s Gospel is an integral part 

of the whole, and a necessary introduction to the second part. Here 

we have no haphazard collection of anecdotes, but a carefully con- 

structed preparation for what follows. That will become even more 

abundantly clear when we consider some of the typical emphases of 

Mark, which reinforce and bind together the main themes of what 

proves to be a closely knit book, although not perhaps in out 

modern mathematical sense. 

12. Chief motifs 

Telford (IOM) well summarizes these under seven heads (although 

perhaps some could have been subsumed under others) as: the se- 

crecy motif, Mark’s interest in Jesus’ passion, the kingdom of God 

and the return of the Son of man, his interest in Galilee, his use of 
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the word exangelion, ‘gospel’, his interest in the Gentile mission and 

his interest in persecution and suffering as the true path of disci- 

pleship. Perhaps we might add to this his interest in the failure of 

both disciples and crowds to understand, and indeed the plain spir- 

itual stupidity displayed by the disciples, even by the greatest of them. 

While there is no space in a brief introduction to examine all of these 

in detail, a cursory glance at a few of the main headings will be 

helpful. 

A, The secrecy motif 

This is more often phrased as ‘the Messianic secret’, referring to the 

way in which Jesus neither himself proclaimed his Messiahship nor 

accepted the attribution of it to himself by others, in the first half 

of Mark’s Gospel. This is of course in marked contrast to the sec- 

ond half of Mark, where Jesus accepts and acknowledges such a 

confession from Peter (8:29), and henceforward devotes much of his 

time to explaining to his disciples the nature of this Messiahship. It 

is no longer a secret: it has been revealed to the few, even if the many 

are still blind to it. In one sentence, this explains both the apparent 

stupidity of his followers, who are so slow to see it, and the un- 

remitting hostility of his enemies, who are wilfully blind to it. These 

two motifs are subsumed under the secrecy motif. Just as Peter’s 

declaration is the watershed of the gospel, so, in a sense, the decla- 

tation by the Gentile centurion at the cross is its culmination: ‘truly 

this man was the Son of God’ (15:39). 

Some biblical critics have viewed the whole “Messianic secret’ as 

a creation of Mark to explain why it was that Jesus during most of 

his lifetime did not apparently claim to be the Messiah, but was uni- 

versally hailed as such by the church after his death and resurrection. 

But this is perverse, ignoring not only the clear testimony of Mark, 

but of all the other evangelists, including John. Besides, it seems to 

have been the deliberate purpose of Jesus to lead on his disciples step 

by step by what he did and by what he said, so that finally they came 

to the point when, with blinding clarity, they realized at last who he 

was. The traditional reason given for this still seems the best expla- 

nation: Jewish concepts of Messiahship were so triumphalistic and 

‘this worldly’ that for Jesus to simply accept the title of Messiah with- 

out also explaining the nature of his Messiahship would only have 
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misled people into nationalist dreams, not revealed God’s plan. 
Even after Petet’s declaration, much care was needed to explain this 
to the disciples. Indeed their behaviour during passion week suggests 
that it was only after the resurrection that they truly understood the 
meaning of Messiahship for Jesus. 

A further proof of its genuineness is that this secrecy motif, or 
the hiddenness of the gospel, reappears again and again in other con- 
texts in Mark: it is not an isolated phenomenon, found only in the 

context of Jesus’ Messiahship. It corresponds to the ‘hiddenness’ of 

the teaching of Jesus by parable (chapter 4). It corresponds also to 

the hiddenness of the kingdom of God, which, at this stage, can only 
be described allusively, presumably for the same reason of probable 

popular misunderstanding. King, kingdom and Messiah were all 

alike explosive words at the time, full of political overtones alien to 

the mission and work of Jesus. Even his own self-chosen title Son 

of man, with its deliberate ambiguity, and depths of meaning open 

only to the eye of faith, is another example of ‘hiddenness’, one day 

to be open to all. 

So it is only after the confession of Jesus as Messiah that there can 

come the glory of the transfiguration, when Jesus is seen in his true 

splendour (8:2), and only then seen by disciples who have already 

made the transforming discovery by faith. If, as is likely, 9:1 refers 

in Mark’s mind directly to the transfiguration, then the true nature 

of the kingdom is only then apparent. No more will Jesus use 

parables: he will speak openly to those who understand. 

In another sense, the kingdom already present in Jesus and his fol- 

lowers will be ushered in by God in all its fullness, at the last day: that 

is the message of chapter 13. This aspect of the truth accounts for 

Mark’s interest in the Son of man as bringing in God’s kingdom 

(8:38) as God’s agent: it is again the fulfilment of the pattern of con- 

cealment finally becoming revelation (4:22), which is basic to the pat- 

tern of Mark because he sees it as basic to the plan of God. Jesus, 

the humble and despised earthly Son of man in this life (for it is as 

Son of man rather than as Messiah that Jesus says that he must suf- 

fer, 8:31), must yet return as the triumphant and transcendent Son 

of man that all may see and believe. 

Is Mark also thinking of the small and doubtless despised Chris- 

tian church of his day at Rome? Is this ‘hiddenness’ to remind them 
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that ultimately they too will triumph in glory, as God’s chosen 

vessel? 

B. Suffering in Mark 

This subject is closely connected with the previous topic, since the 

suffering, rejection and death of Jesus are all part of the Shiddenness’ 

that characterizes his whole mission. The threefold prediction of the 

passion by Jesus (8:31; 9:31; 10:33), tells, with rising intensity and 

greater and greater detail, that this suffering is not accidental but a 

divine necessity, inevitable to his calling. Scholars of a mote critical 

frame of mind maintain that there is no direct connection made in 

Mark between this suffering and the forgiveness of sins, as there cer- 

tainly is in Paul and elsewhere in the New Testament. But 10:45 

clearly says that the whole purpose of the coming of the Son of man 

was ‘to give his life as a ransom for many’, while in 14:24, Jesus de- 

sctibes his death (‘my blood of the covenant’) as being ‘poured out 
for many’. In view of these passages, and the numerous references 

to, and reminiscences of Isaiah chapter 53 which they contain, it is 

not enough to say that there is at most a vague and unspecified con- 

nection in Mark’s mind between the death of Jesus and the for- 

giveness of sins. It is clearly through the suffering and death of the 

‘servant of the Lord’ in Isaiah that forgiveness is achieved for ‘the 

many’ (Isa. 5 3:11-12), and, if Jesus applied this picture to his death, 

then the same must be true of that death too. Mark’s interest in the 

suffering of Jesus is therefore his interest in the gospel, for the two 

are inseparable. Likewise, he must end his gospel with an an- 

nouncement of the resurrection even if, as we have it at least, the 

gospel contains no account of a resurrection appearance, but only 

a promise of one to come (16:7). Without the vindication and ulti- 

mate glorification of the servant, not only would the ‘hiddenness’ still 

remain, but the pattern of Isaiah chapter 53 would also remain 
unfulfilled. 

So much for the suffering of the servant, and it is obvious why 

it is a point of central interest to Mark, since it is so central to the 

gospel. But Mark is also concerned to show how Jesus, from the very 

start, showed his followers that the path of discipleship must also 

be that of suffering. Already, in the parable of the sower, Jesus had 

warned of the ‘tribulation or persecution’ that would test the Chris- 
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tian (4:17). The death of John the Baptist was another warning 
(6:27), for, if John was not technically a follower of Jesus, he was cer- 
tainly a witness to him (1:7). After Peter’s declaration, when Jesus has 
explained that the Son of man must suffer (8:31), he goes straight 
on to explain that any follower of his must also ‘deny himself and 
take up his cross’ (8:34). Peter’s outburst of expostulation (8:32) 
shows how uncongenial this doctrine was to natural humanity, even 

in the shape of a committed disciple, but Jesus reiterates the un- 

welcome message again and again. True, those who leave to follow 

him (as the rich man was unwilling to do, 10:22) will ‘receive a hun- 

dredfold’, but it will be ‘with persecutions’ (10:30). James and John, 

in spite of their misplaced ambition, will drink, says Jesus, ‘the cup 

that I drink’ (10:39), if they too are followers of the ‘suffering ser- 

vant’. But it is in chapter 13 that we come to the clearest teaching on 

the subject: from verses 9 to 13, the inevitability for the Christian of 

persecution, suffering and even death, is pointed out. The only rea- 

son given is that it will be “for my name’s sake’ (13:13): to follow 

Jesus of necessity means to tread the way that he trod, for that is the 

whole meaning of following. 
But why does Mark stress the inevitability of suffering for the 

Christian and why is it such an interest through the gospel? Basically 

no doubt it is because Jesus had stressed it: perhaps also it is because 

of the natural human reaction against such an uncongenial doctrine, 

and therefore there is the need to reiterate it. Yet surely another rea- 

son was the local situation of Mark’s own church, harried and per- 

secuted at every turn, and doubtless wondering why this should be 

so. If, as suggested, Mark was writing in and for the Roman church, 

this would have been particularly appropriate. No church had suf- 

fered more from sporadic bursts of cruel persecution, culminating 

in AD 64, under Nero’s reign, when, after the great fire at Rome, Nero 

was seeking for scapegoats. Here was reassurance of the strongest 

and most bracing kind: this was the path which their Lord had 

taken, and this was their Christian calling. Mark may not say of suf- 

fering as bluntly as Peter ‘for to this you have been called’ (1 Pet. 

2:21), but he puts it just as clearly in other words. 

C. Mark’s interest in Galilee and Gentile mission 

If Cranfield is right in seeing Mark’s two special purposes in 
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writing for the Roman church as being to ‘support its faith in face 

of the threat of martyrdom and to provide material for missionary 

preachers’, then the teaching of Jesus on suffering, as recorded by 

Mark, certainly met the first need. This section shows how Mark at- 

tempted to meet the second of these needs, for Galilee, by its very 

position, surrounded as it was by Gentiles, unlike Judea, forced the 

missionary issue. It also, for another reason, emphasized that the call 

of Jesus was to the poor and despised of this world. 

But having said this, it is important to realize several points. The 

first is that Mark did not create his material. Jesus may have been 

born at Bethlehem (a fact unrecorded by Mark), but he comes to be 

baptized from Nazareth of Galilee (1:9): his first recorded preach- 

ing was in Galilee, not Judea (1:14): his first disciples were called in 

Galilee (1:16). Here we are dealing with historic facts: Jesus is known, 

even by his enemies, as ‘the Nazarene’ (14:67), and Peter is recog- 

nized at once as a follower of his for, as the bystanders say, ‘you are 

a Galilean’ (14:70). This is not a mere idiosyncrasy of Mark. Acts 1:11 

has an angel addressing the apostles as ‘men of Galilee’, while Acts 

2:7 says, presumably of the whole of the early Christian body (1:15), 

before the ‘mass conversions’ in Jerusalem at Pentecost: ‘Are not all 

these who are speaking Galileans?’ There is some evidence from 

Zealot sources that ‘Galileans’ was one probably contemptuous 

name for the disciples in early days, before the wits of Antioch 

coined the name of ‘Christians’ (Acts 11:26). Obviously Jesus must 

have had a large number of followers in Galilee if these things were 

so, and, equally obviously, that implies a considerable ministry there, 

thus confirming the Marcan picture. To judge from the Johannine 

picture, Mark may well have arranged all the Galilean material in the 

first part of his gospel and put most of the material with a Judean 

background in the second part. If this is so, we should recognize that 

it is purely a matter either of editorial convenience or of theology, 

for John certainly suggests earlier Jerusalem visits by Jesus, as indeed 

we would expect if the public ministry of Jesus extended over three 

years. But Mark is not incorrect in recording a Galilean ministry of 

Jesus, for it was certainly a historical fact, and undoubtedly he would 

have found it in his sources, particularly if they were Galilean, if not 

Petrine. 

Why, however, did he emphasize it so? It was not as if Mark 
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wished to contrast a supposed ‘Galilean springtime’ of acceptance 
and success with the increasingly bitter opposition and outward fail- 
ing that awaited Jesus at Jerusalem. Scribes and Pharisees had op- 
posed Jesus in Galilee as well as in Judea (2:7, 16, 18, 24). Indeed, it 
was in Galilee that his death was first determined (3:6). True, some- 
times this criticism came from ‘the scribes who came down from 
Jerusalem’ (3:22), but this seems to be at a later date. Even ‘in his own 

country’ (6:1, probably Nazareth), Mark says that ‘they took offence 

at him’ (6:3). Mark paints no unreal rosy pictures of Galilee. 

But has Mark any other reason for giving it such prominence, 

other than the fact that Galilee undoubtedly held a large place in the 

ministry of Jesus? In 14:28, Mark records Jesus as promising his dis- 

ciples that, after his resurrection, he will precede them to Galilee: in 

16:7 an angel reiterates this promise, all the more remarkable since 

the other gospels do not record a specific resurrection appearance 

in Galilee (though see Matt. 28:16). Apart from these two occur- 

rences, Lightfoot points out that Galilee is mentioned nine times in 

Mark, four of these being in the first twenty-five verses, a very 

remarkable initial emphasis on Galilee. 

Marxsen and those who follow him see a highly symbolic use of 

the word ‘Galilee’ in Mark. To them, ‘Galilee’ stands as a symbol for 

the wider Gentile Christian world, just as ‘Judea’ or ‘Jerusalem’ 

stands for the Jewish world. This links with Marxsen’s somewhat fan- 

ciful view that Mark’s Gospel was an exhortation to Jerusalem 

Christians to flee to Galilee in AD 70, or that it was written to meet 

the contemporary situation of the church in Galilee, as it was await- 

ing and expecting Christ’s parousia or second coming, Galilee there- 

fore stands for Gentile mission, and what we have here is an en- 

couragement of the largely Gentile church of Rome to engage in it. 

Does Jerusalem and official Judaism reject the Messiah and indeed 

teject Christianity? It should be no surprise: this is what they have 

always done. The earthly Jesus began his mission in Galilee: his first 

disciples were all Galileans, not Judeans. Finally, it is at the last in 

Galilee that he promises to manifest himself after his resurrection, 

for it is most unlikely that this refers to his second advent. As 

Lightfoot rightly says, “The reader’s thought is turned to the story of 

the ministry in the early chapters of the book’, where Galilee was 

equally the focus of attention. 



94 MARK 

Now, it is true that Galilee was called ‘Galilee of the Gentiles’, but 

this seems to have been more because it was physically ringed by 

Gentile peoples than because of the nature of its population. No 

part of Palestine was more fiercely nationalistic than Galilee, as its 

long record in the Roman wars showed, although historically a large 

proportion of its population might be descended from the non- 

Jewish tribe of the Ituraeans, forcibly Judaized in the aftermath of 

the Maccabean warts. It is true that Galileans were despised by the 

inhabitants of Jerusalem, but that seems to have been because of 

their alleged simplicity and uncouthness rather than their supposedly 

Gentile racial origins (e.g. John 1:46; 7:52). So, in itself, a ministry in 

Galilee cannot encourage a church to Gentile mission, but it can re- 

inforce the message of Jesus as being to the poor, the downtrodden, 

and the despised, to tax collectors and to sinners (2:16). The proud 

scribes of Jerusalem considered themselves as ‘those who are well’ 

and ‘the righteous’: they felt ‘no need of a physician’ (2:17), so 

could not receive the good news. Moreover, the centre of Galilean 

religious life was the synagogue, rather than the temple which domi- 

nated Jerusalem: in this at least, it was more akin to overseas Judaism 

of the dispersion. The synagogue had sometimes welcomed Jesus: 

the entrenched temple never did. Perhaps this thought also was in 

Mark’s mind as he wrote the gospel: perhaps too, the comparative 

receptiveness shown by Galilee compared with the stony indifference 

shown by Jerusalem is another aspect of the ‘hiddenness’ of the 

gospel (cf. Luke 10:21). 

But the second aspect of Galilee certainly does speak of the 

Gentile mission. Surrounded by Gentiles as it was, contact with 

Gentiles was inevitable there. It is probably false exegesis to 

see the two feeding miracles recorded in Mark (chapters 6 and 

8 respectively) as being one feeding of Gentiles and one of Jews, 

but, in the great crowds that gathered to hear Jesus (4:1; 6:56; 

etc.), it is hard to believe that no Gentiles were present. The healed 

demoniac of the Gerasenes may have been a Jew, although the title 

‘Son of the Most High God’ has a Gentile ring (5:7). But certainly 

the population of the Decapolis, where he was commanded by 

Jesus to preach (5:19—20), had a strong Gentile component. Some 

have seen significance in the choice of Caesarea Philippi as the 

place of Petet’s confession (8:27), for the rabbis saw this city as 
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the very boundary between Jew and Gentile. In 7:24, Jesus deliber- 
ately enters the territory of Tyre and Sidon, where he heals a 
Gentile child. 

It is, however, typical of Mark that he does not distort the tradi- 
tion, even in favour of his beloved Gentile mission. He records 
Jesus as saying ‘let the children first be fed’ (7:27): the time was not 
yet ripe for the Gentile mission. But in 11:17, it is the fact that 
mercenary trading, occupying the court of the Gentiles, has made 

it impossible for the temple to be as intended by God ‘a house of 

prayer for all the nations’, which particularly raised the anger of 

Jesus. So God’s vineyard will be given to others (12:9): these can 

hardly be other than the Gentile Christian church. Best of all, in the 

so-called ‘little apocalypse’ of chapter 13, Jesus tells his followers that 

‘the gospel must first be preached to all nations’ (13:10): that is to be 

one of the signs, ushering in the end. If the cup at the last supper 

represented covenant blood ‘poured out for many’ (14:24), it is 

hard to believe that this in Mark’s mind was restricted to those 

within Judaism, especially in view of the context of Isaiah chapter 

53. Finally, corresponding to the great confession by Peter the Jew 

in 8:29, comes the equally great confession by the Gentile centurion 

at the cross, “Truly this man was the Son of God?’ (15:39): this is the 

fruit and goal of all Gentile mission. 
Even if the so-called ‘longer ending’ did not come from the pen 

of Mark, yet it certainly expresses the mind of Christ and the 

message of the gospel when it records the risen Lord as giving the 

order, ‘Go into all the world and preach the gospel to the whole 

creation’ (16:15), a saying to which Mark must have set his amen. If 

the Gentile Christian church could find no stimulus to Gentile 

mission here, there was no more that could be said. 

D. Summary of main motifs 

Before we begin the study of the gospel in detail, it will be helpful 

for us to remind ourselves of the chief motifs observable in 

Mark, so that we can look out for them in the text. They are well 

summarized in Telford (OM) as: 

1. The secrecy motif and the writer’s interest in the true but hidden 

identity of Jesus; 
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. An interest in the passion of Jesus (his suffering, death and res- 

urrection) and its significance for Christology; 

. An interest in the nature and coming of the kingdom of God and 

in the question of Jesus’ return as Son of man; 

. An interest in Galilee; 

His use of the term ‘gospel’ (euangelion); 

An interest in Gentiles and the Gentile mission; 

An interest in persecution, suffering and martyrdom and the true na- 

ture of discipleship; 

His stern treatment of the Jewzsh leadership groups, Jesus’ family and 

especially his original dsscples. 

Of course, as to the interpretation of these, scholars may differ, but 

as to their presence, there is no doubt; rightly seen, they only 

reinforce the message of the gospel. 



ANALYSIS 

1. PREPARE THE WAY: THE PREPARATION FOR THE 
EVANGEL (1:1-13) 

A. The title of the book (1:1) 

B. The forerunner (1:2—8) 

C. The baptism of Jesus (1:9—11) 

D. The temptation (1:12—13) 

2. HIS OWN DID NOT RECEIVE HIM: THE EARLY 
GALILEAN MINISTRY (1:14 — 3:6) 

A. The kingdom of God in Galilee (z:14-*5) 

z. The first Galilean preaching (1:14-1)) 

it. The call of the disceples (1:16-20) 

it. Jesus at Capernaum (1:21-28) 

iv. Peter's mother-in-law (1:29-31) 

v. The evening healings (1:32-34) 

vt. From Capernaum to Galilee (1:35—-39) 

vit. The cleansing of the leper (1-40-45) 
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B. The beginning of conflict (2:1 — 3:6) 

i. The healing of the paralysed man (2:1-12) 

it. The ministry of Jesus (2:13) 

wt. The call of Levi (2:14-17) 

iv. Controversy about fasting (2:18-22) 

v. Controversy about the sabbath (2:23—-28) 

vi. The man with the withered hand (3:1-6) 

3. ALL WHO RECEIVED HIM: THE CALL AND 
TRAINING OF THE DISCIPLES (3:7 — 8:26) 

A. The conflict increases (3:7—35) 

2. The breach with the religious leaders (3:7-12) 

i. The call of the twelve (3:13-19) 

it. Mounting opposition: the Beelzebul controversy (3:20-30) 

iv. The true relatives of Jesus (3:31-35) 

B. Parables of the kingdom (4:1—34) 

2. The parable of the sower (4:1-25) 

u. Iwo more parables of growth (4:26-32) 

ii. The summing up of the parables (4:33-34) 

C. Ministry round the lake of Galilee (4:35 — 7:23) 

2. Jesus calms the storm (4:35-41) 

uw. The Gadarene demoniac (5:1-20) 

i. Iwo more healing miracles (5:21-43) 

iv. Ets own city rejects him (6:16) 

v. The sending out of the twelve (6:7-13) 

vi. Fleroa’s estimate of Jesus (6:14-16) 

vit. The martyrdom of John the Baptist (6:17-29) 

vit. The feeding of the five thousand (6:30-44) 

ix. The walking on the water (6:45—52) 

x. The healings at Gennesaret (6:53-56) 

xt. A further clash with Judaism (7:1-23) 

D. Ministry in northern Palestine: return to Galilee 

(7:24 — 8:26) 
i. The Syrophoenician woman (7:24-30) 

i. The deaf and dumb man (7:31-37) 

ut. The feeding of the four thousand (8:1-9) 

iv. The Pharisees demand a sign (8:10-13) 

v. The danger of yeast (8:14-21) 

MARK 
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vt. The blind man of Bethsaida (8:22-26) 

4. HE FIRMLY SET HIS FACE: THE ROAD TO 
JERUSALEM (8:27 — 10:52) 

A. Confession and transfiguration (8:27 — 9:10) 
1. Peter's confession: the first passion-prediction (8:27-33) 

ut. The cost of discipleship (8:34-38) 
ut. The transfiguration (9:1-10) 

B. The passion foretold again (9:1 1-50) 

t. ‘Elijah returned’ (9:11-13) 

ui. The epileptic boy (9:14-29) 

it. The second passion-prediction (9:30—32) 

iv. The greatest in the kingdom (9:33-37) 

v. The man casting out demons (9:38-40) 

vt. Stumbling-blocks (9:41-48) 

vit. The salt of the earth (9:49-50) 

C. Departure from Galilee (10:1—34) 

2. The local setting (10:1) 

it. The teaching of Jesus on marriage (10:2-12) 

iit. Let the children come (10:13-16) 

iv. The rich man (10:17-31) 

uv. The third passion-prediction (10:32-34) 

D. The sons of Zebedee (10:35—45) 

E. Blind Bartimaeus (10:46—52) 

5. ZEAL FOR YOUR HOUSE: THE JERUSALEM 

MINISTRY (11:1 — 13:37) 

A. Entry into Jerusalem (11:1-14) 

z. The entry (11:1-10) 

i. The return to Bethany (11:11) 

ii. Cursing the fig tree (11:12-14) 

B. The cleansing of the temple (11:15—19) 

C. Exhortation and debate (11:20 — 12:44) 

i. The meaning of the withered fig tree (11:20-26) 

it. By what authority? (11:27-33) 

. The wicked tenant farmers (12:1—-12) 

v. Tribute to Caesar (12:13-17) 

v. The Sadducean question (12:18-27) 
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vi. The greatest commandment (12:28-34) 

vit. The Son of David (12:35-37) 

viit. The warning against the scribes (12:38-40) 

The widow’s gift (12:41-44) 

D. The ‘little Apocalypse’ (13:1—37) 

. The doom on the temple (13:1—4) 

it. The signs of the end (13:s-8) 

it. The beginning of the troubles (13:9-13) 

iv. The ‘desolating sacrilege’ (13:14-20) 

v. False Christs and false prophets (13:21-23) 

vt. The coming of the Son of man (13:24-27) 

vit. The parable of the fig tree (13:28-29) 

viit. The date of the coming (13:30-32) 

ix. The end of the discourse (13:33—-37) 

3 

sS,. 

6. THE PASSION NARRATIVE (14:1 — 15:47) 

A. The last supper (14:1—25) 

2. The death of Jesus is decided (14:1-2) 

ui. The anointing at Bethany (14:3-9) 

ii. The betrayal by Judas (14:10-11) 

wv. The owner of the upper room (14:12-16) 

v. The prophecy of the betrayal (14:17-21) 

vt. The Lord’s Supper (14:22-25) 

B. The agony in Gethsemane (14:26—42) 

i. The road to Gethsemane (14:26-31) 

i. The agony in the garden (14:32-42) 

C. Jesus is taken prisoner (14:43—52) 

D. The fall of Peter (14:5 3-72) 

E. The trial before Pilate (15:1-15) 

7. The stage is set (1y:1) 

i. Pilate condemns Jesus (15:2-15) 

F. The crucifixion (15:16—47) 

7. The mockery (15:16-20) 

a. Carrying the cross of Jesus (1j:21) 

it. The cross (15:22-32) 

iv. The death (15:33-41) 

v. The burial (15:42-47) 

Ss 
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7. THE THIRD DAY: THE RISEN LORD (16:1-20) 

A. The resurrection (16:1—8) 

B. The longer ending (16:9—20) 
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COMMENTARY 

1. PREPARE THE WAY: THE PREPARATION 
FOR THE EVANGEL (1:1-13)! 

A. The title of the book (1:1) 

‘The beginning’: as in Genesis, God is about to begin a new creative 

work (Minear). The first clause, as well as being the title of the book 

(which, it should be noted, is the gospel of Jesus Christ, not ‘the Gospel 

of Mark’, as we tend to say), is also a summary of its contents. The 

gospel is the ‘news’ or the ‘tidings’. How far the first-century reader 

was conscious of the meaning ‘good’ as being involved in the Greek 

word enangelion is uncertain. There is some Old Testament evidence 

to suggest that the word ought usually to be translated ‘reward for 

bringing good tidings’ at an earlier date. But, in any case, from the 

1. For 1-13, as being Mark’s ‘introduction’ to his gospel, see Lightfoot: 

Westcott and Hort see the introduction as 1-8, while Dodd regards it as 

1-15. But Lightfoot is right in seeing 14-15 as a summary of Christ’s 

preaching, and comparing it with Luke’s account of the sermon at 

Nazareth (Luke 4:18—21). 
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very nature of its content, the gospel soon took on this meaning of 

‘good news’, an example of how the early church moulded its own 

vocabulary to express new concepts.* 

The subject of this good news is a person named Jesus, a common 

enough name both in its Hebrew form of Joshua, in Old Testament 

days, and in this Hellenized form, derived from the Aramaic /eshua, 

in the New Testament world.} Both by common etymology and by 

historic precedent, the name meant ‘Yahweh is salvation’, the name 

given to the divinely appointed leader, sent to save God’s people in 

their hour of need (Josh. 1:1-2). What Moses could not do, Joshua 

would accomplish: that would make the name ‘Jesus’ even more 

appropriate for the coming saviour. 

Not alone, however, is Jesus to be Saviour; he is also to be God’s 

appointed agent upon earth. This singling out for a particular task 

is described in terms of being ‘anointed’, as any king or priest of Old 

Testament days would have been. Both the concept and the word are 

very common in the New Testament, occasionally in the Semitic 

form of Messiah, but more commonly as Christ, or ‘the Christ’, 

using a word derived from the Greek root chrid which has the same 

meaning as the Hebrew root masah, ‘to anoint’. 

Whether or not in this verse the clause she son of God should be 

included is doubtful; the manuscript evidence is inconclusive.* But in 

2. For the various meanings of the word evangelion, ‘gospel’, both in Mark 

and the rest of the New Testament, see Kertelge (in IOM). From being 

oral and missionary preaching it becomes a book. For Mark as the first 

written gospel, and its literary form and models, see Perrin (OM). 

Schulz, in the same volume, points out the great difference here 

between Mark and the apocryphal and heretical so-called ‘gospels’. 

3. Schweizer points out how little the evangelists were interested in the 

personal details of the man Jesus of Nazareth. There is no description 

of his appearance till the days of the apocryphal gospels: they do not 

even point out that he was unmarried (as he clearly was), though this 

feature was most unusual in Judaism. It is nonsense to see in the 

account of the wedding at Cana (John 2) any contradiction of this. 

4. Since RSV, NEB, JB, and NIV in their translation, have included the clause 

‘Son of God’ here, to weigh the evidence may be of interest. Against its 
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any Case, it is a title of Jesus that has abundant testimony elsewhere 
in Mark (e.g, 3:11), and was indeed the very claim for which Jesus was 
condemned to death by the Sanhedrin (14:61-62). This Sonship, to 
the early Christians, was no spiritualized metaphor, nor did it simply 
mean the adoption of a mortal man into the Godhead. A fitting 
expression, though not the origin, of divine sonship is to be found 
in the account of the virgin birth of Jesus, though this is not 

specifically mentioned by Mark. It may be that this was a doctrine 
taken for granted by Mark rather than something explicitly 

propounded. It is not likely that he was ignorant of it, but he may well 

not have considered it as fundamental to primary gospel preaching. 

Another notable gap in Mark is the absence of any statement of 

the pre-existence of Jesus (Anderson); but a clear statement of this 

doctrine will not come until John (John 1:1). Again, it was perhaps 

assumed by Mark rather than stated. ‘Abstract’ questions of this 

nature do not seem to have exercised the mind of the earliest 

Christians as greatly as did God’s manifest activity in Jesus. If Mark 

is primarily an evangelist, concerned with the Gentile mission of the 

church, such an omission is even more understandable: except 

perhaps when dealing with Moslems, the pre-existence of Christ is 

not usually an element in primary evangelism even today. 

B. The forerunner (1:2-8) 

2-3. Furthermore, this good news stands in direct relation to 

inclusion are the great uncials Sinaiticus (in its original, not corrected, 

reading) and Koridethi; 28, and a few other minuscules; some oriental 

versions, and the bulk of early patristic evidence. Supporting the clause 

(either with or without the definite article) are the uncials Alexandrinus, 

Vaticanus, Beza, and Freer, in addition to several important families of 

minuscules. This makes a strange problem, in view of the patristic 

silence; but it is easier to see why such a clause should be added later 

(from other New Testament contexts), than to see why it should be 

omitted by the Fathers, if known to them. It may perhaps be considered 

an early addition hete, in spite of its theological truth, although Tasker 

(Greek New Testament) accepts it as part of the text. 
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God’s whole revelation to his people in the past. The New Testament 

is to Mark not a breach with the Old Testament, but a fulfilment of 

it (2), although he does not quote the Old Testament as frequently as 

other evangelists do. This may be because, probably unlike Matthew, 

he was not writing for a Christian group who had a Jewish background. 

Yet, strangely enough, the scriptural prophecy quoted here’ to 

provide the necessary ‘link’ has primary reference not to Jesus, but 

to John the Baptist. It is as if Mark wants us to realize that the gospel 

era was ushered in by John. Mark does not have as full an account 

of the Baptist as that contained in the other gospels, but John’s 

importance is equally clear, as this verse makes plain. The Baptist is 

God’s messenger and the Messiah’s forerunner; his status, 

unrecognized by Jewish officialdom, is unequivocally stated here. His 

task is to make a road for God, and his method is by preaching; the 

content of his preaching is a stern uncompromising call to all to 

prepare themselves for the divine coming by turning from their evil 

ways and turning back to God. 

4. John’s baptism was not in the name of Jesus, nor was it directly 

associated with the gift of the Holy Spirit (8), as baptism by the 

Messiah was to be. Disciples of John are therefore re-baptized by 

Paul, as being ignorant of the coming of the Spirit, and as not having 

been baptized ‘in the name’ of Jesus. (Acts 19:5). But note that there 

is no evidence in Mark for the re-baptism of those disciples of Jesus 

who had previously been John’s disciples, and who may thus be 

presumed to have received John’s baptism already. John’s baptism was 

therefore only one of the initiatory and purificatory rites of later 

5. The prophecy, loosely quoted here with a reference to Isaiah, is in fact a 

combination of Malachi 3:1 and Isaiah 40:3, perhaps coming from some 

eatly Jewish collection of texts relating to the Messiah. Such 

combinations are not uncommon elsewhere in the New Testament, and 

were a regular feature of Jewish exegesis. Schweizer (in IOM) well 

points out the significance of this Old Testament quotation, since Mark, 

by contrast with Matthew, rarely refers back to the Old Testament. This 

is not of course to deny that Old Testament thought underlies Mark’s 

whole theology, especially his understanding of Christ: indeed, as 

Schweizer (GNM) points out, this prophecy introduces the entite book. 
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Judaism, and was an outward sign and symbol of the message that 
he preached. He called his hearers to a change of heart and purpose, 
which would result in a forgiveness of their sins by God; and it is 
clear from the common gospel tradition that John also demanded a 
changed life as proof of this truly changed heart. So far, there was 
little new in his preaching, powerful though it was. 

5-8. The initial response to John’s message showed him to be in 

the true Old Testament prophetic succession; he was recognized at 

once as bringing a word from the Lord. Dress and food? and living- 

place alike marked him out as being in the rugged tradition of 

Elijah and the other desert prophets (cf. 2 Kgs 1:8), as did his 

eschatological and ‘forward-looking’ preaching, But in John’s case 

there was an urgency and imminence about the messianic preaching 

that had been lacking of old; God’s intervention, which all the 

prophets had promised and which was to result in the establishment 

of his rule upon earth, was now at the very doors. All this was 

accompanied in John by an overwhelming consciousness of the 

relative unimportance of his own work and ministry, compared 

with that of the ‘Coming One’ of whom he spoke. 

C. The baptism of Jesus (1:9-11) 

g. Jesus came to receive John’s baptism: Mark does not give the 

reason for this act on the part of Jesus. It was not, of course, 

through any consciousness of sin (a difficulty seen by the heretical 

‘Gospel of the Hebrews’), but according to Matthew, through a 

desire to ‘fulfil all righteousness’ (Matt. 3:15), ie. to fulfil every 

otdinance of God for his people. That John himself protested 

against any idea that Jesus had need of such baptism of repentance 

is also made clear from the previous verse in Matthew’s account. 

Both of these explanations, however, are omitted from Mark’s more 

clipped version: such theological misunderstandings had perhaps not 

6. John’s is the ordinary food of the desert nomad, not of the later 

monastic ascetic, as Schweizer points out. The nomadic period had 

often been seen as Israel’s ‘honeymoon’ period with God (Jet. 2:2) and 

the diet reminds us of the coming messianic age (Isa. 7:15). 
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yet arisen. Jesus’ acceptance of baptism may well have been part of 

his total identification with humanity, but, if so, Mark does not 

make a point of it: he simply records the bare fact without 

explanation, as his custom is. Kline thinks the baptism was an 

‘ordeal sign’: in that case, the baptism of Jesus would be an 

acceptance by him of God’s general judgment on human sin. This 

is possible, but there is no hint of it in the context. 

10-11. This is one of the great ‘trinitarian’ passages of the New 

Testament. Here the Spirit and the Father both bear witness to the 

Son. As in the book of Genesis God created by his word and 

through the Spirit (Gen. 1:2—-3), so it was fitting that, at the very 

commencement of God’s new work of re-creation, there would be 

the same operation of the whole Godhead. Here, on Jordan’s banks, 

God speaks his word again, and again the Spirit is brooding over the 

waters,’ as in Genesis (Gen. 1:2). Mark does not say that the Spirit 

descended on Jesus only at his baptism, however, still less that he 

only then became the Son of God. Mark is clear that Jesus is already 

Messiah and God’s Son (1:1): what he is describing here is a vision 

that either Jesus or John had, after the baptism, as a sign confirming 

the existing reality of the person and status of Jesus. 

The voice from heaven (11) is a combination of Psalm 2:7, which 

deals with the Messiah, and Isaiah 42:1, which deals with the 

suffering Servant. This creative fusion of two concepts is a perfect 

expression of the double nature of the work of Jesus. The Greek 

word agapétos, translated beloved, has also the nuance of ‘only’ when 

applied to a child, and so was particularly appropriate here. The other 

word for son in Greek, pais, can mean both son and ‘servant’, so would 

have been doubly appropriate when describing Jesus, but although 

used of Jesus in Matthew (12:18) and Acts (3:13), Mark does not use 

the word at all, for whatever reason. 

7. Lightfoot sees a parallel between the heavens opened here, and the great 

curtain of the temple being sorn in two at the crucifixion: the same Greek 

verb is used. To him, the descent upon Jesus of the divine presence like 

a dove is Mark’s description of the incarnation: but that would favour 

‘adoptionist’ theology, unless it is seen as pure symbolism. Mark has the 

‘beginning’ of the gospel before the baptism (Anderson). 
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Anderson well says, with Lightfoot, that the text does not invite 
us to a clinical or psychological investigation, either of the 
phenomena described or of the inner mental processes of Jesus: 
these are strictly modern interests. Mark is solely concerned with the 
reality of what happened at the baptism, and the witness borne to 
Jesus there, a witness the truth of which will be gradually confirmed 
in subsequent chapters. 

D. The temptation (1:12-13) 

12. The Spirit is seen here in two lights. He is the gentle ‘dove’ (10) 

hovering over the waters of baptism, as Noah’s dove had hovered 

over the ark of salvation and the waters of judgment (Gen. 8:8ff.);° 

but he is also the mighty Spirit of creation, hovering over the 

baptismal waters, out of which God will call his new creation, in 

terms of new-made men and women (2 Cor. 5:17). It is this Spirit 

of power who irresistibly impels Jesus zuto the wilderness, the place 

where so many of the Old Testament prophets received their initial 

commission and revelation, far from human habitation. For an 

Australian, ‘the bush’ would have the same connotation today. For 

Mark’s hearers, in the midst of persecution, the sequence of baptism, 

Spirit, and immediate testing would have relevance to their own case, 

as often for converts today. 
13. In the loneliness of the wz/derness, Jesus remained for forty 

days, the length probably corresponding to the forty years of 

testing that Israel, God’s child, also endured in the wilderness (Ps. 

95:10). The wilderness was, to the Hebrew, a gloomy place of terror, 

the abode of devils and unclean beasts. To be wzth the wild beasts 

had therefore no such romantic associations for Mark’s hearers as it 

has for a world of jaded city dwellers today. There may be the 

further thought here of divine protection; as God shut the lion’s 

mouth to save his servant Daniel (Dan. 6:22), so he would preserve 

8. Schweizer rightly rejects the suggested misunderstanding of a supposed 

Hebrew original of /ike a dove, Sekeyond as though it were Sekind, ‘the 

presence of God’. Such ingenuity is misplaced, and the interpretation is 

fanciful. 
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his servant Jesus from the wild beasts. Again, like Israel in the desert 

(especially to the eyes of late Jewish orthodoxy), the angels ministered 

to him.9 In the fuller account of the temptation in the other gospels 

(Matt: ch. 4, and Luke ch. 4), it is made clear that the purpose of this 

wilderness period was that Jesus might face and conquer the peculiar 

temptations involved in his calling as Messiah before commencing 

his task. Again, Mark is clipped and direct. He records the bare fact 

of the temptation itself, without any comment or explanation of its 

content, but it is certainly not true (with Lightfoot) to say that 

Mark’s account is ‘so brief as to be barely intelligible’. The meaning 

is quite clear, especially from the narrative which follows: while 

Israel, God’s child, had failed in the desert, Jesus, God’s Son, 

triumphed. That Mark knew the basic content of the temptations 

seems clear (8:33). 

9. Nineham and Schweizer are probably right in seeing the ‘ministry’ as 

referring to the supply of food, as in the case of Elijah (1 Kgs 19:4-8). 

But this is no reason to deny the earlier ‘fasting’, mentioned in other 

gospels, if not in Mark. Schweizer also points out that peace will reign 

in the animal world when Messiah comes (Isa. 11:6). Is the thought that 

a ‘new Adam’ stands among the animals of paradise, but this time with 

angels serving him, not driving him from the garden (Gen. 3:24)? 



z. HIS OWN DID NOT RECEIVE HIM: THE 
EARLY GALILEAN MINISTRY (1:14 - 3:6) 

A. The kingdom of God in Galilee (1:14-45) 

2. The first Galilean preaching (1:14-15) 

At this point, Mark merely refers in passing to the whole story of 

John’s denunciation of Herod for immorality, and John’s consequent 

imprisonment and death (for full account, see 6:14—29). The incident 

serves here only as a date-line, for from this moment began the 

preaching of the good news by Jesus. That the initial point of 

preaching was hard-pressed, stubbornly nationalistic Galilee, 

surrounded by Gentiles, always first target for any invader from the 

north, is seen by Matthew to be no accident (Matt. 4:12—16). As in the 

words of the prophet, so in the earthly ministry of Jesus, Galilee 

appropriately symbolizes God’s people in bondage, to whom the light 

of salvation would first come (Isa. 9:1—2).’ Nevertheless, this does not 

1. It has often been noted that the gospel can be roughly divided into two 
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justify us in downgrading (with Marxsen) the geographic reality of the 

location of the mission in favour of theological symbolism. 

14. The gospel of God: there is a variant reading ‘gospel of the 

kingdom’, which is certainly the sense of verse 15. 

15. The news which Jesus now heralded in Galilee was that God’s 

hour had struck, the time to which all the Old Testament had looked 

forward. God’s reign upon earth, a concept familiar from the 

prophets, was about to begin (és at hand). All were therefore called 

to a change of heart (repent) and to a belief in this good news, for 

which John had already prepared the way. This is the only instance 

in Mark where pésteuo en, believe in, is used: see BAGD p. 660, where 

‘put one’s trust in’ seems a better translation than “believe on the basis 

of the gospel’. What all had yet to learn, and what proved to be the 

hardest lesson for the disciples of Jesus to learn, was that the reign 

of God was not to be a cataclysmic external triumph in the here and 

now by an earthly Messiah, but a peaceful rule over the hearts of 

those who responded to the message, although no reader of the Old 

Testament could think of it as purely an internal matter. True, the 

gospel involves the kingdom: but it also alters all contemporary 

concepts of the kingdom (see Schweizer). /s at hand: this might 

possibly be translated, following the sense of the presumed Semitic 

original, ‘has come’. In one sense the kingdom had already come in 

the person of Jesus, who was fulfilling God’s will perfectly. In 

another sense, it was gradually coming, in lives surrendered to God. 

In a third sense, God would introduce it universally at the ‘last day’. 

2. The call of the disciples (1:16—20) 

Jesus called Simon and Andrew to be fishers of men (17), and while the 

parts: an early ‘Galilean’ or ‘receptionist’ period, contrasted with a later 

‘Judean’ or ‘rejectionist’ period at Jerusalem. This is of course not an 

absolute distinction: Nazareth would reject Jesus (6:3), while the pilgrim 

crowds at Jerusalem would welcome him (11:9). This is no basis, 

however, on which to claim some figurative or ‘theological’ use of 

‘Galilee’, as distinct from a literal meaning: half Gentile and therefore 

religiously suspect, Galilee was probably always more open to new ideas 

than rigidly orthodox Jerusalem. 
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use of the metaphor in their particular case may have been suggested 
by their occupation at the time, yet this is a universal calling for every 
disciple of Jesus.* Fisherman, farmer, builder, reaper, shepherd, 
steward, servant: all are examples of the homely metaphors used by 
Jesus in the gospels, each describing a different aspect of our 
common Christian obligations to our Lord and to our fellows. 

Both pairs of brothers found that obedience to the call of Jesus 

was costly; it meant abandonment of all that they held dear, and all 

earthly security, in simple committal to Jesus. Nor can we say that 

those who left father and hired servants and boat left more than 

those who left their nets alone,} since both left all that they had; that 

is always the minimum requirement for the Christian (8:34). Leftand 

followed (18) correspond to the double call of Jesus in verse 15 

‘repent and believe’ (Minear). 

It has been well pointed out by scholars that to the ancient world, 

unaccustomed to walking abreast on a wide path as modern 

pedestrians would naturally do, the word fo/lowed meant to ‘walk with’, 

in modern idiom. To walk with Jesus as Enoch had walked with God 

(Gen. 5:22), these fishermen gave up all earthly prospects. 

Nevertheless it is true that, by New Testament times, the verb ‘to 

follow’ had added to its meaning an ethical aspect, for it is always the 

teacher who walks ahead, and the student who follows: therefore, at 

the least, a rabbi-disciple relationship is implied. 

iit. Jesus at Capernaum (1:21-28) 

It was the consistent practice of Jesus to attend both temple and 

2. It has been noted (e.g. by Cranfield and Nineham), that, while this is a 

common Old Testament metaphor, it is used in a bad sense only: but in 

Jeremiah 16:16 the fishers are at least sent forth by God, and so find a 

place in his purpose for Israel. In the present context, a ‘good’ sense 

seems obvious. 

3. Although Schweizer may be over-exegeting when he tries to prove that 

Simon and Andrew were poor, because they were only using a casting 

net here. Other gospels mention Simon’s boat (Luke 5:3), which implies 

some capital at least. Fishing was a prosperous business in Galilee, and 

the lake a rich fishing ground. 
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synagogue; but, unlike any other teacher whom his audience had 

heard hitherto, he neither quoted nor relied on any great rabbinic 

names as precedent for his teaching. His hearers were amazed, not 

only at the content of his teaching, but also at the assumption of 

personal authority+ displayed in the manner of its presentation. 

This was in direct contrast to the caution and pettifogging of the 

scribes, to whom the new handling of law and tradition by Jesus 

must have seemed cavalier, to say the least. Anderson well points out 

the stress given in Mark to the teaching programme of Jesus, 

although the content of his teaching is not detailed. 

23-26. The immediate result of the preaching of Jesus was not 

harmony, but division and strife, exactly as he later warned (Matt. 

10:34). This strife might lie concealed in the minds of the 

congtegation, but it was made plain in the outcry of the demoniac. 

He, at least, bears unwilling witness to the person and work of Jesus, 

though he recoils instinctively from his purity, realizing that here is 

a preacher with whom he had nothing in common, crying what have 

you to do with us? (24) Capernaum, the scene of the miracle, was a 

proud city of unbelief, compared with which Tyre and Sidon would 

fare better in the day of judgment (Matt. 11:23—24). It is a strange 

4. In Mark’s Gospel at least, it seems as if the chief function of the 

miraculous was to assert the authority of Jesus to teach and act as he did 

(27). This is of course not to deny that such miracles were not also 

works of love and mercy (41) and signs of the coming of the kingdom 

(3:26). 

5. Best well points out OM) that ‘God’s Holy One’ is not, according to 

Mark, the usual phrase on the lips of the demonized, but ‘God’s Son’. 

As there is no special reason in the context for this change, we can only 

conclude that we have here the preservation of an original tradition. 

Nineham sees it as a messianic title, though unparalleled in the N.T. 

Robinson correctly sees Mark as the history of a cosmic struggle 

between God and the Spirit, on one hand, and Satan on the other. The 

coming of Jesus marks the overthrow of Satan: this is shown by the 

expulsion of evil spirits. He is misleading, however, when this correct 

interpretation leads him to underplay the basic historicity of the 

account in Mark’s Gospel. 
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commentary on the spiritual situation in Capernaum that a demoniac 
could worship in the synagogue with no sense of incongruity, until 
confronted by Jesus, and indeed apparently with no initial desire to 
be delivered from his affliction. The instant response of Jesus was 
to muzzle this involuntary demon-testimony and free the man from 
the incubus. The Greek word phimothé ti, be silent (25), is better 
translated as ‘be muzzled’: it is both strong and blunt, like ‘shut up’ 

in modern colloquial English. The main emphasis is on the silencing 

of the demon, to maintain the so-called ‘messianic secret’. See the 

Introduction (p. 88f.): Jesus will not accept compulsory witness to 

his god-head, when given by the powers of evil. 

27-28. This exhibition of power only confirmed the impression 

left in the minds of his hearers, that here was one invested with 

authority. But, though it often led to wonder, a miracle did not lead 

necessarily to belief. This seems to be one of the reasons why Jesus 

performed healing miracles so sparingly and selectively, and 

seemingly only for those in whom faith already existed, no matter in 

how small a degree (9:24). Of course, in the case of a demoniac, it 

would be useless to seek for such faith before liberation. Faith, in any 

case, if produced merely by the spectacular and the abnormal would 

be inadequate (Minear and Schweizer).° 

iv. Peter’s mother-in-law (1:29-3 1) 

This ‘domestic miracle’ gives us one of the rare glimpses into the 

6. In view of revived modern interest in the miraculous, attempts have 

often been made today to draw up a statistical assessment of the place 

of miracles in Mark’s Gospel. Statistics are notoriously unreliable, but 

Kertelge (in IOM) points out that the bulk of Mark is narrative material, 

not sayings, and that, in this narrative material, the miracle stories 

occupy 156 verses, as against 119 verses of passion narrative. In view of 

Kahler’s famous definition of Mark as ‘a passion narrative with an 

extended introduction’, this is interesting. Wimber’s different statistics 

are capable of several interpretations, but he maintains that a far higher 

percentage of the verses of the gospel ate concerned with miracle 

stories. Schweizer rightly says that miracles, when taken alone, are 

‘something very ambiguous’. 
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home lives of the apostles. Simon’s wife may even have accompanied 

her husband on his missionary travels later, as she is mentioned 

specifically by Paul in 1 Corinthians 9:5.’ This incident is often 

claimed as a ‘Petrine touch’: certainly, of the apostles, only Peter, 

James and John were present (and Andrewp). 

As so often in the gospel narrative, the touch of Jesus brought 

instant healing (31); and the consciousness of healing brought 

grateful devotion to him, expressed in the way in which she served or 

‘waited at table’. It is incorrect, with Schweizer (quoted in Anderson), 

to compare 15:41, and to see this service as being the model of 

discipleship for a woman. Humble service like this is the model for 

every disciple of Jesus alike (10:43—45), but a strict rabbi would have 

forbidden a woman even to serve at table. 

v. The evening healings (1:32-34) 

The miracle in the synagogue and the miracle in the home are the 

natural preludes to the general healing described in these verses. The 

two isolated miracles had actually taken place on the sabbath; now, 

after sunset, with the sabbath over and the first day of the week 

begun, crowds assembled to seek healing. The evangelist may have 

intended us to see that it was appropriate for such general healing 

and blessing to be on what was to the church ‘the Lord’s day’. The 

question of healing by Jesus on the sabbath does not seem to have 

yet arisen as a controversial point. Presumably this was so because 

the healing of the demoniac was involuntary, and the healing of 

Peter’s mother-in-law took place inside a private house, and would 

therefore be unseen by and unknown to the orthodox. Orthodox 

Judaism permitted healing on the sabbath only when life was in 

danger, and there is no evidence that such was the case here. As the 

Pharisees do not appear on the scene till 2:16, however, their absence 

may have also been the reason for the absence of controversy as yet. 

For a rigid Jew, breach of the sabbath was punishable by death (Num. 

15:35). 

7. Although the Greek verb used in 1 Cor. 9:5, periagein, ‘to lead about’, 

may be weaker in meaning, and simply refer to Petet’s married state, not 

to accompaniment by his wife when on his travels, as RSV takes it. 
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34- Once again, the Lord refuses to accept demoniac testimony 
to his Godhead. All such testimony is non-voluntary, an unwilling 
recognition by the powers of darkness of an empirical fact, and 
therefore it corresponds to no morally or spiritually transforming 
discovery. Jesus is prepared to await the revelation to be made by 
God himself that alone will enable every disciple to say with Peter, 
“You ate the Christ’ (8:29). James 2:19 shows that such grudging 
acceptance of God by the demons as an unwelcome reality is far 

apart from true Christian faith: though demons may well admit, they 

do not trust,* but only ‘shudder’. That is not the biblical ‘fear of the 
Lord’ (Ps. 19:9). 

vt. From Capernaum to Galilee (1:35-39) 

All the varied healings mentioned here must have taken a 

considerable time. We know that on some occasions at least, the 

miracle was accompanied by a conscious flow of healing power from 

Jesus (5:30). Healing may therefore have been an exhausting 

experience to him, although this is not actually stated in Scripture. 

If so, it would have been another reason for the frequent withdrawal 

of Jesus after such occasions, as now. 

It was after a busy sabbath of worship and ministry in the 

synagogue, at a time when others might seek rest and relaxation, that 

Jesus sought God in private prayer (35). In this way he was 

accustomed to spend his ‘preacher’s Monday morning’. The earliness 

of the hour and the pains taken to secure a quiet place for 

8. The refusal of Jesus to accept demonic testimony, however, is only one 

part of his general reluctance to allow himself to be known at this stage 

(see Kertelge in IOM). This is the so-called ‘messianic secret’, familiar in 

Mark’s Gospel, sometimes called ‘the tension between hiddenness and 

revelation’. But there is no need to assume that this is a framework 

imposed on his material by the evangelist, still less that it is an artificial 

creation: it is consistent with the whole pattern of the life and teaching 

of Jesus, as recorded in Mark. The clash of Jesus with demonic powers 

was not incidental but integral to his ministry as Messiah, and as 

introducing the kingdom of God: but that did not mean that he was 

bound to accept their demonic witness to him. 
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uninterrupted prayer left a lasting impression on the disciples. Simon 

and the others seem to have thoroughly disapproved of this 

‘unrealistic’ strategy in withdrawing from the bustle and opportunity 

of Capernaum to the silence of a lonely spot (37). They must have 

been still more puzzled when Jesus saw, in this heightened local 

interest roused by his healing work, the signal to move on, and to 

preach in other villages (38). This, he explains, was in fulfilment of 

his mission, which now became a general preaching and healing 

mission of a peripatetic nature, based on the synagogues of Galilee. 

Lightfoot notes that, in Mark, there are three specific references to 

Jesus at prayer (1:35; 6:46; 14:32). All are at night, and all at times of 

tension: but surely this early rising for prayer shows a general pattern. 

vit. The cleansing of the leper (1:40-45) 

This account of the healing of the leper is only one example of a 

type of incident that must have been repeated many times in the 

unrecorded ministry of Jesus, which obviously (3:8—12) was much 

more extensive than our scanty records show. In this miracle, told 

by Mark in his usual laconic way, there are only two characters 

involved. The first character is an untouchable, conscious of his own 

state, earnestly desiring to be cleansed, humble enough to ask for 

cleansing and believing that Jesus had the power to heal him. The 

other figure is the compassionate Jesus,? who does not shrink from 

laying his hand even on the loathsomeness of leprosy. Wherever the 

compassionate Christ and the yearning sinner meet, there then 

comes instantaneous and complete cleansing. In the antiseptic 

cleanliness of modern hospitals, we lose sight of the wonder of the 

parable of Jesus in all his purity stooping to touch the ugliness and 

stench of our sin to bring healing and forgiveness. In the ancient 

world, the attitude towards leprosy was not unlike the popular 

attitude to suspected sufferers from AIDS today. To the pious Jew, 

9. But, as Anderson reminds us, a few manuscripts have ‘moved with 

anger’ instead of ‘moved with pity’. If this is the true reading, then 

Wimber thinks the Lord is angered by Satan’s act in causing this man’s 

leprosy: Anderson thinks that he is angered by the Jewish attitude to 

leprosy and the helplessness of the Jewish law in face of it. 
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conscious of the ritual uncleanness of the leper (Lev. 13:3), the 
wonder became even mote staggering: Jesus was willing to incur 
defilement (as they saw it), so that the defiled leper might be made 
clean. The whole of the gospel is here in a nutshell: Christ redeems 
us from the curse by becoming under a curse for our sake (Gal. 3:13). 

43-44. Once again, the commands of Jesus run counter to all 

natural human thought.’°® To the healed leper, the most natural 

thing in the world, the spontaneous expression of gratitude, would 

have been to tell others. This, in his case, was forbidden in the most 

explicit terms, which was surely because Jesus never desired people 

to be drawn to follow him simply in hopes of material benefits to 

be obtained from him. Unwise publicity by witness to physical 

healing might attract others from wrong motives. This is one of the 

paradoxes of the ministry of Jesus. He sees the hungry crowd, has 

pity on them and feeds them; and yet he rebukes crowds who come 

to him solely for feeding (John 6:26), and disciples who fail to learn 

the lesson from it (8:17). He has compassion on the sick, and does 

not turn them away when they come for healing; but he makes no 

attempt to seek out the sick to heal them. Rather, he withdraws 

himself when the crowds seeking healing become too great, for this 

makes his teaching ministry, which is alone able to interpret his 

healing ministry, impossible (38). His primary purpose was ‘preaching 

the gospel of God’ (14). Jesus certainly performed miracles and 

healed the sick, but to say, with some, that he banished sickness and 

death from Israel for three years, goes far beyond Scripture, and 

ignores his purpose. 

For the healed person to show himself to the priest, on the other 

hand, and to make the necessary offerings, was both a fitting 

expression of gratitude to God for his healing, and also an obligation 

to a law which was at once the medical and hygienic, as well as the 

ceremonial, code of Israel (cf. Deut. 24:8, reinforcing the injunctions 

of Lev. 14:2). It was a proof that he had been healed. It was also a proof 

10. Schweizer rightly points out how strong is the word used in the 

command, although it certainly did not carry its original meaning of 

‘snorting’ (as of a horse) at this stage. Nevertheless, just as strong a 

word is used of the anger of God in the Old Testament. 
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to the priest of the healing power of Jesus (1:44): but no danger of 

wide publication was involved here. 

45. Disobedience to the express command of Jesus, even if 

undertaken from the best possible motives, could lead only to a 

hampering and hindering of his work. Perhaps that was why Jesus 

had warned him so strongly against it in verse 43, but all in vain. 

B. The beginning of conflict (2:1 — 3:6) 

2. The healing of the paralysed man (2:1-12)"' 

Whenever Jesus entered a house, the verdict of the gospels is that 

the fact could not be concealed (7:24), so pervasive was his presence. 

Soon the crowds gathered again in Capernaum, which, after the 

move from Nazareth, now became his home (for the move, see Luke 

4:31). But this time the crowds came, not merely to be healed of 

bodily illnesses or afflictions, but to hear the word of God (verse 2). 

The temporary withdrawal by Jesus in 1:38, and the Galilean 

preaching tour of 1:39, had served their purpose; the wheat had been 

separated from the chaff, among the hearers of Jesus. 

Nevertheless, because the needs of those in Capernaum were 

many and varied, and because Jesus would meet all those needs, 

however diverse, there was still healing: and healing, after all, was 

another messianic sign (Luke 7:22). The crowds that milled about the 

door of the house, whether it was Mary’s new home or the house 

of Simon’s mother-in-law, or the house of some other unknown 

friend of Jesus, were hungry to hear the word of God; and so the 

poor had the gospel preached to them (Matt. 11:5), the last great 
messianic sign. 

3-5. Their faith. The four who came in faith were anxious to 

obtain physical healing for their friend; it was granted. The paralysed 

man himself, to judge from Jesus’ dealing with him, was not so much 

11. Anderson prefers to entitle this section ‘The Bringer of divine 

Forgiveness’. But he seems mistaken in saying that Jesus does this ‘only 

as God’s representative’. The angry reaction of the scribes shows that 

they understood it as forgiveness given directly in the person of Jesus, 

and so involving a claim to deity by him. 
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conscious of his physical need as he was of his spiritual burden; so 
Jesus granted to him forgiveness as well as healing, Only the scribes, 
arrogantly self-satisfied, and therefore conscious of no need, 
received nothing, Verse 17 is the later comment by Jesus, not without 
wry humour, on this seeming anomaly. 

As usual, Jesus healed in response to faith. Here Scripture does not 
make clear the attitude of the sick man himself. He, too, may well 
have had faith, but it may be that he was too conscious of his own 
sin to have any confidence in approaching Jesus. It is simplest to 

assume that Jesus worked the miracle in response to the active faith 

of the four others, who brought a helpless friend and laid him at 

Jesus’ feet. Their faith showed its reality by its obstinacy and 

stubbornness in refusing to give up hope. This could be a veritable 
sermon on the text of James 2:26, illustrating the truth that faith, 

unless it shows its reality by action, is unreal and self-deceptive, and 

therefore cannot be expected to achieve results. 

6—7. These scribes (NIV ‘teachers of the law’, which is loose, but 

correctly defines their status) were men of theological acumen. 

They were not the local synagogue officials of provincial 

Capernaum, but a fact-finding commission of the type that had 

already minutely cross-questioned John the Baptist (John 1:19; Luke 

5:17). They saw at once down to the theological roots of the matter. 

Of course, none but God could forgive sin; how dare a mere human 

like Jesus claim such authority? Again and again during the life of 

Jesus the same dilemma was to reappear. If he were not divine, then 

he was indeed a blasphemer: for he must be ‘either God, or mad, or 

bad’, as the old saying runs. There could be no other possible 

explanation. If the scribes did not accept him, then they must 

condemn him. At least some of them would see the logic of this 

(3:6) and so they would begin to plot his death in cold blood. 

Already, the path to the cross was determined. 

8-9. Nevertheless, in the case of some of the scribes, the 

bewilderment may have been genuine enough, as it surely was in the 

case of the honest scribe of 12:34. To help such bewildered people 

to make the staggering equation between the human Jesus and 

Godhead, Jesus gave them an unasked sign of his divine power, by 

healing the paralytic before their eyes. 

Of course it was equally easy to utter the two phrases in the text, 
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and equally easy for divine power to vindicate the note of authority 

in either phrase. But there is no outward sign by which the inward 

reality of the forgiveness of sins can be tested, while it is at once clear 

to all whether a lame man actually walks or not. In other words, in this 

physical sphere it could most readily be seen whether the assumption 

of authority by Jesus was justified or unjustified. So, as often, Jesus 

took his enemies on their own terms and refuted them; verse 8 

shows that he acted in full knowledge of their thought processes. It 

was, in point of fact, a much easier thing to heal the body than to 

restore the soul, for even a prophet might heal, while no mere 

prophet could ever forgive sins; but the scribes, with their incessant 

demands for visible signs, were unlikely to see this (see 8:11). In any 

case, Jesus both healed and forgave on this occasion, leaving them 

speechless. If they had eyes to see it, here was the very sign they had 

wanted; but none are so blind as those who refuse to see. 

10-11. ‘The Son of man has authority on earth to forgive sins ...’ There 

are two ways of understanding this passage; both lines of exegesis 

are fruitful, and, if pursued far enough, ultimately merge into one. 

The first interpretation is, in paraphrase, “You say that only God can 

forgive sins? but I will show you that here is a human who has the 

same power’, so leading the thoughtful hearer to the equation of 

the human Jesus with God. This would involve understanding the 

phrase Son of man as being merely the common Semitic paraphrase 

for ‘mortal’ (Ezek. 2:1, etc.). The second interpretation would take 

Son of man, in this instance, as Jesus’ own self-chosen title for himself, 

as it must be in 8:31, etc.'* If it is taken in this way, then we should 

12. Son of man as a title seems derived primarily from the use in Dan. 7:13, 

with further development during the intertestamental period. This title 

of the Messiah speaks of him in his capacity as ‘representative man’, the 

human agent of God, especially as finally vindicated by God and 

returning in judgment. In Matt. 26:63—64, the title is linked specifically 

with ‘the Christ, the Son of God’. This identification of ‘son of man’ 

with “God’s Son’ was the ultimate blasphemy for which Jesus was 

condemned to die by the Sanhedrin (14:61—64). The title will occur 

frequently, but this is its first use in Mark (Anderson), which, in the 

context, may be significant. 
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paraphrase ‘to show you that I in person have this power to forgive 
sins ...” In either case, the miracle has evidential value to prove the 
divine authority of Jesus. Most, if not all, of the healing miracles 
recorded in the gospel seem to have had this aim as well as the 
exhibition of divine love; they certainly produced this result to 
those who were not wilfully blind., 

12. Once again, the word of Jesus proved to be effectual, a word 

of power and authority. As in Genesis God had created from 

nothing by a word (Heb. 11:3), so, at a word, God’s Son could bring 

strength out of weakness, so that something which was impossible 

by nature became possible, and a paralysed man walked home, 

carrying his mattress. The natural reaction of the unbiased section 

of the crowd was to praise God who had committed such authority 

to humans (cf. Matt. 9:8), so vindicating Jesus’ reason for performing 

the miracle. The crowd at least realized that an entirely new factor 

had now entered the situation; this was the ‘finger of God’ (cf. Exod. 

8:19). But they were as yet content to wonder at such authority 

committed to a human, without asking the further question as to 

who this human was. The full answer to that was not to come till 

Caesarea Philippi (8:27—30), and it was a question for which not even 

the closest disciples of Jesus were as yet ready. 

2. The ministry of Jesus (2:13) 

Jesus is frequently described as engaged in open-air preaching, 

especially beside the Sea of Galilee, where many villages were 

clustered round the shore of the lake in thickly populated Galilee (see 

Josephus). One reason for this choice may have been that the 

sloping shore provided a convenient amphitheatre for a large 

audience, especially if Jesus preached from a boat moored just 

offshore in shallow water (as apparently in 4:1). Perhaps the same 

ptactical reason, as well as the geography of Galilee, influenced the 

Lord’s fondness for teaching on hillsides. He had grown up in hilly 

Nazareth (1:9), where his (presumably married) sisters apparently still 

continued to live (6:3), even after his own move down to the lake 

(Luke 4:31). See the comment on 2:1 for Capernaum as becoming 

his home in later years. Several of his disciples are specifically 

mentioned as coming from the shores of the lake (1:16—-19). As fat 

as the three active years of his ministry go, the area immediately 
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around the Sea of Galilee was therefore his home base, rather than 

the hills of central Galilee, although the ‘sermon on the mount’ may 

well represent a summary of his teaching in these central highlands 

(Matt. 5 — 7). As Luke chapter 6 contains an account of a very similar 

‘sermon on the plain’ instead, it is reasonable to suppose that 

this represents a summary of the main teaching of Jesus given on 

the level land by the lake. Alternatively, ‘plain’ may refer to a level 

plateau in the mountains of Galilee, as Blomberg suggests (in 

Carson and Woodbridge, Hermeneutics, Authority and Canon, p. 147). 

In that case, the teaching here mentioned, but not particularized by 

Mark, may have been part of this Lucan outline, for we may assume 

a generally similar pattern of teaching throughout the Galilean 

ministry. 

The ministry of Jesus is explained in various Greek terms. He 

‘heralds’ the news (1:14); he ‘teaches’ (1:21); he ‘speaks’ the word 

(2:2). Perhaps we may see here a rough division into evangelism, 

systematic instruction and informal teaching, all given in turn by 

Jesus; we have examples of all three types recorded in the gospels, 

although least material is recorded in Mark on systematic instruction. 

zt. The call of Levi (2:14-17) 

Levi, usually equated with Matthew (Matt. 9:9), was a tax-collector 

and, since he was working in Galilee, doubtless an agent of the hated 

half-Edomite Herod (cf. Luke 23:6—7)."3 This made him as much an 

outcast from orthodox Jewish society as the leper of 1:40 had been. 

Such tax-collectors were often, if not always, rapacious and immoral, 

apart altogether from the nationalistic prejudice against them, since 

they were working directly for the Romans or the Herods. Yet, as 

Jesus had laid his hand on the leper and cleansed him, so he called 

Levi to be one of the apostles, one of the foundation members of 

his new society (cf. Rev. 21:14 with Eph. 2:20), one of the twelve ‘new 

patriarchs’, heads of his new Israel (cf. Luke 22:30). Levi cannot be 

said to have been a likely choice for an apostle, but then neither had 

13. Schweizer well says that the picture of Levi is introduced ‘with the 

conciseness of a woodcut’; but that is typical of Mark, who draws a 

character with a few strokes of the pen. 
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his ancestor been a likely choice (Gen. 49:5), before God changed 
him (Deut. 33:8—11), as Jesus would change this Levi now. 

15. It seems that this meal was in the nature of a reception given 
by Levi to his old business acquaintances, to enable them to meet his 
new-found master. This verse, and the biting criticism of the 
Pharisees in verse 16, seem to prove,that the Lord already numbered 
many such tax-collectors among his followers.'4 The meal with Levi 
was therefore not an isolated instance, but chosen by Mark as a 

typical example of the mission of Jesus. 

16. Jesus never excused or condoned sin; no scribe or Pharisee 

ever condemned it in stronger terms than he did. But this criticism 

of Jesus by the Pharisees was ill-based for several reasons. First, 

when a man or woman became a friend or a follower of Jesus, then 

he or she ceased to be a sinner, but was changed. Secondly, the 

reason that Jesus mixed so freely with people of this sort was just 

because their need was so great, and because they, unlike the 
‘religious’, were conscious of their need and therefore responsive to 

his message. It was apparently a common complaint that Jesus was 

not sufficiently particular in choosing his friends, unlike other rabbis. 

Jesus himself must have known that the common Pharisaic view of 

him was as a greedy and hard-drinking person, and as a friend of tax- 

collectors and sinners (see Matt. 11:19). Nevertheless, in spite of all 

this criticism, it is probable that the main objection of the Pharisees 

to social intercourse (whether by themselves or by Jesus), with such 

strata of society was not a truly moral scruple, but merely a fear lest 

they themselves should contract ceremonial defilement by contact 

with those who were ritually unclean (cf. John 18:28). So Jesus 

would willingly touch the leper (1:41), but the priest and Levite, 

because of their office, dared not help even an injured and bleeding 

man at the roadside (Luke 10:3 1-32), for fear of incurring ceremonial 

defilement. (On the question of the ‘table fellowship’ of Jesus, see 

Joel B. Green, How to Read the Gospels and Acts, pages 48-57. It is 

14. Cranfield prefers to take the many as simply introducing somewhat 

awkwardly a reference to the numbers of the Lord’s disciples in general, 

and not tax-collectors in particular; but syntactically the traditional 

interpretation seems preferable. 
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possible that the early church saw in this passage a reference to the 

Lord’s Supper.) 
17. Jesus not only refused to deny the imputation; he claimed that 

to act in this fashion, by deliberately seeking out the sinful, was the 

whole purpose of his mission, and indeed an irrefutable proof of 

his Messiahship. As in the case of Zacchaeus, the Son of man came 

specially to seek and to save the lost ones (see Luke 19:10). His whole 

mission was directed towards the sinful, or those who are sick, to use 

the imagery of the present passage. He did not mean that any were 

in truth righteous or well and thus without need of spiritual healing. 

The point is that, without the primary pre-requisite of a sense of 

need, there could be no healing for them, for they were unwilling to 

come to him, the sole source of healing, to seek it (cf. John 5:40). 

iv. Controversy about fasting (2:18-22) 

John’s disciples, and so, we may infer, John himself, were meticulous 

in keeping the ceremonial law. This orthodoxy of John the Pharisees 

grudgingly admitted, even in their criticism of Jesus. John was 

therefore no heresiarch, but a bastion of orthodox Judaism, although 

as caustic in his remarks on the priesthood as many a prophet 

before him had been. Since several at least of the disciples of Jesus 

had been John’s followers before the Baptist’s testimony sent them 

away from him to follow Jesus (John 1:35—37), this strictly orthodox 

background of the apostles is important. Both to the Pharisees, and 

to John himself at times, it must have looked suspiciously as though 

these disciples had chosen an easier way in following Jesus. Although 

regular weekly fasting was not part of the law of Moses, by the first 

century such fasting had become an important part of the practice 

of Judaism, from which it passed into early Christianity, with only 

a change in the actual days involved." To the orthodox Jew this one 

minor point of fasting raised the whole question of the attitude of 

Jesus to the whole ceremonial law. He had already healed on the 

15. See Didache 8:1 for some curiously naive reasoning here. Paul’s words in 

Rom. 14:5 may refer to this custom, especially as the context treats of 

fasting: but it may equally well refer to sabbath observance by converted 

Jews. 



MARK 2:1 — 526 £27 

sabbath (1:31), though this had not yet become an issue; his disciples 
ate food without the prior ceremonial hand-washing customary in 
Judaism (7:2), and they even husked corn on the sabbath day (2:23). 
Taken together, this was highly suspicious: did this rabbi reject the 
traditions? 

19-22. As often, Jesus answered the Pharisaic criticism at two 
levels. First, he replied on the superficial level at which these carping 
questions were usually asked. Then, having already demolished the 
objection of the Pharisees on their own premises, he proceeded to 

deal with the question at a far deeper theological level. Here one 

might paraphrase the question as, ‘in a time of joyous fellowship, 

who thinks of fasting?’'® Fasting is, in the Bible, a sign of disaster, 

Or penitence or mourning, or voluntary abasement of spirit. The 

grief which finds expression in this fasting will come soon enough 

of its own accord, when the fellowship of the disciples with Jesus 

is broken;"7 the disciples will have sorrow then, at his departure to 

the Father (John 16:20). To apply the analogy, which so obviously fits 

human affairs, it might be said that the time when Jesus was with his 

disciples on earth was in many ways an interim period and not 

normative for the church. No generalization can therefore be drawn 

from the practice of his disciples at that time, without careful 

compatison with the subsequent practice of the New Testament 

church, after Jesus had ascended into heaven and the Holy Spirit had 

been outpoured. 
But there was a far deeper question, which not even the disciples 

16. Of course, as Minear points out, the Pharisees too believed in a 

‘wedding feast’, a time when there would be no mote fasting. But to 

them, it was the messianic banquet, in the distant future: they could not 

realize that joy had come here and now, with Jesus. For the importance 

’ in Hebrew culture of a wedding feast, see Schweizer: a rabbi would even 

leave his teaching post to join the celebrations. The argument of Jesus, 

if accepted, was therefore unanswerable. 

17. See Cranfield for the very plausible view that John’s disciples were 

probably even then fasting in mourning for the martyrdom of their 

tabbi: this, taken with the aparthé, ‘is (violently) taken away’, gives the 

whole saying a grim point, and makes it indeed a passion prediction. 
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saw until their forcible expulsion from the ranks of orthodox 

Judaism in the days of the Acts. Was the whole structure of Jewish 

ceremonial, fasting naturally included, really consonant with the 

new spirit of the followers of the Messiah? A new spirit must find 

new forms of expression; that is the lesson of the parable. Indeed, 

the book of Acts shows with increasing clarity the utter impossibility 

of containing this new Christianity as a mere ‘Reformed Sect’ within 

Judaism, although fasting is known in Acts even in largely Gentile 

churches (Acts 13:1—3). It was no accident that not only the Judaizers 

but even the non-heretical Jewish-Christian churches known to 

Eusebius (both of whom continued to observe the law) died out in 

later centuries: they had tried in vain to put new wine into old wineskins. 

Whenever the fresh life of the Spirit breathes in the church, the same 

problem arises, as the church seeks for appropriate forms in which 

to contain and express the new life, without losing continuity with 

the old. Yet Christianity, for all its outward differences, was not a 

breach with Judaism, but its fulfilment (see on 1:2). 

v. Controversy about the sabbath (2:23-28) 

Neither to the ‘temporary’ nor to the ‘essential’ reason for the 

failure of the disciples to fast did the Pharisees give any reply; 

indeed, it is hard to see what they could have said. None the less, the 

two incidents with which this chapter closes, and with which the next 

chapter begins, show further clashes on two other points of 

ceremonial observance, so it is obvious that, on the wider issue, the 

orthodox Pharisees were still far from satisfied. Here it was the 

behaviour of the disciples, not Jesus himself, with which they found 

fault. It is very noticeable that the religious leaders were not able to 

bring anything against Jesus personally, not even the most trivial 

charge of breach of the ceremonial law. The sole proven charge 

against him was that of healing on the sabbath. That this charge 

would not stand in the religious court of the Sanhedrin as a true case 

of sabbath-breaking is shown by their failure to bring it forward at 

the trial of Jesus, when they were catching at any straw of evidence 

against him as a make-weight. Like Pilate, try as they might, they 

could find no fault in Jesus (John 19:4): their only way to achieve their 

goal was to use ‘false witnesses’ (14:57). 

The disciples were charged with ‘working’ on the sabbath, 
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probably on several grounds. Pulling ears of corn was ‘reaping’, and 
that was one of the thirty-nine activities specifically forbidden on the 
sabbath (Anderson). Schweizer also points out that even ‘walking’ 
was a breach of sabbath law, unless the distance was strictly limited. 
One wonders what the Pharisees were doing in the cornfields 
themselves: their sole purpose may have been to criticize the disciples 

of Jesus. In addition to ‘reaping’, the disciples not only pulled the ripe 

ears, but also husked them between their palms, according to Luke 

(Luke 6:1). The actual eating itself was of course not culpable, even 

in Pharisaic eyes. The disciples seemed to have acted in the matter 

quite unselfconsciously, and so not for the first time, we may be sure. 

But then, they had not been trained in the niceties of the rabbinic 

schools. We know how bitterly the Pharisees despised the ‘am 

ha-’ares, the ‘people of the land’, the common people, ignorant of 

the law, and therefore considered accursed (John 7:49). Even the 

Lord was regarded with great suspicion as an unlettered rabbi john 

7:15), that is, one without formal training in the law at the feet of 

some recognized religious teacher. Such culpable ignorance displayed 

by his disciples with regard to subtle legal points would but condemn 
their master further in rabbinic eyes. It was, in the last resort, the 

professional jealousy of the theologians of Israel that hounded 

Jesus to death. None were so blind as those who boasted themselves 

of their theological insight. 
Again, the answer of Jesus was twofold. First, he showed them 

that there was biblical evidence for the law of need taking 

precedence over the law of ceremonial,'® and instanced this is the 

case of no less a personage than David himself. Further, he showed 

that in David’s case this was not the mere question of picking and 

husking corn, but the much more serious charge of eating the bread 

of the Presence, which, after its solemn presentation to God, was 

hallowed from secular uses, and might be eaten only by the priests. 

This action of David, though the Pharisees must of course admit 

18. With deference to those commentators who disagree, this seems the 

plain meaning of the text before us. David had been in need, and so 

were the disciples of Jesus. To argue that the disciples were not dying of 

hunger is beside the point: neither was David, so far as we know. 
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it as an historic fact (whether or not it took place when Aliathar was 

high priest’), and also must admit that it stood unreproved in 

Scripture, they might nevertheless have deprecated, and regarded as 

at best a poor palliative of the offence of the disciples of Jesus, strict 

parallel though it was. Jesus must go further than this, to justify their 

action. 

27. So Jesus now makes a far deeper claim. He claims that the 

Pharisees, with all their hedging restrictions, originally designed to 

avoid any possibility of infringing the sabbath, had ended by making 

the sabbath an intolerable burden (cf. Matt. 23:4). They had by now 

quite forgotten that in origin the sabbath was God’s merciful 

provision for his creatures. Humanity was certainly not created 

simply to exemplify and observe an immutable theological principle 

of sabbath-keeping, as some rabbinic extremists were quite ready to 

uphold. To do them justice, the same extremists were quite prepared 

to be slaughtered rather than to resist their enemies on the sabbath 

(Schweizer), and so they were at least consistent. But at the last, it 

was this stubborn ‘consistency’ that kept them from response to 

Jesus: they lived in a sealed world of spiritual blindness and hardness 

of heart. 

28. Even this principle, that the sabbath was made for humanity, 

some Pharisees might accept, but Jesus goes further. If the sabbath 

was truly made for our spiritual and physical good, and not vice 

versa, then #he Son of man is master of the sabbath, and can interpret 

its regulations as he sees fit to do. This, in fact, was what the rabbis 

had been trying to do themselves, though in a wrong-headed way. 

19. There is a well-known crux here, in that Abiathar became priest (the 

title ‘high priest? does not seem to have been used in his day) only after 

the slaughter by Saul of Abimelech his father because of this deed of 

David’s. Many Mss omit the clause in whole or in part, almost certainly 

because of the difficulty. We may cut the knot with the stout-hearted 

Jerome, by arguing that our concern is not with names and such like (cf. 

1:2, whete the citation from /saiah the prophet actually covers Malachi as 
well), or else say that ¢p/ should be translated as ‘in the passage dealing 
with’; cf. ep7 tou batou (12:26), ‘in the story of the bush’. On the whole 

question of Abiathar, see Blomberg, in Carson and Woodbridge, 

Hlermeneutics, Authority and Canon, pp. 147-148. 
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Once again, if Jesus is using Son of man as a personal title for himself 
at this point, and if his opponents understood his use of it so 
(neither point is certain), then the claim becomes even more 
pungent. It would mean that, instead of denying the charge, he freely 

admits it, but claims to have the absolute right to overrule the 

sabbath, because of his person and work as God’s representative. 

Such a claim leads naturally enough to the major clash over sabbath 

healing at the beginning of chapter 3. It is at last dawning on them 

that his sabbath healings (1:25 and 1:31) were no mere accidents, but 

undertaken intentionally because he regarded the sabbath as his by 

right. So they resolve to lay a trap for him, by making a deliberate test 

case; but as so often in the New Testament, the issue, when forced, 

moves them from the judge’s bench into the prisoner’s dock. 

The other possibility is that Jesus here uses ‘Son of man’ merely 

as a synonym for ‘mortal man’. The meaning would then be ‘humans 

have precedence over the sabbath’: but this is less likely. 

vt. The man with the withered hand (3:1-6) 

There is no evidence as to which particular synagogue this was, except 

that it was in Galilee. The likelihood is that it was in Capernaum, 

since the theological delegation from Jerusalem still apparently held 

its watching brief. This miracle concerned a man powerless to work 

until he received the healing touch of Jesus. One interesting early 

tradition”® says that he was a plasterer, to whom naturally the use of 

both hands was particularly important. Some of these extra- 

canonical details preserved in such sources may perhaps be true; it 

is hard to see why they should have been invented, if they prove no 

theological truth. Much oral material about Jesus must have lingered 

on in Palestine, at least until the disaster of AD 70 broke the living 

lines of tradition, as the exile had in 597 Bc. This detail, however, 

sounds more like a later ‘preacher’s amplification’ of the text than a 

genuine memory. 

2. The condemnation of the Pharisees is that they utterly failed 

to see in this man a case of need. All they saw was a possible 

20. The ‘Gospel of the Hebrews’, quoted in Jerome’s commentary on 

Matthew 12:13. See Anderson for a translation of the verses in question. 
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ground of accusation against Jesus if he took advantage of this 

sabbath encounter to heal. By such moral blindness, they stood self- 

condemned, even before a word was spoken. 

3. If the man truly desired healing, he must be willing to confess 

his need and to show his faith in the power of Jesus by standing up 

in the face of the whole congregation and displaying his need. To a 

sensitive person, such public display of a maimed limb would be a 

cup of shame, bitter to drink; but this costly confession of need 

Jesus often demanded (cf. the woman with the ‘flow of blood’ or 

haemorrhage in 5:33). In Israel, even an animal, if for presentation 

to the Lord, must be perfect, without a blemish: the blind or disabled 

were not acceptable (Lev. 22:22). No maimed Israelite could act as 

a priest of the Lord (Lev. 21:18). 

4. The query of Jesus on this occasion, like the question about the 

source of John’s baptism in 11:30, was one which the Pharisees could 

not answer honestly and directly without at once abandoning their 

own theological position. Matthew 12:11, with the homely parable 

of the animal which falls into a pit and is at once retrieved by his 

owner, sabbath or no sabbath, makes the same point even more 

obviously. The Galilean farmers would have chuckled at that: it was 

after all an appeal to the commonsense of the ordinary man or 

woman, as was the question of Jesus here. Frequently, by Semitic 

idiom #0 do good or to do harm can simply mean ‘to do anything’, but 

here each part obviously has its full sense, for the two halves are 

strongly contrasted,”" as o save iife or to Rill. Yet everyone, by admitting 

the justice of Jesus’ question, admitted that it was therefore lawful 

to do good on the sabbath day; for to heal a helpless cripple was 

21. Itis possible that the second clause, ‘or to do evil’, may merely be a 

typically stylistic addition, to balance the first clause. The meaning of 

the whole phrase would then be the same as the simple ‘to do good’. 

But the exegesis in the commentary seems more natural and 

satisfactory, since it gives an appropriateness to both halves of the 

clause. Alternatively, we may take ‘to do good or ill’ as being the 

common Semitic idiom meaning ‘to act’ in general, or ‘to do anything’, 

since all possibilities are included here. In either case the problem is 

more linguistic than theological; the lesson is the same. 
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unquestionably 70 do good. Further, to abandon the helpless man 
would be to cause him to remain crippled; this would clearly be #o do 
harm. Whatever course of action was chosen, something must be 
done on the sabbath day. The only freedom of choice was as to 
whether to do good or harm, to save life (better ‘heal’) or to Rill. 
Technically speaking, on their own.terms, a wrong deed would be a 
far greater ‘profanation’ of the sabbath than the good deed which 
they were scrupulously refusing to do. Mark does not hete record the 

conclusion to be found in Matthew 12:12 ‘so it is lawful to do good 
on the sabbath’, but this is clearly the meaning of Jesus, whether 

stated or not. Mark usually leaves his readers to draw such 

conclusions for themselves. 

5- This is the first reference in Mark to that hardness of heart or 

‘refusal to respond’ experienced by Jesus, not only among Pharisees, 

as here and 10:5, but also among the common people (John 12:37— 

40), and even among his own disciples (6:52). Such ‘hardness of 

heart’ angered him when found among his enemies; it grieved and 

amazed him when among his disciples. “Hardhearted’ to us usually 

means callous or cruel, but to the Hebrew it meant a stubborn 

resistance to the purpose of God, the very opposite of that humility 

and gentle teachableness which God requires. It is a form of pride 

and, like unbelief, it is in part at least an attitude of the will. So, if 

wilfully sustained, it can end by becoming the unforgivable sin 

against the Holy Spirit (3:29). It should be noted that this is a sin to 

which, to judge from Scripture, the theologian and the religiously 

minded are more exposed than are the publican and sinner: and if 

any of us fears this sin, it is proof that we have not committed it. 

‘Heart’ in Hebrew comes close to ‘mind’ in English: it is not primarily 

concerned with the emotions but with the thoughts and the will. 

6. The result of the man’s faith and obedience (if the two concepts 

can be distinguished) was complete healing (5). Mark, alone of the 

gospel writers, tells us that from this moment onwards the Pharisees 

and Herodians?* began to plot the death of Jesus. That was equally 

22. The exact identity of the Herodians is disputed. Mark mentions them 

certainly in 3:6 and 12:13, and possibly in 8:15 (a variant reading) as 

opposing Jesus, along with the Pharisees. With the exception of Matt. 
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the result of the same miracle; for grace can either soften or harden 

the heart, but it would not leave it untouched. 

The Pharisees were outraged at what they regarded as a clear and 

deliberate breach of the law. But it is hard to believe that in their plot 

to kill Jesus they had already secured the backing of the high priestly 

authorities at Jerusalem, to whom as yet Jesus cannot have appeared 

a very formidable antagonist. Why she Herodians were involved in the 

plot is not so clear; whoever they wete (see the preceding note), they 

can scarcely have been zealous for the law. Their anxiety, to judge 

from their name, may have been purely political. 

22:16, the other gospels do not mention them at all, in most cases 

linking the Sadducees with the Pharisees instead. Because of this, some 

commentators have doubted their very existence, or even identified 

them with the Sadducees, but this is hypercritical. Mark knows of 

Sadducees also (12:18) and introduces them alongside Herodians and 

Pharisees. Herodians, however, are not mentioned outside the New 

Testament and literature dependent on it. 

The term probably therefore describes those Jews who saw in Herod 

Antipas and the Herodian dynasty the hope of Israel (so Bickerman 

and, in general, Knox). Blood-stained tyrant though Antipas was, he was 

at least a native ruler, and had saved half the land from coming under 

the direct rule of Rome, as Judea had come. They may possibly have 

been largely members of the priestly aristocracy, numbering Sadducees 

within their ranks. The Pharisees, previously bitter enemies of the 

House of Herod (see Josephus), had by now reached an uneasy 

understanding: but a Pharisee could scarcely be called a Herodian. 



3. ALL WHO RECEIVED HIM: THE CALL 
AND TRAINING OF THE DISCIPLES 
(3:7 — 8:26) 

A. The conflict increases (3:7—-35) 

2. The breach with the religious leaders (3:7-12) 

These verses seem to mark the first decisive breach between Jesus 

and organized Judaism. If this is correct, it took place near the start 

of the ministry of Jesus, and is quite as marked and decisive in the 

synoptic gospels as it is in John. Jesus now moved away from those 

who had become his enemies, by a deliberate act of separation, and 

his disciples accepted the consequences of this separation by 

following him (7). Not only so, but big crowds poured down, not 

merely from Galilee now; from Edom in the south to Tyre in the 

north and Transjordan in the east (so possibly including Gentiles), 

they gathered to him, eager to be healed. It is as if the sabbath 

healing by Jesus in the synagogue was being vindicated by the 

common people, though official Judaism repudiated it. It is a marked 

biblical stress that in spiritual matters the plain judgment of the 

simple heart is a truer guide than the wrangling of the learned. What 
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is hidden from the wise is revealed to mete babies (Matt. 11:25—26). 

For the generally favourable attitude to Jesus of the och/os, the 

‘crowd’, in Mark, see Minear. Yet, at the last, in Jerusalem, this very 

‘crowd’ seems to have turned against him, when ‘stirred up’ by the 

chief priests (15:11). 

g-to. There are several other references in the gospels to Jesus’ 

practice of sitting in a ship moored offshore, and preaching to the 

crowds on the beach, when ordinary means of reaching such large 

numbers had failed. It was only one of the instances in which it was 

proved that the prior life and training of his fisherfolk disciples was 

by no means wasted, though they had forsaken it to follow him. 

Frequently Jesus used their skill and strength to cross the sea by boat, 

although they had to learn that, even in the sphere where they felt 

most at home, Jesus was still Lord (cf. 4:41). There is at least one 

gospel reference to Peter being commanded by Jesus to ‘cast a 

hook’ and fish (Matt. 17:27), and one of the resurrection stories finds 

the disciples fishing under the direction of Jesus, this time using their 

nets (John 21:3). It is therefore reasonable to suppose that the skill 

of the disciples may often have supplied them all with a meal. God 

does not always meet our needs by supernatural miracles: that is the 

exception, not the rule. To sit in the boat on this occasion was a good 

idea, but it was not a miracle, and the boat itself was not miraculous 

but provided by a disciple, in a perfectly ‘natural’ way. Yet there were 

miracles in plenty in the context, in healings and exorcisms by Jesus, 

and indeed it was the crowds resulting from these miracles that led 
to the need for the boat. 

11-12. Note the steady refusal of Jesus to accept demonic 

testimony to his person or work, though such testimony would 

have been irrefutable.' The reason for this refusal is not given by 

Mark, but it seems reasonable to suppose that Jesus wanted others 

to find out who he was by listening to his words and by watching his 
deeds. This is made clear in his reply to the puzzled disciples of the 

1. Of course, as Anderson notes, the demon’s declaration is not a 

dogmatic or doctrinal confession. It is wrung unwillingly from the 
demons as they bow before God’s superior power, at work in 

Jesus. 
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imprisoned John, who were sent to ask bluntly whether Jesus was the 
Christ or not. “Go and tell John what you have seen and heard’ (Luke 
7:22). Here were messianic signs in plenty; but it needed the eye of 
faith to interpret them. 

But the scribes and Pharisees, who, of all others ought to have 
known from their close study of the Old Testament how to 
tecognize the Messiah when he came, not only watched his mighty 

deeds unmoved; they actually attributed his expulsion of demons to 

demonic power (3:22). This was a deliberate distortion of the truth 

which called forth from Jesus the solemn warning as to the danger 

of such sin against the Holy Spirit, which, by its very nature, is 

unforgivable (3:29), since it has rejected in advance the only path to 

forgiveness provided by God. 

zt. The call of the twelve (3:13-19) 

Following this breach with the church of Israel, Jesus began to 

constitute his own church. He retired from the lakeside into the hill 

country of central Galilee (this is more probably the meaning of the 

Greek oros, rather than some one particular mountain neat 

Capernaum),* and spent a whole night in prayer (Luke 6:12) before 

selecting for special teaching and training twelve from out of the 

general company of his followers.3 Johnson acutely points out that 

2. To biblical writers ‘the highlands’ means either the hilly country of 

central Galilee, or else the mountainous plateau of Judah, with 

‘lowlands’ elsewhere, especially along the seashore or lakeside. But 

perhaps the word only reflects Aramaic “ra, ‘open country’ (Black, 

quoted in Anderson), and has no reference to the height of the area. 

3. Just as the old Israel had twelve ‘founding fathers’, so had the new; even 

some of the names of the founders ate the same. In both old and new, 

there is a Simeon and a Levi, as well as a Judah. Other correspondences 

unknown to us may well exist, for Andrew and Philip almost certainly 

had a Hebrew ‘name in religion’ as well as theit Greek names (see 

Cranfield). As there had been of old a beloved tribe, Benjamin, so 

there was now a beloved disciple, John; and, in the new Israel, all are 

both priestly and royal (Rev. 1:6), as ideally in the old Istael (Exod. 

19:6). 
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Mark is not particularly concerned with church order, or with the 

later status of apostles: to Mark, the twelve are pattern disciples, to 

spread the good news. 
14-15. The primary purpose of the appointment of the twelve 

was so that they should be continually in the company of their 

‘rabbi’, who was at once teacher and leader of the group. They would 

thus receive both formal and informal instruction, and treasure and 

lay to heart his casual sayings, in the manner familiar from the 

disciples of Socrates and Confucius as well as from the common 

tabbinic practice of the time of Jesus and later. The secondary 

purpose was so that he might send them out as his own personal 

representatives, on missions for him. At this stage, their mission was 

defined as that of being heralds of the news of the establishment 

of God’s rule. By virtue of this, they had an authority, delegated to 

them by Jesus, to expel from human lives the demon forces that had 

hitherto ruled them (15).4 

16—19. Mark’s list of the apostles contains more of the personal 

4. The question now arises as to what extent the driving out of demons 

still forms part of the ordinary Christian’s calling today. Exorcism was 

clearly a spiritual gift committed by Jesus to the apostles: it is mentioned 

in the ‘longer ending’ of Mark 16:17, although not in the ‘great 

commission’ of 16:15: it also appears in Acts 5:16, etc. Nowadays, with 

the re-emergence of the concept of a ‘deliverance ministry’ within the 

church, this debate has once again become a burning issue. While not in 

any way minimizing the reality or possibility then or now of partial or 

total possession by demonic power, it should be noted that the gospels 

use this concept and the consequent phraseology more freely than Acts, 

and that the Epistles, while mentioning opposition by Satan, do not 

mention exorcism at all as a spiritual gift or task, suggesting that the 

question is more linguistic than theological. Of all the gospels, Mark is 

closest to the Hebrew usage, by which many types of ill health were 

ascribed directly to the devil, without mentioning any ‘secondary 

causes’. This should warn us against the generalization on too wide a 

scale of the concept of ‘demonization’, and lead us to be cautious both 

in our perception of the need for exorcism and in its application, except 

in very clearly marked cases. 
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nicknames, naturally Aramaic,’ than do any of the lists in the other 
gospels. If, as suggested in the Introduction, even if his gospel is not 
directly Petrine, Mark depends directly upon early Palestinian 
tradition, this is very understandable. Simon (16) is to be Peter, ot 
Cephas in Aramaic, ‘the rock’.° James and John (17) are a hot-tempered 

pair; they are to be called Boanerges, translated by Mark as sons of 

thunder. Thaddaeus (18) is probably to be equated with the Lebbaeus 

of other lists, an equation specifically made in some manuscripts. It 

is in either case probably to be translated as ‘big-hearted’, though, 

if it is a nickname, the exact point made by the name (courage? 

intelligence?) is uncertain. Some, however, had equated this apostle 

with ‘Levi’, as Origen seems to have done, presumably on the basis 

of the similarity between ‘Levi’ and ‘Lebbaeus’: but this may be 

simply an attempt to settle the identity of the twelfth apostle. All lists 

are agreed on eleven of the names, though additional names are to 

be found in apocryphal and Jewish sources (Schweizer). Sion the 

Cananaean (18) would be better translated as ‘the Zealot’ (see BAGD) 

ot ‘the activist’, following Luke 6:15. This also is more likely to be a 

nickname than to denote actual membership of the later Zealot 

5. There can be little serious doubt that Jesus and his disciples habitually 

used Aramaic both in conversation between themselves, and in 

conversing with others, in Galilee at least, although there is much 

dispute over the exact dialect and vocalization. Matthew Black is still the 

safest guide. Few now would hold with Torrey’s extreme views, for 

which see Albright. Written Aramaic sources for the gospels (as distinct 

from oral Aramaic sources) become progressively less and less likely in 

view of the almost total dearth of Aramaic literature in this period, 

apart from certain of the Dead Sea Scrolls. The fact that spoken 

Aramaic was very much alive, however, is shown especially by Mark, as 

is very natural, if he has a Palestinian source or sources. See also 5:41 

and 7:34, for entire ‘fossilized phrases’ of Aramaic. 

6. Nineham points out that, from now on in the gospel, the old name 

‘Simon’ is dropped (except in 14:37) in favour of ‘Peter’, the Greek for 

‘Cephas’. Compare the way in which the old name ‘Saul’ is dropped in 

Acts in favour of the Roman name ‘Paul’ after the commencement of 

the Gentile mission (Acts 13:9). 
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party. If we translate the name as ‘the keen’, we can recapture some 

of the original pun as well as the sense of the word. Perhaps 

Cananaean is not so much a mistranslation of the presumed Aramaic 

original form gandn as a deliberate precaution against possible 

suspicions of treason. Mark’s Gospel was written early, and there was 

no certainty that it would not fall into the wrong hands. Other 

instances of similar caution in Mark’s wording will be mentioned 

below, in chapters 13 — 14. Likewise Jscariot (19) is at least as likely to 

mean ‘the dagger man’ (the ancient equivalent of the modern 

‘gunman’) coming from the mixed Graeco-Latin word s7karios, as it 

is to mean ‘the man from Qeriyoth’ (meaning either ‘villages’ in 

general, or one specific place-name). Even if translated “knifeman’, 

it could be either a pure nickname, or a hint of direct political 

associations with the vatious extremist parties loosely grouped 

together under that name. For the suggestion that the name was 

sheqarya, ‘deceivers’, see under 14:10. Whether Thomas (“The Twin’: 

see John 11:16) is a nickname or not, is quite uncertain: he may well 

have been so named from the circumstances of his birth. 

Even if these last few instances are indeed to be understood as 

nicknames, however, there is no direct evidence that they were 

names conferred by Jesus, as the names ‘Peter’ and “Boanerges’ 

certainly were, according to Mark (verses 16 and 17), but there can 

be no doubt that they were the names used within the group, to judge 

from their later familiarity in the church. The Talmud contains 

many examples of what we would call today ‘surnames’ or 

‘nicknames’, used to distinguish various rabbis who shared a 

common name. A ‘trade-name’ is for instance frequent (cf. 6:3 ‘the 

carpenter’, of Jesus), or a ‘place of origin’ (14:67 ‘the Nazarene’), or 

a parent’s name (6:3, ‘the son of Marty’): Jesus, after all, was a widely 

used name (see on 15:7), and even ‘Jesus, son of Joseph’ was not 

uncommon as a combination, even being found on a tomb. 

In the choice of the disciples, there is an example of what can only 

be a mystery to the modern mind. Jesus chose at his own sovereign 

will, and those whom he chose responded to his call (13), so much 

is clear from Mark. But why choose this particular twelve? Or has 

this question any meaning when applied to God’s sovereign grace? 

It would be easy to say that Jesus chose those who had already 

proved themselves most responsive to his teaching, since he chose 
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the twelve from among the larger number of those who were already 
his followers, and had therefore been to some extent already sifted 
and tested. It may even be said cautiously that the parable of the 
talents would tend to support this general line of argument. But this 
cannot totally plumb the mystery, for perfect divine foreknowledge 
(John 2:24~25) still chose Judas among the others (19). Perhaps it was 
because Jesus saw capacity even in Judas for response to divine truth, 

or perhaps the choice of Judas was like the handing to Judas of the 

morsel at the Last Supper, a token of love (although some would 

dispute this meaning: see Morris, NICNT, John, p. 627, note 27), that 

would either win him over or else condemn him. In his usual way, 

however, Mark does not concern himself with the abstract problem: 

he simply records the incontrovertible fact of the choice of these 

twelve by Jesus, stumbling-block though it may have been to the early 

church in certain instances. Indeed, so far from avoiding the 

difficulty, Mark underlines it: Judas Iscariot is described as who 

betrayed him. Mark does not mention the handing of the ‘sop’ to Judas 

at the supper, though he can hardly have been ignorant of it: it is his 

way to understate rather than overstate. 

zt. Mounting opposition: the Beelzebul controversy (3:20-30) 

21. The consequence for Jesus of sonship of his heavenly Father 

was misunderstanding by his nearest and dearest upon earth: his family 

went out to seize him, believing him mad (verse 21). His own brothers 

apparently did not believe in him during this earthly ministry (John 7:5), 
although Acts 1:14 shows that afterwards some at least were numbered 

among the church, and Galatians 1:19 refers specifically to James, the 

brother of Jesus, as occupying high position at Jerusalem. 

In 3:31, ‘his mother and his brothers’ seem to have tried to 

presume upon their ‘natural’ family relationship, and to have received 

a gentle rebuke from Jesus.’ When he said ‘a man’s foes will be those 

7. The unreformed churches of the world, with their exaltation of Mary, 

have not always realized the consequence of this principle, that a 

temporary physical relationship to the incarnate Lord gives no special 

claim on him. 2 Cor. 5:16 is a wider extension still, applying to the whole 

incarnate life of Jesus. 
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of his own household’ (see Matt. 10:36), he may well have been 

speaking from bitter experience. Why should his friends or relatives 

say (21), doubtless with rough kindness in spite of their obvious 

irritation, that he was beside himself (i.e. ‘out of his wits’)?* What had 

made those who knew him best so convinced that he was mad, that 

they were even prepared if necessary to detain him by force, for his 

own protection? It was not, apparently, because of the content of 

his preaching, but because of its unexpected results; such numbers 

had come to hear or to be healed that set mealtimes were impossible 

(20). This, to them, was the last straw; like Peter when he heard of 

the cost to Jesus of the road to Jerusalem (8:32), they decided that 

they must save him from the consequences of his own vocation. 

Again, like Peter, they thought that they acted as his friends: but such 

friends were more dangerous to him than enemies. Like the disciples 

at the well of Samaria, they had no concept of the true food that 

sustained Jesus, the moment-by-moment obedience to the Father’s 

will John 4:32—34). 

22. Relatives and close friends might misunderstand Jesus; even 

his followers might be puzzled by him. But it was left to the 

theological commission of enquiry to misinterpret him deliberately.? 

There is a calculated bitterness in their terse judgment which is 

8. It is, however, quite possible that e/egon should be translated with RSV in 

the vague sense of people were saying, or ‘it was rumoured’. The subject 

would then be the people in general, and not specifically the relatives of 

Jesus. The action of his family would then be taken in response to a 

widespread rumour which had reached them, and would not be the 

result of a considered judgment on their part: but the net result was the 

same, 

9. This charge against Jesus of being in league with demons is reiterated in 

the Tannaitic formulation, which may stem from official Sanhedrin 

records (Stauffer, quoted in Lane). Certainly, the charge of sorcery is 

made in the Talmud. But, if so, it is remarkable that no charge of 

sorcery was made against Jesus at his trial (Lane), unless it was in the 

bungled charge about the promised rebuilding of the temple. It has 

often been noted that the core of the hostility to Jesus comes from the 

Jerusalem religious authorities (Schweizer), and this is another example. 
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lacking even in the rough words of his friends or relatives: there is 
a great difference between he is beside himself (21) and he is possessed by 
Beelzebul (the original form of the Hebrew ba’a/zebib [‘Lord of the 
flies’] probably a mocking alteration of ba’a/zebi, meaning ‘Prince 
Baal’). The theological commission was less concerned with speaking 
the truth than with speaking cutting words. We may compare ‘He has 
a demon, and he is mad’ (John 10:20). 

It is a strange paradox that in any times of religious revival or 

obvious working of God’s Spirit, it is often the religious leaders who 

oppose the work of God most strenuously, and seem to 

misunderstand it most wilfully. This is because every person’s danger 

of spiritual ‘stumbling’ over Christ comes through that which they 

take to be their strong point, in which they pride themselves. God, 

says Paul, traps the wise by their own wisdom (1 Cor. 1:19—21). The 

scribes in this passage are a living illustration of this truth: their 

venomous remark was not a sudden outburst of anger, but a 

sustained attitude. 

These Jewish ecclesiastics could not deny that Jesus had indeed 

expelled demons. Yet, running counter to all common sense, as Jesus 

himself pointed out by a simple illustration (23—25), they attributed 

this good work to an evil agency. This would assume a dichotomy 

of evil, a civil war within the kingdom of darkness itself, which 

would not only be a practical impossibility, but also a theological 

absurdity (26). Prejudice, in its full sense of a prior conceived 

judgment, had blinded their eyes to what was at once obvious to 

simple souls. 
23-26. Nevertheless, Jesus dealt graciously with them, in spite of 

their stubborn blindness. He first shows by parables the patent 

absurdity of their position in this assumption of a fatal division 

within the realm of evil, which would be tantamount to the suicide 

of Satan.'° The other two synoptists add that he also asked the 

relevant question as to what power was used by confessedly 

orthodox Jewish exorcists in performing a similar task with similar 

results; was that demonic power also? (See Matt. 12:27; Luke 11:19) 

10. Lane may possibly be right in seeing here a side reference to the family 

of Jesus itself in the simile of the house divided against itself. 
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We may note the casual reference in Mark to the one casting out 

demons in the name of Jesus, who was not a regular ‘follower’ of 

his (9:38), and the story of the sons of Sceva, the exorcists of Acts 

19:14, as illustrations of the widespread nature of exorcism in 

first-century Judaism. Exorcism was by no means such a new of 

isolated phenomenon in Judaism that the scribes should 

misunderstand it so. What may have been new was the universal 

success with which Jesus employed it, in contrast to the occasional 

failure even of his own disciples (9:28),"' and of Sceva’s sons in Acts. 

27. Thete was only one possible deduction; if Jesus did expel 

demons, it could only be because he was in possession of a power 

and authority stronger than that of Satan. So great a power, to any 

Jew, could only be the power of God (Luke 11:20). This in turn 

11. Those who live or work among the younger churches will recognize the 

reality of this phenomenon as an empirical fact of Christian experience 

and in the life of the church, while perhaps adopting a reverent 

agnosticism as to its explanation. Even in cynical Europe, two world 

wats have unleased such demonic powers that western Christendom is 

now more inclined to accept demon possession as a sobering fact, even 

if the outward forms are different. Psychological explanations are 

merely explanations of the mechanism involved, and are no doubt valid 

as far as they go; but they cannot exhaust the meaning, for they leave 

unsolved the nature of the driving force under and behind such cases. 

The Bible never encourages idle speculation on these matters; out 

thought and speculation is to be Christocenttic, not demonocentric. 

Certainly it seems that in the days of Christ there was a gteat outburst 

of Satanic activity, just as there was an outpouring of the Holy Spirit’s 

power, manifested in miracles of healing. 

Whether the same is true today or not, and whether the outpouring 

of the Spirit witnessed in many parts of the world is accompanied by 

consequently increased demonic activity, is another question, to which 

not every Christian would give the same answer. Whatever the answer, 

the modern Christian over-interest in the demonic and demon 

possession does not seem to be either biblical or healthy, while a 

recognition of the spiritual nature of the warfare in which we ate 

engaged is both of these (Eph. 6:12). 
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meant that Satan’s reign of sin and death was over, and that God’s 
reign had already begun, in the hearts and minds of men whom Jesus 
had ransomed and redeemed from Satan’s power. Nor is there to be 
any triumphal return for Satan; the strong man has already been 
bound, as these exorcisms show. 

28-30. This leads to one of the most solemn pronouncements 

and warnings in the whole of the New Testament, coupled, as 

often, with one of the greatest promises. There is forgiveness with 

God for every sin and blasphemy except one, which may be the 

deadly sin of which John speaks so cautiously in 1 John 5:16. This 

is the sin of the wilfully blind, who persistently refuse the 

illumination of the Spirit, oppose the Spirit’s work, and justify 

themselves in doing so by deliberately misrepresenting him. For such, 

there can be no forgiveness, for they have refused the only way of 

forgiveness that God has provided: indeed, they have slammed the 

door (verse 30). Anderson notes that the adjective ‘holy’ very rarely 

occurs as qualification of ‘Spirit’ in the sayings of Jesus as recorded 

in Mark, so that we may possibly have the vocabulary of a slightly 

later period being used here by Mark. But this is no proof that Jesus 

did not sometimes use it: otherwise, its later almost universal use 

would be quite inexplicable. Further, the usage is already found in 

the Old Testament: see Psalm 51:11. The question is purely linguistic, 

not theological. 

iv. The true relatives of Jesus (3:31-35) 

Presumably this arrival of his mother and brothers is still to be seen 

in the context of verse 21, where /is family was ready to restrain him 

by force, through a misunderstanding of the nature of his ministry. 

A similar total misunderstanding underlay the reaction of Peter in 

8:32 to the news that the path of Messiahship involved suffering and 

death. The reason for the misunderstanding was the same in both 

cases: God’s thoughts and plans run contrary to all natural human 

inclinations (8:33). 
There are still crowds coming to Jesus and he is still teaching them, 

in a systematic fashion, to judge from the verb siting in verses 32 and 

34, which to a Hebrew mind would imply a teaching relationship. 

Compare 4:1, where Jesus sits, as a rabbi might do, in a boat to teach 

the crowds. Preaching, on the other hand, seems usually to have been 
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done while standing, to judge from the prophetic pattern of the Old 

Testament. It was the work of a herald, and the messages were 

usually much terser. 
32. Your mother. Those who brought the message through the 

crowd to Jesus obviously felt that an external family relationship such 

as that of mother or brother constituted a valid prior claim on 

Jesus.'? There is even a note of mild rebuke in their words, a certainty 

that as soon as Jesus knows the true facts of the case, he will at once 

acknowledge the justice of the claim and interrupt his teaching to 

come out to them. But of such a claim, based on such a physical and 

natural relationship, the biblical Jesus shows himself utterly unaware. 

Even to Mary, this son of hers was a stranger, until she learned the 

nature of the new relationship which must now bind her to him. For, 

having first destroyed the initial false confidence with which his 

mother and brothers came, Jesus shows that there is indeed, in the 

doing of the will of God, a new and deeper confidence with which 

they may come, and which does allow such a claim to relation- 

ship (35). This new relationship is, however, spiritual and inward, 

not outward and ‘natural’, as was generally assumed by Israel 

in the time of Jesus, when they assumed that the Messiah belonged 

to them by right. The attitude of Mary and the brothers of Jesus is 

therefore only typical of the attitude of the whole nation: 

they confidently claimed a prior right to the kingdom of God 

because of their physical descent from Abraham (Matt. 3:9; John 

8:39). To find that this is not so will be the great stumbling-block of 

the gospel. 

12. Minear is correct when he points out how revolutionary the teaching of 

Jesus is here, especially in a Jewish context where a primary obligation 

was to one’s own family, and where respect of parents was enforced by 

the law (Exod. 20:12). The same would be true in any ‘old fashioned’ 

part of the third world today. Schweizer is probably going too far, 

however, when he says that this teaching is designed to forbid a later 

‘caliphate’ in the church of Jerusalem. True, James, the Lord’s brother 

was an early leader there (Gal. 1:19), and Eusebius says that other 

relatives of Jesus were leaders later (Schweizer), but there is no evidence 

that they were universally accepted. 
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But it cannot have been easy for one as loving as Jesus to say such 
stern words: they can be understood only in the light of the searching 
demands of the gospel (10:29), overriding all natural human 
relationships, however close. 

35- There is only one condition for admission to this position of 
peculiar intimacy with Jesus; we must know and participate, as he did, 
in doing the will of God. It is a constant New Testament stress that 

mere knowledge of doctrine, even with intellectual assent and 

appraisal of its truth, is inadequate without acting on it (Jas 1:22). To 

that extent, the modern phrase “doing theology’ (rather than 

‘studying theology’) contains a biblical truth: ‘good soil’ is that 

which produces a crop (4:8). Mere intellectual assent ultimately 

leads to our self-deception and downfall. 

B. Parables of the kingdom (4:1—34) 

2. The parable of the sower, and the reason for the use of 

parables (4:1-25) 

If we are to stress the Greek word palin, again, ‘a second time’, in this 

verse, it would mean, as in 3:7, a determined turning of his back by 

Jesus on those who misunderstood him, and so a fresh acceptance 

of his divine vocation."} But while in 3:7 those on whom he turned 

his back then had been his enemies, here they were his own relatives 

and friends. The path of Jesus was to be a lonely path, as Hebrews 

13:11-13 makes plain. He must suffer ‘outside the camp’ and be 

rejected by his society: but, as in Hebrews, so here, there were 

others who were prepared to risk the wrath of official Judaism and 

go out to him outside the camp, bearing his reproach. 

Indeed, so great was the response that Jesus was forced to resort 

to what apparently became for him now a common mode of 

13. Itis only fair to say that most modern editors (e.g, Cranfield), take the 

following block of material as composite. But this, even if true, does 

not weaken the force of the argument: Jesus turns from his fleshly kin 

to his spiritual kin, and teaches them. This chapter, with 13, is the only 

long continuous section of teaching preserved in Mark’s Gospel 

(Lightfoot). 
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teaching,.’4 He taught, as we have seen, sitting in a boat, probably 

anchored in shallow water, while the listening crowds sat on the 

foreshore all around. He taught by using parables, or as we might say, 

‘illustrations’, a system of instruction specifically designed to sift the 

wheat from the chaff among his hearers. Other teachers might 

tejoice when great crowds followed them, but not so Jesus; for he 

knew only too well the mixed motives of the human heart (John 

2:25). Here is an unusual teacher; his parables are designed to test 

rather than to illuminate, and to test, not the intelligence, but the 

spiritual responsiveness of his hearers. Further, there is a sort of 

arithmetical progression in things spiritual. To one who already has 

something, more will be given (25), since spiritual insight into the 

meaning of one parable will lead to further insight into the meaning 

of other parables (13). Contrariwise, failure to understand will lead 

us further and further into the fog, until we are completely mystified 

(12). In this, as in all other spiritual matters, either we hear or we do 

not hear (verse 9). To see the spiritual truth (to ear) is the proof that 

we have received the illumination of that Holy Spirit who alone can 

open our spiritual eyes, blind by nature, to the truth of God. 

2. The parable of the sower is not the first of the ‘illustrations’ 

used by Jesus as recounted in this gospel. The reply given to his 

critics in the Beelzebul controversy was specifically stated to be 

parabolic (3:23), and the reference to members of a bridal party, and 

to new wine in old bottles, had been equally obviously so (2:19—22). 

But this is the first sustained parable of which we have a full 

explanation given by Jesus himself to the disciples. It stands, in all 

three synoptic gospels, at the head of a series of parables, apparently 

corresponding to a definite pattern of teaching which Jesus used. 

Further, in a sense this parable is the key to all the other parables, for 

it deals with our reception of all of his teaching (4:13). There was 

of course nothing strange to the Hebrew mind in this method of 

14. Schweizer (IOM) points out that while Mark uses Aéryssein, ‘to proclaim’ of 

Jesus, he also uses it of the Baptist and the twelve. But didaskein, ‘to teach’ 

(with its cognate noun), occurs twenty times, always of Jesus. ‘Teaching’ is 

therefore seen by Mark as typical of and central to the mission of Jesus, 

even if little detailed teaching is recorded in the gospel itself. 
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instruction: the Old Testament contains examples of similar parables 
used for instruction (cf. Judg, 9:8—15). In fact this seems to have been 
one of the favourite forms in which the rabbis couched their 
teaching, to judge from the Palestinian Talmud." A good general rule 
of interpretation is to remember that a parable is normally designed 
to convey one central truth only. We should therefore not try to find 

a spiritual meaning in every fine point, recognizing that some details 

are only the ‘background’ of the parable. Otherwise, it would 

become an allegory, not a parable, and allegory has little place in the 

New Testament, and none at all in the teaching of Jesus. 

3. It is very possible that the subject of this parable was suggested 

by the sight of an actual sower at work on the hillside above the lake. 

There is, however, no hint in the context as to the season of the year 

(compare the obvious connection between the injunction to look at 

the fields in John 4:35 with what the open-air congregation could 

actually see at the moment). Jesus taught, not in some cloistered 

rabbinic school, but in familiar everyday surroundings: and for this 

teaching, he used homely illustrations drawn directly from that life, 

for teaching divorced from daily life has no support in the example 

ot word of Jesus. As Anderson points out, parables are not allegories: 

the story is always a possible true life situation. Obviously, this is why 

the crowds loved to listen to Jesus. 

4-8. This parable deals with the problem that is greatest of all to 

the thoughtful mind: how is it that scribes and Pharisees can so 

misrepresent Jesus? And how is it that even his kindred and disciples 

can so totally fail to comprehend him? Why does not the hearing of 

the doctrine produce the same result in every heart? The answer, as 

given by Jesus himself, is that the operation of the divine word on 

the human heart is not automatic, and that, while the doctrine is 

15. It has been well pointed out that maJsa/, parable, to the Hebrew had a far 

wider range of meaning than the Greek parabolé (see BDB and KB 

under the Hebrew word). It has, however, been less commonly 

recognized that, in biblical Greek, parabolé gradually extended its sphere 

of meaning to cover the wider range of the Hebrew word that it was 

translating. In classical Greek, its meaning had been much more 

restricted. 
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unvarying, the nature of the response is dictated by the nature of the 

heart that receives it. 
It is sometimes fashionable today for exegetes to blame the sower 

in the story for the poor harvest, and to point to the indiscriminate 

nature of the sowing as the reason; but to adopt this attitude is to 

misunderstand the whole purpose of the parable as well as to ignore 

a great theological truth. God sends rain on just and unjust alike (Matt. 

5:45), and sends his word to all, whether they will hear or whether they 

will not hear (Ezek. 2:5). We are not called to praise or blame the 

sower for the choice of methods: the parable is concerned with the 

empiric fact of the seed falling on different sorts of ground. The hard 

heart, the shallow heart, the overcluttered heart, and the good heart, 

all are in fact present, whenever the word of God is preached. This 

does not merely refer to the initial preaching of the gospel or the 

initial response of faith, but to all subsequent preaching too. The 

whole of the Christian life is one of continual and progressive 

response to fresh spiritual revelation. This illustrates how appropriate 

it is that the parable of the sower should stand as the introduction to 

a long teaching passage, itself largely consisting of parables. 

9. Let him hear: this cryptic phrase is a warning to the hearers that 

the parable requires thought and action in response, lest we dismiss 

it lightly without applying its truth to our own hearts. After all, that 

is what three groups of those described in the parable had done, and 

doubtless what the majority of the hearers of Jesus on this occasion 

would also do. 

10. Simple the parable may be when the explanation is known, but 

it puzzled the disciples enough for them to seize the first opportunity, 

when they were alone with Jesus, to ask its meaning. Matthew 13:10 

adds that they enquired wonderingly as to why he used the parabolic 

method of teaching at all. Mark does not record the question, but 

he records the answer in verse 12. It is plain that even the disciples 

found this parabolic method taxing. Yet only by the use of parables 

could there be that process of spiritual sifting that would be either 

eternally rewarding or eternally baffling, according to whether those 

who listened had ears /o hear or not, that is to say, whether or not they 

earnestly desired to understand God’s ways. If their will was rightly 

directed, then intellect would present no problem (John 7:17). 

11. The answer is given in solemn words, designed to make them 
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realize how privileged was their position as disciples of Jesus, and it 
introduces some of the deepest theological mysteries of the whole 
New Testament. God had been pleased to reveal to this little group 
the ‘mystery of the kingdom’ still hidden from others. They alone 
could talk with Jesus face to face, and ask for explanations of what 
puzzled them, whereas to those outside, the only explanation would 

be by another parable, which will test them afresh. The judgment is 

written plain for those who hear and yet fail to appropriate: their 

capacity for apprehension and appropriation of spiritual truth 

steadily dwindles until it disappears. Contrariwise, the more of 

God’s revealed truth that we assimilate, the more our capacity for 

assimilating further truth will grow. Further, spiritual perception of 

God’s truth is perilous: it only condemns us unless we act upon it. 

Increased knowledge merely brings increased responsibility (Luke 

12:48). God’s solemn choice of us is very far from favouritism, as 

indeed the history of Israel in the Old Testament makes plain. 

12. Because spiritual truth is not a set of isolated intellectual 

propositions to be mastered, but a whole to be comprehended by that 

sudden flash of spiritual insight which is the revelation of the true 

nature of Jesus made to us by God (8:29), so, to those outside, all must 

be in parable, because it would be useless to teach them deep spiritual 

truths until they had mastered the elementary level. But in any parable 

there was enough to lead the thoughtful, questing soul on: as Jesus 

says in verse 20, those sown on the good soil would hear and receive 

the word, and would transmute that truth into life. In terms of the 

parable, they will bear a crop, although in varying degrees. 

So that: there are several ways of explaining this verse. One way 

is by saying that in the Greek of the New Testament the particle hina, 

which should grammatically mean ‘in order that’ and should 

therefore express purpose, sometimes at least means ‘so that’ and 

merely expresses consequence."® To translate in this way would 

16. See BAGD, under this word: the explanation probably lies in Semitic 

idiom, and in the underlying Aramaic saying (Schweizer). Although old, 

however, the principles of Moulton’s Proegomena (vol. 1 of Moulton and 

Howatd’s Grammar of the Greek New Testament) should also be 

weighed here. 
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remove a possible theological problem altogether. The second is to 

see the strong antithesis as an idiomatic but typical Hebraism, 

deliberately stating the position in a more extreme form than it really 

means: this would come to the same result as the grammatical 

solution suggested above. The third possibility is to see these stern 

words in their Old Testament context of Isaiah 6:9—10, where it is 

plain that it is Israel herself who has obstinately shut her eyes and 

ears against God’s pleading. Israel’s blind condition is therefore 

culpable and a judgment which they have brought upon themselves; 

and so it is inevitable that they should fail to understand. This is 

probably the best solution to adopt. We can add to this the 

theological truth that God has willed that those who so refuse to 

accept his truth shall remain blind: in this sense, it is all within his 

purpose, and we can justify the so that. The fourth possible 

explanation, which carries the third suggestion even further, is to take 

a strong theological position, and to say that God has been pleased 

to reveal his Son to some and not to others, and that what is 

revelation to some is therefore merely baffling to others. This 

introduces again the mystery of God’s choice, to which Jesus refers 

in verse 11. As usual, Mark does not attempt to explain the mystery: 

he merely records it. 

13. Jesus gives warning that this parable is, as it were, a ‘parable 

of the parables’, for it describes in vivid picture language the reaction 

of his hearers to the whole system of parabolic teaching. It is not 

only the simplest of the parables; it is therefore the key to them all, 

as this verse says. 

14. The parable of the sower owes its peculiar appropriateness to 

the fact that, at the very moment when he was telling the parable, 

Jesus was himself sowing the good seed of the word, and so, by 

telling the parable, he was actually exemplifying it, quite irrespective 

of whether a farmer sowing the fields was at the moment visible to 

the hearers or not, as some commentators assume. 

15-20. There is another question to ask: are people really 

themselves to blame for the state of their own hearts? This is 

often denied today. But have they themselves, by multiple 

prior choices, determined whether their hearts are by now hard, or 

shallow, or overcrowded with cares and pleasures, or, instead, are 

‘good soil’? This problem Scripture does not answer: the sole point 
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made in the parable is that our hearts do in fact vary like this, and 
that this variation governs our response to the preached word. 
Although we are not specifically told to copy the seed sown on good 
soil, this is the obvious lesson, just as verse 9 is an invocation to us 
to hear. 

21-25. Itis probable that, in this particular instance, the primary 

lesson of the parable is not that stated elsewhere, as in ‘let your 

light so shine before men’ (Matt. 5:16). Perhaps the disciples 

felt as puzzled as any modern reader by his use of parables, 

and asked him, ‘Is this teaching in parables a deliberate obscura- 

tion of the truth to those outside?’ No, says Jesus, answering as 

usual on their level: who would light a lamp and then deliber- 

ately hide it? If truth is temporarily hidden in the parables, it is only 

so that it may be later revealed: the ultimate purpose of a parable is 

therefore not to conceal truth but to reveal it. It is because of this 

that we must ‘ake heed what you hear, remembering the double law of 

‘spiritual wastage’ and ‘spiritual growth’ according to whether we 

respond or not. To those who learn, and then pass on to others what 

they have learned, more will be given (verses 24 and 25). This 

argument from ‘minor’ to ‘major’ is a favourite with the Jewish 

rabbis: if even we humans would not act so foolishly with a lamp 

which we have lit, how much less so would God?'? The same 

paradox is seen in the case of Jesus: God is at one and the same time 

both veiled in him, and revealed in him,"* but the ultimate purpose 
is that he may be revealed to all (13:26). The ‘messianic secret’ is only 

temporary. 

i. Two more parables of growth (4:26-32) 

The first (26-29), which has no parallel in the other gospels 

(Schweizer), is a further explanation of the parable of the sower, 

being at once an amplification of the law of spiritual growth, and 

17. Minear gives this a slightly different twist: even if outsiders seem deaf, 

we should not cut down our preaching of the word to them, for the 

only purpose of the lit lamp is to shine. 

18. Cranfield discusses this gospel paradox at length, and suggests a reason 

for it. 
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also a parable in its own right. As such, it illustrates the nature of the 

reign of God in the human heart: it suggests the Christian doctrine 

of ‘growth in grace’ (2 Pet. 3:18); and it inculcates a continued trust 

in God, who will give a harvest in due time (Gal. 6:9 and Phil. 1:6). 

The sower’s daily sleeping and rising, and his ignorance as to how the 

seed grows, is only a part of the human “back-cloth’ of the parable 

and need not be spiritualized.? The process of spiritual growth is 

spontaneous within the kingdom of God, but it remains a total 

mystery to natural humanity. For the parable of ‘fruitbearing’ 

compate John 15 (frequently), Luke 6:43—45 and Galatians 5:22—23, 

where in every case the spontaneity of the process, given the 

necessaty spiritual conditions, is stressed. The last sentence (verse 29) 

seems to be a warning of the coming end of the age. When the time 

is tripe, God will intervene decisively in the affairs of humanity (Joel 

3:13) and establish his rule, so that all may see. The metaphor of 

reaping, with its inevitable separation of wheat from weeds (Matt. 

13:30), of grain from husks (Matt. 3:12), is a common picture in the 

Old Testament of the end of the age. It always involves the concept 

of judgment as well as salvation: chaff and weeds are burnt, wheat 

is saved. This is to be the final realization of the rule of God, 

which has begun already in Jesus. 

30-32. The concept of the reign of God was still not clear to the 

disciples, who seem to have consistently looked for an establishment 

of the messianic kingdom in their lifetime; witness the selfish request 

of James and John (10:35), and the eager question asked of Jesus by 

the disciples even after the resurrection, as to whether now was to 

be the time for introducing the kingdom (Acts 1:6). The small 

beginnings and slow pervasive growth of the kingdom were beyond 

19. This illustrates Anderson’s point that a parable is not an all- 

encompassing allegory. Belo makes a great theological point of this 

mention of ‘ignorance’, as though it meant that even Jesus himself was 

ignorant of what form the kingdom would take ultimately. But this is 

clearly an ovet-exegesis of the text, even if the theology expressed had 

been consistent with the rest of Scripture. Anderson is closer to the 

point when he says that the phrase describes a daily miracle that 

happens in the earth, quite independent of humans. 
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either the patience or the understanding of the disciples, but both 
were well illustrated by the growth of the tiny mustard seed known 
to them all. It is quite beside the point to quibble, and to say that 
ultimately the mustard seed produces only a large bush and not a tree: 
the point is that, from being a tiny seed, it grows until it far outstrips 
other similar plants. All Scripture must be read sensibly, and such 
quibbling would be rejected at once in the case of any other secular 
book. 

The exact point of the reference to the birds of the air (32) is not 

clear: the words may be merely indicative of the size of the mustard 

plant, for small birds could indeed perch in such a bush:?° but this 

need not exhaust the meaning. Some commentators have seen in it 

a reference to the mixed nature of the church, but this seems to be 

ovet-exegesis, though ‘birds of the air’? does sometimes have a 

sinister meaning in the Bible. It is best to see the explanation as lying 

in the Old Testament passage from which this is a quotation (Dan. 

4:14). There, the birds in the branches, like the animals below the 

boughs, are part of the ‘back-cloth’ of the vision seen by the 

prophet, and simply indicate the size and importance of the tree in 

question. Those who prefer to see a derogatory connotation in the 

word ‘birds’ will lean heavily on passages like Genesis 40:19, Joseph’s 

interpretation of the dream of the royal baker, but these are birds 

of prey, as specifically mentioned in the context. On the size of the 

mustard bush, see Schweizer for the story of the rabbi who climbed 

up a mustard bush in his garden, but this must have been exceptional. 

itt. The summing up of the parables (4:33-34) 

Mark has given the above specimens of the parabolic teaching of 

Jesus (obviously not an exhaustive account), and he now suggests 

both a reason for the employment of parables, and also for the 

careful gradation in their use, in the words as they were able to hear it, 

ot ‘to understand’. In the school of Christ, none may move to 

20. See BAGD under the word ataskénod: especially in view of Dan. 4:21, 

their translation of ‘nest’ seems preferable to the usual ‘perch’. But in 

this particular case, perhaps the birds would be eating the seeds, as some 

commentators point out, rather than ‘nesting’ in the bush. 
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advanced lessons till they mastered the elementary studies. To the 

outsider there was always the stumbling-block of the form of the 

parable to be penetrated: only for his own disciples were there 

ptivate explanations (verse 34), as Mark makes clear on several 

occasions. 

C. Ministry round the lake of Galilee (4:35 — 7:23) 

2. Jesus calms the storm (4:35-41) 

With the series of parables closed, we enter a new section: here Jesus 

will be shown as Lord of nature. This is a new revelation in Mark, 

yet a very necessary one, if Jesus is God: for, both in the Law and 

in the Prophets, God is seen as Controller of the natural world 

and natural phenomena. The God who blew with an east wind and 

dried up the waters of the Red Sea before Israel his people (Exod. 

14:21) is now about to make a path over the wind and waves of 

Gennesaret for the disciples, the new ‘people of God’. Already, Mark 

has shown Jesus as one who sees heaven opened, one upon whom 

the Spirit rests, who is responsive to the Spirit’s guidance, who 

enjoys angelic ministry, and who receives the testimony of demons 

to his divine nature. Jesus in Mark preaches and teaches with a new 

ting of authority: he heals the sick, expels demons and forgives sins. 

Now, only the one who had initially created the wind and sea in the 

first place would dare to rebuke them so (verse 39): their instant 

obedience shows his full deity as Creator as well as Redeemer. The 

wondering question of his disciples in verse 41 shows that they 

realized in part at least the implications of his action here. It is 

significant that no ‘nature miracles’ are recorded in Mark as having 

been performed by the apostles, although (as Anderson well points 

out) Mark would not have distinguished nature miracles sharply from 

healings and exorcisms, as we might do today. Apart from calming 

storms (here and 6:51), Mark records Jesus as multiplying loaves (6:41 

and 8:6) and withering a fig tree (11:20): he therefore accepts 

completely the power of Jesus over the natural world, as Son of 
God. 

36. Mark is the only gospel that tells us of the other boats being with 

Jesus here: the calming of the storm therefore becomes a miracle of 

mercy on a wider scale than the mere saving from drowning of a 
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boatload of frightened disciples. We may perhaps compare the 
closing words of Jonah, ‘and also much cattle’ (Jon. 4:11), with its 
undertone of the infinite mercy of God. Of course, the detail of the 
other boats may simply be a small irrelevant reminiscence included 
by the matter-of-fact Mark, which assures us of the historicity of the 
event. : 

37-39. The voyage across the lake had been undertaken at the 

express suggestion of Jesus, in unquestioning faith and obedience. 

This, for the disciples, made the coming of the storm all the harder 

to understand, and the relaxed attitude of Jesus quite inexplicable to 

them. There is more than a hint of reproach in their words, Teacher, 

do you not care if we perish? (38)? Why had he allowed them to enter 

such a situation? Jonah’s storm, after all, had been a punishment for 

disobedience (Jon. 1:4), but they had been obedient: no wonder that 

they felt aggrieved at what had happened to them. 

The Lord’s sleep did not only show his very natural weariness: it 

also showed his tranquil faith (verse 38). Faith and fear are mutual 

exclusives in the Bible: it was because of lack of faith that the 

disciples feared that they were about to drown (verse 40), and so it 

was for lack of faith that they were rebuked. No command is more 

often reiterated in the Bible than the simple ‘Do not fear’ (see Exod. 

14:13; 20:20, etc.). 

40-41. In spite of their lack of faith, Jesus calmed the storm with 

a word. But the disciples, inconsequentially, still feared;** a friendly, 

21. It is quite unnecessary to see with Weeden (OM) the derogatory way in 

which the disciples ate painted in Mark as part of a ‘polemic’. The 

explanation of accurate reporting by Mark of facts well known to all, 

before these ‘Christian patriarchs’ were idealized, is both far more likely 

and far more satisfying theologically. Tannehill (also in IOM), 

approaching from a ‘literary’ angle, has a healthier approach. He sees it 

as a ‘pataenetic’ method adopted by Mark, attempting to make us 

identify ourselves with the erring disciples, and so come to a better 

frame of mind: Mark by this ‘encourages the reader to associate ... with 

the disciples.’ 

22. It is possible, however, that this is an indefinite idiomatic use of the 

third person plural, corresponding to the indefinite on in French: see 
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familiar, human Jesus they wanted, but not a supernatural Son of 

God. Their reaction at the mount of transfiguration (9:6), and even 

at the resurrection (16:8), was to be the same: compare Revelation 

i 

it. The Gadarene demontac (5:1-20) 

After the section of teaching in parables, there follow some miracles 

of healing, of which the first is the healing of the ‘demonized’ man 

in the territory of Gerasa, or Gergesa or Gadara, with other MSS. 

The difficulty is that Gerasa was forty miles from the lake, and 

Gadara was only six miles away, but with a deep gorge in between. 

Mark does not say that the miracle took place in any of these towns, 

however, but only in the general area where they were situated. The 

manuscripts are confused as to the place name, but this is no reason 

to accuse Mark himself of lack of knowledge of Palestinian 

geography (Schweizer), just because his copyists were ignorant of it. 

Jesus had expelled demons often before: there had been a first 

specific instance already mentioned (1:26) followed by a general 

campaign (1:32), and expulsion of demons was a general power 

entrusted to the apostles (3:15), as surely as was the task of heralding 

the news. But this particular demon-expulsion has several peculiar 

features, which merit its inclusion here. For this was a man long 

‘under treatment’ (like the woman suffering from a haemorrhage, 

mentioned in verse 25). It was in the failure of all human methods 

that Jesus acted decisively. The medical treatment given to this man 

was that commonly still used in many parts of the world today: he 

was loaded with chains, in a vain attempt to curb his inner turmoil 

by outward restraint. Not surprisingly, this proved quite futile (4). It 

was also probably part of his ‘treatment’ to drive him away from 

inhabited areas, to find in graveyards on desolate hillsides his 

‘isolation block’. But isolation, whether self-chosen or enforced by 

others (as in the case of lepers), meant only that the destructive force 

of evil, instead of turning outwards in outbreaks of violence, vented 

Moule, p. 180. The reference would then be general, not specifically 

referring to the disciples, and would refer to the widespread reaction to 

the revelation of the Godhead of Jesus which had just been made. 
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itself on the patient, in acts of senseless self-torture, as stated 
hete (5). 

6-8. It is strange that the insight of evil into the nature of Jesus 
should be so clear and instantaneous, while ordinary people were so 
slow to see his godhead.*3 Such truths, as James tells us, ‘even the 
demons believe — and shudder’ (Jas 2:19), because for them these 
truths are not merely abstract principles, but forces with which to 

reckon. The demons knew Jesus at once, for fear, as well as love, 

sharpens the eyes. They acknowledged the status of Jesus all 

unwillingly, confessing at once the vast gulf that existed between 

them, and showing the searing effect that good has on evil. A better 

reply to the Pharisaical accusation that the Holy Spirit, which rested 

on Jesus, and the spirit of evil were fundamentally one spirit (3:22, 

a view not unknown in some Eastern religions), could hardly be 

found: here was evil itself refusing to acknowledge Jesus as in any 

way akin to itself. It is interesting how often in the gospels the 

demons themselves take the initiative and react violently to the very 

presence of Jesus, even before he says a word of rebuke or exorcism. 

g—Io. In this case, apparently Jesus had already spoken a word of 

authority (8) which was perhaps what provoked this demonic 

outburst (7).*4 Next, Jesus asks the man his name (9), to make his need 

apparent to all around, and perhaps to bring home to the man’s own 

clouded mind the awful situation in which he was. In the Bible, name 

stands for ‘nature’: so the man was virtually asked to confess the 

nature of the evil by which he was enslaved. His reply is at once a 

confession of human impotence, and also vivid expression of the 

might and destructive force of the demonic powers by which he 

was gripped. It was a veritable ‘army’ of evil which controlled 

23. Demons often recognize Jesus as ‘Son of God’ (3:11). ‘Most high God’, 

the title used here, is a Gentile title, suited to a Gentile area (Anderson). 

24. Schweizer notes that, in dealing with demons, Jesus does not call on 

God to act, as he sometimes does in healing miracles: he acts directly on 

his own authority. 

25. There is certainly no hint here of the idea, common among pagan and 

Jewish exorcists of the day, that it was necessary to know the name of a 

demon in order to gain power over it and so exorcize it. Such an idea is 
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him: no wonder that ‘no-one had the strength to subdue him’ 

(verse 4). 

11-13. Thete are several puzzles here: why did Jesus allow the 

demons in this particular case to vent their destructive force on the 

herd of pigs? Sometimes in the gospels the expelled demon spent 

his force in a last attack on the patient (e.g, 9:26, the epileptic boy); 

sometimes we have no record of any special manifestation on exit. 

We know so little in this realm that we do well to tread reverently: 

it may be that such an outward sign was required in this case to 

convince bystanders of the reality of the expulsion. The size of the 

herd of pigs would in turn make plain to all, by symbol, that the man 

had been tortured by countless conflicting evil impulses: he was not 

even ‘integrated’ in his evil. It may well be that, in some way that we 

cannot grasp, this was some sort of spiritual ‘safety valve’ to avert 

violence from the patient. It is sometimes half-humorously suggested 

that, if the owners of the pigs were Jewish, presumably engaged in 

selling what was to them ceremonially unclean pork to the Gentiles 

of the district, then this was a punishment to them as well. But it 

seems unlikely that Jesus would take such pains to punish a breach 

of ceremonial law, when he himself constantly faced the charge of 

breaking it (7:5). Even today in Israel, it is not unknown for a 

‘kibbutz’ to rear pigs, in spite of all the outcry from the orthodox, 

although, in deference to scruples, they will be called /aberim, 

‘comrades’, instead of /uzirim, ‘pigs’. 

Note that the Bible clearly differentiates between various degrees 

of demonization. Usually the account only mentions ‘a demon’; 

‘seven demons’ is a stage worse, seen in Mary Magdalene’s case 

history (16:9). But this man is, by contrast, filled by a veritable army 

foreign to the Bible (no examples can be found in Scripture), and 

belongs more to the area of magic and spells. Jesus addressed his 

question directly to the man, not to any demon: otherwise, the text 

would have said ‘it’, not ‘him’ in 9, since pneuma, spirit, is neuter in Greek. 

We are probably therefore dealing only with a nickname for the man 

here. In Acts 16:16, where some translations have ‘Pytho’, the RSV is 

correct in translating as spirit of divination; no name of a specific demon 

is implied, but purely the nature of the outworking of evil. 
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of militant demons. No-one familiar with the biblical use of 
symbolism would press the numbers literally. Seven is continually 
used in the Bible as a metaphor and symbol, not so much of ‘divine 
perfection’, as is often said, but of completion and totality 
(e.g. Gen. 41:2).?° Yet the inference is quite plain: there are varying 
degrees of control of humans by Satan, just as there are 

varying degrees of their control by the Holy Spirit. This man of 

Gerasa was completely bound by Satan as he had never been by the 

chains and fetters imposed by humans. So, at his healing, equally 

drastic manifestations of divine power are not to be wondered at. It 

is worth mentioning that the Bible never uses the term ‘possession’ 
by demons: humans may be ‘troubled’ by demons, or may be ‘in the 

power of a demon’, or ‘demonized’ (Wimbet’s good translation). If 

the participle is used, RSV as here paraphrases as the demoniac, but this 

has lost its force in modern English. Note also that Mark 

distinguishes very clearly between the sick and the demonized (e.g, 

3:10—11): they are not the same. 

14-17. The immediate reaction of the herdsmen, at this very 

obvious exhibition of supernatural power, was fear (cf. 4:41, for the 

similar reaction of the disciples at the stilling of the storm by Jesus). 

They seem to have scattered in their flight: both city and country 

nearby heard the news, and came to see for themselves. As soon as 

the local people were convinced that the demoniac had been truly 

healed, they shared in the same fear. When they had heard from 

eyewitnesses (16) what had happened to the demoniac and to the swine (a 

vivid detail which Mark adds, alone of the evangelists), they begged 

Jesus to leave their area. To their terror was now added the thought 

26. This therefore does not support the theory that we should try to 

discover the number of demons ‘resident’ in a particular case, and expel 

them one at a time. The Bible only mentions in the singular ‘an evil 

spirit’, or ‘seven evil spirits’, or ‘an army brigade’, as here; there is no 

mention in other places of two, three, four, or five, as one would expect 

if this were a strictly numerical count. Of course, if we choose to use 

‘demon’ simply as a metaphor to describe some particular weakness or 

temptation, we can begin a numerical count, but that is not a biblical 

usage. 
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of the financial loss, possibly mixed with uneasy consciences, if they 

really were Jewish pig-breeders. The saddest thing in the whole 

story is that Jesus granted their request, and left them. There are 

times when the worst possible thing for us is that the Lord should 

grant our prayer (Ps. 106:15, ‘He gave what they asked’). The 

Gerasenes wanted only to be left alone by this frightening 

supernatural Jesus. It was to be their judgment that Jesus did leave 

them, to return no more, for there is no evidence, in Mark at least, 

for any later ministry by Jesus in this area. 

18-19. Thete is a striking and deliberate contrast here between the 

attitude of the inhabitants of Gerasa and the attitude of the healed 

demoniac. The Gerasenes begged Jesus to go, and he granted the 

request. The healed man begged to stay in the company of Jesus, but 

his request was refused. There is another paradox: the healed leper 

(1:44) had been strictly forbidden to tell anybody about his healing, 

but this healed demoniac was ordered to return home and bear 

witness to what God had done for him (19). There are good reasons 

for what might at first seem arbitrary and inconsistent. For Jesus 

himself to continue preaching in the Gerasene country was clearly 

uuw impossible: therefore, in refusing the man’s request to leave with 

him, Jesus was ensuring a continuity of witness in a needy area.”7 

When the leper of 1:44 had been healed, there were already 

unmanageable crowds milling about Jesus for healing; there was no 

need to spread the news any further, especially as the main task of 

Jesus was not to heal but to preach the kingdom (1:38). 

20. This healed man was called to a peculiarly lonely and difficult 

task, which he fulfilled faithfully and with success, as can be seen 

from the summary account given here. We might have thought that 

his understanding of the gospel was inadequate: but he had 

recognized who Jesus was (even if it was initially through a demonic 

confession), and had experienced his saving and cleansing work. He 

had made the equation between God (‘how much the Lord has done 

27. Cranfield further points out that Decapolis was a largely Gentile area, 

where there was the less need to suppress news of a miracle, in that 

there was the less danger of misunderstanding the Messiah in terms of 

Hebrew nationalism. 
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for you’, 19) and Jesus (Low much Jesus had done for him, 20) and knew 
himself to be the recipient of God’s saving metcy (19). No-one 
could make such an equation except by the revelation of the Holy 
Spirit (1 Cor. 12:3) and therefore, he was truly a disciple, even if not 
permitted to follow Jesus literally. 

2. Two more healing miracles (5:21-43) 

The next two miracles continue with the theme of human despair 

and helplessness meeting with the power of God in Jesus. 

22. Jairus by name: thete is no conceivable reason for the name to 

appear here in Mark, unless because it was firmly embedded in the 

tradition. It therefore shows the conservative way in which Mark 

handled his sources. ‘Jair? was of course a familiar name from the Old 

Testament (Num. 32:41) meaning ‘He (i.e. God) gives light’. We may 

like to see a spiritual appropriateness in its use here, but there is no 

evidence that Mark did, let alone his Gentile public, ignorant of 

Hebrew as they would be. 

25-29. The woman suffering from haemorrhage is the centre of 

a minor miracle ‘bracketed’, in Mark’s fashion, in the context of the 

healing of Jairus’ daughter. Mark makes plain in the bluntest 

language, which is somewhat softened down by Luke, the doctor (cf. 

Luke 8:43), that earthly doctors and treatment were powerless to aid 

her.?8 A doctor, like a fisherman, must learn that without Jesus he can 

do nothing, It is easy to trust God at our ‘weak points’ when we have 

no other hope; we must learn that we have equal need to depend on 

God, at what we consider our ‘strong points’. 

The woman heard of Jesus (27) and acted on what she had heard, 

by coming to him. She showed the greatness of her faith, not merely 

in that she believed that Jesus could heal her, but in that she asked 

for so little contact: merely to grasp his robe would be sufficient. 

Such faith on the woman’s part was at once rewarded by a healing 

28. The Talmud says ‘the best among doctors is worthy of Gehenna’ 

(Andetson), doubtless reflecting the lack of skill in early days, and 

consequent popular distrust of doctors. See the words of Ecclesiasticus 

38:15, also somewhat ambiguous. No-one in the apostolic group, 

however, seems to have thought ill of Luke (Col. 4:14). 
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of which she was instantly conscious (29). But Jesus makes plain, in 

his reply, that it was her faith which had healed her, not the mere 

touching of his robe. Otherwise it would have been either 

superstition or magic (with Schweizer). See Acts 19:12 (Paul’s 

handkerchiefs) and Acts 5:15 (Peter’s shadow) for similar instances, 

doubtless with a similar explanation: the sick were healed by their 

faith in Christ, however this faith was shown. We may dismiss later 

tradition that the woman was Bernice, a princess from Edessa, 

though there were Christians (and Jews) numbered among the 

Edessan royal family from very early times. 

30. This is an interesting verse, in that it shows that Jesus was at least 

sometimes conscious of the flow of healing power from himself to the 

sick individual. It may have been that such healings cost him much 

spiritual energy, for we read of him escaping for times of recuperation 

and prayer (6:32 etc.). Mark, unlike Matthew (Matt. 8:17) or Luke 

(Luke 4:18), gives no theological reason for the healing miracles of Jesus, 

other than that they were signs of authority (1:27), and that Jesus was 

moved with compassion (1:41). That was sufficient for the practical 

Mark; that was all that was necessary for the Gentile mission. 

31-33. Here is yet another instance of the disciples’ expostulation 

with Jesus for what they regarded as his unreasonableness: compare 

6:37 with its indignant ‘shall we go and buy ... and give it to them 

to eat?’ But Jesus ignored the expostulation in both cases: for the 

meaning of his question was at once apparent to one hearer at 

least, the woman herself (33). It was not enough to believe in her 

heart: she must as well confess with her mouth (Rom. 10:9). In front 

of all the crowd, she must confess, first her great need of healing, 

and then, the glad fact of her salvation.*? That is was a costly 

confession, we can tell from the words in fear and trembling (33). For 

a woman to speak in public before an Asian crowd, and above all to 

speak of such personal matters, would be very humbling for her, but 

humility is an essential within the kingdom of God. 

29. For ‘salvation’ and ‘healing’ are the one word in Greek: as Anderson 

says, she has been brought into a close personal relationship with Jesus, 

shown by the use of the word daughter. So, for her, physical healing has 

passed already into spiritual salvation. 
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34. She had been already healed by her faith, but open confession 
brought her a word of confirmation from Jesus, and so a fuller 
understanding of her own recent experience. This in turn brought 
a realization of the means by which she had entered into this 
experience (your faith ...), the promise of God’s peace, and a sense 
of security for the future. Confession therefore brought to her, not 
healing, but assurance. This woman’s bodily healing is a good picture 

of healing of the soul.3° She suffered from a disease which, to 

Judaism, made her ceremonially unclean (like leprosy) and which, 

again like leprosy, barred her from access to God in his temple and 

from fellowship with God’s congregation in worship. Conscious of 

her need, she had made many costly attempts to remedy it: but the 

human help, sought by her and given to her in all sincerity, was all 

in vain — indeed, it only worsened her situation. Her sense of need, 

coupled with the glad news of Jesus (for both factors must have been 

present), led her to come, although at first only as a nameless 

member of the crowd. Her faith was at once exercised and displayed 

in the contact with Jesus. The exact nature of the contact was, it 

seems, unimportant: it is the greatness or littleness of faith that 

dictates the mode. Little faith (like that of Naaman in 2 Kgs 5:11, or 

Thomas in John 20:25) would have insisted on a close personal 
contact, but the greatness of this woman’s faith lay precisely in the 

fact that she asked for so little contact. She would have been willing 
to slip away in the crowd, with her immediate physical need met: but 

Jesus had something greater in store for her, which could only come 

by open confession. 

30. All of the miracles of Jesus may be seen in this light: that is why John 

has singled out seven of them, and called them ‘signs’. But Belo is quite 

right when he says that the church, in so doing, has often forgotten that 

the miracles were in origin physical acts of compassion performed for 

the sick and the poor. Indeed (though he does not say it), this is the 

reason why they can become ‘signs’. In Mark’s Gospel, however, one 

basic function of such miracles, apart from showing the love of Christ, 

it to establish his status and authority as proclaimer of God’s message. 

They are therefore an adjunct to his preaching of the gospel, and do not 

stand independently by themselves. 
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35. This verse brings us back again to Jairus, whose story had 

begun in verse 22. He also is a man in need, unashamed to make that 

need known publicly (‘he fell at his feet’, 22). His faith may not have 

been as great as that of the woman with the haemorrhage, but yet 

it was saving faith. If Jesus only came and laid his hands on the girl, 

Jairus believed that all would be well, though she might be at death’s 

door already. There was a purpose in the delay caused by the slow 

push through the crowds, which must have irked Jairus sorely; and 

there was a purpose in the turning aside to heal one woman in the 

middle of a crowd, which must have tried the patience of Jairus still 

further. Verse 35 seems to show that such impatience was justified. 

In this time so spent, the opportunity of healing seemed to have 

gone, the girl was dead, and there was therefore no need to worry 

the Rabbi further, they said. But human despair was God’s 

opportunity. Jesus had already been shown as Lord of nature; it was 

necessary that he here be shown as Lord of life and death. This was 

an important proof of Godhead, for it was supremely fitting that he, 

who had created life even before sin and death entered the world, 

should show himself Master of death and the grave. More, this was 

an important piece of preliminary evidence for his own resurrection: 

he who had already conquered death for others would one day 

burst its bonds himself. The central miracle of the Bible is therefore 

the resurrection of Jesus, because it is the central fact of all Christian 

experience, here and now as well as later. That is why the resurrection 

is never a matter of indifference in the gospels and why, even in the 

‘shorter’ form, Mark’s Gospel ends with a proclamation of it (16:6), 

even if no resurrection appearances are described. 

36. And so to Jairus as well as to the disciples comes the command 

to abstain from fear and, instead, to only believe. The one condition 

of God’s working is that we trust him: this is not an arbitrary 

demand, but a demand necessarily springing from the very nature of 

the relation between Godhead and humanity. We are called to 

trusting, dependent love and obedience, for this is the biblical 

meaning of faith, not merely intellectual assent. Such faith is the only 

fitting expression of our helplessness, and the only fitting 

acknowledgment of God’s power; and so it is an essential to 

salvation, though it is only the means of God’s working, and not the 

source. This is what distinguishes the miracles of Jesus from so- 
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called ‘faith healings’ brought about by mechanical psychological 
means alone: this is also what distinguishes them from mere magic, 
with no moral or religious content. 

37- Peter and James and John (rarely Andrew also, but see 13:3 for 
an exception) were singled out to receive further revelation on this 
and other occasions, as at the ttansfiguration (9:2). It may have 
been because of their responsiveness to what they had already 

received that they were trusted with more. This certainly is a principle 

of God’s spiritual dealing, already laid down in 4:25. It is therefore 

all the more remarkable that Mark records the selfish request of 

James and John (10:37), along with John’s narrow-mindedness (9:38), 

as well as Peter’s denial (14:72). Yet, in spite of weakness, all three 

appear as leaders of the church in Acts (e.g. 3:1). Of James we hear 

least of all in later days, but that may be due to his early death (Acts 

12:2) at the hands of Herod, which meant that his place was appat- 

ently taken by James, the brother of the Lord (Gal. 1:19; 2:9). 

38—40. The weeping and wailing (38) may not have necessarily been 

entirely that of hired mourners, though it certainly would have included 

them: such an influential man would have many friends who would 

come to share his grief.3 But the scornful laughter (40) with which they 

greeted the words of Jesus seems to show that there was little real 

sorrow there, in all the noise. This unbelief (for such it was) excluded 

them from seeing the miracle to which the parents were admitted. The 

pity of it was that it was their superior ‘knowledge’ which excluded them 

(cf. Luke 8:5 3, which adds ‘knowing that she was dead’), In point of fact, 

the girl was indeed dead, by our earthly standards: but Jesus, knowing 

that he would raise her from the dead, rightly described her condition 

as a ‘sleep’, because from sleep comes wakening,** So, too, the early 

31. Although Anderson quotes the Talmud to show that ‘even the poorest 

in Israel should hire not less than two flutes and one wailing woman’, 

thereby illustrating a Palestinian custom, to which Josephus also refers. 

32. It is not correct to say (with Schweizer) that it was easier for Mark’s 

contemporaries to believe this miracle than it is for us to believe it: 

raising from the dead (like cleansing a leper) was regarded by rabbis as 

impossible. But he is right to say that resuscitation of a corpse is not the 

same as resurrection to a new kind of life. 
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church described the dead as ‘those who have fallen asleep’ (1 Thess. 

4:14), for the same reason. Mark does not use the verb koimao here 

for ‘sleep’ (which also gives our modern English ‘cemetery’), but the 

vetb katheudei, however, the meaning is exactly the same. 

41. Taking her by the hand: Jesus never hesitated to contract ritual 

defilement by touching a leaper, or blood, or the dead, precisely 

because his touch at once cleansed and revived, and thus, as a Jew 

would say, removed the ‘mother of defilement’, their term for the 

soutce of pollution. In the Old Testament, ritual ‘holiness’ as well 

as ritual ‘defilement’ could be transmitted, as being contagious: in 

the same way, others ‘contracted’ life and purity from Jesus, and 

not he the impurity from them. This too explains his readiness 

to eat and drink with ‘tax-collectors and sinners’, the morally defiled 

(2:15). 

His words to the girl, Zahtha cumi, in her own Aramaic mother 

tongue (some MSS read cum, which would be the more likely 

vocalization), are preserved in Mark alone. If, as tradition has 

it and internal evidence may in part at least support, Peter was 

Mark’s informant, then the scene must have made such an 

impression upon the three apostles present that the actual words of 

Jesus were remembered long after. Mark, as usual, explains the 

Aramaic phrase in Greek for the sake of his Gentile reading 

public. 

Space does not permit here a full discussion on the assumed 

linguistic situation in Palestine at the time. Everywhere, Greek 

would seem to have been understood, but Aramaic seems to 

have been the usual speech of the Jewish home, especially in 

Galilee. Greek was certainly the literary and cultural language, 

even if Hebrew was the religious language of all Jews. Spoken 

Hebrew may well have lingered on around Jerusalem, as a semi- 

artificial religious or nationalistic survival: it was certainly so 

used, in a corrupt form, by the Zealots at a later date. Every 

appearance is that Jesus and his disciples were bilingual, though, 

as coming from strongly nationalist Galilee, surrounded by the 

Gentiles of Decapolis and Syrophoenicia, their mother tongue 

was probably Galilean Aramaic. Proofs are to be found in 

the nicknames like “Cephas’ and ‘Boanerges’, specifically stated by 

Mark to have been given by Jesus himself, both being Aramaic in 
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form.} Other fossilized pieces of Aramaic preserved in this gospel 
are the command ‘ephphatha’ given to the dumb man (7:34) and the 
cry “Eloi, Eloi, lama sabachthani’ uttered on the cross (15:34). ‘Abba’, 
as an address to the Father, is common to both gospel and epistles 
(14:36 and Rom. 8:15). Whether Jesus ever delivered his teaching in 
Greek is doubtful, though it was a view held by earlier scholars which 

has recently been revived. Even if he did so at times, there would be 

a special appropriateness in using her own mother tongue in talking 

to the girl, just as the risen Lord apparently spoke to Mary in her own 

tongue (John 20:16), for she certainly so replied. Perhaps the mention 

of the fact that Aramaic was used on these particular occasions 

suggests that it was not always so used. Those brought up in bilingual 

areas will appreciate to the full the emotive value of such a use of 

the hearer’s mother tongue, even if another language is just as well 

understood. 
42-43. At once Jesus proved himself stronger than death. Other 

similar miracles involved the son of the widow of Nain (Luke 

7:15) and Lazarus of Bethany (John 11:44), although neither is 

recorded in Mark. The loving care of Jesus is shown in his command 

to give the girl something to eat. His usual concern lest idle sight- 

seers flock to him as a miracle worker is shown again by his 

strict command to the parents to tell nobody of the miracle: com- 

pare his similar words to the healed leper of 1:44, on a like 

occasion, when the crowds were also gathering round him, as now 

(verse 31). 

33. It is not clear whether the Semitic nickname ‘Thomas’, didymos in Greek 

(‘the Twin’), was given to Thomas by Jesus or already borne by the 

apostle, of whose personal name we ate uncertain: to judge from the 

Syriac, it may have been Judas. But in any case, this surname or 

nickname was Aramaic, again denoting the mother language of the 

apostolic group. Attempts have been made to link the nickname “Twin’ 

with the fact that Jesus sent out his apostles two by two (6:7): but this is 

far fetched. Alternatively, there is the possible suggestion that, when 

twins were born in the ancient world, the first to arrive was given a 

name, while the second was merely called ‘Twin’. This did not happen in 

Old Testament days, however, for example Gen. 25:25, 26. 
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iv. His own city rejects him (6:1-6)** 

Jairus had been a synagogue elder in one of the small lakeside 

towns of the western shore, to judge from the various topographical 

details. Now Jesus and his disciples seem to have moved inland from 

the lake to the highlands of Galilee, for he is found teaching, 

apparently in the synagogue of Nazareth (although unnamed by 

Mark), which is always his own country, the town of his boyhood, 

though he may later live and work in Capernaum (Matt. 4:13). To the 

last he is ‘the Nazarene, Jesus’ (14:67), in spite of his birth in 

Bethlehem and base in Capernaum. Moreover it is Matthew, not 

Mark, who sees a prophetic appropriateness in this (Matt. 2:23). 

2. Even in Nazareth, the effect of his teaching was startling: no- 

one who heard it could deny the w#sdom displayed in it. Nor did they 

attempt to deny that he had already done miracles elsewhere, 

but instead of laying either of these things to heart, they were 

simply concerned as to their source. They were in fact much more 

concerned with the mechanical question ‘how’ than the theological 

question ‘why’. Yet the question in itself was a good one. It was 

indeed the question that was to exercise the scribes and Pharisees 

later (11:28): what was the source of the authority of Jesus? Like 

John’s baptism, his authority could only be ‘from heaven or from 

men’. For, although the scribes suggested a third possible demonic 

source, it is doubtful, from the sternness of the reply of Jesus, if 

even they took this bitter suggestion seriously. So the question of the 

synagogue congregation at Nazareth was well directed, had they only 

been ready to accept the obvious answer. From 1:22 onwards, the 

fact of the authority of Jesus has been obvious to all those not 

already self-blinded by their own theological prejudice: it only 

remained to recognize its source, and that would be declared 

unequivocally by Peter in 8:29. 

3. They were right in rejecting the earthly background or 

relationships of Jesus as being the source of his power. It was not 

as Mary’s son, nor as eldest brother of Joseph’s family, that he did 

34. Lightfoot, quoted in Johnson, points out that this is the beginning 

of the process of rejection that leads to the death of Jesus in 

Jerusalem. 
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such things: nor was it as the village carpenter,’ as they would have 
considered him to be. One can sense their slow bewilderment in the 
listing of his brothers by name. But, having rightly rejected any 
human soutce, they boggled at attributing both the wisdom and the 
miracles to a divine source. They were staggered by such an equation; 
they /ook offence or ‘stumbled’ at him, as the Bible says. The people 
of Nazareth ‘knew all the answers’ about Jesus: they were not 

prepared for any fresh revelation. Familiarity, to quote the English 

proverb, had bred contempt, as apparently it also had among his own 

brothers (see on 3:31). Jesus himself will sadly quote a similar 

Semitic proverb in verse 4: the only place where the prophet of 

Nazareth (Matt. 21:11) was not acclaimed was Nazareth itself. 

4-6. So it was that, in the very place where Jesus had been 

brought up as a boy, the only exhibition of divine power that he was 

able to give was to heal a few sick folk who were humbled enough 

by pain and need to believe in him (5). He who was to rejoice at the 

faith of the Syrophoenician woman (7:29) marvelled at the lengths 

to which unbelief could go in his own townspeople (6). They might 

be staggered at him: but here Mark says that he was staggered at 

them.3° 

v. The sending out of the twelve (6:7-13) 

The earthly ministry of Jesus seems to be roughly divisible into 

periods of intensive localized teaching and periods of more general 

peripatetic evangelism. The sending out of the twelve was a logical 

extension of his own ministry of evangelism. It was indeed part of 

35. The task of ‘carpenter’ of course included that of ‘builder’ in those 

days. Jesus rarely uses metaphors derived from carpentry (but see Matt. 

11:29), while he often used those drawn from building (see Rawlinson, 

quoted in Anderson, for the ‘builder’ translation). It is only in this 

passage, with the parallel in Matthew, that Jesus’ occupation is 

mentioned. 

36. Cranfield here points out that these are indeed the only two places 

where the verb shaumazo, ‘wonder’, ‘marvel’, is used with Jesus as 

subject. But there are other places in Mark where Jesus reacts to human 

unbelief with grief, or even anger (3:5). 
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the very purpose for which he had initially called them (3:14), for this 

was both that they should stay in his presence (intensive teaching) 

and that he might then send them out (extensive evangelism). 

Both in this case and elsewhere (e.g. 11:1), Jesus never seems to 

have sent out a disciple alone: they normally went in groups of two.*7 

Perhaps this constant association of disciples in small groups may 

account for the set patterns in which the lists of names of the 

disciples have come down to us, apart altogether from the 

convenience in the teaching needs of the church. The twelve were 

given authority over demons (7), so they expelled demons: they 

‘preached that men should repent’ (12): they ‘anointed’ the sick 

with oil, and healed them (13). All three functions are illustrated ‘in 

action’ in these verses,}® and all three were associated with the 

proclamation of the kingdom of God, which had come in the 

person of Jesus. 

8—g. It may be that here we have a programme of ‘village 

evangelism’ (see verse 6) after the larger population centres of 

Galilee had decisively rejected Jesus. This task demanded a scattering 

37. Minear may well be right in seeing this as in obedience to the law of 

Moses and its stipulations, where ‘two witnesses’ were always required 

(Deut. 17:6). They were to witness to the nearness of the kingdom in 

this case: they were also to be witnesses of condemnation, if the 

message of the kingdom was rejected (6:11). 

38. One of the questions today is how far these gifts were generalized 

among the disciples, for, in the Gospels, they seem to be restricted to 

the twelve and the seventy, unless these are to be simply seen as 

representatives of the whole. After Pentecost, true, the gifts seem 

widespread, although even in Acts they seem to be restricted in their 

exercise to the wider ‘apostolic’ or ‘pioneer missionary’ group (including 

Stephen, Philip, Paul, and Barnabas). The division of opinion occurs 

between those scholats who believe that such gifts ended with the 

apostolic age or shortly after (on the grounds that there was no further 

need), and those who see them as intended to be continued in the life 

of the church today, and indeed as an essential part of the gospel. Mark 

cannot help us here, unless we regard the so-called ‘longer ending’ 

(16:9—20) as canonical Scripture. 
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of personnel, a wandering ministry, and a deliberate renunciation, a 
studied simplicity of lifestyle, designed both to encourage and to 
demonstrate trust in God. This simple explanation serves better than 
to attempt to find subtle meaning in the renunciation of each 
particular article: besides, the lists given seem to vary in different 
accounts. The point therefore lies.in the renunciation, not its details 
not its purpose or its extent. The Bible never sees renunciation as a 
good thing in itself, but only as a necessity in some circumstances. 
We have no reason to suppose that this particular type of 

renunciation was intended to be a universal rule, binding on all 

disciples at all times, while such a simple faith as theirs is indeed the 

universal rule, in whatever way it is expressed. Later, in Gethsemane, 

Jesus, having first ascertained that his disciples had thoroughly 

learned this lesson of not trusting to material helps, told them to take 

with them all the helps that they had: purse, bag, even sword (Luke 

22:36). This shows no lack of faith, for they have already learned that 

none of these things is necessary for the one who goes in simple 

trust, obedient to the Lord’s command, and looking to God to 

supply all needs.3? Poverty is never an ideal in the Bible, although, 

if need be, it must be gladly embraced in God’s service and for 

Christ’s sake. 
1o-11. The mission of the disciples was to be marked by a 

humble persistence: they were to try to get a hearing by all means, 

but never to force themselves on those unwilling to hear them. Such 

a rejection they were, however, not to treat lightly, knowing the 

condemnation that comes to those who refuse the gospel. To preach 

the gospel is therefore always a joyous task, but never a task to be 

entered upon light-heartedly, in view of the eternal issues with 

which such teaching is concerned. The latter part of verse 11 (‘more 

tolerable for Sodom and Gomorrah’) is omitted here by both Rsv and 

NEB, following the principal uncial Mss. It was no doubt added here 

from Matthew 10:15, where it certainly belongs to the text; it rings 

true to the teaching style of Jesus nevertheless. Orthodox Jews 

39. This seems more likely than to explain it, with T. W. Manson, by the 

rabbinic prohibition of carrying staff, sandal and wallet on the temple 

mount. The Talmudic passage in question is quoted in Cranfield. 
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‘shook off the dust’ when they returned to the Holy Land from 

Gentile regions (Anderson). Those who reject the message of Jesus, 

brought by his servants, are not ‘God’s people’, but have similarly 

made themselves ‘Gentiles’ as far as the kingdom of God is 

concerned, in front of the ‘two witnesses’ demanded by the Law 

(Deut 91736). 

12-13. Often we speak of ‘spiritual’ and ‘healing’ work as though 

they were two distinct avenues of Christian witness. It is very 

doubtful if the early church made such a distinction, the more so as 

they saw most if not all disease as a manifestation of Satan’s power, 

though not necessarily connected directly with sin on the part of the 

individual (contrast 2:5 with John 9:3). Anointing with oil was not in 

this case a medical treatment but a spiritual symbol, though it 

appears to be used medically in the case of the good Samaritan (Luke 

10:34), who poured ‘oil and wine’ on wounds. The anointing by the 

disciples practised here seems to be the matter-of-fact anointing of 

James 5:14, which, accompanied by prayer, can heal the sick. Oil is 

a biblical symbol of the Holy Spirit’s presence (1 Kgs 1:39), and so 

the very anointing is itself an ‘acted parable’ of divine healing by the 

Spirit’s power. It seems in the New Testament as if there are two 

sorts of healing practised. The first is the dramatic use of healing as 

a ‘sign’, often giving an opening for evangelism: the second is 

unspectacular pastoral healing, as in the letter of James, a healing 

which seems to find a place quite naturally in the ongoing ‘body life’ 

of the church alongside many other activities of the Spirit. 

vt. Herod’s estimate of Jesus (6:14-16) 

This preaching tour in Galilee brought Jesus for the first time to the 

notice of Herod, in whose jurisdiction Galilee lay at the time (Luke 

23:7). The last mention of John the Baptist had been a brief note 

(1:14) of his imprisonment, as marking the end of his preaching 

ministry, and the beginning of that of Jesus. Verses 17-29 will give, 

in a parenthesis, the reason for John’s arrest and subsequent 

execution: but at this point, his death is simply assumed.*° (Schweizer 

40. Mark ‘sandwiches’ the story of the martyrdom of John between the 

sending out of the twelve (7-13) and the account of their return (30), as 
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and Anderson both note that this is the only story in the whole 
gospel which is not centred on Jesus.) The chief interest, and indeed 
the reason for its introduction here, lies in the instant guilty reaction 
of Herod to the news about Jesus. True, he had killed John, but that 
he had not silenced his own conscience is clear from his equation of 

Jesus with a John ‘returned’, raised-from the dead. It is true that some 

manuscripts have suggested that this was a widespread view: but that 

does not alter the fact that Herod himself believed it. It is strange 

that, though John in his lifetime had done no miracles of any kind 

(john 10:41), yet Herod showed no surprise at the thought of this 

greatest of all miracles, a rising from the dead, taking place in John’s 

case. Even Herod had theological insight enough to see that, if John 

had truly risen from the dead, then other miracles, like those reported 

of Jesus, were not only possible but logical. Compare the way in 

which Jesus persistently refused to give any ‘evidential’ miracle to his 

foes except to foretell the greatest possible sign of all, that of his 

resurrection (8:31). Apparently from this time onwards Herod 

wanted to see Jesus, hoping to watch him perform a miracle (Luke 

23:8), but what may in origin have been genuine religious feeling on 

the part of Herod had dwindled into a mere craving for the 

sensational and the spectacular. This craving God never creates, and 

so he does not satisfy it, though it is at times a dangerous temptation 

to the church. Spiritual life cannot be nurtured on thrills alone; any 

more than faith, in the true sense, can be created by signs. 

15-16. As later, when Jesus questioned his own disciples at 

Caesarea Philippi (8:28), there were already various popular 

interpretations of Jesus’ nature and work: until Casearea Philippi, 

none saw the full truth. But Herod clung sombrely to the view 

suggested by his own uneasy conscience, and the very starkness of 

the words whom I beheaded (16) emphasizes his self-torture. The 

house of Herod was, true, a strange mixture of cold cruelty and 

noted by Anderson. Is this Mark’s way of warning of the cost of 

discipleship? He likewise ‘sandwiches’ the story of the cleansing of the 

temple between the two halves of the cursing of the fig tree, to make 

the application of the ‘sign’ plain: it is therefore a feature typical of his 

style. 
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religious fanaticism. The family was by background Edomite, not 

Israelite, but the Herodian masonry of the great enclosure at Hebron 

surrounding Abraham’s tomb was intended to show to all that 

Abraham was their ancestor too. In truth, Herod seems to have been 

superstitious rather than religious at heart, and his reaction to the 

news about Jesus makes this plain. 

vit. The martyrdom of John the Baptist (6:17-29) 

This uneasy speculation about Jesus was on a pat with Herod’s 

moral perception throughout. The Herods (cf. Agrippa in Acts 

26:3) were religious dilettantes, and the tetrarch had recognized well 

enough the spiritual stature of John (20) and had been afraid of his 

mortal greatness. He not only gladly heard him preaching, but 

paid attention to what John said. He was much perplexed, the best 

reading in verse 20, suggests that John’s preaching put Herod into a 

tight corner, and so he evaded the issue by doing nothing. But 

inexorably he was pushed to a decision, first to imprison John, then 

to execute him. The less likely reading in verse 20, ‘he did many 

things’, would make Herod actually respond to John’s teaching: but 

there is no evidence of that. Similarly, Pontius Pilate would be 

gradually pushed, against his will, to take a decision about Jesus 

(15:1-15), which led to the crucifixion. RSV in verse 20, with kept him 

safe, is banal. 

18-22. John’s condemnation of Herod’s incest brought 

imprisonment by the tetrarch, who could hardly tolerate such open 

criticism of himself in his own domain: but it also brought 

something far more dangerous, in the undying hate of Herodias. 

Even while John was in gaol, he was probably in no great danger of 

his life, as far as Herod was concerned: that is clear from verse 20. 

Herod wished only to stop John’s mouth. A humiliating defeat by 

Aretas, the father of his rejected first wife, was doubtless punishment 

enough for adultery as far as he was concerned, without John’s 

condemnation. But with Herodias, it was a different matter: she 

was only waiting her time to kill John. She would have killed him at 

once, but there had been no opportunity (19); and now the 

opportunity had come, in the birthday feast of Antipas, as this 

member of the house of Herod is usually called. A glance at the 

family tree of the house will show the succession of murders 
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and incest that it contained: one more murder was not surprising.4" 
22-25. It was Herod’s infatuation with Herodias that had led him 

to imprison John: and so even devotion to partners can lead astray. 
Such is the human distortion of values that his courtiers saw Hetod’s 
rash promise to a dancing-girl as generosity, and his compliance with 
a wrong demand as faithfulness to his word. Even the obedience of 

a daughter to her mother becomes in this case a sin: and so, outside 

Christ, even ‘natural’ virtues can become distorted into vices. Jezebel, 

in the Old Testament (1 Kgs 21:7), is another example of one who 

was bitterly opposed to a servant of God, and through devotion to 

whom a marriage partner becomes equally guilty. Similarly, in Acts, 

Ananias seems to have led his wife Sapphira into the sin of lying to 

the Holy Spirit (Acts 5:2). The kingdom of God demands a deeper 

loyalty, overriding the closest of earthly ties (10:29). 

26-28. Unquestionably, Herod’s grief at this request was real 

(26); but he had already been trapped, and he knew it. It had been 

wrong to bind himself to such a rash promise. It was doubly wrong 

to keep it; but if he did not keep it, he would ‘lose face’ before his 

own nobles, who had heard the royal oath. So John died alone in the 

grim dungeon of Machaerus, by the shores of the Dead Sea. One 

wonders whether even Herod’s callous courtiers were not shocked 

by such a banquet dish as this (verse 28). But Mark does not point 

the moral: he simply leaves the tragic story to speak for itself. John’s 

career ends with his body lovingly laid in a tomb by his disciples 

(verse 29). Does Mark see a parallel in the action of Joseph of 

Arimathea in 15:46? 

29. Within Palestine, this seems to mark the end of ‘John’s disciples’ 

as a coherent group, whose ritual practices can be quoted against those 

of the disciples of Jesus (2:18). Ever since early days, the disciples of 

John had been gradually leaving him, according to John’s Gospel, and 

following Jesus: and John was content that it should be so (John 

3:30). Now, when John was dead and they came to bury him, Matthew 

14:12 adds a further significant clause, saying that ‘they went and told 

Jesus’, which probably points to a further amalgamation, although 

41. See Johnson: even Salome, the girl in question, was married to her uncle 

at the time. She was the daughter of Herodias’ first husband. 
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Mark tells us nothing of this. Outside of Palestine, however, John’s 

disciples still persisted as a separate group, as can be seen from Acts 

18:25 and 19:3, where they are still a ‘sect’ waiting for the coming of 

the Messiah. John’s disciples were therefore fully orthodox Jews (2:18), 

who had a messianic expectation, but little more. Those of them who 

were not absorbed into the growing Christian church may have slipped 

back into the pre-Christian Essene movement, to which they had many 

similarities, or heretical groups like the Mandaeans, in whose writings 

John the Baptist has a prominent place. 

vitt. The feeding of the five thousand (6:30-44) 

There is a delightful naivety in the account of the apostles’ reporting 

to Jesus, not only what they have done, but also what they have said. 

This was true wisdom on the part of Jesus in allowing them time to 

unburden themselves to him, before even suggesting a time of rest. 

After the weariness and rush and strange faces of the mission, the 

disciples craved solitude and rest in the company of Jesus. While he 

did not care that he himself had no time to eat (cf. 3:20), yet he would 

not ask the same sacrifice of his weary disciples. There had been a 

similar preaching tour in Galilee before (1:39), but that had been 

undertaken in the company of Jesus; this was the first time that the 

twelve had gone out alone, relying solely upon his word. 

33. The short lake voyage, back to the old familiar surroundings 

of the sea, after tramping the dusty roads, must in itself have been 

a rest and relaxation for the Galilean fishermen. But the small size 

of the Sea of Galilee made it quite possible for the crowds, travelling 

along the shore, to outdistance the little ship, which probably had no 

favourable wind. Many a modern deep-water harbour is bigger than 

the whole Sea of Galilee, and the average harbour ferry boat of 

today far bigger than the ship used on this occasion.* There is no 

biblical reason to hold that ‘big is beautiful’: God works often in the 

small and despised. To small groups of Christians, dwarfed by the 

scale of Rome or Antioch, this was all-important. 

34. It is easy to imagine the groan of despair that must have gone 

42. Nowhere is this better shown than in the many excellent photographs 

of the lake in Grollenberg, 
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up from the exhausted disciples, when they saw, long before they had 
reached the other shore, that the inevitable curious crowd had 
forestalled them. It is probable that this natural weariness accounts 
for the note of irritation in their question to Jesus in verse 37, as well 
as their obvious hint in verse 36 that the crowds had had mote than 
enough teaching already. But Jesus, just as weary as the disciples and 
seeing the same crowds as they, had compassion on them (34).43 Note that 

he did the preaching to the crowds himself; he did not call upon his 

disciples to join in the task now. Compare his anxiety to secure 

proper rest for them after their wearisome preaching tour, careless 

though he might be for himself. 

35- The objections raised by the disciples were all very reasonable. 

It was indeed /az, and the place was in truth /one/y. If bread must be 

given to the crowds, it would have to be brought in from a distance; 

and it certainly would have cost, at the most conservative estimate, 

two hundred denarii to feed them all. Their calculations were 

therefore quite correct; but they had omitted from their calculations 

Jesus, the incalculable factor. At the seeming ‘unreasonableness’ 

shown by Jesus their suppressed irritation grows, for God’s way is 

always foolishness to ‘natural’ humans (1 Cor. 1:18). This miracle is 

therefore an illustration of the central stumbling-block of 

Christianity: all alike stand condemned with the disciples here, an 

43. Note how many of the miracles of Jesus are mentioned as springing 

initially from love and compassion towards physical needs, whatever 

theological objectives they might also have. This is yet another link 

between the miracles of Jesus and the miracles of prophets of the Old 

Testament, like Elijah and Elisha. These ‘prophetic miracles’, and not 

the reported wonders performed by Hellenistic sheiot andres (‘divine 

men’), are the spiritual ancestors of Jesus’ works. It is only fair to say 

that the very existence of such a Hellenistic group has recently been 

challenged: see Craig Blomberg, The Historical Reliability of the Gospels 

(IVP), 1987), pp. 81ff.; also Kee, JDBS, under “Divine Man’. Kee rightly 

says ‘Firm documentation of the concept in Christian or pagan 

literature of the first century AD is lacking.” He therefore sees the 

miracles of Jesus in Mark, in line with Jewish apocalyptic expectations, 

as signs of the coming of the kingdom. 
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example of Mark’s ‘paraenetic’ used of his material, a use all the 

more remarkable in that he never draws attention to it. 

36-38. The sequence here is interesting. Once the disciples have 

seen the need of the crowd (35—36), then Jesus lays upon them the 

task of meeting that need (37). Half angered, and half humiliated, 

they confess their own utter inadequacy to do so. Then Jesus reminds 

them that they can meet any emergency which is not of their own 

making (for we may not ‘test’ God, Matt. 4:7), by the use of what 

they have, though it is totally inadequate, if only it is first offered in 

its totality to Jesus to be used by him. God does not usually lead us 

to see a need, unless it is in his mind to meet that need, often 

through us, unwilling though we may be. 

39-40. The disciples must have faith that Jesus could and would use 

their inadequacy, and this faith must be shown by making the crowd sit 

down in ordered expectancy, by hundreds and by fifties. Perhaps it is not 

unfair, too, to see a hint in this detail, that God is a God of order, One 

who at the dawn of time brought order out of chaos (Gen. 1:2), and 

who loves order even in worship (1 Cor. 14:40), instead of the disorder 

that could so easily arise from the unrestricted use of spiritual freedom, 

as may have been a danger at Rome as well as Corinth. But it is not 

enough for disciples to have faith: the faith must be exhibited in some 

action that, as it were, implicates them. The disciples would indeed look 

foolish now, in the eyes of the expectant crowd, if no miracle of feeding 

took place; but this is the risk which faith must take, if it is to be truly 

faith. ‘No risk, no faith’ is a good rule of thumb, if over simple. 

41. The loaves were taken up, blessed*’ and broken by Jesus and 

44. As the early church, rightly or wrongly, often saw these feeding miracles 

as an anticipation of the eucharist, this aspect would not have passed 

unnoticed by it, and the exegesis is not as far-fetched as it might seem at 

first sight. But it is possibly only another vivid eyewitness detail, 

assuring us of the veracity of the account. 

45. While it is true (with Cranfield) that the berakd, ‘blessing’, had primarily 

God as object, not the loaves, yet, to the Jew, the broken bread was held 

to be hallowed by the hallowing of the divine Name through it. This 

illuminates many New Testament passages: perhaps the ‘bread of the 

presence’ (2:26) would be a parallel. 
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finally given to the disciples to distribute to the crowds. By this the 
disciples were themselves, almost unwillingly, pulled into 
participation in the miracle. So, too, at a deeper level, Jesus himself 
had already taken up and blessed a human body at his incarnation, 
though Mark does not actually mention this in his gospel. But 
Mark’s readers would remember how, at the last supper, Jesus had 
taken bread, given thanks, and broken it, before giving it to the 

disciples to eat, saying “This is my body’ (14:22). So too, he can take, 

bless and use our lives, once given to him, to bring blessing to the 

crowds hungry for God in the world around us.*° Yet in all of this 

legitimate spiritualization we must not forget what actually happened 

on that day so long ago: five thousand hungry people had been fed, 

as Belo would insist. It is true that they were hungry because of long 

hours listening to God’s Word, but that does not lessen the deed. 

42-44. It is a mark of God’s provision that it is always enough and 

more than enough for all our needs: and yet it is also typical of God’s 

economy that there should be no waste (43), and that we should learn 

to be good stewards of God’s bounty. Of the twelve, each disciple 
had presumably gathered a basketful of pieces, and we may be sure 

that this was to be their food in the days to come. They could not 

simply throw away the bread already provided and expect Jesus to 

work a special miracle like this every day, exciting though that would 

have been. Note that God guarantees to supply all our needs, but not 

necessarily all our foolish desires: the meal by the lake was satisfying, 
but the food was simple. There will always be those who grumble 
at what God supplies. Israel in the desert soon tired of ‘the bread 

of the angels’ (Ps. 78:25) and begged for more earthy sustenance 

(Num. 11:6). No doubt many a disciple was tempted to similar 

46. Ata later date, Mark’s readers probably saw eucharistic significance in 

this miracle, as in the feeding of the four thousand: John certainly 

seems to have done so (John 6). This is the sort of interpretation that 

rouses the ire of modern commentators like Belo, who see it as an 

evasion of the challenge to feed the hungry. Nineham sees in the 

miracle a clear reference to the messianic banquet, as well as to the 

miraculous feeding of Israel with manna in the desert: again, John 

makes this explicit. The early Eucharist was also an Agape. 
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thoughts as he chewed dried up fish and stale crusts on the next day, 

or the day after. But, in God’s economy, that which we call the 

supernatural shades into the natural; he meets our needs through 

both alike, so that ultimately there is no distinction between the two, 

as far as his provision is concerned. 

ix. The walking on the water (6:45-52) 

A farther touch of the understanding love on the part of Jesus was 

to send his overtaxed disciples on in advance, while he dismissed the 

crowd, perhaps giving them farewell counsel. Yet even after that, he 

went, not to rest, but to prayer on the hillside: indeed, it was only the 

sight of the storm-tossed disciples that brought Jesus from prayer 

to their rescue (48). No supernatural vision is necessarily implied 

here, although it is possible. The boat could have been clearly visible 

from the spot where Jesus was praying high up on the hillside above, 

especially if there was moonlight at the time. The supernatural 

element will enter later, with the words walking on the sea (49).47 The 

author remembers watching such boats on the Sea of Galilee after 

dark, clearly outlined in black against the silvery water. 

This whole episode is a good illustration of the life of discipleship, 

seen as a constant experience of testing and deliverance; for it was 

again (cf. 4:35) not through stubborn self-will, but through direct 

obedience to the command of Jesus, that the disciples found 

themselves in this danger. The storm did not show that they had 

47. Itis sheer exegetical nonsense in this context to talk of ‘shallow water’, 

or even ‘sandbanks’, or (still worse) to translate the phrase wa/king on the 

sea as ‘walking by the lake’. None of these happenings would have 

terrified, or even surprised, seasoned Galilean fishermen. Whether we 

like it or not, this is portrayed as another ‘nature miracle’, bearing 

witness to the divinity of Jesus (cf. she wind ceased in 51). In the gospels, 

no disciple ever walks on the water, except Peter, at Christ’s direct 

invitation (Matt. 14:29), and even he fails. Jesus delegated certain powers 

to his apostles (e.g. healing and exorcism), but not those powers 

inherent in his own person as God (the so-called nature miracles). In 

Job 9:8 God himself is described as walking on the waters (Schweizer): 

in Gen. 1:2, the Spirit of God moves over the face of the waters. 
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deviated from the path of God’s will: instead, God’s path for them 
lay through the storm, to the other shore of the lake. Moreover, it 
again appeared as if Jesus had forgotten them; they were alone, at 
night, and making heavy weather with the rowing. This storm, 
however, was no sudden squall such as had preceded the earlier 
calming of the waves (4:37), but,a tiring, continuous head wind, 
necessitating steady, back-breaking rowing. Then, at the darkest 

hour of the night, in their time of greatest need, and in a totally 

unexpected way, Jesus came to their rescue. In both of the storms 

at sea (cf. chapter 4) it must have seemed to the disciples at first as 

if Jesus was irrelevant: on the first occasion, he was asleep in the 

stern of the boat, and on the second occasion, absent at prayer on 

the mountain. On both occasions it must have seemed as if he was 

careless of their danger, and yet the result showed that nothing could 

be further from the truth. Why does Mark say that Jesus /eant to pass 

by them (48)? Perhaps it was a test of their faith, just as his sleeping 

in the stern of the ship had been on the previous occasion (4:38). If 

they had sufficient faith, they would be content even without his 

presence with them. Perhaps Jesus, on the other hand, wanted his 

disciples to recognize to the full their need of him before he came 

to their help: Mark does not tell us which it was. 

49. The cry of the disciples was merely one of fear, and not even 

necessarily a cry of prayer, let alone a cry of faith directed to Jesus; 

but it was enough to ensure his instant response. God’s willingness 

to answer is not limited by the poverty of our asking, and Jesus was 

often contented with an initial response of what we would consider 

a totally inadequate nature (9:24). 

50. As so often, the exhibition of miraculous power by Jesus 

merely threw the disciples into fresh fear and confusion. So the initial 

entry of Jesus into their situation was marked by an increase in the 

tempo of the strife (cf. 9:26, the healing of the demoniac boy), 

although that would soon pass into tranquillity. Minear points out 

that, in answering with the words /¢ is /, Jesus may have been 

deliberately using the name of God (Exod. 3:14). This would only 

have increased the awe of the disciples, although it could also have 

given them a clue as to the true nature of Jesus, if their hearts had 

not been hardened (verse 52). 

51-52. As before, at the previous storm on the lake (cf. chaptet 
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4), the presence of Jesus brought peace and calm to the disciples. But 

their fear and their amazement alike are traced by the evangelist to 

their failure to learn the previous lesson of the feeding of the five 

thousand. Smallness of faith and hardness of heart are two constant 

sins even of the disciples in Mark. Hardness of heart is that lack of 

spiritual perceptivity, that lack of readiness to learn, for which we are 

ultimately blameworthy ourselves, and which, in the extreme case of 

the scribes, can lead at last to the sin against the Holy Spirit. 

Smallness of faith is a failure to remember God’s working in the past 

and to apply that knowledge of his nature to our present problems. 

If the early Christians, especially in centres like Rome, saw these 

storms as pictures of persecutions through which they must go, then 

this was an important lesson to learn. 

x. The healings at Gennesaret (6:5 3-5 6) 

This brief account in Mark is a summary of what must have 

happened on many similar occasions: the spontaneous spreading of 

the good news under the stimulus of the presence of the healing 

Jesus. This is what has led many Christians today to claim that 

physical healing is either an integral and inseparable part of the 

gospel itself (which seems to go beyond Scripture) or at least an 

important adjunct to it.4* There was on the part of the crowds a 

recognition of Jesus, a realization of their own need, a belief that 

Jesus could meet that need, and a determination to grasp the 

opportunity afforded by his presence: all these are factors in every 

case of healing of the soul or body. The reaction of the crowd 

was both spontaneous and unselfish. There must have been many 

a patient carried in on a mat by friends (verse 55), and the faith of 

the patients in asking only to clutch at the fringe of his clothing 

reminds us of the faith of the woman with the haemorrhage (cf. 

5:28). Again, as in her case, it was not the magical touch of a 

48. Since, in the New Testament, the verb sd means equally ‘to heal’ and 

‘to save’ (as does the underlying Semitic verb), this is an easy biblical 

correlation, where the spiritual sense is a metaphor from the physical 

meaning, But spiritual salvation is always assured for those who trust in 

Christ: physical healing is not, for it depends on God’s sovereign will. 
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garment which healed them, but their faith in the one who wore that 
garment. 

xt. A further clash with Judaism (7:1-23) 
The Pharisees and scribes described here are presumably another 
official fact-finding commission of theologians from Jerusalem 
(verse 1), sent to investigate a campaign of healing and preaching that 
by now must have caused some stir. Even the secular ruler Herod 

knew of Jesus (6:14), let alone the religious authorities. Such a 

commission had come before, as the incidental reference in 3:22 

shows. There, the bitter words about the casting out of devils 

through the power of Beelzebub had been spoken by the scribes 

from Jerusalem. That being so, it is probable that the carping 
criticism with regard to sabbath observance came from the same 

source. A previous commission had similarly examined John as to 

his right to preach and baptize (John 1:19, 25), to which Jesus may 

refer in 11:30. It thus comes as no surprise that the theological 

commission in this chapter is biased and suspicious from the start. 
This is apparent in their niggling, fault-finding attitude. They attacked 

Jesus, not personally, but through his disciples (verse 5), just as in 2:24 

they had attacked his disciples for picking corn on the sabbath, and 

in 2:18 they had criticized the failure of his disciples to fast. They 

here attacked the disciples again on a point of ritual, not of faith, and 

a point of ritual drawn not directly from the law, but from the body 

of explanatory tradition that was growing up round the law, later 

codified to form the Mishnah and Gemara, the modern Jewish 
Talmud. Of course, if the disciples were found to be ignorant of the 

‘oral tradition’, the inference as to the ignorance of their rabbi 

would be obvious. Mark thinks it necessary to explain the whole 

system of ritual washing to his Gentile readers (verses 3—4), though 

the sabbath, he assumes, will be familiar to them already.*? The 

49. This is one of several passages which can be adduced to prove that 

Mark’s Gospel, whatever its source, is a “Gentile gospel’, in the sense 

that it was, unlike Matthew, addressed to largely Gentile readers. See 

Johnson for a comment on this ritual washing. It was a Pharisaic 

custom, going far beyond the law (where only priests were requited to 
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Pharisees themselves, in so asking, betrayed their own position, for 

their indignant question was confined to a breach of the sradition of 

the elders (5), not a breach of the Mosaic law itself. So Saul the 

Pharisee could describe himself as being ‘extremely zealous for the 

traditions’ (Gal. 1:14) before his conversion. 

6-8. No-one ever disputed the earnestness of the Pharisees in 

keeping these traditional observances, nor disputed that such 

customs were genuine historical traditions, nor denied that they 

were originally aimed at the honouring of God, as being extensions, 

perhaps legitimate, of biblical principles already given by revelation. 

Why then is the strong word /ypocrites or ‘those acting a part’ (6), used 

by Jesus here, with reference to scribes and Pharisees?*° he sees, in 

their hollow, insincere attitude, a fulfilment of biblical prophecy, and 

therefore a vindication of the authority of the very Scripture upon 

which they claim to lean, but for which they actually substitute their 

own traditions (verse 7). It is noteworthy that Jesus here not only 

quotes Scripture but also adds to it in verse 8, thereby interpreting 

it. Indeed, the whole of the New Testament is a wider illustration of 

this, for the words of Jesus always stand on a par with any ‘thus says 

the Lord’ found in the Old Testament, and so the early church 

treated them. In the first place, then, Jesus sees the Pharisees as those 

who act a false part, who pretend to be other than they are. They 

indisputably display an outward honour to God, but this is directly 

and totally contradicted by the Pharisaic attitude of mind. Their 

outward show of reverence does not correspond to any of that 

do so), but adopted generally on the principle of ‘setting a fence about 

the law’, i.e. safeguarding it by further regulations. 

50. This phrase is probably a figure of speech, and should be translated ‘the 

scribes belonging to the Pharisaic party’, rather than as referring to two 

quite different groups. More striking is the fact that Jesus apparently 

regards both ‘Pharisees and Sadducees’, the strictly orthodox and the 

anti-supernaturalist, as being equally guilty. They certainly are two 

different groups, coming under equal condemnation, although, so far as 

we know, the Sadducees are not in Mark’s Gospel accused by Jesus of 

hypocrisy but of unbelief and failure to grasp the Scriptures (12:24, 

contrasted with 7:6 of the Pharisees). 
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inward reality of which it should only be an outward expression and 
sign: compare the prophetic attack on much of the meaningless and 
hollow religious ritual of the days of the kings of Israel. 

That is the first ‘prong’ of the attack by Jesus. But the second, in 
verse 7, is more serious still. Even if the Pharisees had been earnest 
in heart, yet their whole position is vitiated by the fact that what they 
teach depends entirely on human, not divine, authority. Nor is that 

all, though it is bad enough in all conscience: this clinging to human 

traditions makes them actually neglect the plain command of God. 

Once again, note how Jesus answers on two levels those who criticize 

him. First, he answers on their level, using their premises: then, 

having thus demolished their position, he takes the argument to a far 

deeper level. 

The latter part of verse 8 is not found in the best Mss. It may have 

been included, as an explanation of /radition of men, following Mark’s 

own earlier explanation for Gentile readers in verse 4. It is, in any 

case, a fair summary of the position. 

9-13. Such outspoken criticism may well have caused a murmur, so 

Jesus at once gives an instance of how obedience to a rabbinic tradition 

means breaking God’s command. This, however, is only one instance 

chosen out of many, as he reminds them (13). At the very heart of the 

law, honour to parents is commanded, but, by a typically rabbinic twist 

of values, it was possible to vow to the temple all the money that would 

normally have been expended in the future on the maintenance of 

parents, and so avoid the plain demands of duty, obvious enough to the 

pagan outside. This is a wise warning that the reference to leaving 

parents for the sake of Jesus (10:29) must be seen to be in the context 

of genuine family love as a Christian duty: natural ties are not abrogated, 

though they may be overruled by Jesus. Perhaps, when biblical scholars 

today are tempted to use distorted exegesis of the New Testament to 

prove a pet theory which is the very opposite of the plain sense of a 

passage, we are guilty of exactly the same sin as the rabbis blamed here. 

51. Fora discussion of the whole corban question, see Anderson. Later and 

mote lenient rabbis would have agreed with Jesus here, but obviously 

some did not at the time. The legal question was that of the sanctity of 

oaths. 
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14. This rebuke by Jesus seems to have silenced the scribes for the 

time being, but the major principle of the validity of the ritual law 

was still at stake. The disciples of Jesus had, in point of fact, eaten 

with unwashed hands, and therefore still stood condemned, if 

the traditional law on this point was valid. The discomfiture of the 

Pharisees in the last argument did not therefore necessarily mean the 

acquittal of the disciples, unless the whole principle behind this piece 

of oral tradition was to be overturned: and so it was, in this miniature 

parable. It must have seemed to many Pharisees in early days that 

Jesus came dangerously neat to espousing the Sadducean cause, with 

his firm rejection of the ‘tradition of the fathers’. Of course, no 

Sadducee would agree with that estimate: the championing by Jesus 

of the doctrine of the resurrection made him an enemy as far as they 

were concerned (12:24).°? What Jesus had to say next was too 

important to be restricted to scribes or Pharisees alone, so he 

deliberately called the crowd together before he spoke, to enunciate 

a new principle. 

15. This bold statement by Jesus ran contrary to all the rabbinic 

teaching. To them, for any defilement to occur, there must be a 

‘mother of defilement’, an external source, by physical contact with 

which the uncleanness was contracted. They, in other words, 

assumed an initially pure state: not so Jesus. For him, the source of 

defilement was not external, but within, and already existent. There 

is a world of difference between these two theologies, as there is 

52. The whole tragedy of the battle between Pharisees and Sadducees is 

that each group was anxious to claim that God was on their side: the 

thought that both of them might be equally wrong, in the spiritual 

sense, never entered their heads. So their only real interest in Jesus was 

to find out on which side he was (like Joshua, when faced by the angel in 

Josh. 5:13). When they found out that he did not support their party, 

they lost interest at once, or regarded him as a dangerous enemy to be 

removed. That is why they both stand under equal condemnation in the 

New Testament: neither of them had time or place for Christ. Note that 

Jesus refuted both groups, but did not ‘play off’ one group against the 

other, as he could have done. Even Paul did this in Acts 23:6, an action 

which he later regretted (Acts 24:21). 
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between the two views of sin.'3 To the Pharisees, lack of ceremonial 
purity, as in the case of the disciples of Jesus, was undoubtedly sin: 
whereas the list of sins given by Jesus hete is restricted to moral 
failures, whether in thought or act. 

Verse 16 is omitted by RSV and NEB following the best Mss, but it 
may well be genuine, for it is the usual injunction to ‘listen’, 

commonly appended by Jesus to his parables (cf. 4:9). 

17. There must have been many other such occasions when we 

owe the explanation of a parable presented in the gospel to the 

inability of the disciples to see its relevance and application in the 

first place, and to their consequent coming to Jesus to ask for an 

explanation later. The classic instance is the full explanation given of 

the parable of the sower in chapter 4. Naturally, if not understood, 

an unexplained and meaningless parable would be of no value in the 

teaching programme of the early church, and so would not be 

included in the gospel. Therefore, even if we fail to understand a 

parable, we are not justified in saying that the early church likewise 

failed to do so: if so, it would not have been preserved. If there is 

no explanation asked or given, then the disciples (and therefore the 

eatly church) must have understood the parable immediately. Of 

course, there were some sayings of Jesus which the disciples 

understood fully only after the resurrection of Jesus (cf. 9:10). 

18. The unbelief of the disciples grieves Jesus. Their spiritual 

dullness amazes him even more (16:14), for this is the quality that also 

distresses him in the Pharisees (3:5). The chief thing obvious to a 

modern reader is the utter failure of the disciples to understand even 

his simplest utterances. They consistently and crassly misinterpreted 

53. Cranfield points out the fatal flaw. Instead of accepting the law’s verdict 

on them as sinners, the rabbis, as Paul says in Rom. 10:1—3, were 

anxious to use the law to prove their own righteousness: and, to do this, 

they must always substitute human legalism for divine law. But the root 

cause is a reluctance to accept the initial and basic sinfulness of 

humanity. It is not only Confucianism which teaches that all enter this 

world sinless by nature, and are only later corrupted by their 

environment: it is a universal belief of ‘natural religions’, and creeps 

readily even into ‘revealed religion’. 
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him, taking his words in the most crudely literal sense (cf. 8:16). 

Admittedly, all this was before the coming of the Spirit, the great 

Interpreter (John 14:26): and the same blindness is, according to Paul, 

still seen in ‘natural’ unconverted people (2 Cor. 3:14). 

19. The outspoken words of Jesus might be paraphrased as 

saying that ‘the mind and not the body is the danger-point for mar’. 

The last clause of this verse, he declared all foods clean, is best taken as 

an explanatory comment on the words of Jesus by the evangelist: we 

could paraphrase it as ‘by saying this, he was abolishing all distinction 

between ceremonially clean and unclean foods.’+ This generalized 

interpretation is born out by the additional negative clause in 

Matthew 15:20 which does not appear in Mark: ‘but to eat with 

unwashed hands does not defile a man’. If we see the interpretative 

comment in Mark as coming from the preaching of Peter, then it 

takes a new meaning in view of Peter’s vision before the visit to 

Cornelius (Acts 11:5 ff.). God had taught Peter that Gentiles, who did 

not keep the ceremonial law, were still to be acceptable in God’s sight 

(Acts 10:35), and were therefore ‘clean’. Even if this did not come 

through the Petrine tradition, its relevance to the Roman church and 

the Gentile mission is obvious. 

20-23. Jesus here (as more explicitly in Matt. 5:28) makes no 

distinction between sins of thought and sins of deed, unlike the law 

of Moses, which, like any other law codes, can take cognizance only 

of outward acts, not the mental attitudes which ultimately find 

expression in such acts. The one possible exception is the tenth 

commandment, which forbids coveting. Of course, in view of the 

fact that the central principle of the Mosaic law was love (Exod. 20:6 

‘those who love me’), ultimately the law was basically concerned with 

attitudes as well. See 12:28-31 for the summary of the law given by 

Jesus in terms of love towards God and love towards neighbour. 

54. If Mark’s Gospel was indeed produced for Gentile Christians at Rome, 

this clause would have great practical value, as Minear points out. 
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D. Ministry in northern Palestine: return to Galilee 
(7:24 — 8:26) 

z. The Syrophoenician woman’ (7:24-30) 
The previous activity of Jesus had been on the lake shore of Galilee: 
now he withdrew further north and west to the territory of 
Phoenicia, on the Mediterranean coast. Possibly it was for a time of 
rest and preparation, for he wanted his presence kept secret (24), 

although this proved impossible. Crowds even from this area had 

already come to him for healing (3:8): it would be interesting to know 

if any of them had been Gentiles. 

25. The story of the healing of the Syrophoenician woman’s 

daughter recorded here reminds us that Elijah the prophet had, in 

roughly the same territory, worked a miracle for another, presumably 

also heathen, widow (1 Kgs 17:9ff.). It may be a recollection of this 

Elijah incident that prompted Matthew to add ‘and Sidon’ after “Tyre’ 

(Matt. 15:21) in his geographic note,*° from which it has entered the 

text here in some Mss. The two towns of “Tyre and Sidon’ are often 

loosely linked together in the New Testament (compare 3:8). This 

story shows that Jesus was known at least to the Jews settled in those 

parts, since it must have been in the home of some Jewish disciple 

ot friend that he was now staying incognito. That this miracle of 

Elijah was already in the mind of Jesus is shown by Luke’s account 

in 4:25—26, where, after his rejection at Nazareth, Jesus gives clear 

warning of a coming mission to the Gentiles, using the widow of 

Zarephath as an illustration. It is in the light of this background that 

55. This is of course to distinguish her as a ‘Phoenician of Syria’ from the 

other groups of Phoenicians known to both the Jews and the Greeks, 

that is to say, the western Phoenicians of Carthage and her colonies. In 

either case, though perhaps Greek in language at this stage, although 

Semitic by background, they were non-Jewish in religion. 

56. Here, many Mss omit Sidon in verse 25, although Alexandrinus, A, B, and 

other good Mss contain it. It may have crept in by later assimilation to 

verse 31, or because of the parallel Matthew passage. But “Tyre and 

Sidon’ is a phrase that seems to have been used loosely for the whole 

area, in popular speech at least. 
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we must read the initial response of Jesus to the woman, for, 

although Mark does not mention the widow of Zarephath as Luke 

does, she cannot have been far from his thoughts as he recorded this 

story. 
26. This woman was a Greek, that is a Gentile, as the woman of 

Zarephath of 1 Kings 17:9 had almost certainly been (cf. the wording 

of 1 Kgs 17:12, ‘as the Lord your God lives’). We are not told that 

this particular woman was a widow, but as no husband is mentioned, 

it is likely: and, like the widow of Zarephath, it was the great need 

of her child that brought her to God. It was fitting that both widows 

should receive help from a God who cates specially for widows and 

orphans (Deut. 10:18; Ps. 146:9, etc.). 

27. First, it is important to remember that Jesus is here probably 

only quoting a popular proverb on the appropriateness of an action. 

Secondly, his quotation of the abusive term dogs occasionally used 

for ‘Gentiles’ (kynaria, puppies, the diminutive form found here, is not 

in any sense affectionate, nor does it lessen the blow’”) did not mean 

that he recognized this description as in any sense accurate. He may 

have wanted to see whether the woman was ready to take such a 

lowly position in order to win healing. True, Matthew stresses that 

Jesus had a strong consciousness that, in his earthly lifetime, his 

immediate mission was restricted to Israel (Matt. 15:24), so that he 

actually forbade his disciples, at this stage, to preach to Gentiles or 

Samaritans (Matt. 10:5). Mark contains no such direct statements, but 

certainly the words of Jesus here, with their sharp contrast between 

children and dogs infers it, and it is clear that the woman understood 

it so (28). After the cross and resurrection, it would be a different 

matter: then, the gospel must be preached ‘to all nations’ (13:10). It 

is not surprising that Mark, with his interest in Gentile mission, does 

57. See BAGD for this point, the last entry under the word. Compare the 

common linguistic phenomenon of the ‘deterioration of diminutives’ in 

the New Testament and Hellenistic texts generally: instances can easily 

be found in any collection of Aoiné texts like that of Wikgren. Johnson, 

who finds this saying ‘abrupt’, suggests a ‘development of Jesus’ 

understanding of his mission’: but, in Mark, this self-understanding of 

Jesus is clear cut from the start (1:14). 



MARK 7:24 — 8:26 193 

not mention these early restrictions on Gentile evangelism, 
particularly since they were removed later: but his recording of this 
incident shows that he knew of them. At this stage therefore, a 
Gentile woman had no claim, as a Jewish woman would have had. 
She must realize that her only hope lay in the uncovenanted metcies 
of God. Unless she was prepared to approach the Jewish Messiah 
in the knowledge that she was still a Gentile, outside the old 
covenant, then her day of healing had not yet come. After the cross, 

when the “dividing wall’ had been broken down, it would be another 

world (Eph. 2:14), with Jew and Gentile made one in Christ. 

28-30. The Syrophoenician woman gladly accepted this humble 

position as an ‘outsider’, and showed that, even on such terms, she 

still claimed healing for her daughter. God’s abundance for his 

children was so rich that even the total outsider could share in it. It 

was a great Old Testament truth that in Abraham, and therefore in 

Israel, all nations would be blessed ultimately (Gen. 22:18): she 

claimed this. In an attempt to avoid the difficulty, some 

commentators say that the dogs are simply part of the ‘stage scenery’ 

of the parable, since the whole stress is on the children of the 

house, whose the food is by right: but this, while true, only highlights 

the plight of those who have no such rights, not being ‘children’. It 

is true that in most parables there is a certain amount of ‘back-cloth’ 

which is incapable of exegesis, but to explain in this way would 

ignore the express statement that she was a Gentile (26). Other more 

shallow exegesis would make the healing a mere reward from Jesus, 

delighted by her quick wit, but there is no hint of this in Mark. To 

Jesus her reply demonstrated not her wit but the depth of her faith 

(Matt. 15:28). As often in the Old Testament, what would pass 

today as a witticism had a solemn religious meaning then. All that 

really matters to Mark and his readers is that the woman’s daughter 

was healed (30). As she was a Gentile, this clearly has relevance for 

the Gentile mission of the church of Mark’s day. 

at. The deaf and dumb man (7:3 1-37) 

Decapolis, though again largely a Gentile area, had considerable 

resident Jewish colonies, and was indeed the very region where the 

healed demoniac had already witnessed so faithfully to what Jesus 

had done for him (5:20). Even in early days, numbers of Jews had 



194 MARK 

come across from this area to hear the preaching of Jesus (3:8). 

There is therefore no need to assume necessarily that this man was 

a Gentile, the more so as Jesus spoke the word of power to him in 

Aramaic.5® Of course, throughout Syria many of the Gentile 

population were Aramaic-speaking, under a superficial layer of 

Hellenism; there cannot have been many Greeks by blood in these 

country areas, although the frequent use of ‘Greek’ in the New 

Testament, as the opposite of ‘Jew’, suggests at least a veneer of 

Greek speech (7:26). Even today, however, Orthodox Jews continue 

to use ‘Greeks’ in this way, to describe ‘Gentiles’. To Mark’s Gentile 

readers, the healing of a man from a predominantly Gentile area may 

well have been a sign of what was to come, irrespective of whether 

the man himself was Jew or Gentile. But it is probably over-exegesis 

to see the feeding of the four thousand in chapter 8 as being a 

feeding of Decapolis ‘Gentile’ crowds, as opposed to the ‘Jewish’ 

crowds fed in chapter 6, even if chapter 8 is still set in the Decapolis 

area. 

32-35. Here, too, it was the faith of friends that brought the deaf 

mute to Jesus at first: but, as in the case of the paralytic (2:3—5), Jesus 

seems to have looked for at least some response in the man himself 

as well. All the actions of verses 33 and 34 were miming the man’s 

present need, the process of healing, and the source from which such 

healing alone could come, in a way which even a deaf mute could 

understand (the blocked ears opened, the symbolic removal of the 

speech impediment from the tongue by spitting, the upward glance 

and sigh of prayer). So there is no need to assume purely vicarious 

faith here, any more than there is in the case of the paralytic of 2:3. 

Saving faith, however small, must be exhibited by the subject of 

salvation: but it is not irrelevant to point out that the faith of his 

friends came first. For comments on the use of the Aramaic 

58. See comment on v. 41 above. Here, however (since the man was still 

deaf at the time), the usage might show only that Aramaic was the 

mother tongue of Jesus, not necessarily that of the patient. Some 

editors hold that the stern form of the command suggests that this 

healing too was the expulsion of a demon, but this does not seem to be 

a necessary interpretation. 
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Ephphatha (34), see the discussion on 5:41. Some have felt that the 
abrupt form of the command indicates an exorcism by Jesus 
(Anderson): but no mention is made of a demon hete, so this is 
unlikely. 

36. Presumably, Jesus, in issuing this command for silence, had no 
wish to be known as a mere miracle-worker, like some of the early 
rabbis of the Talmud: wonder-working in itself had no necessary 
moral or spiritual connotation, any more than magic would. That the 

result was unwelcome publication of the news and notoriety, 
contrary to the command and expressed wish of Jesus (the more ... 

the more ...), is only an illustration of the strange perversity of 

human nature of which Paul speaks (Rom. 7:8), and which Augustine 

feelingly confirms from his own experience. It certainly does not 

prove, as is sometimes suggested, that Jesus had this very result in 

mind when he forbade any telling of the incident. Such cheap-jack 

psychology is utterly inconsistent with the Jesus of Mark’s Gospel, 

and would defeat the whole purpose of the ‘Messianic secret’. 
37- The parallelism between the words of the crowd and Genesis 

1:31 may have been unnoticed by the original speakers, but can hardly 

have escaped unseen by the early church. All God’s creative works 

ate perfect, and so is the manifestation of his Son’s power. Not only 

God saw that his work was good (Gen. 1:4), but even, on this 

occasion, humans also. Nevertheless, while it amazed them, it did not 

enable them to make the equation between Jesus and God: only 

revelation and faith could do that. 

zat. The feeding of the four thousand (8:1-9) 

By no process of the imagination can the feeding of the four 

thousand be regarded as a mere ‘doublet’,*? or a variant account of 

59. Inone sense, this is part of the wider question of the occurrence in 

Mark of accounts, often very similar, of ‘parallel’ incidents, a feature 

which is so frequent as to be almost a point of his style. But it is also 

far-fetched to claim, on geographic grounds, that one feeding was of 

Gentiles and one of Jews, so proving the ‘ecumenical’ nature of the 

Lord’s mission (a patristic view). At this stage, there is no sign of a 

deliberate outreach by Jesus to Gentiles at all. Nor can we dismiss the 
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the feeding of the five thousand. There are too many differences of 

detail in the stories for this view to be maintained: and both Matthew 

and Mark contain separate accounts of the two miracles close to each 

other, which shows that the early church had no such doubts. See on 

7:31 for the suggestion that one was a ‘Gentile’ and the other a 

‘Jewish’ feeding: but this is most unlikely, and there is certainly no 

hint in the context of Mark that this is so. A little reflection will 

show that, in oral tradition, it is far more likely that two originally 

different accounts should be later assimilated, rather than that two 

parallel accounts of the same event should be later “dissimilated’. 

Further reflection will show that if we find two stories of generally 

similar miracles, there is no need to assume that they are necessarily 

variant accounts of the same miracle. Jesus performed many 

unrecorded miracles, as the early church knew well (John 21:25). 

There must have been several similar original incidents in many cases, 

of which one would live on in one line of tradition and one in 

another. It is interesting to note that one theory of textual criticism 

(the multiple source theory) broadly agrees with this: it postulates 

multiple early variant sources, only later to be ‘ironed out’ into the 

great major traditions of later days. 

2-3. There is a tendency today to spiritualize the miracles so much 

that we lose sight of their primary meaning, which is that, when Jesus 

saw anyone cold, hungry, ill or in distress, his heart went out to them 

in love and pity (verse 2).°° In other words, although the miracles of 

Jesus were certainly used as ‘signs’ to point a spiritual message, the 

recipient was not made merely a spiritual ‘stalking-horse’. The root 

of all ministry, whether physical or spiritual, is this genuine inner 

constraint, which the New Testament writers unanimously see as the 

second account by saying that the attitude of the disciples would be 

‘inconceivable’ (Anderson), if they had already witnessed the first 

miracle. Their attitude is on a par with that recorded of them 

throughout the gospel — consistent obtuseness and failure to 

understand. 

60. This, as mentioned, is the great theme of Belo’s commentary, although 
he takes it to such an extreme as virtually to deny altogether the spiritual 

meaning of the gospel. 
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love of Christ, at work in us (2 Cor. 5:14).°' But Jesus did not 
attempt miraculously to heal every sick person in Israel, nor to feed 
all the hungry: there was a curious ‘selectiveness’ in his ministry 
which is explained by pointing to Old Testament examples, to show 
its consistency with God’s plan. Nevertheless, this particular group 
in verse 1 had a special claim on his gracious provision for their 
needs, in that they had not merely sought him for the food that he 

would give, as those of John 6:26 had. This audience had proved 

their sense of spiritual values by three days of eager listening to the 

preaching of Jesus first (verse 2). It was not merely that they were 

hungry, but that they had become hungry in God’s service, and so 

theirs was to be an experience of ‘seek first his kingdom ... and all 

these things shall be yours as well’ (Matt. 6:33). Like Jesus in his 

ministry (3:20), in their hunger to know and do God’s will, they had 

scarcely been conscious of their own physical hunger up to this 

moment. For such people, Jesus would work a miracle, and give them 

the food that they had not sought first. 

4-7. This time, the disciples’ question as to the source of the 

supply (4) was one of sheer bewilderment. Their own resources were 

so small that they had never even thought of them as a possibility; 

and once again they had not taken Jesus into account. So little had 

they learned from the feeding of the five thousand; equally little were 

they to learn from this new miracle, as we see from verse 21 of this 

same chapter. This failure to learn from the second miracle is the 

strongest possible confirmation of the truth of the statement that 

the first miracle had left no impression on them: their attitude was 

constant throughout. There is still a puzzle, it is true; but it becomes 

now the puzzle as to the reason for such continual failure to 

understand that the paucity of their own resources was irrelevant. 

Modesty and self-distrust, even a shrinking from the task, is an 

essential preliminary to all Christian service: but, once we are 

convinced of God’s call, to persist in such an attitude betrays lack 

of faith in God’s power, and is therefore culpable (Exod. 4:14). The 

61. See Cranfield on 6:34: he sees in this yearning of Jesus over the 

multitude the key to the understanding of his mission. For a rabbinic 

definition of this sort of love, see Pirge Aboth 5:19 (Singer, p. 206). 
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siting of the feeding zn the desert may be highly significant, as Minear 

points out. Israel had been fed by God with manna in the desert, and, 

in the messianic age, the desert was to blossom (Isa. 35:1—10). 

8-9. It has often been pointed out that the spyris, the word used 

for basket here, is quite different from the Rophinos, or travelling 

basket, used to store the fragments in the former miracle (6:43). In 

fact, the spyris seems to have been a flexible bag rather than stiff 

wickerwork (see Morris on ‘John’, NICNT, p. 345, note 25). These 

little differences of vocabulary must go back to the original tradition; 

otherwise it is hard to account for the fixity of the vocabulary in 

either case. The Rophinos was essentially a Jewish ‘travelling-bag’ as 

we can see from Roman accounts, commonly used by travelling 

salesmen, or ‘bagmen’ in the ancient world. Luggage made of 

wickerwork is still standard in many parts of the third world today 

for its cheapness and lightness. 

There is no need to see any spiritual symbolism in the numbers. 

The twelve ‘vendor’s baskets’ would doubtless be those regularly 

carried by the twelve apostles, hence the number. The seven baskets 

now borrowed (it is unlikely that peripatetic preachers carried 

such things around with them) simply pin the story to history as 

surely as does the number ‘four thousand’ for the crowd. Such a 

figure as this could in no sense be used either symbolically or 

metaphorically for a large number, as five or ten thousand could 

perhaps have been. 

wv. The Pharisees demand a sign (8:10-13) 

This is an account of a mission to Da/manutha (ot Magadan, Matt. 

15:39) apparently on the opposite shore of the lake (ro). It might 

have been as spiritually fruitful as any other place, but seems to have 

failed to achieve any spiritual results, because it was met from 

the outset by a stubbornly ‘theological’ opposition on the part of the 

argumentative and unbelieving Pharisees. We may compare the 

attitude in Nazareth, where little exercise of the miraculous power 

of Jesus was possible because of stubborn unbelief (6:5—6). It is 

striking that in both cases the stumbling-block to faith was self- 

important knowledge, whether theological knowledge here, or 

knowledge of the local origin of Jesus in the case of the people of 

Nazareth. Knowledge is not of course wrong, but, as Paul says, it can 
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‘puff up’ (1 Cor. 8:1) and create pride, which is a spiritual obstacle: 
it is love that ‘builds up’. 

11—13. This demand by the Pharisees for a sign is so significant 
that it is recorded in all four gospels. The reaction of Jesus (he sighed 
deeply in his spirit, 12) may be impatience which he always showed 
towards lack of faith in those who might be expected to possess it. 
Compare his reaction towards the faithless and powerless disciples, 

at the foot of the mountain of transfiguration (9:19). It is clear that 

unbelief lay at the root of the Pharisaic attitude too. To those in such 

a state of unbelief, even a sign if given would not convince, for these 

Pharisees must surely have already heard of some at least of the 

many miracles which had already taken place in Galilee, such as the 

feeding of the four thousand just before. John’s Gospel rightly says 

that the difficulty lies in the will, not the intellect, as far as acceptance 
of the ‘signs’ of Jesus is concerned (John 7:17). 

But even apart from the impossibility of convincing people 

against their will by mere signs, such an attitude of sign-seeking 

strikes at the root of the biblical concept of the nature of faith. It 

might be theoretically possible to base a belief upon signs and 

wonders, but this sort of ‘belief’? would not be ‘faith’, but only a 

logical conclusion (Schweizer). Perhaps this is yet another reason why 

Jesus used his undoubted miraculous powers so sparingly, and only 

in response to already existent faith. So Jesus refused the request of 

the Pharisees of Dalmanutha, and left the place (verse 13). 

By contrast, to the Christian, ‘believing is seeing’. Hebrews 

11:1 presses this still further: the eye of faith sees here and 

now what actually has yet to be realized in the future, and 

so obtains strength to endure.°3 This was the faith which Peter 

62. Many modern editors have pointed out that the Johannine use of 

sémeion, sign, is different from the usage of the synoptists. The key surely 

is that in John sémeion is a sign granted by God to belief, while in the 

synoptists, as here, it is a sign demanded by unbelievers. 

63. This is the sense in which John uses ‘signs’ to describe the seven 

miracles which he selects from the life of Jesus. They are ‘signs’ 

because, to the eye of faith, they reveal to us what God is like. We might 

go further and say that all miracles are transparent to the eye of faith, 
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was soon to express, in 8:29, in defiance of all outward 

appearances. 

v. The danger of yeast (8:14-21) 

In this section, again, the lack of spiritual perception of the disciples 

is brought out, although the rebuke loses some of its sting, when we 

realize that the story owes its very preservation and recording to the 

recollections of one at least of this very group. Hence we have not 

merely a condemnation of the disciples by Jesus, but a condemnation 

of the disciples by themselves as they remembered. There is no need 

(with Nineham) to see this episode as a deliberate creation by Mark: 

as usual, he is bluntly telling the truth, and showing the disciples 

exactly as they were, faults and all. 

14. It does not appear that Jesus was greatly concerned as to 

whether they had brought bread or not: he had already shown that 

he could meet their needs. But the disciples certainly were worried 

about it, and probably they had a guilty conscience about their 

oversight. This can be seen both from the use of the words had 

forgotten (14), and from the way in which, as soon as Jesus mentioned 

leaven (15), their minds at once flew to this point. Psychologically, this 

is very true to life: they expected to be blamed for their culpable lack 

of foresight, and so they saw reproof where none was intended. 

They were not blamed by Jesus for their lack of foresight, but for 

their lack of faith. We look for good business men in his disciples, 

but God looks for saints, in whom businesslike qualities are of 

course encouraged (Rom. 12:11; 1 Cor. 14:40). 

15. Jesus, by his use of the word /aven here, was using a pithy one- 

word parable for unseen pervasive influence. This influence was 

something that unfitted for the service of God, if we are to judge 

from the analogy of the use of unleavened bread in Old Testament 

religious festivals (see Lev. 2:4, etc.) and Paul’s ‘cleanse out the old 

and so become ‘signs’. To the unbelieving, the miracle will never be a 

‘sign’: it will prove nothing. Indeed, he or she will not even believe it, for 

seeing is not necessarily believing. There will always be an alternative 

explanation, for faith is a system of interpretation of facts, which, by 

definition, must always be capable of other interpretations. 
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leaven’ (1 Cor. 5:7), referring to the well-known Hebrew custom in 
both biblical and modern times of clearing the home of yeast, 
before Passover is celebrated. Yeast is in this context clearly a biblical 
symbol of sin: but the clarity with which it bears that meaning here 
is due to the direct association with ‘Pharisees’ and ‘Hetod’. In 
itself, the symbolism of ‘yeast’ is merely that of unseen pervasive 
spreading, as in the parable of the kingdom (Matt. 13:33). Admittedly 
some exegetes have been forced, by a false ideal of consistency, to 

see the picture even here as one of the spreading of evil within the 

church: but the more natural meaning would seem to be simply the 

gradual spread of the church within the world.“4 
What then was the insidious danger that lay before the little band 

of disciples, the proto-church at that time? It was the danger of 

allowing their thinking to be approximated and assimilated to that 

of the world around them, the world of the Pharisees and 

Herodians, two religious and political circles respectively of their 

day.’ In the Old Testament, Israel had been warned of the gulf 

between God’s thinking and its own (Isa. 55:8), and Jesus’ words of 

rebuke to Peter would underline this in the New Testament (8:33). 

The ‘eaven of the Pharisees was hypocrisy (7:6), while the leaven of 

Herod (a variant reading has Herodians) may have been that 

procrastinating time-serving which had led Herod first to imprison 

John the Baptist, then to execute him, though fighting his own 

conscience all the time (6:14—29). Matthew 16:6 has ‘Sadducees’ in 

place of Herod or Herodians here: they were the shrewd, wealthy, 

priestly aristocracy, with a worldly leavening influence at least as 

64. It is, however, true that this is the only New Testament context (with 

synoptic parallel in Luke) where /eaven has a good sense (Cranfield). This 

is probably because, in the Old Testament, leaven ot ‘yeast’, like 

fermentation in wine, was regarded as a type of corruption, and so 

could not be offered to God. To the rabbis, yeast was always a symbol 

of evil (Schweizer). 

65. The specific sin of the Pharisees here was the demand for a sign from 

heaven (11). If this unbelieving spirit spread to the group of disciples, 

and pervaded it, it would destroy all spiritual life, as surely as leaven 

would spread through dough. 
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dangerous as that of the hard religious formalism of the Pharisees. 

But at each stage of the history of the church, the exact source and 

nature of the danger changes, while the danger itself remains. 

Vigilance is always necessary (14:38). 

16. The Greek /o#, untranslated in RSV (AV, because), may be used here 

merely as a particle to introduce a direct quotation. A lively translation 

would then be: ‘They reasoned “But we have no bread at all!” NIV 

paraphrases mote tamely as ‘ “It is because we have no bread.” ’ 

17. ‘Why do you discuss?’ The Greek word dialogizomai represents a 

mental activity which often has a bad sense in the gospels, like 

meteorizomai, ‘to be doubtful’, or sarassomai, ‘to be troubled’. It is not 

their discussion which is being condemned, but the lack both of faith 

and of spiritual perceptiveness which had given rise to the discussion 

in the first place. They are still as blind and spiritually obtuse as ever: 

this is what grieves Jesus. Even the experience of God’s provision 

of their physical needs during their preaching trip of chapter 6 

(note especially v. 8 xo bread), had left no mark on them. 

18-21. The disciples credited Jesus with spiritual insight, and did 

see in his previous remark supernatural perception, but limited that 

perception to material objects: they thought that he was referring to 

their lack of bread. They were so blinded by their immediate bodily 

needs that they had again forgotten to seek first God’s kingdom, with 

the faith that, as they did this, their bodily needs would be met, as 

those of the hungry crowds had been met twice already (verses 19 

and 20). As Jesus said, they still did not understand (verse 21): see 

again 6:8, where Jesus had forbidden them to make provision for 

their own needs, and yet those needs had obviously been met by God 

(Luke 22:35). 

vt. The blind man of Bethsaida (8:22-26) 

The disciples had been blinded to spiritual truths by their constant 

preoccupation with their own immediate bodily needs. It was only 

fitting therefore that the next miracle should be the opening of the 

eyes of the physically blind man of Bethsaida, as a picture of what 

God would yet do for them. It is also fitting that 8:29, immediately 

below, should contain the account of the opening of the eyes of 

Peter to the Messiahship of Jesus, and that chapter 9 should contain 

the story of the transfiguration. Of course, we are specifically told 
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that Jesus healed many blind in the coutse of his ministry (Luke 
7:21), but this particular miracle is recorded only in Mark, naturally 
enough, if it occurred in Bethsaida, the home town of Peter (John 
1:44), and if Mark, even indirectly, depends on Petrine tradition. No 
name is recorded: with the exception of Bartimaeus (10:46), such 
people are usually nameless in the gospels, particularly in Mark. 

22. It is clear from the words brought and begged in this verse that, 

as in other miracles, the faith of others besides the afflicted man was 

also involved. Here is the great gospel warrant for intercessory 

ptayer to God on behalf of others, both on behalf of the physically 
sick and of the spiritually blind. 

23. The taking by the hand is an eyewitness touch, particularly 

appropriate in the case of a blind man, as is the leading out of the village 

of the sightless man, bewildered by the noise of the crowd, to a place 

of quiet, where he can hear and understand Jesus whom he cannot 

yet see. The saliva applied by Jesus to the man’s eyes is unlikely to 

have been used for its supposed therapeutic effect. It was simply an 

acted parable, to draw the man’s attention to what Jesus was about 

to do. The laying on of hands by Jesus would have the same effect; 

touch means more than sound to a blind man, and only by touch 

could the meaning of Jesus be conveyed. There must be an 

understanding by him of the act of Jesus before that act could 

become revelation. Unexplained miracle, unrelated to God’s loving 

purpose, is too close to magic, and of magic we have no instance in 

the Bible, except outside a Christian context, where it is strictly 

condemned (Acts 19:19—20). 

24. The point of the man’s reply seems to be that he could and 

did see, but indistinctly. There are non-biblical parallels to this sort 

of phrase (see BAGD), but the contrast with the adverb #/angos, 

clearly, in verse 25, makes the meaning abundantly plain in any case. 

We must not blame the excited man for inaccurate description: 

after all, he had seen neither people nor trees before until that 

moment, though he was doubtless familiar with both by touch. The 

English use of the word ‘trunk’ for the body of both tree and 

human does denote a basic visual similarity between the two. The 

unusual nature of the reply (one would expect ‘yes’ or ‘no’), and its 

vivid detail assures us that we ate dealing with a well-remembered 

tradition. 
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25. Scripture does not make plain why two applications of the 

hands of Jesus were necessary here: was it a lack of faith on the 

recipient’s part? Nowhere else is such twofold healing action 

recorded of Jesus.® But the important theological point is not how 

difficult the healing was, nor what the peculiar nature of the difficulty 

was, but that Jesus did not desist till the man was completely healed 

(cf. Paul’s confidence, expressed in Phil. 1:6). The very fact that Jesus, 

after laying his hands on him, asked the man whether he could ‘see 

anything’ (23) suggests that he was conscious of some lack of faith 

in the blind man. There was no need to ask such a question of others, 

for they were completely healed. At Nazareth, Jesus had not been 

able to do many miracles, because of their unbelief (6:5—6): perhaps 

this is a similar instance of little faith. 

26. Jesus does not want to be known as a miracle-worker; and so 

(as in 7:36) he forbids the man to tell others. He is to go straight to 

his home: he is not to go even into his own village first, for fear the 

news spreads. In a village, there are no secrets: the alternative 

manuscript reading, warning him not to speak about it to anyone in 

the village, therefore comes to the same thing. Whether the man 

obeyed or disobeyed, we do not know: but certainly the story of the 

healing made a great impression on the disciples, and found its way 

into the tradition, perhaps because of the incident which followed. 

66. This in itself is proof positive of the genuineness of the story: such an 

unusual detail would never have been invented (Taylor, in Cranfield), for 

it might be seen as a criticism of the ability of Jesus to heal. The passage 

is sometimes seen nowadays as an encouragement to persistence in 

prayer for healing, even if the Lord has not completely granted it on the 

first occasion of asking. Minear sees a symbolism of two stages of 

spiritual healing, but this seems fanciful. 



4. HE FIRMLY SET HIS FACE: THE ROAD 
TO JERUSALEM (8:27 — 10:52) 

A. Confession and transfiguration (8:27 — 9:10) 

z. Peter's confesston: the first passton-prediction (8:27-33) 

Now comes the great confession of the Messiahship of Jesus by 

Peter on the road to ‘Philip’s Caesarea’,’ and the first clear prediction 

by Jesus to the disciples of his coming death. It is of course no 

accident that these two ate joined. If the disciples see Jesus as the 

Messiah, it is essential that they see him as God’s Christ and not a 

human Christ, and that they understand the path of Messiahship 

which has been ordained by God. The natural mind never objects 

to the concept of a Messiah, provided that he is to be a Messiah who 

1. To distinguish it from other towns also named ‘Caesarea’, in honour of 

the emperor. Only Mark mentions the location of Petet’s confession as 

being here. Schweizer sees the place as appropriate, since the rabbis 

considered it as the boundary of the Holy Land with Gentile territory. 
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commends himself to the natural mind. This careful explanation 

by Jesus was doubly important, not only so that the disciples might 

be kept from nationalistic or other misconceptions of Messiahship, 

but also because Christ’s path would determine theirs, as Jesus 

would soon explain to James and John (10:39). It was a prophetic 

wotd when the light-hearted city wits of Antioch called the 

‘followers of the Way’ by the coined name ‘Christians’, that is, ‘the 

messianic people’ (Acts 11:26), since they must walk the same path 

as he did. It is also appropriate that such a revelation should now 

be brought to the spiritually blinded disciples by the one who 

had so recently proved his power to open the eyes of the physically 

blind. 
28. It is always easy to answer in the third person, and give the 

views of others as to the nature of Jesus. We have seen that Herod 

saw Jesus as a ‘John returned’ (6:16), and it seems from this passage 

that Herod was not alone in this belief. Others saw him as “Elijah 

returned’, a common Jewish concept of the day, derived from 

Malachi 4:5, and endorsed by Jesus as having reference to John the 

Baptist (9:12; Matt. 17:13). The interesting thing is that both Elijah 

and John were, as all recognized, only forerunners of the Christ, and 

not the Christ himself. So none of the outside world had as yet 

guessed the true nature of Jesus as Messiah. Others could not make 

as definite an identification as Herod did, but agreed that clearly Jesus 

was a prophet. The Emmaus Road conversation witnesses to the 

persistence of this ‘minimal’ view of his person and nature, even 

among Christians (Luke 24:19); and the nabi Isa, ‘prophet Jesus’, of 

the Qur'an beats witness to its survival in Mohammed’s days among 

the decayed Christian churches of Arabia. A shallow Christology like 

this will ultimately lead to even grosser heresy: for it inevitably 

makes Jesus himself only a forerunner and not God’s last word to 

rebellious humanity. It is interesting to speculate what spiritual 

qualities, seen and noted in Jesus by outside observers, led them to 

make these identifications. Every prophet spoke with authority, in 

God’s name, bringing the word of the Lord, and vindicating that 

word with signs: John is the stern eschatological prophet of doom; 

Elijah is the fearless wonder-worker, appearing and disappearing 

from the desert, the great example to New Testament saints of the 

power of prayer (Jas 5:16—18). All of these prophets differed 
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individually, yet each found a place in the portrait of Jesus. 
As often, if we want to understand his person and work, we 
must draw into one the several threads of Old Testament tevela- 
tion, for all lines of revelation meet in him. So, while they were 
inadequate, these views expressed above were not entirely wrong, 
Indeed, Lightfoot is correct in saying that their error lay in the fact 
that all these were roles of preparation, not fulfilment and 
consummation. 

29. But now, as it continually comes to us, comes the personal 

question that transfers theology from an armchair discussion to an 

uncomfortable dialogue between God and us. Are his own disciples 

still as blind as the others? The rest may be, but not Peter: at once, 

the answer was made, ‘You are the Christ’, that is, ‘the Anointed’, or 

‘the Messiah’. The weight of Ms evidence here seems to point to this 

wording as being the full Marcan statement: the addition of ‘the Son 

of the living God’, with poorer Ms evidence, is almost certainly an 

assimilation to the text of Matthew 16:16, where it properly belongs.* 

Simon Peter’s similar declaration in John 6:69 should be compated, 

although this seems to be on a different occasion. Here was the 

identification of Jesus with the Christ that shows a Christian, for no- 

one could make such an equation without the inner illumination of 

the Spirit. Matthew 16:17—19, at this point, continues with the 

blessing of Peter, the declaration that this is none other than the 

Spirit’s revelation, and the subsequent promises to Peter: none of 

these are recorded in Mark, although he must surely have known of 

them, particularly if Peter was among his informants. It would seem 

commonsense to say that Peter suppressed them out of modesty, 

while still retaining the rebuke that followed. If Mark omitted them, 

it was because he did not consider them relevant here. If Mark was 

2. In whatever form, this declaration has long been realized as the 

‘watershed’ of the gospel. It is a parallel to the confession by the 

Gentile centurion at the cross on 15:39 (Kertelge, in LOM). This is a fair 

observation: but whether we are justified in seeing the centurion’s 

confession as a ‘foil’ to Peter’s denial (14:68) is quite another question. 

Nevertheless, in this instance, his own reject him, while the Gentile 

world acclaims him. 
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indeed the gospel of the early Roman church (as seems likely), then 

this omission must be significant. If we want to find the Petrine 

promises, we must turn to the Palestinian tradition underlying 

Matthew’s Gospel: the one place where they were not proclaimed 

was at Rome. Mark is concerned here only with the revelation of the 

messianic secret, for that alone is relevant to his purpose at the 

moment. 
30. Why were the disciples forbidden to tell others of the 

Messiahship of Jesus? Presumably because at this stage none of 

them (not even Peter: see verse 32) really understood what was 

involved in Messiahship, and so those outside could not fail to 

misunderstand such a claim. Even the fact of his Messiahship was 

a discovety which each disciple must make individually, as Peter had 

done, although in every case, as for Peter, this must come as the 

Spirit’s revelation. But the nature of the Messiahship of Jesus is an 

even deeper revelation which is still to come to them. Here, in a 

nutshell, is the mystery of the gospel: we are very conscious of our 

human part in the process of discovery at the moment of 

conversion, and yet, from the other side, we learn in reverent wonder 

that all was God’s work in revelation (John 15:16). 

31. This is the first of the three occasions on which Jesus carefully 

explained to the twelve the cost and meaning of Messiahship:3 

compare 9:31 and 10:33, which gradually give a fuller picture, 

presumably as the disciples were better able to bear it. This in itself 

shows that none of the later Jerusalem happenings took Jesus by 

3. Although it is striking that Jesus does not say here ‘the Messiah must 

suffer’, but the Son of man must suffer, i.e. probably, ‘I must suffer’. For a 

summary of views on the meaning of this self-chosen title, see 

Cranfield, pp. 272-277. See also Perrin (IOM); the titles of ‘Christ’ and 

‘Son of God’ ate given a new ‘conceptual content’ by the use of ‘Son of 

mar’ here, for the ‘Son of man’ can be explained as ‘suffering’, while the 

thought was not inherent in either of the other titles. This is of course 

distinct from the two other uses of ‘Son of man’, whether as a 

‘charismatic’ present figure, ot an ‘eschatological’ future figure: see 

Tanner (OM). All of these different aspects unite in the historical 

figure of Jesus. 
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surprise.* Indeed, as soon as he had accepted the vocation to 
Messiahship, he had thereby accepted the vocation to suffering, To 
‘suffer’, when applied to the Messiah in the New Testament, is a 
‘theological shorthand’ for his death upon the cross (Acts 3:18, etc.). 
But to suffer many things, as here, doubtless includes far more than his 
actual death, for Hebrews 5:8 makes clear that the cross was the 

culmination and supreme point of a life of suffering for Jesus. It is 

only after we understand the person of Christ that we can appreciate 

his work: that is the great theological lesson, and explains why Jesus 

made no attempt to tell of the cross until now. Apodokimasthenai, be 

rejected (31), is an interesting word: it means literally ‘fail to pass the 

scrutiny’. The thought is that the Sanhedrin, the priestly court of 

Israel, will scrutinize the claims of Jesus, and then deliberately reject 

him. But the true danger for all is that of failing to pass the scrutiny 

of God, as Paul saw (1 Cor. 9:27, where a word from the same root 

is used). The meaning of rise again is apparently incomprehensible to 

the disciples as yet, for much later they are still puzzled by it (9:10).° 

Perhaps, like Martha (John 11:24), their trouble was that they balked 

at a resurrection here and now, while accepting one ‘at the last day’ 

quite happily. Within Judaism, only Sadducees rejected the whole 

concept of resurrection: but that was on a par with their general anti- 

supernatural bias (Acts 23:8), which was not shared by the 

theologically orthodox Pharisees or the great mass of Israel. 

32. Began to rebuke him. Typically, Mark simply records the fact: he 

refrains from quoting the terms of Peter’s remonstrance to Christ 

as Matthew does (see Matt. 16:22). It was enough for Mark to show 

4. This is of course a great stumbling-block to liberal scholars, who find it 

hard to admit that Jesus foresaw his own death, still less that he 

prophesied it three times in detail. Such scholars regard the three 

prophecies as artificial creations by the disciples after Christ’s death. But 

if we allow prophets of Old Testament and New Testament alike 

knowledge of their future fate, why not the Son of God (cf. Acts 

20:23)? 

5. See Lane for the addition, in a few manuscripts, of the phrase ‘and then 

he will speak the word openly’. However true this may be, it reads 

suspiciously like a late explanation of what actually happened. 
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that Peter had failed to understand the necessity of the cross: he 

understood only too clearly the meaning of the words of Jesus 

(Minear). 

All the apostles seem to have been present on this occasion, and 

each would have had his own recollections of it, some fuller than 

others. ‘Turning and seeing his disciples’ (33) suggests that all would 

share in Peter’s rebuke (Anderson). 

33. No sterner rebuke ever fell on any Pharisee than fell on this 

disciple of Jesus, this proto-Christian. In speaking as he did, Peter 

was voicing, not the mind of God revealed by his Spirit, but that 

‘natural’ mind which is the mind of the enemy: and so Peter could 

be addressed by Jesus directly as Satan.° The avoidance of the cross 

had been a temptation faced and overcome by Jesus in the 

wilderness, to judge from the fuller account of the temptations 

contained in the other synoptists (e.g, Luke 4:1—13). For Peter to 

suggest it was therefore to think in human terms, and not in divine 

terms. The Aramaic form Sa/and suggests that here we have a relic 

of another original Aramaic saying of Jesus (cf. 4:15). Otherwise, the 

Greek diabolos, ‘devil, might have been used as elsewhere (cf. John 

6:70). It is unlikely that there was any gradation in meaning between 

the two words, which seem to be mere synonyms in the two different 

languages. Note that Satan’s suggestion is not blasphemous or 

obviously evil: it is smooth, attractive and ‘natural’, appealing to all 

‘natural’ human instincts. That is why it is so dangerous. 

a. The cost of discipleship (8:34-38) 

Now we see why it was so essential that Peter should grasp the 

conditions of Messiahship for Jesus: otherwise, Peter could not 

grasp the conditions of discipleship for himself. This 

correspondence between the path of master and servant was fulfilled 

very literally, if we accept the universal tradition as to the manner of 

Petet’s death at Rome by crucifixion. For archaeological evidence for 

6. Holl, quoted in Anderson, aptly says, ‘Who from the primitive 

community would have dared to call the revered Cephas “Satan”?’ This 

is a cleat proof that Jesus actually said these words, though whether it is 

proof that Peter and not another preserved them is another matter. 
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Peter’s Roman martyrdom, see Kirschbaum and Guarducci. The 
place of his death has of course nothing to do with subsequent 
claims as to Peter’s position, a fact seemingly forgotten by 
protagonists and opponents alike. 

So the Lord warns all the crowd, not just his professed disciples, 
that to follow him means to deny all natural inclinations’ and to 
‘shoulder one’s stake’. ‘Stake’ in modern English preserves the 

association of shameful death better than cross does. Compate 10:39 

for the equally solemn words of Jesus to James and John as to the 

cost of discipleship. The thought is plain to every child playing the 

game of ‘follow my leader’, in which there is only one rule, that no 

follower shirks going to any place where the leader has first gone. 

Ultimately, to the Christian, this following of Jesus becomes the hope 

of heaven, since our leader has already gone there (Heb. 6:19—20): 
but first comes the cross. ‘No cross, no crown’ is a pithy piece of 

theology which must have been ever-present in the minds of the 

eatly Christians at Rome and other centres of persecution. 

35. The one who tries to live this life ‘for self’, who hoards it 

jealously and selfishly, will lose it. This is true, not only finally in the 

death that all must face, but moment by moment, for such selfish life 

is no true life, but only animal existence. Life, like sand, trickles 

between our fingers whether we will or no, and to grasp it the more 

tightly means only that it flows the faster from us. So a refusal to 

accept this ‘death to self’, which is the bearing of Christ’s cross and 

following him, is a spiritual death; whereas, by a divine paradox, 

spiritual life is to be found only by dying to self (Gal. 2:20). 

The additional clause, which only Mark preserves, and the gospel’s, 

makes plain the exact way in which life is to be ‘lost’ for Christ. It is 

to be spent in his service, in the spreading abroad of the good news. 

The Christian therefore has not two goals, but one: Christ and his 

7. This is why the cult of ‘selfism’ (self-fulfilment, and the like), much 

favoured by the so-called ‘me generation’, is utterly foreign to the 

gospels, and, in particular to the teachings of Jesus, as recorded in Mark. 

See on 12:31, where there is no commendation of self-love, but only a 

realistic recognition that we do in fact always desire to promote our own 

good (Anderson). 
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gospel are ultimately one (see 10:29 for a similar link). Schweizer well 

compares Luke 18:29, where ‘for the sake of the kingdom of God’ 

is similarly used. 
36-37. The metaphor in profit, gain, and forfeit is commercial rather 

than judicial. As usual, Jesus is meeting or anticipating objections at 

out own level, appealing to the shrewd commercial instincts of 

these Galilean tradesfolk, as he appealed elsewhere to the common 

sense of fisherfolk (Matt. 13:48) or farmer (Luke 13:15). The 

kingdom was a good ‘buy’ at any price, if only these hard-headed 

businessfolk could see it. 

38. But then, as usual, when we have been defeated at our own 

lowly level of thinking, Jesus takes the argument to a deeper level, 

this time with an eschatological reference. Son of man he has used as 

a self-chosen title before (e.g. verse 31), but now, through the Petrine 

declaration, ‘Son of Man’ has been definitely equated with ‘Messiah’. 

Jesus has shown that the biblical interpretation of the anointed one 

is not, initially at least, the conquering king eagerly awaited by the 

Jews, but the rejected suffering Servant (Isa. 53:1—-12). Yet, in spite 

of all this, as ‘Son of mat’ he was still to be God’s chosen instrument 

of judgment at his coming-again (cf. Dan. 7:13). The biggest 

difficulty for the disciples must have been the problem of how to 

join all these different concepts in one and to relate them to the Jesus 

before them. The humble Christ of history is always humanity’s great 

stumbling-block, not only to his own generation but to ours also.* 

God is revealed in Christ, but only to the eye of faith: to others, God 

is hidden in Christ, and they cannot see him. This is the great 

‘messianic secret’. It is no accident that, in Mark, the story of the 

transfiguration directly follows, for, in it, something of the true 

8. That is, if genea is to be interpreted generation, as seems probable in view 

of its similar meaning in other contexts in Mark (e.g, 8:12). See BAGD’s 

discussion of the word, paragraph 2. The later Jewish use of dor, 

‘generation’ in e.g. dor hammabbiil, ‘the generation that lived at the time 

of the flood’, is in point here. Less probably, genea could mean the 

Jewish ‘people, nation’: but the main message would still be the same. 

Schweizer points out that the words ‘this generation’ are often found in 

the immediate context of the words ‘Son of man’ (e.g, 13:26—30). 
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glory of Christ is revealed to those who have already recognized 
Jesus as Christ in his lowliness. 

zat. The transfiguration (9:1-10) 

To what does the prophecy in verse 1 refer? That depends on our 
understanding of the exact moment when the disciples were to see 
the kingdom of God has come with power. There are two distinct questions 
involved here: the first question is, what did the disciples initially 

think the meaning to be? The second and more important is, what 

did Jesus himself mean by the saying? As regards the first, we know 

that many in the early church expected the Lord’s second coming to 

be within the lifetime of the first generation of apostolic witnesses. 

The first apostolic generation may well, then, have thought that this 

saying of Jesus was a direct reference to his parousia, the second 

coming of Christ for judgment and establishment of his reign. 

This view could of course nowadays be maintained only if we 

understand w// not taste death in a mystical sense as ‘will not perish 

eternally’, which is possible, but unlikely. In Semitic idiom, ‘aste 

death is simply poetic for the blunt ‘die’, and so the apostles 

themselves would presumably have interpreted it. But the supposed 

views of the first generation have for us now only a past historical 

interest. By the date of the writing of the Gospel of Mark, even 

Peter had probably passed away, so this literal interpretation, with 

reference to the second coming, would have been no longer possible. 

Now, Mark certainly would not have recorded a saying which was 

meaningless to him and also useless to the church. The verse must, 

therefore, refer either to the transfiguration which follows 

immediately after, which seems reasonable; or to later events, still 

within a human lifespan, such as Christ’s triumph on the cross, 

confirmed by the resurrection (Col. 2:15); or to the coming of the 

Spirit; or to the later extension of the blessings of the kingdom to 

the Gentiles as outlined in the book of Acts. Of these, perhaps the 

combined event of cross and resurrection is the best interpretation, 

if we reject the transfiguration as the meaning. But perhaps we do 

wrong to associate the prophecy exclusively with any one isolated 

point of time in our human sense of the word: R. T. France (in 

Matthew sees it as a general reference to the vindication of Jesus. In 

any case, the transfiguration is a foretaste of the final triumph of 
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Jesus, whether it is seen in itself as a fulfilment of this prophecy or 

promise of Jesus. 
2. There may be no theological reason for the si days of Mark, 

though attempts have been made to connect them with the ‘six days’ 

of God’s working in Genesis, followed by his sabbath rest. It may 

simply be one of the irrelevancies of the memory of an eyewitness, 

assuring us that the story is firmly set in place and time, though we 

may not always be able to reconstruct either from the scanty data 

given. Mark, as noted, has little interest in recording exact time or 

date ot geographic location. In Exodus 24:16, Moses is shown as 

waiting ‘six days’ for a revelation (Anderson), which may be a 

parallel, but both Mark, with sé days, and Luke, with ‘eight days’ 

(Luke 9:28), may be giving only an approximate number of days, 

meaning ‘about a week’, as we would say today.? Only in the passion 

story is there a similar note of time (Schweizer). Again, as often, 

Jesus took with him Perer, and James, and John: for his possible reasons 

for this choice, see the comment under the story of Jairus, in chapter 

5. [he way in which the story is told by Mark recalls the leading of 

Joshua up the mount of revelation by Moses (Exod. 24:13), and the 

way in which Moses was unwittingly transfigured by the glory of 

God while on top of the mountain (Exod. 34:29), although Moses 

had only a fading and reflected glory, as the Bible makes plain (2 Cor. 

3:7, 13). In contrast, Christ’s glory on the mountain was his own: he 

was but reassuming that divine glory which was his with the Father 

before the world began (John 17:5). In a sense, we ate wrong to call 

this ‘the transfiguration’, as though it was unique: the true great 

transfiguration, the metamorphosis, had already taken place at 

Bethlehem when God took human form, as Philippians shows 

(Phil. 2:6-7). On the mount of transfiguration Jesus was but re- 

assuming his own true form, even if only temporarily: faith had 

momentarily passed into sight, for the three disciples. 

3. The lasting impression left by the vision was one of unearthly 

9. Although Cranfield may be right in seeing such precise dating as proof 

that Mark at least saw in the transfiguration the fulfilment of the 

promise of Jesus in 8:38, Jesus has already been shown to the three 

apostles (the ‘some’, 9:r) in his Fathet’s glory, as foretold. 
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purity. So, too, when any in the Scriptures see God’s spiritual 
ministrants, they appear to them as wearing white robes (16:5). In 
spite of modern Bible illustrations, white was not a common colout 
for working clothes in biblical days: it soiled too easily in a workaday 
world. If it had not been unusual for people to wear gleaming white 
garments, the detail would not have been recorded hete, for the 

Bible, like most other ancient documents, makes very few references 

to colout. 

4. We often loosely take the appearance of Elijah with Moses with 

Jesus on the mountain as the witness of Law and Prophets to 

Christ; and so it is, but it is more. Moses had himself spoken of 

Christ prophetically’® (John 1:45; Luke 24:27), and scribe and 

Pharisee alike looked for Elijah to come as Messiah’s forerunner 

(9:11), on the authority of Malachi (Mal. 4:5). True, as Jesus hinted, 

there had already been a fulfilment of this prophecy at one level in 

the coming of John the Baptist (9:13), but nevertheless there was a 

special appropriateness in the presence of Elijah in person here. 

Anderson notes that Elijah had been translated directly to heaven, 

while nobody knew where Moses was buried: is there a hint that 

Jesus too was to be taken up to heaven? This, however, seems far- 

fetched. 

5-6. Luke adds the detail (9:32) that the disciples had been asleep, 

as in Gethsemane, which suggests that the transfiguration took 

place by night. The briefer account of Mark mentions none of these 

things, but they would fit with his story. Peter, suddenly awakened 

from sleep in time to see the glory, was talkative in his terror, as some 

are. Now that they had seen the shekinah-glory that had once 

coveted Israel’s meeting-tent of old (Exod. 40:35), Peter thought that 

another such tent, or even three such tents, was appropriate now (5). 

Peter did not realize that the shekinah-glory, the manifestation of 

God’s presence, was already ‘living in a tent’ on earth, in the body 

of Christ (John 1:14). Anderson sees a reference to the Hebrew ‘feast 

of booths’ in the suggestion (Lev. 23:34). The use of rabbi by Peter 

ro. Is there a hint therefore of the promised coming of ‘the prophet like 

Moses’ at the end time, along with Elijah, who was to introduce the final 

age? So Schweizer suggests. 
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here is another interesting touch, which may be original. Matthew 

(17:4) has the usual polite Kyrie, ‘Lord’, or ‘sit’, and Luke (9:33) has 

the Gentile title ¢pistata, ‘master’ or ‘overseer’; but Mark keeps the 

original Semitic word, used by Peter, the usual title for their teacher 

used by the apostolic band. 

7-8. Cloud, ot light, had been the sign of God’s presence in the 

wilderness (Exod. 40:38); and, in true Old Testament style, on this 

occasion too there came a voice from the cloud (cf. Exod. 24:16). It 

is at least a striking coincidence that it was also after ‘six days’ that 

Yahweh’s voice came from the cloud of Sinai.'* This time, however, 

it strikes less terror into the hearts of the hearers than it did then (cf. 

Exod. 19:16). Once again, as at the baptism, God the Father was 

bearing witness from heaven to his Son (cf. 1:11). The Greek 

agapetos, beloved, almost certainly has the connotation of ‘only’ Son 

here, as at the baptism. 

g. The full meaning of this vision would be apparent only after 

the resurrection,’* and so they were forbidden to tell others of it until 

then. Perhaps this forbade a sharing of it even with their fellow 

disciples. Anderson points out that this is the only place in Mark 

where a definite limit is set after which the ‘Messianic secret’ can be 

freely proclaimed. It is, however, a commonplace of the gospels that 

11. Oepke, quoted by Cranfield, has the interesting suggestion that 

episkiazein means ‘conceal’ rather than overshadow. When Moses ascended 

Sinai, he was lost to Israel’s sight in the cloud (Exod. 24:18). Even at the 

moment of revelation, there was to be concealment (Exod. 19:21). This 

however seems too complicated a concept to be deliberately intended 

by Mark, although it could perhaps be linked with the so-called 

“messianic secret’. 

12. It is always in the gospels ‘the Son of man’ who will rise from the dead: 

Perrin (IOM) points out that neither ‘Christ’ nor ‘Son of God’ ate very 

frequent in Mark, though both terms are highly significant theologically 

when they do occur. ‘Son of man’ on the other hand occurs very 

frequently (14 times in all). This particular title does not, however, seem 

to have survived the move from a Jewish to a Gentile environment later, 

for it hardly occurs outside the gospels (though see Acts 7:56): perhaps 

its distinctively Semitic ring was the reason. 



MARK O55 i= 5:0 217 

only after the resurrection could many sayings of Jesus be 
understood (e.g. John 12:16). 

to. This is an interesting incidental confirmation that the disciples 
never really understood the words of Jesus about his coming 
resurrection, so that naturally they were amazed by the event when 
it occurred (16:8). The strange thing is that, on so many other 
occasions, they did the very opposite, and misunderstood his words 
by taking them with the crassest literalism (compare 8:16). The only 
answer to this problem is that given earlier: they lacked the key of 

faith (8:17—18). Of course, as orthodox Jews, resurrection at the last 

day was no problem to them (John 11:24): but clearly the words of 

Jesus here referred to some other earlier event, and this puzzled them 

greatly, as the words of Jesus puzzled Martha in John’s Gospel. There 

had of course been resuscitations from death recorded in the Old 

Testament (e.g. 2 Kgs 4:36), but for some reason they cannot have 

considered them applicable to Jesus. 

B. The passion foretold again (9:11—50) 

2. ‘Elijah returned’ (9:11-13) 

The appearance of Elijah upon the mountain had raised another 

question in their minds. Was not Elijah still to appear, not merely in 

a vision, but in bodily form, to usher in the messianic age? As they 

descended the mountain, they put this question to Jesus. This at least 

proves that all of them now believed in his Messiahship, however 

they understood it. Otherwise the question, as to whether or not the 

teachers of the law were correct in their exegesis, would have had 

no meaning. 

12-13. Jesus not only agreed with this scribal interpretation of 

Malachi 4:5 pronouncing its fulfilment in John the Baptist, but also 

showed the parallelism between John’s and his own case. The 

problem now was not whether ‘Elijah’ would come again or not (for 

he had come already), but why the Son of man (for whom ‘Elijah’ 

had prepared the way) should be rejected. In rejecting John, Pharisees 

and scribes had rejected God’s counsel for them (Luke 7:30) and 

made it all the more sure that they would reject the Messiah when 

he came. None of this took God by surprise, for all was as it had 

been written (vv. 12-13). This must mean that Jesus linked both the 
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‘Son of man’ and ‘Elijah returned’ with the ‘suffering Servant’ of 

Isaiah 53:3. As John’s coming was a heralding of the Messiah’s 

coming, so John’s rejection was a heralding of the rejection of the 

Messiah: and both alike were in fulfilment of Scripture. It is standard 

exegesis to say that in Mark there are three passion predictions by 

Jesus to his disciples, for so there are. But this is a fourth, usually 

unrecognized, for it is made only to the ‘inner ting’ of the three: 

doubtless there were others too. 

a, The epileptic boy (9:14-29) 

But sterner work than abstract theological discussion awaited the 

little group at the foot of the mountain, where spiritual failure had 

shamed the other nine apostles, and drawn a crowd, as failure will 

do as surely as success. As usual, those theological critics, the scribes, 

were at the forefront, doubtless, in the face of this failure, 

questioning once again the theological credentials of the disciples or 

their rabbi. One wonders why these same scribes, instead of 

embarrassing the crestfallen disciples before the crowd, did not set 

about exorcising the demon themselves, as a proof of their 

orthodoxy. Some orthodox Jews acted as exorcists, presumably in the 

name of Yahweh: indeed, Jesus elsewhere appeals to this to justify 

his own activity (Matt. 12:27). Others, including Sceva’s sons (Acts 

19:14) seem to have been unsuccessful, unorthodox frauds: yet 

others expelled demons legitimately in the name of Jesus, without 

actually following Jesus (verse 38). The practice seems therefore to 

have been relatively common in the first century. 

16. The first questioning words of Jesus do not necessarily show 

ignorance; they seem designed to draw the attention of the crowd 

away from the humiliated disciples, and to direct it to himself, 

as verse 19 makes explicit. Nor was this done just to spate the 

feelings of the disciples; it corresponds to a deep spiritual prin- 

ciple. First, those in need must confess their own inadequacy, and 

then they must be brought to see the power of Jesus to meet that 

need. To concentrate on the person of his servants is irrelevant, as 

John the Baptist had enunciated in 1:7-8. For a similar question by 

Jesus, asked perhaps for a similar reason, see Luke 24:17, on the road 
to Emmaus. 

17-18. The outward symptoms of the boy are certainly those of 
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epilepsy, but we should always observe a reverent agnosticism on 
matters of demonization.'} The very outspokenness of the man’s 
answer emphasizes his weary despair. The father had brought the lad 
to the disciples, hoping for healing, but shey were not able, lit. were not 
strong enough’ to do it. 

19. The reaction of Jesus is a half quotation from Psalm 95:10, 
referring to God’s patient endurance of the faithlessness of the 
Israelite “generation of the wandering’ in days of old, a generation 
which finally came under God’s judgment. It gains in poignancy 

when we realize that the generation of the ministry of Jesus was also 

to be a generation of God’s judgment, which would descend upon 

the land some thirty-five years after the crucifixion of Jesus (13:2). 

Thete is a great reluctance in modern days to see God’s judgment 

in historical or sociological events, but, while of course we may be 

incorrect in our interpretations, the principle is clearly biblical. God 

works through the laws of cause and effect, in the world which he 

has created, to produce either judgment or blessing in the lives of 

13. To add to what has been already said on this subject, it may be noted 

that Mark has numerous references to the expulsion of demons both by 

Jesus himself and, by delegated authority, through his apostles (e.g. 1:25 

and 3:15). But by no means all sickness is attributed in the gospels to 

demons (e.g, 1:40 and 2:3 for ‘ordinary’ sickness), nor is sickness usually 

associated with sin on the part of the patient (though see 2:5). Indeed, 

the concept of ‘demon possession’ seems to be applied only when the 

mind of the patient is affected, thus making communion with God 

impossible. Both Jesus and the apostles have therefore a purely healing 

ministry in addition to exorcism (1:34 and 6:13). The demonized are 

usually described as ‘in (the power of) an unclean spirit’ (e.g, 1:23), as 

later in the New Testament Christians can be described as ‘in the (Holy) 

Spirit’ (Rev. 1:10), or, as often ‘in Christ’ (e.g. 2 Cor. 5:17). Although 

Jesus calls the spirit in this story a dumb and deaf spirit (25), this seems 

purely descriptive of the patient’s condition, not of the spirit itself. 

There is no evidence in Scripture for a multitude of evil spirits, each 

being responsible for some particular sickness, nor is it anywhere 

suggested that such spirits have separate personalities: they are simply 

local manifestations of the power of evil. 
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nations as well as of individuals. By its ambivalence, this is far from 

a shallow ‘prosperity cult’. Indeed, after the fall of Jerusalem, in AD 

7o, apart from the Christian church which had fled to Pella in 

Transjordan (cf. 13:14),'4 few of the original hearers of Jesus would 

be left alive: for many, their bodies would fall in the wilderness, as 

had those of their unbelieving forefathers (Heb. 3:17). The Roman 

legionaries would be terrible agents of the wrath of God on a 

stubborn rebellious generation (13:14—20), and civilian casualties 

would be very heavy. 

But whose was the culpable lack of faith on this occasion: was it 

on the part of the disciples, or the father? It seems from the wording 

of verse 23 that it is the father who is blamed for lack of faith, while 

the disciples are blamed for lack of prayer (verse 29). But prayer is 

of course one demonstration of faith, so that ultimately both stand 

under the same condemnation. 

20. The violence of the demonic onset, in the case of the dumb 

boy, corresponds to the confessional outcry wrung from the lips of 

the demon-controlled elsewhere (cf. 5:7). It was the impotent rage 

of the defeated enemy, an unwilling acknowledgment of the status 

and authority of Jesus. 

21. Jesus is not merely interested in a ‘case history’ of the boy. He 

is helping the father to confess how desperate his need is, and at the 

same time showing him that he has no other resource but in Jesus. 

22. It is a pitiful tale, but the telling of it works the desired 

purpose; for even though he has so little faith, yet the man who 

doubts the power of Jesus never questions his compassion. Contrast 

the robust faith of the leper of 1:40, who said, ‘If you will, you can 

make me clean. He had no doubt of the power of Jesus; all he 

doubted was his readiness to help a despised leper like he was. 

23. Jesus gently reproves the man’s lack of faith. Jf you can might 

be better paraphrased “That “if you can” of yours’ (where Jesus 

would be quoting the man’s own words): ‘Why, everything can be 

14. Eusebius mentioned that the Christians fled in response to an oracle: 

was it the words of Jesus in Mark ch. 13 to which he was referring? Or 

had some Christian prophet like Agabus within the church brought a 

fresh new warning (cf. Acts 21:10.)? 
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done for one who believes.’ This is a statement of the great biblical 
principle enunciated in 10:27 and 11:24. But we ate not called to ‘put 
God to the test’ by irresponsible ‘believing prayer’ for what may well 
be our human desire but not be his will. We are free to ask what we 
will, but only if it is what God wills (14:36). This is no mere 
theological quibble: it is a statement in another form of the need for 
the ‘mind of Christ’ in us, given by the Spirit. It is also a warning 

against taking one statement of Scripture in isolation from others, 

and basing presumptuous prayer on it. 

24. The father cries for help, honestly confessing the poverty of 

his faith; and Jesus answers, not according to the poverty of the 

man’s faith, but according to the riches of his grace. The man is 

doing exactly as the Gentile woman of chapter 7 had done: he 

accepts humbly Jesus’ estimate of him, and, even on that basis, 

pleads for God’s mercy, not for his deserts. No better illustration of 

the doctrine of justification by faith could be found than the father’s 

words here. This is clear from the fact that he used the same verb, 

boétheo, help, as he has above (verse 22). He had previously said, ‘If 

you can, he/p me.’ Jesus had rebuked this phrase, and so now wth tears 

(some Mss) the father said, “hen 4e/p me just as I am, a doubter.’ In 

other words, the man was not praying that his unbelief might be 

‘helped’ till it came to the point where his faith was worthy of 

meeting with a response from God. We do not need to ask God to 

increase our faith until it is deserving of salvation, as a sort of 

‘congruent faith’. That would still be justification by works, not 

justification by faith. Instead, the father was asking Jesus for practical 

help, to be demonstrated in the healing of his son, and confessing, 

deeply moved, that he had not enough faith to make him worthy of 

such help. His very coming to Jesus showed faith, and that was 

enough. This is indeed justification by faith. A parallel would be the 

so-called ‘cry of dereliction’ on the cross (15:34). Even at that 

moment, a cry of seeming despair was in fact in another sense an 

expression of faith, for it was directed Godwards. 

25-27. Jesus never encouraged crowds of idle sightseers, eager for 

the latest sensation or wonder. He deliberately avoided crowds, when 

he thought their motives unworthy (cf. John 6:26), and he would 

refuse to perform a miracle for a jaded Herod (Luke 23:8). Crowds are 

not necessarily indicative of success in spiritual work. Jesus apparently 
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regarded crowds as a signal to move elsewhere (1:37—38), or to explain 

mote clearly to shallow disciples the true cost of following him (8:34). 

For him, the test of true success was the little group of disciples who 

followed when the crowds had turned back. When we consider 

principles of ‘church growth’, we need to balance them by considering 

these aspects also. It is noteworthy that miracles, common in the first 

half of Mark, are relatively rare in the second half: it is as though they 

have achieved their purpose, once Jesus has been recognized as 

Messiah. From now, they might only confuse the picture. 

28-29. Note that the nine disciples who failed did not include the 

three who had been with Jesus on the mountain of transfiguration. 

We may therefore possibly be justified in saying that these nine 

wete less spiritually responsive than the three. But if it was earnest 

‘prayer’ that was lacking, were the three who slept, perhaps on the 

mount of transfiguration, and certainly in the garden of Gethsemane 

(14:37), any further advanced than the nine, in spite of all their 

greater opportunities? There is some good Ms evidence for the 

addition of and fasting at this point (29).'5 Scripture does not 

condemn such voluntary self-discipline as an aid to prayer (1 Cor. 

7:5). What Scripture condemns is the outward fast that corresponds 

to no inward and spiritual reality, and becomes simply an opportunity 

for pride and self-glorification (Luke 18:12). Mark has few references 

to fasting, however, as is perhaps natural in a Gentile church. Privately: 

this word, like entered the house, is typical of Mark, who stresses the 

total lack of understanding of the disciples and their consequent 

need for private instruction, away from the crowd (Schweizer). 

aut. The second passton-prediction (9:30-32) 

The plain meaning of verse 30 is that Jesus wished to travel unknown 

15. Cranfield, however, rules it out, on the grounds that such an addition to 

the text by the early church was very likely. But to the Jew, fasting was a 

natural adjunct to prayer: see both Old Testament and rabbinic 

literature: and Didache 8 shows how this passed into Christianity (see 

Lightfoot). Mark, in 2:20, seems to show that Jesus envisaged his 

disciples as fasting after his death, if not in his lifetime: this was 

certainly true of the disciples in Acts and the epistles (e.g. Acts 13:2). 
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on this Galilean journey, because he wanted to teach his disciples some 
important truths. It was in fact to be another period of intensive, not 
extensive, teaching; this distinction has been noted already (see the 
comment on 6:7). This is an example of how Jesus could neglect one 
Opportunity to take another, without feeling spiritually guilty. He had 
a quiet purposeful selectiveness, so often lacking in the fevered rush 

of activism of his followers, which produces nervous breakdowns as 
part of its bitter fruit. Both Jesus (14:33) and Paul (2 Cor. 1:9) were 

under tension at times of great stress, but that is not the same thing. 

31. This is commonly called the second prediction of the passion, 

and is to be found in all the synoptic gospels. In point of fact, as 

already mentioned, a second ‘private’ prediction had already been 

given on the path down from the mountain of transfiguration, in 

answer to the question of the three apostles about Elijah’s return (see 

verse 12), while yet another ‘private’ prediction will be made to James 

and John in 10:38, whether understood or not. This, then, would be 

the third such prediction, but only the second given to the whole body 

of the disciples. The use here of the passive delivered implies in 

Semitic idiom that God is seen as active in the event (Schweizer). 
32. What did the disciples fail to understand? Jesus’ own self- 

chosen title ‘Son of man’ was by now familiar to them; ‘betrayal’ and 

‘death’ were hard to accept, perhaps, but easy to understand as 

concepts. It must have been his reference to a resurrection after three 

days that baffled them, as apparently it had baffled them in verse 10 

above. It is true that, by Semitic idiom, ‘the third day’ could be used 

vaguely and metaphorically for ‘subsequently’ so that they are not to 

be blamed for failure to take it in a literal sense. The Old Testament 
text (Hos. 6:2) would not help here in its original sense,"¢ although 

16. All modern Old Testament scholars would agree with this: the original 

reference is vague and general, referring to the nation of Israel. But the 

eatly Christian church saw such verses as inspired ‘reminders’ of what 

God would do one day in Christ. That was what they meant by 

‘fulfilment’, the giving of a new and deeper meaning, that might not have 

been obvious, ot even applicable, at the time of writing. It was their way 

of underlining both the importance and the divine causation of the final 

event, along with its continuity with God’s previous revelation. 
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the Christian church may have later seen it as a prophetic 

foreshadowing of the resurrection. When Jesus specifically used the 

analogy of Jonah, then the meaning would be clearer (Matt. 12:40), 

for he there stated that the nature of the sign would be in the 

reappearance of the Son of man from underground after three days: 

but Mark does not record this particular saying of Jesus. 

iv. The greatest in the kingdom (9:3 3-37) 

This sense of awe, induced by the as yet not understood words of 

Jesus, did not last long. As they walked along, they were strung out 

in a long line behind their rabbi. No ancient pupil would dare to walk 

abreast of his teacher, nor indeed would the narrow footpaths of the 

time allow it. They had been arguing up and down the line as they 

went (although sometimes dialogizomai may be used simply of 

reasoning in the heart, as in 2:6), and doubtless occasional angry 

words had reached the ears of Jesus, as he was walking in front 

(10:32). So his question sounded natural enough, no doubt: but 

there was already a hint of rebuke in his use of the verb dialogizomai 

(discuss), which often implies argument as well as reasoning. He did 

not rebuke his disciples in public: they had been already sufficiently 

humiliated in front of the crowds. Instead, he waited for the privacy 

of the evening halt, till they were zm the house (33). Not unnaturally, 

the disciples were reluctant to answer his question, to which Jesus 

already knew the answer. 

35. He sat down: this implies more than a wearied traveller 

composing himself. It means that the teaching rabbi is once more 

about to give instruction to his disciples. One interpretation of this 

next saying of Jesus is the spiritual principle that those who desire 

ot grasp at spiritual position thereby will condemn themselves, as 

punishment, to the lowest place in the kingdom. This is true; and the 

song of Mary (Luke 1:46—55) makes it plain that it is as much part 

of God’s way of working to ‘put down the mighty from their 

thrones’ as it is to ‘exalt those of low degree’. But Mark’s use of the 

future estat, he must be, may reproduce another Semitism from the 

original tradition, where a future form can also be an imperative or 

jussive. In that case, the deeper principle will be that, if we desire 

spiritual greatness, then what we truly desire is the task of service 

to others, and so we must deliberately choose the lowliest and most 
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humble place. This was the whole key to the life of Jesus, for he 
came, not to be served, but to be a servant (10:45). Humility, 
however, is not a ‘natural’ virtue, and few qualities are more 
unpopular in our self-assertive world. 

36-37. Another illustration of the same point follows. It is 
evening, and the meal in the home is over: Jesus calls to him a child 
and taking him in his arms (Gk. enaghalisamenos, lit. “holding him in the 
crook of his arm’), begins to teach. The exact connection between 

this saying (37) and the previous verse 35 is not made clear in Mark. 

Matthew 18:4, the parallel passage, makes the link clearer by 

amplifying: “Whoever humbles himself like this child, he is the 

greatest in the kingdom of heaven, This, then, makes the lesson of 

humility plain: not only is it the law of Christian service, but it is also 

the law of entrance into the kingdom of heaven (cf. 10:15, a very 

similar instance in Mark). This humility, which is the basic law of the 

kingdom, demands a complete reversal of our previous scale of 

values, a reversal which God will one day vindicate (10:31). In this 

humility, we receive a child as we would the King himself, treating 

that child as an ambassador of the King (zm my name), not as we see 

him or her outwardly.’ Similarly, even Jesus himself is to be seen in 

the light of God, his Sender, and not as he appears outwardly to the 

false sense of values of this world (37). 

v. The man casting out demons (9:38—40) 

Next, just as Moses had suffered from the over-zealous partisanship 

of Joshua (Num. 11:28), so Jesus was to suffer from the zeal of John, 

one of the two hot-headed ‘sons of thunder’ (cf. 3:17).'* It is 

17. There has been much recent discussion on the relevance of the Semitic 

phrase underlying the in my name in this context. Some such idea 

ptobably underlies the similar phrase in 2 Cor. 5:20, ‘on behalf of 

Christ’, where a comparative study of the rabbinic use of béém, ‘in the 

name of’, would be rewarding. 

18. Anderson points out that only here in the whole gospel is John singled 

out to play a leading part: but James and John do appear together in 

10:35 in an equally discreditable situation. John is still a long way from 

being the famous ‘apostle of love’ of later times. Indeed, he is, if 
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strange, in view of occurrences like this, to think that one day John 

would be called the apostle of love. On this occasion, he wanted to 

forbid exorcisms performed in the name of Jesus but by one who 

was not a professed disciple, like the twelve. David’s sufferings from 

the misdirected zeal of the sons of Zeruiah are another parallel (2 

Sam. 3:39): there was the same passionate personal loyalty, combined 

with the same failure to discern their master’s true nature and 

purpose. The instant reaction of Jesus was to withdraw the 

prohibition (in which apparently the other disciples had concurred), 

and give the great ‘minimal’ test he that 7s not against us is for us. This 

is reinforced by the commonsense principle that those who do 

miracles in the name of Jesus are not likely to be foes of his, or to 

speak evil of him. The whole theology of the Spirit was at stake here: 

the scribes had seen the work of the Spirit, yet deliberately 

misinterpreted and opposed it, putting it down to Beelzebub (3:22). 

But here were his own disciples, seeing and admitting a work of the 

Spirit, done in the name of Jesus, and still forbidding it, on 

theological grounds. What is the difference between disciples and 

scribes, if both alike oppose the Spirit’s working, although for very 

different reasons? 

vt. Stumbling-blocks (9:41-48) 

If this next saying of Jesus is still in the same context, then there 

must be a return in thought to the child, standing in front of Jesus; 

and verse 41 would be the bridge-verse. The link then is the words 

you bear the name of Christ (41). Of course, we could equally well take 

verse 41 closely with verse 40, and see the gift of a drink of water 

as being a proof of support of Christ. If this ‘belonging to Christ’ 

is such an important bond, then nothing is too precious to sacrifice 

(not even hand, foot, or eye), in order that we may retain it. In the 

kingdom, all rules of moral conduct are based on theological 

principles. Therefore, to trip up or impede one, even the least 

important outwardly, who enjoys this close relationship to Christ is 

so terrible a crime and merits such a terrible punishment. The 

anything, to Mark a shadowy figure, even if one of the ‘three’ chosen by 

Jesus, of whom only Peter seems to be outstanding, 
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incidental touch of verse 42, one of these little ones who believe in me,'9 
may suggest that Jesus was staying in the house of a disciple and 
believer at the time. ‘Little ones’ could perfectly well mean ‘lowly 
disciples’, but, in this context, it is best to take it literally as ‘children’, 
We, too, dare not allow ourselves to be thus tripped: for the 
consequences for us are so serious. Compared with the attainment 
of the kingdom of God (47) or of ‘life’ (43), no sactifice is too great 
to make. So hand, foot or eye, the most important members, but also 

members through which temptation might come, must be sacrificed, 

if need be, for the good of the whole. As in 8:36—37, Jesus is 

stressing the infinite value of the soul, compared with which all else 

is unimportant. Physical self-mutilation, utterly abhorrent to the Jew, 

is not in question here, though some of the early church Fathers may 

have taken it so. That would be another example of the crassly 

literalistic interpretation of the words of Jesus of which disciples are 

capable (8:16). Nor is it likely that Jesus is referring to the need for 

exclusion of heretical members of the ‘body of Christ’, lest the 

whole church be endangered, as Dr Edward Newing has suggested 

(in a verbal communication with the author): this is too sophisticated 

for Mark. What we have is a vivid metaphor, couched in extreme 

terms that assure us of its dominical nature, for this appears typical. 

43) 45, 47- There can be no reasonable doubt that two clear 

eschatological alternatives are set before us by Jesus here. The one 

is called Ue, which is therefore not purely a Johannine term for 

salvation, as sometimes claimed. The other is called here, not ‘death’ 

but 4e// or Gehenna, and explained as wnquenchable fire (Gk. asbestos), for 

which Matthew 18:8 uses instead the adjective a/énios, translated 

eternal in the RSV”° It is true that the primary thought of asbestosis not 

19. Of course, ‘little ones’ need not necessarily be limited to children: it 

could equally well refer to humble and apparently unimportant 

members of the Christian community (so Johnson and Anderson). In 

this context, it seems to be meant literally, although it may move into the 

other meaning later. Jesus was in the habit of calling his disciples 

‘children’, as Schweizer notes (see 10:24). 

20. Itis quite true, and often pointed out, by scholars anxious to minimize 

the severity of these sayings of Jesus, that a7dnios really means ‘belonging 
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that of duration; but it does seem to be that of absolute 

unquenchability, and the two concepts are not far apart. No man ever 

spoke stronger words about this ultimate alternative than the loving 

Son of God;?! but his words on it were addressed either to his own 

disciples, as here, or to professed religious leaders (as in Matt. 23:33). 

We never hear of him expounding this topic to publicans and 
sinners, although John the Baptist may have struck this note widely 

(Matt. 3:7). Jesus therefore spoke of hell to professed saints, and of 

heaven to acknowledged sinners, unlike many other preachers. Also, 

when Jesus spoke of judgment, according to Luke, he wept (Luke 

19:41). 

48. The Old Testament context (Isa. 66:24) helps to explain this 

solemn imagery. It has reference in Isaiah to ‘the dead bodies of the 

men who have rebelled against me’. Gehenna, the eternally 

smouldering rubbish-dump outside Jerusalem, is the symbol of the 

final fate of those who have rebelled against God, amongst whom 

Jesus warns us that we may find ourselves, unless we enter God’s 

kingdom (verse 47), equated with “fe (verse 45). RSV here rightly 

follows the better Mss is omitting verses 44 and 46 which ate identical 

with verse 48, which is found in all Mss. But this does not lessen the 

seriousness of the warning; Mark knows nothing of an easy 

universalism or of a “second chance’ after death, or even of a limited 

to the age (to come)’, and describes quality, rather than duration. But 

first, the same adjective is used in John of (eternal) life: the two 

concepts therefore stand or fall together. Secondly, in the present 

passage, Jesus also conveys the idea of eternal duration by asbestos, 

unquenchable. But he is not concerned here to develop a doctrine of 

eternal punishment so much as to emphasize the importance of 

entering ‘life’ (Anderson). The negative aspect of the word is brought 

out more clearly in 3:29, e/ernal sin. 

21. [tis true that this passage is cast in a Semitic poetic form, like, e.g, much 

of the sermon on the mount: but Cranfield wisely warns us not on that 

account to explain it away, although it may well be that not all the poetic 

details are to be understood in a literal sense. ‘Gehenna’ (‘hell’) is a 

strong word, not like ‘Hades’, which simply means the place of 

departed spirits (Sheol’ in Hebrew). 
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period of punishment, even if such punishment is self-inflicted by 
refusal to respond to God’s grace. 

vit. The salt of the earth (9:49-50) 

Verse 49 is the bridge-verse, containing, as it does, the thoughts both 
of fire and salt: all is to be tested and purified by fire one day (cf. 
1 Cor. 3:13).** The concept of a refiner’s fire is found in the Old 
Testament (Mal. 3:2). It appears, then, that the introduction of the 
vetb halzomai, to salt, suggests the further sayings about ha/as, salt. 

Whether of course these sayings were used at one and the same time 

by Jesus, or simply strung together later for ease of memory in early 

teaching patterns, we cannot now say. Early traditions (like those of 

Papias) certainly suggest this latter explanation as the scheme of 

construction of Mark’s Gospel, rather than the chronological pattern 

so congenial to the modern western mind. 

50. Those who have lived in the third world may not be able to give 

a chemical explanation, but they will know that salt is often 

adulterated, as sugar is, and many another commodity, by 

unscrupulous local retailers. But to enquire what process the 

adulterated substance goes through, and how it results in final 

tastelessness, is beside the point, although scientifically interesting, 

The real point is that such sa/, salt only in name, is now useless: and 

if the very thing designed to bring flavour to other substances is itself 

flavourless, how can its flavour be restored? Here are the very 

followers of Jesus themselves, quarrelling with one another: how can 

such be ‘a son of peace’ (see Luke 10:6 for this as a Christian term)?73 

22. Presumably here, as in Paul, the thought is that the ‘fire’ of God’s 

holiness will test all on ‘the day’: for the Christian, whose eternal 

salvation is already assured, it will only be like the salt added to the 

Israelite sacrifices (Lev. 2:13). Salt was, after all, one of the signs of 

Israel’s covenant with God. For God’s enemies, however, this will be the 

fire of destruction. There is certainly no thought of a ‘purgatory’ either 

here or anywhere else in the New Testament, while suffering in this life 

is often regarded as being purificatory (Job 23:10 etc.). 

23. Best (IOM) is probably right in seeing the whole reason for the 

introduction of the saying here as being the final clause and be at peace 
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Christians are to be the moral preservative of the world; they are to 

‘salt’ life, to purify it, and to stop it becoming utterly corrupt, but how 

can they do this, if they themselves have lost all Christian 

distinctiveness? It may be that the use of salt as a covenant-sign in the 

Old Testament (Lev. 2:13) also underlies the use here. Whether or not 

this has any special relevance to Mark’s ‘reading public’, whether at 

Rome or elsewhere, we cannot now say: but Paul’s epistles to the 

Corinthians show us the extent of quarrels in some Gentile churches, 

and his Epistle to the Romans may show similar dangers. 

C. Departure from Galilee (10:1-34) 

2. The local setting (10:1) 

Up till now, in chapters 1-9, we have had the record of a basically 

Galilean ministry of Jesus.*4 Now, from chapters to to 15, Mark 

records a Judean ministry, and the natural assumption would be that 

this followed immediately afterwards. But, against this view, in 

between the two, Luke has a great mass of material, covering roughly 

chapters 9-18 of his gospel, usually called the Lucan travel narrative, 

which Mark seems to omit altogether. Mark, however, never claims 

to record “all that Jesus began to do and to teach’, as Luke does (Acts 

1:1), and even early Christian tradition recognized that Mark was only 

a selective account. Probably Mark’s arrangement here is theological 

and abridged, rather than strictly chronological: he hurries on to 

show at once the resolute turning of Jesus towards Jerusalem that 

with one another. It was, after all, a quarrel between the disciples which 

had led to the whole incident, and so to the saying. 

24. There is not the slightest doubt that Mark understood the term ‘Galilee’ 

here in the usual geographic sense, whatever modern editors may think, 

and however vague his geography may be at times. It is distorted 

exegesis to see a theological meaning in its use, except in so fat as the 

Galileans were probably simpler and less ‘theologically minded’ than 

their counterparts in the south, who heartily despised them (John 1:46). 

Mark may well have grouped all the Galilean material together in his 

gospel, separately from the Judean material, but that is another thing 

altogether, and purely a matter of arrangement. 
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was to lead to the cross. Although Mark is ‘historical’, we must not 
think of his gospel as a chronicle in our modern sense: he had a 
different purpose in view. 

The region of Judea which Jesus enters now is different in evety 
way from the Galilean highlands in the north.*5 Rugged Galilee, with 

its simple and strongly nationalistic peasantry, was very different 

from the sophisticated city dwellers of the south. Galilee was always 

the most stubborn centre of Jewish revolts, possibly because the 

‘Circuit of the Gentiles’, as its full name means, was surrounded by 

Gentile and bitterly anti-Jewish populations: even in the AD 7o 

revolt, Galilee was a hard nut for the Romans to crack, as Josephus 

shows. Judea was dominated by Jerusalem, and Jerusalem was 

dominated by the temple, with its Sadducean aristocracy and 

Sanhedrin: vested religious interests and rigid religious orthodoxy 

were stronger there than in the north. 

2. The teaching of Jesus on marriage (10:2-12) 

What was in the mind of the Pharisees, in asking this question 

about divorce? Their answer to Jesus in verse 4 shows that they were 

already well conversant with the law upon the score, as was natural 

enough. From the wording of verse 2, 40 test him, it was obviously only 

a ‘trick question’, designed not to obtain guidance, but to make Jesus 

compromise himself. If they could trap him into some rash 

pronouncement, then he could be accused of having contradicted 

either the law of Moses or its interpretative tradition.?° The 

25. Asa glance at the excellent physical maps in, for instance, the Westminster 

Historical Atlas to the Bible will show. 

26. They may have had a professional interest because of the well-known 

difference between the ‘stern’ school of Shammai, and the ‘lax’ school 

of Hillel on this point, as on many others too. But both schools 

accepted divorce as normal: they only argued on the nature of the 

necessary justification for it. The Lord’s words therefore cut the ground 

from beneath the feet of both parties. Jesus is not giving a new legal 

enactment here but declaring God’s will and purpose (Anderson). He 1s 

not concerned, as the Pharisees were, with out ‘rights’, and how fat we 

can go (Schweizer). 
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Sadducean question about the resurrection (12:23) and the Herodian 

question about the tribute (12:15) ate examples of similar smooth- 

tongued attempts to make Jesus incriminate himself, all of which 

failed dismally (12:34). Seen in this light, the wisdom of the answer 

of Jesus becomes even more apparent. This passage is not therefore 

the full teaching of Jesus about divorce given ‘in the abstract’ to his 

disciples, although, like all his pronouncements, it did become a 

teaching occasion. It was primarily an answer to a test question, 

where, whatever he said, some party might seize upon it. It may have 

been that the Pharisees already suspected this Galilean rabbi, whose 

disciples regarded sabbath so lightly (2:23), of lax views on sexual 

relationships, and so asked him this question with a view to obtaining 

another handle for attack. John 8:1—11, the record of the forgiveness 

by Jesus of the adulteress, shows how easily the charge of laxity 

could be levelled against him: although this ‘pericope’ is probably not 

canonical, the story certainly circulated widely. In addition, the 

reputation of Jesus for being a friend of tax-collectors and immoral 

people (2:16) and numbering women like Mary Magdalene among 

his followers (16:9) must have looked suspicious to them. If this was 

their hope, they were sorely disappointed: Jesus showed no sign of 

laxity here. Indeed, we can see from verse 1o that his strong views 

surprised even his own disciples so much that they later in private 

asked for an explanation. The recording of this private explanation 

is again typical of Mark (Schweizer). On the other hand, the 

Pharisees may not have been as surprised as the disciples. They may 

have already suspected that Jesus was a ‘rigorist’ on the marriage 

question, as the Qumran community seem to have been. In that case, 

they could accuse him of rejecting the law of Moses on the subject. 

3. As usual, Jesus answered the Pharisees first at their own level, 

by taking them back to Moses, which they doubtless expected: this 

at once removed any suspicion of heterodoxy, whether in the 

direction of rigorism or laxity. Jesus thereby made clear that his 

teaching was designed to give a new depth of meaning to the law, not 
to dismiss it as superseded (Matt. 5:17). 

4. Nevertheless, the Pharisaic group had already been forced to 

yield ground, if, as is probable, the change from enereilato, command (3), 

the word used by Jesus in his question, to epetrepsen, allowed, the word 

which they use in their reply, is deliberate. They themselves do not 
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dare to say that divorce had been commanded in the law, even if it 
was allowed, so they have already shown some consciousness of the 
weakening of their position. 

5- [hen comes a further blow to the scribes. This law of Moses, 
said Jesus, was not only as they admitted, permissive, instead of being 
imperative; it was actually concessive, because of the 
unresponsiveness of human hearts to God (hardness of heart). Better, 

in the days of the law, we might paraphrase, easy divorce than open 

adultery and defiance of all marriage codes. It was the lesser of two 

evils in Israel, but its very existence showed a fatal flaw in humanity, 

to which Jesus drew attention. Perhaps the toleration of polygamy 

in Old Testament times is another instance of the outworking of the 

same principle, as being something permitted in early days, but 

never praised, and never seen as God’s plan for humanity.”7 
6. But now comes, as usual, an attack at a deeper theological level, 

where Jesus goes beyond the law of Moses, which was given at a 

particular point in time, to God’s timeless purpose as shown in 

creation. In appealing to Genesis, he was appealing only to another 

section of the sorah or Law, not abandoning it: Paul is equally clear 

that the Mosaic law was but an ‘inset’ into God’s earlier purpose and 

covenant of grace, which is eternal (Gal. 3:17). The inviolable 

sanctity of the marriage tie is not of course merely based by Jesus 

on the bare words of Genesis 2:24, which are only a description and 

commentary on the result of God’s act, but on God’s initial act and 

purpose itself (Gen. 1:27), in creating two sexes, and so showing that 

this sexual union was his plan. Jesus assumes of course on the part 

of the Pharisees a full knowledge of the context of the Genesis 

passage, explaining why marriage was instituted by God for mutual 

companionship and support (Gen. 2:18). 

7. The natural phenomenon of a person voluntarily leaving the 

closest social bonding already known (that between parent and 

27. The admission of this ‘concession’ certainly does not justify Schweizer 

in saying that ‘Divorce can be a sign of repentance’, although he 

admittedly says also ‘Divorce is only a last resort’. To speak like this 

would be to overthrow the whole principle established by Jesus, and 

‘repentance’ is not mentioned anywhere in the context. 
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child) to form a new and closer bond with a person previously 

unknown would be utterly inexplicable, unless seen as an instance 

of the outworking of this purpose of God. As so often, Jesus is 

appealing to the common sense of ordinary people against the 

intricacies of the professional theologians (cf. 7:15). 

8. Marriage is therefore the closest known human bond (one flesh), 

though, being human, it involves a physical bond, and its physical 

aspect cannot survive death (12:25). So close a bond is it nevertheless, 

and so deep in the purpose of God, that Paul can use it as a picture 

of the spiritual union that exists between Christ and his church (Eph. 

5:32). Only ‘parenthood’ can be similarly used as a picture of the 

union between God and his people (Eph. 3:15). 

g. This close bond has been created by God: indeed, it was God’s 

aim in the creation of the two sexes, whereas any divorce is purely 

human. Nothing else needed to be said to the Pharisees. Did they go 

away crestfallen? Or were there perhaps some who went away 

thoughtfully, as in 12:32 ff? They cannot have been pleased by the 

practice of Jesus of going behind the historical law of Moses to 

God’s timeless mind, as expressed in creation, whether it was in 

connection with marriage, or sabbath, or anything else, but they 

could not challenge either its legitimacy or his orthodoxy. 

10. But we, like the disciples, need more amplification and 

guidance on the matter, which was denied to these Pharisaic religious 

strategists, since they did not really want an answer to their question. 

So Mark says his disciples asked him again, when (typically Marcan) in 

the house. The fact that the disciples found it necessary to ask Jesus 

for further explanation suggests that it was the first occasion upon 

which he had dealt with the subject, and also that his teaching 

conflicted, in some respects at least, with generally accepted views 

shared by the disciples. He who had seemed lax proved to make 

unbelievably far-reaching demands, based on God’s absolute will and 
purpose. 

11-12. This report of the teaching of Jesus on divorce is, again, only 

of a skeleton nature, and therefore it is by no means a full treatment 

of a difficult problem. For that, we must turn to the fuller statement 

in Matthew 5:32, with its so-called ‘exceptive clause’, however this is 

interpreted, and to Paul’s letters, where the bluntness is somewhat 

qualified pastorally. But, because of its very bluntness, this is clearly a 
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genuine utterance of Jesus. No early Christian, whether Jewish or 
Gentile, would have dared to make such a drastic statement, though 
the Qumran community seem to have appealed to the same biblical 
principle of strict monogamy (Anderson and Schweizer). Further, 
Mark’s is the downright teaching formula for a Graeco-Roman 
Gentile church, where immorality was doubtless a grave danger: 
finer points would be lost on them. Jesus was not creating a new 
legalism: he was recalling to God’s absolute standard and intention. 
The first century was a time in which divorce was perilously easy and 

common, whether in Judaism or paganism. Jesus, it is noteworthy, 
assumes as a matter of course that a divorced party will, in either case, 

remarry; it is such remarriage after wilful divorce which is branded 

as adultery. But, however we explain them, we must not water down 

the strong words of Jesus, even if they ate as unwelcome and 

unfashionable to us as they were to his disciples when first spoken 

(see Matt. 19:10). 

212. Let the children come (10-:13-16) 

We have already seen, from the acted parable of 9:36, that we must 

not, in the kingdom, despise children: indeed, as we have seen, to 

welcome children in the name of Jesus is to welcome Jesus himself. 

This was an example of the new set of values in the kingdom. Now, 

we are told that, to enter the kingdom, we must ourselves have 

childlike qualities (verse 15), though Jesus does not say that all 

children are, by being children, within God’s kingdom already. That 

is why children must not be hindered from coming to Jesus, for the 

kingdom is made up of those who share their attitude.** The 
reference may be to the lowliness of a child; but more than lowliness 

seems to be meant in this context. The wider interpretation is to see 

a reference here to the trustfulness of a child, the guileless faith 

placed by a child in one whom it loves.*9 

28. Cranfield refuses to allow this, saying that this would turn faith into a 

‘work’: to him, the weakness and helplessness of the child is the point. 

No doubt this is involved, but it does not exhaust the likeness to 

children. It is possible that simplicity is also meant. 

29. This does not however mean, as some in western countries have 
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Apart from this, we may see in the anecdote the faith in Jesus 

shown by the parents who brought their children to him to touch 

(verse 13) in blessing (verse 16). Whether they were actually pazdia, 

children, (13), ot brephé, infants (as said in Luke 18:15), is uncertain and 

indeed immaterial here. There have been those who see something 

almost superstitious in the action of these parents. But, if it was faith 

and not superstition to touch the garment of Jesus in hope of 

healing (5:28), then this is faith too. It was apparently not uncommon 

fot Jewish rabbis of the time to lay on hands and bless similarly. 

Unaffected by questions of the age of the children is the 

brusqueness of the doubtless wearied disciples, shown in rebuking 

the parents. Perhaps they were jealously trying to guard their rabbi 

from what they regarded as another unwarranted intrusion upon his 

time by those whom they still considered unimportant. The disciples 

certainly made Jesus by no means easy of access: were they perhaps 

jealously guarding their own privileged position (Cf. 9:38)? 

Also unaffected by the age of the children is the indignation of 

Jesus (14) at this action of his disciples, as showing their utter failure 

to understand his loving purpose,*° and, indeed, the whole nature of 

the kingdom, where none is unimportant in God’s eyes. The strong 

Greek verb aganakteo, he was indignant, shows how strongly Jesus felt. 

tv. The rich man (10:17-31) 

The story of the rich man is found in all three synoptics, with 

individual additions, as the memories of the various narrators 

recalled different points. From Matthew (Matt. 19:20) we learn of his 

thought, that children are already ‘converted’ until and unless they 

deliberately turn away from God. This view would of course be 

impossible to hold in the third world, where the children would already 

belong to non-Christian faiths. We are called here to follow the attitudes 

of children, not their beliefs. A child has no claim: a child’s attitude must 

be that of total dependence (Minear). Their status, under Jewish law, 

was that of inferiors: they were ‘least’, to use a biblical term. 

30. Anderson points out that this is the only certain occasion in the gospels 

where Jesus is said to be indignant: to him at least, a fundamental 

principle of the kingdom was involved in acceptance of the children. 
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youth, while the Lucan source records that he was a ‘ruler’ (Luke 
18:18). His great possessions (22), so different from the ‘evangelical 
poverty’ in which the disciples lived, deeply impressed the naive 
Galileans, as did the splendours of Herod’s temple later (1 ainodie 
probably belonged to a social group as yet scarcely touched by the 
gospel, although converted tax-collectors like Levi would 
undoubtedly have been wealthy too (2:14—15), like the rest of the 
‘sinners’, no doubt. From the very start, some women of this citcle 

were numbered among the followers of Jesus (15:41, and cf. Luke 

8:3), and used their wealth to further his cause, as indeed Joseph of 

Arimathea did at the last (15:43). Jesus does not condemn wealth as 

wrong in itself, but this whole story is a poignant warning of its 
dangers. 

17. The man’s eagerness is shown by his running and kneeling in 

the public highway, if the Greek verb gonypered, Rnelt, is to be taken 

literally, and not merely metaphorically as ‘begging’, which is possible. 

His spiritual insight is shown by the application of the adjective good 

to Jesus, and his spiritual hunger by his very desire for e/ernal life. His 

impatient brushing-aside of the expected orthodox Jewish 

suggestion, that the way to life was by keeping the commandments, 

shows a spiritual perception far in advance of that displayed by the 

average scribe (but cf. 12:33). But his spiritual insight was not 

matched by a readiness for committal which would involve sacrifice, 

and so he went away sadly. In his case, the impediment was his 

wealth; sooner than give it up, he gave up Jesus. So he becomes a 

continual warning to all the disciples of Jesus (verse 23) of the 

dangers of riches. 
18. Jesus, as often, tries to draw from the man the full implications 

of his own words. He had come to a teacher for help and recognized 

him as good: but had he yet realized what was involved at the deepest 

level in such an attribution? Had he yet made the identification of 

Jesus with God that would enable him to recognize the true nature 

of this good teacher, as Peter had in 8:29? For only such a divine 

Messiah could give him that eternal life which confessedly he desired 

to have but had not. Schweizer well says that this is not merely the 

search for a well adjusted happy life, but for something which is far 

deeper: this man was in earnest, and his quest was right. 

But his basic error was far more fundamental than a failure to 
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recognize Jesus as Messiah, although it would have been an error 

shared by most in Judaism (Schweizer compates Ps. 15 and Ps. 24). 

He still saw salvation as something to be attained by his own efforts. 

Until he was ready to receive it by faith as something completely 

undeserved, of which he was not worthy, he could not enjoy it. 

The words of Jesus in reply to the man are slightly different in 

Matthew 19:17, but the main sense remains unaltered, and both 

could well be loose Greek paraphrases of the same original Aramaic 

saying. Certainly no Christian would have invented the abrupt form 

of the saying recorded here in Mark (Anderson): perhaps then this 

abruptness was characteristic of Jesus, for we have seen it elsewhere 

on several occasions. Others, however, would see it as typical of 

Mark rather than of Jesus. 

1g. Jesus sums up for the man the commandments of the law that 

deal with duty to neighbour; he does not as yet introduce the more 

searching question as to duty to God. If he can induce a sense of 

inadequacy at this lower level, then so much the better. It was as if 

Jesus said, in answer to the man’s eager question of “what must I do?’ 

‘Do? if that is to be the way, then you must do all that the Law 

commands.’ It is unlikely that Jesus was endeavouring only to stir the 

man’s conscience by listing these commandments as though, if he 

really loved his neighbour as himself (12:31), he would already be 

using his wealth in a different way (verse 21). 

20. The man’s spiritual experience had not been as deep as that 

of Paul. He thought only of the outward observances of the law, and 

not of the inward breach, which Jesus saw as equally important 

(7:21-22), but he doubtless spoke in all good conscience when he 

said that he had kept all these commandments externally. Yet at least, 

even if outwardly self-satisfied, he realized inwardly that he still 

lacked something. Otherwise, he would not have come to Jesus 

seeking eternal life, and asked the question which he did. 

21. It is clear from the emblepsas auto (looking upon him, or ‘gazing 

at him’) that Jesus saw something attractive at that moment in him.3! 

31. Cranfield does not agree here: to him, the verb agapaé, Joved, means to 

display self-giving love, irrespective of the worthiness or unworthiness 

of the object. But this does not seem capable of linguistic proof in NT 
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Was it perhaps his spontaneity and earnestness, the qualities that 
appear in single-minded David, the man whom God described as 
‘after my heart’ (Acts 13:22)? But not even for one whom he loved, 
and whose discipleship he desired, would Jesus lower the demands 
of discipleship to make an easy convert. This was not an arbitrary 
decision: whoever wants to follow Jesus must deny self and take up 
the cross (8:34). 

In the verb Aystered, lack, or ‘need’, there is a probe at a deeper level. 

Here was a man who had never physically lacked anything: doubtless 

this was why he had never been tempted to kill or steal, as a poor 

man might have been (Prov. 30:9). For such a one, it was easy to 

observe the commandments outwardly: but he still had an inner lack. 

Jesus was seeking to bring home to him that the ‘poor rich’ had a 

great unseen need too, hidden in his very riches. If he wanted this 

need met (cf. Rev. 3:17), he had to show his discipleship in a concrete 

manner (Schweizer), by laying them aside. 

This demand for physical renunciation of earthly wealth is made 

potentially of all disciples, and may be made actually of any at any 

time or permanently. Jesus demands of all his followers a total 

initial renunciation (1:18). What he then hands back to us is 

completely at his disposal: we hold it only as stewards for him, and 

it is his to give or take away at will (Job 1:21). But the ‘treasure in heave’ 

promised by Jesus in return will be ours for evermore, unlike the 

uncertain treasure of this world, which passes away. 

‘Give to the poor’: is this renunciation in favour of the poor the very 

heart of the injunction? Or is the central point, the command for the 

giving up by the man, of what has become a spiritual impediment? 

Older commentaries would stress the second interpretation, most 

modern commentators the first. Probably there is no contradiction 

between the two, for, while the New Testament does not say that 

‘God is on the side of the poor’, yet Jesus always showed special 

concern for the poor. Wealth is not seen as necessarily sinful in the 

New Testament: it is, however, seen as highly dangerous (23), as well 

Greek: see BAGD under the word. Also, it would evacuate the previous 

clause of meaning (Jesus looking upon him loved him), since it surely implies 

some particular reason. 
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as a great responsibility. Jesus does not accuse this man of acquiring 

his wealth at the expense of the poor, as a tax-collector almost 

certainly would have done. To the Jew of Old Testament days, 

honestly gained riches were a sign of God’s blessing (Prov. 10:22), 

but this must not be exaggerated into a ‘prosperity cult’, for ‘the 

poor’ are often equated with ‘the righteous’. 

22. This is the only man in the whole of the New Testament of 

whom it is said that he went away sorrowful from the presence of 

Jesus. Many were sad when they came to Jesus and went away joyful. 

But, apart from renouncing his wealth, there was no other way by 

which it was possible for him to be close to Jesus (Schweizer). He 

could not, by definition, be a disciple (8:34) of Jesus, who had given 

up his all (2 Cor. 8:9). His reaction shows only too clearly that Jesus 

had laid his finger on the spot. His wealth was indeed the thing that 

was holding him back from the kingdom of God, or he would have 

given it up at once gladly, as the other disciples had done. The 

apocryphal ‘Gospel of the Nazarenes’ adds the picturesque touch 

of the man ‘scratching his head’ when he heard the words of Jesus, 

which, however, reads more like a preachet’s addition to the text than 

a genuine piece of early tradition. 

23. A literal translation of the words of Jesus would run ‘How 

hard it is for those who have things ...’ (Greek chrémata, translated 

in RSV riches). ‘Things’ or ‘possessions’ often occupy first place in the 

life of the disciple, especially in an age of expensive gadgets and 

possessions, and can just as easily be barriers against entrance into 

the kingdom of God. One is tempted to wonder how much of the 

original sense of dyskolos (‘hardly’, or ‘with difficulty’) is intended to 

be understood here; how disconsolately, with how ill a grace, do 

those conscious of being rich approach the kingdom, seeing that for 

them the cost is so great! This possibility is heightened by the fact 

that in verse 22 we have a reference to the sorrow of the rich man, 

expressed by his fallen countenance. 

24. The disciples were thunderstruck at what they heard;3? they 

32. Although Jesus and his apostles lived in ‘evangelical poverty’, in the 

gospels riches are never said to be evil. They are, however, seen as a 

possible danger or impediment, and the whole story is an illustration of 
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had assumed that just as all other things in this world were easier for 
the rich (‘those with advantages’, as we sometimes tactfully say), so 
entry into the kingdom must also be easier for them. This is the 
ordinary viewpoint of ‘natural religion’. Apparently it was a view also 
shared by the disciples, as they looked wonderingly at the receding 
figure of this man, so obviously ideal in their eyes for the kingdom. 
But discipleship makes all equal; none start with the balance loaded 

in their favour, when it comes to entry into the kingdom of God. 

Only the humble, the ‘little ones’, find entry to the kingdom 

congenial: riches can be a stumbling-block, if not a barrier. 

But there is a problem at a deeper level, which must have crossed 

the minds of some at least of the disciples. All of us are ‘rich’ in 

something, if not in money: who then can be saved? This is the true 

puzzle voiced forcefully in verse 26; if it is hard for the rich, then it 

is hard for all. 

Whether or not Jesus actually added the explanatory words for those 

who trust in riches (the MSS ate fairly equally divided), this is obviously 

the meaning. The shorter and simpler textual reading, How hard it is 

to enter the kingdom, makes good sense, for it at once removes the ‘rich’ 

from being in a class by themselves. It shows that entry is hard for 

them, not just because they are rich, but because entry is hard for all. 

Perhaps such a generalization is not so suitable here, however, for 

verse 25, immediately following, resumes the ‘special’ subject of the 

rich, and the ‘general’ subject does not reappear till verse 26 and after. 

The fuller text, then, seems preferable as the sense in verse 24, 

reading for those who trust in riches. Notice again that the ‘riches’ are not 

blamed in themselves; it is the trusting in riches that is blamed, just 

as trusting in anything else would be. 

25. It is tempting to read in this vivid saying the like-sounding (in 

this point. In Mark, Jesus shows both his concetn for the poor and his 

notice of them (12:44); he certainly does not brush them aside as merely 

an inevitable section of society, if 14:7 is rightly interpreted. But Mark 

knows nothing of the poor as being a messianic people, nor does he see 

(in spite of Belo) an opposing and oppressing ‘class’ in the rich. The 

concerns of Jesus, as expressed by Mark, go far deeper than that, while 

not ignoring the question of material poverty and wealth. 
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koineé Greek) word kamélos, ‘rope’, for Ramélos, camel, but there is no 

good early Mss evidence for the change. Likewise, it makes somewhat 

banal what is a palpable folk-proverb of impossibility. The camel was 

by now the largest animal found in Palestine.33 There does not 

seem to be any good early evidence for the view that the phrase eye 

of a needle means a postern-gate in the city wall, with a consequent 

need for the camel to kneel and be unloaded if it is to be pushed 

through. The ninth century AD is the earliest reference that Schweizer 

can find for this interpretation: it therefore reads like a pious late 

fabrication. It is better to see the metaphor as one of sheer 

impossibility. Is the choice of the camel, traditionally most sulky of 

all beasts, suggested by the sorrowfulness of the rich man leaving 

Jesus (22)? 

26. The indignant az, ‘and’, translated here as then, at the 

beginning of the disciples’ question almost defies translation. It 

implies exasperation and indignation and was not by any means the 

first time that the seeming lack of ‘realism’ shown by Jesus drew this 

response from his impatient disciples. “Saved’ here equals “enter the 

kingdom’ (Anderson), but it does in addition have a Pauline ring 

about it. 

27. The answer of Jesus contains another divine paradox. It is not 

merely hard to be saved; it is quite impossible. But God is God of 

the impossible, and so, for him, the impossible can become the 

possible. Unless they believe this, there is no hope of any becoming 

disciples, least of all the twelve whom Jesus had chosen, and whose 

weaknesses Mark describes so frankly. Perhaps that is why Jesus 

looked at them: they were living examples of this principle, even if they 

did not realize it (1 Cor. 1:28). 

28. Peter is perhaps slightly jealous of the attention paid to the rich 

man, and jealous, it may be, not so much for himself alone as for the 

whole group. Faced with one from a ‘higher’ economic bracket, there 

has been an instinctive closing of the disciples’ ranks. They cannot 

33. True, ‘elephant’ is humorously used with the same nuance in Strack- 

Billerbeck’s rabbinic saying, quoted by Cranfield; but elephants, known 

in later ages only by hearsay, had no place in common Jewish folk- 

proverb, while the camel had, exactly as in Arabic today. 
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forget the ships and nets that they had left behind in Galilee: has their 
sacrifice really been appreciated? It is a psychological fact that those 
who have left less are often more conscious of their sacrifice than 
those who have left more. Yet Peter was not wrong in what he said. 
Everyone who follows Christ ultimately makes the same sactifice, for 
everyone must give all that they have, and Christ does not reckon the 
sacrifice as great or small by the amount given, but by the amount 
withheld for self. This will be the lesson of the widow’s gift (12:42). 

So Jesus does not rebuke Peter, for what Peter says is true; at the call 

of Jesus, the fishermen had indeed left nets and boat and followed 

him (1:18—20). It may be that some among them, awed by the wealth 

of the young man and his refusal to give it up as the price of Christ, 

were ruefully rethinking their own initial sacrifice, and badly needed 

this reassurance that Jesus saw and valued it. 

29. Here it is Mark among the evangelists who has the fuller text 

with for my sake, and for the gospel, or perhaps ‘because of me, and 

because of the good news’; he thus makes the goal of the sacrifice 

clearer. The disciple makes the sacrifice for his Master, so that the 

gospel of his Master may be spread: the possible extent of the 

sacrifice is given in a solemn rollcall of items involved. Nineham may 

well be right in seeing the omission here of ‘wife’ as significant, 

especially in view of 7 above. Nothing but a martyr’s death could 

break the marriage tie. Peter, for instance, travelled with his wife 

(Schweizer), if this is indeed the meaning of 1 Corinthians 9:5. 

30. To every Christian worker this verse comes with a ring of 

triumph, but to none more than to the cross-cultural missionary, 

of whatever race, who finds countless ties of love in the new land 

of service to take the place of those sundered in the homeland. But 

there is always the added warning contained in the words with 

persecutions, to remind the disciple that the cross is not only an initial 

burden, but a constant one. Finally, compensations though there will 

be in this life, yet fundamentally the disciple’s hope must be set on 

the world to come (cf. 1 Cor. 15:19). 

31. This may also be a word of reassurance to the disciples that 

God does not see as we do. The rich man might be ‘first’ in this 

world, but the disciples who had given up all to follow Jesus would 

be first in the world to come, where the rich man would be last. The 

widow with her two coins was to give more than any rich man had 
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given (12:43); the disciples, with their nets (1:18), had given all, 

when the rich man had refused to give anything. 

v. The third passton-prediction (10:32-34) 

Now comes the third passion-prediction, or the fourth,’4 if we take 

into account the private words of Jesus to the three disciples on the 

path down from the mountain of transfiguration. This third saying 

is the fullest warning yet given; but it is clear from subsequent 

events in Mark that the disciples still failed to understand, probably, 

as already mentioned, because of the reference to the resurrection 

of Jesus. If they did not grasp that, there was no clue to the other 

enigmas. 

32. What was it in the acts or attitude of Jesus on this occasion 

that filled the disciples with amazement and fear?’ It cannot have 

been merely that he was going up to a hostile Jerusalem, for this he 

had done before; nor was it that he was leading the way for his 

disciples, though, on less momentous occasions, he might send 

them ahead of him (6:6—7). It is unlikely that it was a memory of the 

two former passion-predictions, for these the disciples had failed to 

understand or even remember, so that Jesus judged another and 

clearer reminder necessary here. It must have been either a vague 

sense of foreboding, or else something in the face and manner of 

Jesus, that awed the noisy quarrelsome band for once. Those who 

followed: a wider group? 

33. The bitterest sting of all was to be not even the rejection of 

her Messiah by Israel, but the addition in this prediction of the fact 

that Israel, to reject him, will betray her Messiah Zo the Gentiles, the 

outsiders. Rejection and hatred can go no further than this: but this 

is the pathway to the cross. See Acts 2:23 for another possible 

reference to this aspect, with ‘lawless men’ (i.e. Gentiles). 

34. See comment on 9:31 above: the words on the way down from the 

mountain were by way of private instruction to the ‘inner ring’ of the 

three. 

35. Cranfield tries to distinguish between two groups, the wondering twelve 

and the fearful ‘others’: but this distinction seems untenable. The NIV 

seems to follow it, however, in its translation, and Schweizer supports it. 
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34. The preservation of the details of this last passion-prediction 
may possibly be another piece of Petrine tradition. The patient 
suffering of his Lord certainly left an indelible impression upon the 
one who had denied him (1 Pet. 2:23), and Mark mentions Peter, 
alone of the apostles, as being present on that occasion (14:54). As 
Peter saw the horseplay and spitting and flogging, each detail of this 
passion-prediction may have recalled itself to his mind. If so, it is 
strange that the final promise, and after three days he will rise, seems to 

have been utterly forgotten by all the disciples in the black days 

between the death and resurrection of Jesus. 

D. The sons of Zebedee (10:35—45) 

Although the disciples may have failed to understand the meaning 

of the passion-prediction, yet something in the mannet of Jesus had 

convinced them that the hour of the establishment of his kingdom 

was near; perhaps it was this that had already either astonished or 

frightened them (10:32). But two at least of the twelve disciples are 

quick to take advantage of it. Ironically, however, although the 

request of the two “Thunderers’ was wrong-headed, yet at least it 

denoted faith in the ability of Jesus to establish his kingdom.3° So 

Jesus dealt gently with them, more gently than the ten would have 

dealt, as we can see from verse 41 below. The petty selfishness of his 

followers at a time like this, when his mind was full of all that lay 

ahead at Jerusalem, must have cut Jesus to the quick, like their 

earlier argument as to who was the greatest among them (9:34). 

35. They sought from Jesus a monarch’s gift, a sort of ‘blank 

cheque’ upon his favour. Nevertheless, a wise king would put a top 

limit on such airy promises; compare wily Herod’s restriction of 

‘even half of my kingdom’, in his promise to the dancing girl (6:23), 

although this was a traditional phrase (cf. Esther 5:3). So, no doubt, 

they would have interpreted the question of Jesus in reply: they 

would have seen it as natural caution, not spiritual insight. 

36. As Minear says, they comprehend well enough to want special seats at 

his side. But this very desire shows their total lack of comprehension of 

the wider issue of the whole nature of the kingdom, as Jesus points out. 
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36. Jesus, as usual, first allows the brothers to display their own 

spiritual depth or shallowness by disclosing their aims; for it is by our 

aims rather than by our achievements that we stand judged. In verse 

38 below, Jesus will then show them that, if they had only realized 

the true meaning of their request, they might have refrained from 

making it. 
37. It was not a desire to be near Jesus at the moment of triumph 

which moved them to this request; they simply wanted for 

themselves the highest posts in the new kingdom. It was ambition, 

not loyalty, that motivated them. James and John were, after all, not 

only members of the ‘twelve’, but also members of the ‘three’ (9:2). 

Had not King David had his ‘three’ also who were close to the throne 

(2 Sam. 23:8)? Moreover, the brothers were known to, and possibly 

related to, the high priest (John 18:15), so doubtless they were ‘well 

connected’, and therefore well fitted (they felt) for such a high 

office. 

38. There was a double irony in their request, in that those actually 

on the right and left of Jesus at the great moment of his triumph 

were to be two crucified terrorists (15:27), making plain what in cold 

reality it meant to share in his cwp and in his baptism. In that sense, 

the day would come, whether in Jerusalem or on Patmos, that the 

two brothers would indeed be on Christ’s right and left hand.3” Cup 

had long been an Old Testament symbol for suffering, especially for 

enduring the wrath of God, as well as for joy (contrast Isa. 51:17 with 

Ps. 23:5). Jesus explicitly used ‘cup’ in the first sense in the Garden 

of Gethsemane (14:36). Baptism too is an Old Testament picture of 

undergoing the wrath of God (see Ps. 69:15), which is often seen in 

terms of flood or sea-waves. We have seen that acceptance by Jesus 

of John’s baptism may have been a symbolic acceptance of this 

37. It is of course true that, while James died a martyr’s death in Jerusalem 

(Acts 12:2), John, after exile in Patmos (Rev. 1:9), died at peace and in 

old age at Ephesus, according to tradition anyway. But both had 

suffered for their faith, and Jesus had not said that both would die. 

Indeed, the fact that the prophecy is preserved in this form is the surest 

proof that it is genuine, for it was not altered by the church after the 

events to fit the circumstances. 



MAR = - MO Ss = 4 5 247 

judgment (1:9) on behalf of sinful humanity. Although the New 
Testament concept of baptism ‘into Christ Jesus’ is rich and many 
sided, it is always baptism ‘into his death’ (Rom. 6:3). So both 
baptism and the cup at the Lord’s Supper remind forcibly, by their 
symbolism, of the cost of following Christ; the servant will be like 
his master in suffering too (45). : 

39. Whether their brief reply we are able (one word in Greek) 
tepresents a thoughtless self-confident spirit, or the quiet answer of 

a pair suddenly sobered by the words of Jesus, we have no means of 

telling. Whichever it is, it brings the assurance from Jesus that this 

price they will in any case pay, for this is not the price of Christian 

greatness, but the price of following at all. Those who follow Jesus 

cannot haggle at terms; there are not two levels of Christian 

discipleship, but only one. 

40. This is a reminder that even the Son is in loving submission 

to his Father; it is not left to Jesus but only to the Father to dispense 

such honours at will. So, too, the time of the ‘last hour’ is hidden 

from Jesus deep in the mind of God (13:32); and yet this is not 

theological ‘subordinationism’, for it is voluntary acceptance of 

this position by the Son. Humility and submission are not popular 

Christian virtues, but they are basic, for they are founded on the 

‘servant’ example of Jesus himself (verse 45). 

41. The ten, in turn, betrayed their spiritual shallowness by being 

indignant at the ambition and place-seeking of the two, who had so 

skilfully got in ahead of them. No doubt they felt that they were 

‘righteously indignant’, and indeed, the verb used here, aganakted, is 

the same as that used in 10:14 to describe the reaction of Jesus to the 

disciples when they summarily dismissed the mothers of Jerusalem. 

But our basic character is shown by those things that provoke our 

strongest reactions, and there is a world of difference between what 

had stirred the indignation of Jesus and the indignation of the ten. 

So Jesus justly rebukes both the two and the ten at once, by showing 

to them their common ignorance of the very nature of Christian 

leadership (cf. 9:35). All such leadership is only humble service, for 

it takes its colour from the example of Jesus, who is above all, the 

Servant. Closeness to him is not therefore something at which to 

grasp thoughtlessly. Such ‘position’ is only a prize to be grasped at 

by those who are ignorant of its nature and cost (verse 38): Christ 
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rejected even such legitimate ‘position’ for himself (Phil. 2:6). 

42-44. Lord it over them is a good translation of the Greek 

katakyrieud, ‘exercise lordship’. But for Christians, such an attitude 

becomes a contradiction in terms, for our understanding of the verb 

is derived from the meaning to us of Kyrios, Lord’, the corresponding 

noun, which is uniquely a title of Christ.38 Our whole concept of the 

nature of lordship has therefore changed with the stooping and self- 

emptying of the Christ, who is Lord of all. The main argument is 

the same as that of 9:35 above, when the disciples were arguing as 

to who was the greatest, but the clinching word is yet to come in 

verse 45. 
45. This is an argument of the ‘how much more’ type, often used 

by Jesus in the gospels. Even Jesus came not to enjoy the service of 

others, but to accept a lowly servant’s place: how much more his 

servants! But he also came #0 give his life as a ransom for many. This last 

saying is rich in meaning: the Son of man concept, found in the 

Psalms, Ezekiel and Daniel, has been already linked with the servant 

concept of Isaiah, and both are here linked with the great ransom 

theme of Old Testament days (Ps. 49:7). Even the wording for many 

is amemory of Isaiah 53:11—12. Jesus gathers into one, as it were, 

all these different strands of Old Testament thought, and uses them 

in combination to explain the full meaning of his Messiahship. This 

ransom-price metaphor was one greatly beloved by the early church, 

and it is one of the great biblical statements of the purpose and 

efficacy of the atonement, and of its cost in the death of Christ 

(1 Pet. 1:18—19). Of course, no single line of explanation is in itself 

exhaustive, nor can any one metaphor do justice to all the biblical 

evidence.?? 

38. See the instructive article in BAGD, under this word, with its wide range 

in meaning, But it is as a title for God in the Old Testament, and of 

Jesus in the New, that it takes its deepest theological significance. 

39. Schweizer claims that 14:24 is the only other place in Mark where the 

death of Jesus is described as a ransom (although the word is not actually 

used there): but 1 Tim. 2:6 is an example from elsewhere in the New 

Testament. 
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E. Blind Bartimaeus (10:46—52) 

46. Bartimaeus is a picture of the one in such need that he finds a 
way to Jesus, even though all the disciples of Jesus try to block the 
way (cf. their obstructive attitude to the mothers bringing children 
in 10:13, and to the man who was nota disciple and was yet casting 
out devils, in 9:38). In spite of all such discouragement, Bartimaeus 
had the grace of perseverance, and his faith was rewarded. But, 

though he becomes a spiritual illustration, we must not forget that 

primarily Bartimaeus was a blind man to whom Jesus gave sight in 

answer to his faith: that was why he followed Jesus on the road 
afterwards (verse 52). 

47-48. There is a world of insight in the use of the one word heard 

of the blind man; he could not see Jesus, but the ears of the blind 

are necessarily quick. Only this gospel out of the four has preserved 

the name of the blind man, an interesting eyewitness touch. Even 

then, he is so unimportant that we know him only by his father’s 

name: but he was important to Jesus. He was healed, and he became 

a follower. 
Jesus of Nazareth is interesting as contemporary evidence for the 

terminology used to describe Jesus; compare ‘the prophet from 

Nazareth’ (Matt. 21:11), ‘the carpenter’s son’ (Matt. 13:55), or even 

‘Joseph’s son’ (Luke 4:22). These last two titles were discarded by the 

later church, probably as being incorrect and misleading, though the 

Old Syriac version retains traces of them which need not be 

heretical, but simply primitive. “The carpenter’ and ‘son of Mary’ 

(6:3) are more strictly correct as titles, and are the only two used in 

Mark, apart from Jesus of Nazareth, as here, and ‘the Nazarene, 

Jesus’ in 14:67. 
Son of David is not so much a name for Jesus as a messianic title*® 

40. This seems abundantly clear, in spite of arguments by some editors that 

it is here only a polite form of address to one of Davidic descent: but to 

this usage, ‘son (or daughter) of Abraham’ would be the only near- 

parallel. In the full sense, ‘David’s son’ represents the long expected 

triumphant and kingly Messiah who would bring in the golden age for 

Israel. There is therefore no hint of suffering or death here. Perhaps 
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(cf. for the Old Testament concept, Jer. 33:17; and the cry of the 

pilgrim crowds, Matt. 21:9). The meaning of this title was shortly to 

be in dispute between Jesus and the Pharisees (12:35). But at least 

Bartimaeus, as a Jew, had a right to appeal to the Son of David, 

whereas a Gentile would have had no such right. To call Jesus by this 

name was in itself an expression of faith. Further, this blind man 

begs for pity; he throws himself upon the mercy of Jesus, not 

claiming anything, except that healing which was associated with the 

messianic blessings to be brought by David’s son in his kingdom. 

49. The disciple who impedes the way to the master (as the 

twelve had done before this), is a contradiction in terms; the disciple 

is true to his or her calling who says, as here, to the one in need, Zake 

heart; rise, he ts calling you. 

50. Everything here suggests expectant faith on the part of 

Bartimaeus: the impeding garment is tossed aside, he bounds to his 

feet. There is a joyous extravagance and recklessness of response, 

when the soul becomes suddenly responsive to the call of Jesus; 

Simon and Andrew leave their nets (1:18), James and John leave their 

boat (1:20), Levi leaves his tax office (2:14). 

51. Here is a man who knows what he wants; no wavering in 

prayer for him (Jas 1:6). The title which he used for Jesus, rabbouni, 

translated as Master here, shows greater respect, if anything, than the 

common ‘rabbi’, ‘teacher’, frequently used of Jesus both by his 

disciples and others. 

52. It was the man’s faith, evidenced by his persistence (48) that 

had saved him, and that same faith made him now a follower of 

Jesus. The repetition of sibilant consonants in the Greek phrase he 

pistis sou sesoken se, your faith has made you well, has often been noticed. 

This, however, probably dates only from the later translation into 

Greek, with its continuous repetition in teaching, rather than from 

the original saying, which was almost certainly in Aramaic. If 

Bartimaeus was Jewish enough to call Jesus ‘Son of David’, he was 

most unlikely to converse with him in Greek. But it is most 

appropriate that on this note Jesus should commence his Jerusalem 

that was why Jesus did not use the title of himself, and indeed, he is not 

called by this title elsewhere in Mark (Anderson). 
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ministry: the Son of David will enter the city of David, and the 

passion story will begin. In a sense, all that has gone before has been 

but a preparation for this. 



5. ZEAL FOR YOUR HOUSESTHE 
JERUSALEM: MINISTRY ((rait50 3537) 

A. Entry into Jerusalem (11:1—-14) 

2. The entry (11:1-10) 

Now with chapters 11 and 12 begin the Jerusalem days. Mark gives 

a graphic account of the triumphal entry, the deep impression of 

which upon the apostolic band may be seen by its recording by all 

three synoptics, as well as in John (John 12:12—19).’ The triumphal 

entry of the Messiah into his capital city was the fulfilment of many 

1. Although it is not as obvious here as in the other gospels, it seems clear 

that Jesus wanted to show that he was the peaceful king of Zechariah 

9:9, not the triumphant Davidic conqueror (Schweizer). The co/t 

therefore, although the animal is unspecified in the text here, would be a 

donkey’s foal (always more common than the horse in Palestine). There 

is probably no need to link the “ed with Gen. 49:11, though the early 

church Fathers did. 
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an Old Testament prophecy; here at least was nothing to stumble the 
disciples. But the mission of the two disciples which preceded it was 
still a mission of faith, for they went forth into the unknown in trust 
and obedience to their Mastet’s word. It was, further, like all such 

missions, one ‘through faith for faith’ (Rom. 1:17), for naturally their 

faith for the future would be immeasurably strengthened by finding 

that every detail was as Jesus had said (4). Jesus always seems to have 

sent his disciples out in fellowship, as here, even if it was only ‘two 

by two’ (6:7). The solitary Christian is never a biblical ideal; it was left 

to later Christian ages to introduce the monachos, the ‘on-his-own’, or 

‘monk’, and the erémifés, the ‘hermit’, that is, the one ‘living in the 

wilderness’, where no others live. 

2-5. This is only one instance out of several where Jesus shows 

supernatural knowledge of what will afterwards occur or be 

afterwards found in another place: compare his words to the two 

disciples who go to get ready the Passover (14:13). Admittedly, in 

both cases, the individuals to whom the disciples were sent must 

already have been friends or followers of the Lord, or else the 

words, put by Jesus into the mouth of his disciples, would have fallen 

upon deaf ears. But the actual circumstances described to the 

disciples in either case required prophetic foreknowledge, of the type 

sometimes granted to prophets of Old Testament days (cf. 1 Sam. 

10:16). It is of course possible, and has been claimed by some 

scholars, that what we have here is not an instance of prophetic 

foreknowledge, but evidence of a prior arrangement: this might fit 

this instance, but is less likely. 

6. Here is a good example of the power committed to the disciple 

of acting in the Master’s name? and asking at the Mastet’s bidding. 

At his word, the disciple may do as Elijah did for Elisha, and claim 

2. This is assuming that ho Kyrios (3) refers directly to Jesus (or at least to 

God) and that we are therefore justified in translating The Lord has need 

of it.'To take the meaning, with Taylor, quoted by Cranfield, as ‘Its 

ownet needs it’ seems somewhat banal, as Anderson sees. In any case, 

the owner could not have been Jesus, though he might have been a 

friend of his. If Ayrios refers to Jesus, however, it is the only place in 

Mark that it is so used as a title for him, though it was common latet. 
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another for the Lord’s service (1 Kgs 19:19). The sole justification 

needed is that the Lord needs such a one (verse 3): even if we 

translate ho yrios as ‘his owner’ instead of ‘the Lord’ (which seems 

banal in this context), the point can still be maintained. Compared 

with the claim that Jesus makes, the rights of all those who stand in 

the position of the ‘owner’ in the text shrink into insignificance; not 

even father and mother have the right to withhold one whom Jesus 

calls to his service. 

7-8. The first few pieces of clothing laid on the donkey’s back by 

the disciples were no doubt strictly utilitarian, to serve as a rough 

saddle, but those garments hurled recklessly on the road, like the leafy 

branches, were purely in his honour as a king.» So a Davidic 

conqueror should be greeted, on his triumphal ride into his capital. 

That day, all had a share, however small, in the sacrifice associated 

with such a ride; for if one gave the donkey, others sacrificed their 

clothing; and, on this day at least, none spoke of such sacrifices as 

being waste. Love’s extravagance in self-giving always goes 

unrebuked by Jesus, though not always by others (14:4), as the 

woman of Bethany was to find to her cost. The reason for this is to 

be found in the self-giving of Jesus for our sake (2 Cor. 8:9): that is 

why “God loves a cheerful giver’ (2 Cor. 9:7). 

9-10. The song of the pilgrim crowds (not necessarily the same 

as the Jerusalem mob that called for the crucifixion of Jesus within 

a few days, 15:14) made the meaning of the identification of Jesus 

with the Son of David clearer. To the crowds, Jesus was ‘the Coming 

One’ (cf. John the Baptist’s wording, in 1:7), the expected king of 

David’s line, about to establish his earthly kingdom there and then. 

3. To Anderson, this waving of branches looks like the Feast of 

Tabernacles, and would suggest autumn as a date: Taylor and Nineham, 

on the other hand, have suggested the Feast of Dedication, with 

December as a date. But the Passover is a spring festival, and there 

would be plenty of leafy branches available around Jerusalem, although 

any palm branches (John 12:13) would need to have been brought up by 

pilgrims from Jericho and the Jordan Valley. For the spreading of 

clothing as a makeshift ‘throne’, cf. the coronation of King Jehu (2 Kgs 

9:13). 
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This was still an expectation of the disciples even after the 
resurrection (see Acts 1:6). If the word hosanna was anything more 
than a pious liturgical exclamation at that time (cf. ‘amen’ and 
‘hallelujah’), then it was a cry to this Davidic King, pleading for 
immediate salvation: ‘save us, now, we beg. Bartimaeus had called 

Jesus ‘Son of David’ and begged.for help: were these crowds doing 

the same? But history would show that, unlike Bartimaeus, their 

blindness remained. 

That certain of the Pharisees took grave exception to the theological 

implications of such an attribution is clear from the other gospels (e.g. 

Luke 19:39). In Mark, however, we have no reference to this 

opposition as yet, until after the cleansing of the temple (verse 18). 

i. The return to Bethany (11:11) 

Mark alone makes clear that Jesus made a preliminary inspection of the 

temple on the evening of arrival in Jerusalem, but that, probably owing 

to the lateness of the hour, nothing further was done until the next day. 

This, again, is a small piece of factual information, maybe derived from 

the Petrine reminiscences, which was lost in the other traditions, 

overshadowed in them by the magnitude of the actual cleansing of the 

temple on the next day. It also gives one of the little details of the 

domestic life of Jesus: he did not sleep in Jerusalem itself, crowded with 

pilgrims for the festival and full of his enemies, but at a welcoming 

home in Bethany* (presumably that of Mary and Martha, John 11:1). 

Even Bethany, with all the other surrounding ‘outer suburbs’, was 

probably crowded with pilgrims over festival time, so that the presence 

of Jesus and the twelve would not arouse particular comment. Is it 

symbolic that Israel’s Messiah could find no place within Jerusalem, but 

must lodge outside the walls at Bethany (Minear)? 

ut. Cursing the fig tree (11:12-14) 

The resources of a Bethany household may have been somewhat 

4. Cranfield points out that this does not contradict Luke 21:37, for 

Bethany could be regarded as lying on the slopes of the Mount of 

Olives; see Grollenberg, But to seek for mechanical consistency in every 

tiny detail of a story like this is unfair. 
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strained by this extra group of Galilean fishermen and peasants. To 

be hungry at such an hour in the morning would be quite unusual. 

Unless we realize that this whole event was an acted parable we shall 

be puzzled by all sorts of irrelevant questions. The tree gave outward 

promise of fruit but nothing more: so its punishment was to remain 

eternally barren. In a sense, this withering of the tree was only a 

perpetuation of its present fruitless condition. The fig tree and the 

vine ate two time-honoured symbols of Israel (cf. 12:1-12 for the 

symbol of the vine), to whom God’s Son had now come, looking for 

fruit and finding none, though there was outward religious 

profession in plenty. Henceforth, Israel was to be withered and 

fruitless; the physical judgment of AD 70 was only an outward sign 

of this. Immediately below the fig tree passage, in verses 15—19, there 

comes the further acted parable of the cleansing of the temple. God 

came to his temple looking for spiritual fruit and found none; so it 

was inevitable that the judgment of 13:1-2 be pronounced, that, of 

the temple in all its splendour, not one stone would be left standing 

upon another.’ Like tree, like temple; like temple, like nation; the 

parallel is exact. But Mark’s Gentile audience would have no cause 

to rejoice in this, for Paul warns us that all this is to make us tremble 

and search our hearts (Rom. 11:21), lest God have cause to do so to 

us Gentiles as well. 

Not the season for figs (13). As it stands, the Greek clearly means ‘It 

was not the right time of the year for figs’, and it would be unfair to 

translate ‘its season for figs’, as if referring to this tree only, just to 

avoid a difficulty. But it is fair to say that presumably Jesus was 

hoping for the small ‘early ripe’ figs, small protuberances that ripen 

with the leaves, before the main fig crop, and are considered a great 

delicacy (Hos. 9:10). It is absurd to suggest that a country person like 

5. Lightfoot, amongst others, points out that the connection is made clear 

in this gospel by placing the narrative of the cleansing of the temple 

between the two halves of the fig tree incident, the application of which 

is therefore made obvious: it can only mean judgment on Israel. 

Schweizer well says that this is clearly not a ‘prophecy after the event’, 

for in AD 70, the temple was merely burnt; it was not until after the AD 

135 revolt that it was completely razed to the ground. 



Pie eeR ote Ty. 5 — iO 257 

Jesus would not have known at what time figs were ripe. See 13:28 
for the leafing of the fig tree as a sign of summert’s coming, indeed, 
the first sign. 

The Greek particle ara, if, suggests that the finding of figs was only 
an unlikely possibility contemplated by Jesus. He was therefore in no 
sense surprised by the tree’s unfruitfulness, as he would have been 
had it been the time of the regular fig crop. This ‘nature miracle’ is 
unusual in that it is the only one of a destructive nature performed 
by Jesus, unless we include the drowning of the Gadarene swine. 

This was necessarily so, in the case of the fig tree, if it was to be a 

‘sign’ of coming judgment on God’s people. Like all such ‘nature 

signs’ in the gospel, it is performed by Jesus himself and not by a 

disciple acting on his behalf, as in the case of healings and expulsion 
of demons. 

B. The cleansing of the temple (11:15-19) 

In a context like this, it is important to notice how different were the 

aspects of the situation which angered the Pharisees and priests from 

those which angered Jesus. Both had a high concept of the nature 

of the temple; but their concepts were fundamentally different. 

The Pharisees, according to the other gospels at least, had been 

shocked beyond measure by the words of the children calling out in 

the temple (Matt. 21:15), but were not in the least perturbed by the 

uproar of the merchants and the money-changerts. After all, they may 

have reasoned, these services were for the furtherance and 

convenience of the ceremonial worship, that outward religious form 

which meant everything to them. There is plenty of early evidence 

to suggest that the priests also benefited financially by this traffic; the 

high priest in particular seems to have owned shops in the temple 

area, presumably around the ‘Court of the Gentiles’, the only area 

into which non-Jews might enter. They were doubtless also shocked 

by the prediction by Jesus of ruin to the holy place (13:2), of which 

they must have heard, and certainly scandalized by his prediction, as 

they thought, of building the temple again in three days (14:57). But 

for him, the supreme blasphemy was that this place, which was to 

have been in God’s purpose a place of prayer for non-Jewish people 

of every nation, instead of being exclusively a Jewish national 
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sanctuary, should have become a business-house, and for dishonest 

business at that (11:17). Those familiar with such markets can easily 

imagine all the petty cheating and haggling that took place in the very 

shadow of the temple that symbolized God’s presence. It is natural 

that Mark, a gospel written for the Gentiles, should record the 

passionate concern of Jesus that Gentiles should be able to worship 

God in the temple.° 
15-16. The vigour with which Jesus dealt with these previously 

tolerated retailers and financiers left a vivid impression not only on 

the Pharisees, but also upon his disciples; to them, ‘the wrath of the 

Lamb’ was a new experience (Rev. 6:16).7 But, if his own followers 

were amazed, so was the whole crowd: this was new teaching as far 

as they were concerned, especially at the time of a great Jewish 

festival like Passover. There is no evidence that they objected, 

however; it was left to the chief priests and scribes to plan his death 

from that moment (verse 18). Did they see already a threat to the 

exclusiveness of Judaism, with the inclusion of the Gentiles in 

worship? 

The attitude of Jesus to the temple is an interesting study, although 

6. Mark is the only one of the synoptists to have the clause and he would not 

allow anyone to carry anything through the temple (16). Best IOM), while 

allowing this to be original, sees it as a superfluous retention: but surely 

it highlights the concern of Jesus for the possibility of Gentile worship 

in the outer courts of the temple, where alone it was permitted. Best’s 

phrase is a shrewd observation, however, ‘wherever we see the 

commentators in confusion, this is a sign of the preservation of 

tradition.’ Carrying vessels through the temple came in fact under a 

rabbinic prohibition, though apparently it was often ignored, since the 

temple was a ‘short cut’ for many, who lived nearby. 

7. Itis unfair of Lightfoot to refer to this as the only act of violence 

recorded of Jesus: it need not be construed as an act of violence at all. 

It was certainly not the violent demonstration by a posse of ‘burly 

Galileans’, hailed by some politicizing modern commentators. See 

Carmichael, quoted in Anderson. The cleansing of the temple is not a 

political or revolutionary act, any more than the feeding of the five 

thousand was a “Zealot’ act (Manson, in Anderson). 



MARK Eee sedenye— 14) 259 

we must look at other gospels to find the details. The temple (and 
indeed Judaism) is not a central concern of Mark in the way that it 
is of Matthew, for instance. His world is that of the synagogue and 
the overseas mission of the church among the Gentiles, with Galilee 
tather than Judea as its focus: to that extent at least, Marxsen is 
correct. : 

The scale of commercial operations in the temple courts was 
staggering, by any standards. According to Schweizer, a single 

merchant once offered three thousand sheep for sale in one day. This 

very scale has led some commentators to suggest that Jesus 

performed only a token cleansing of one particular area. But this is 

not the picture in Mark, and would scarcely have roused the anger 

of the authorities to such a degree (verse 18). 

It seems that the view of the temple here expressed by Jesus was 

not primarily as a place of sacrifice, still less as a static dwelling-place 

for God, but a place of prayer and teaching, and an outward 

reflection to humankind of God’s very nature. Jesus neither despised 

nor minimized the temple, as we can see from the wrath that its 

profanation aroused within him. It is in the light of this unexpected 

side of his character that we can see how he appeared to some of 

his contemporaries as an “Elijah returned’ (6:15): see Malachi 3:1-4 

for the prophecy of the purification of the temple, and, for the 

return of Elijah, Malachi 4:5. 

It is not strange that this concept of the temple taught by 

Jesus continues to be exactly that of the early disciples; they 

go to the temple at what is to them the ‘hour of prayer’ (Acts 3:1), 

though it is actually the hour of the evening sacrifice. The 

colonnades of the temple are where the teachers of the new 

‘sect’ sit expounding the ‘way’ exactly as Jesus had done before 

them (Acts 3:11), until expelled by the parent body of Judaism. 

This concept of the temple is indeed far closer to that of the 

synagogue than that of the temple proper; for synagogues were, 

by definition, places for prayer (Acts 16:13) and instruction (Acts 

13:15). But non-Jewish people must still wait to find a place of 

acceptance in the temple (Acts 21:28). Within the synagogue, on 

the other hand, the non-Jewish proselyte was always welcome. 

Seeing that, while the temple may have given a picture of the 

church theologically, the synagogue was almost certainly 
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the pattern upon which the local church was organized, this point 

has vast theological implications.* 
17. The Greek verb edidasken, taught (i.e. ‘continued teaching’), 

implies a deliberate teaching programme adopted by Jesus rather 

than a casual pronouncement, uttered in the heat of anger, amid the 

wreck of the temple stalls. After the event, Jesus is giving scriptural 

justification for his action, as any rabbi would. The Scripture quoted 

by him is Isaiah 56:7, telling how foreign proselytes will one day be 

welcomed to the temple.? It is noteworthy that Jesus here quotes only 

the clause in Isaiah about prayer, and omits that about offering 

sacrifice, for he himself was soon to be the sacrifice that would unite 

Jew and non-Jew in one (John 11:51—52). With Isaiah 56:7 is joined 

here Jeremiah 7:11, a verse which comes in the midst of a searing 

indictment of the Jews of Jeremiah’s day, whose lives were in utter 

contradiction to the outward worship which they offered. The 

quotation would gain force from the fact that Jeremiah, too, had 

preached it in the temple of his day. It came with a warning about 

the destruction of Shiloh, and the prophecy that, as God had 

abandoned Shiloh, so he would abandon Jerusalem and his temple 

there (Jer. 7:14). 

18. Small wonder that the chief priests and scribes now began to 

plot his death; his meaning was only too plain and they feared him.'The 

amazement of the crowds of pilgtims as they listened to his teaching 

was not without some fear, too, to judge from the strong Greek verb 

used, exeplesseto, was astonished. Not since the days before the fall of 

the first temple had they heard such explicit words of doom; one 

8. For a detailed examination of the whole question of the temple, and its 

place in Christian thought, see the present writer’s The New Temple, IVP, 

1951. 

9. ‘For Mark, it is the revelation to the Gentiles that is decisive’ (Schweizer, 

IOM). This is natural, if Mark is indeed a gospel for Gentiles: but we 

have no reason to suppose that this was not in the mind of Jesus also, as 

he taught. For his teaching during this last week, see Anderson: ‘The 

weapons Jesus carries on the eve of his passion are certainly not those 

of the freedom fighter or revolutionary political agent, but those of the 

uniquely authoritative teacher. 
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wonders how many of them lived to see the great stones topple over, 
one by one, into the fire in AD 70 some forty years later. Few of the 
generation who had heard Jesus preach would outlive that disaster, 
except the infant church, which took its Lord’s advice and fled to 
Pella in Transjordan (13:14). It is fashionable in some quarters today 
to deny this flight, but otherwise it is hard to see how the church of 
Jerusalem would have survived in the general turmoil. 

1g. It would scarcely have been safe for him to have spent the 

night in the city now, with so many foes actively plotting his death; 

but Bethany was still safe, and so there he presumably returned (cf. 

verse 12). 

C. Exhortation and debate (11:20 — 12:44) 

zt. The meaning of the withered fig tree (11:20-26) 

Jesus does not explain to the disciples why he had cursed the barren 

fig tree; that we must infer from the passage above (verses 12-14). 

Instead, he uses the incident here as an illustration of the effectual 

nature of prayer. Only the Marcan account records that it was Peter 

who observed the withering; this may possibly show a Petrine 

soutce. It is typical of Mark’s style that he ‘sandwiches’ the prophecy 

of the destruction of the temple between the two halves of the story 

of the cursing of the fig tree, thus making the application of the 

parable perfectly plain to his readers. 

The disciples did not, as we might today, find any moral problem 

in the cursing of the fig tree; indeed, if this is seen as an acted parable 

with reference to Israel, it drops into place at once. Their only 

reaction was amazement that the cursing by Jesus has been so 

effectual (11:21) and so immediate. Blessing (10:16) and cursing 

(14) may both come fittingly from the lips of Jesus, but not from 

ours (Jas 3:10). Our human cursing would be light and unthinking; 

his was of the nature of the pronouncement of a solemn sentence, 

in a prayer that would be fulfilled. This is a reminder to us that prayer 

is not simply asking God for the pleasant things which we may desire, 

but an earnest yearning for, and entering into, the will of God, for 

ourselves and others, whether it is sweet or bitter. This was the prayer 

of Jesus in Gethsemane (14:35—36), and such prayers will always be 

answered by God. 
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22-24. Jesus is, in addition, rebuking their lack of faith in him, 

shown by their utter astonishment when his cursing of the fig tree 

produced such sudden and drastic results. Wither a fig tree? Given 

faith, they could uproot mountains (a common rabbinic phrase), and 

hurl them into the sea. It is obvious, then, that this need for faith 

when praying was a constant point of the teaching of Jesus which 

he reiterated to his disciples in various forms to fit different 

occasions. Faith is not chosen arbitrarily as a condition of prayer: it 

is the basic condition of all our relationship with God (Heb. 11:6), 

including prayer. Even on the basis of this faith, however, we may 

not generalize and think that we can remove any ‘mountains’ and 

wither any ‘fig trees’ at will. Mountains will truly be removed, but at 

God’s will, not outs (1 John 5:14). The metaphor is not of course to 

be taken literally; we never read of Jesus moving mountains 

physically, although, as Creator-God, he calmed the storm (4:39) and 

fed the crowds (6:41) and here withered the fig tree (11:21). 

25. There is another ‘condition’ of prayer stated by Jesus here, and 

that is forgiveness of our fellows. This, too, is not arbitrary; we have 

no inherent right to be heard by God; all is his grace and undeserved 

favour. But, unless we forgive our fellows freely, it shows that we 

have no consciousness of the grace that we ourselves have received 

and need, and so it shows that we are expecting to be heard on our 

own merits, which cannot be. Mark does not record the ‘Lord’s 

prayer’ (Matt. 6:12), for whatever reason, but this certainly reiterates 

one of its clauses. 

26. This verse is omitted in several important Mss and may have 

entered from the very similar saying in Matthew 6:15. In any case, 

whether properly belonging here or not, the verse not only expresses 

a logical deduction from verse 25, but also a solemn theological truth. 

This is not an arbitrary refusal by God to forgive us. We, by our own 

unforgiving spirit, have made it impossible to accept the forgiveness 

freely offered by God, since we refuse to adopt the only attitude in 
which it can be appropriated. 

2. By what authority? (11:27-33) 

The rumblings of the coming storm grow louder. As Jesus continued 

to teach the crowds in the temple (see verse 17), the authorities 

came, angrily demanding to know ‘in whose name’ this Galilean 
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rabbi taught; whose disciple was he, or what official commission had 
he to show? Only such rabbinic authority or commissioning could 
warrant and justify to them his cavalier way of dealing with the 
temple vendors."° True, Jesus taught in his own name, unlike the 
scribes, with their continual quotation of precedents (1:22): but he 

also claimed, and clearly displayed, God’s direct authority in so doing. 

It was a realization of this divine authority that drew his disciples to 

him (4:41): it was failure to see it, or rather unwillingness to admit it, 

that condemned the Pharisees. So Jesus, instead of giving them a 

direct answer, tells them that his authority stems from the same 

source as that of John the Baptist. Their greatest condemnation is that 

they do not seem to have considered this question as a moral probe, 

but purely as an intellectual trap. Their query as they sought to reply 

was not ‘true or false?’ but ‘safe or unsafe?’ Similarly, the popular 

conviction (verse 32) that John’s authority was of God was seen by 

them, not as an example of a truth hidden from the wise and revealed 

to the simple, but only as a possible personal danger, if they dissented 

from it. So, as a crowning irony, they blandly said they did not know 

(verse 33), whereupon Jesus showed what he thought of such 

deliberate pretended ignorance by saying, neither will [ tell you. The root 

of the trouble lay not in their intellect, but in their stubborn wills: they 

stood self-condemned. The question of Jesus to them was not a trap; 

it was yet another opportunity for them to realize and confess their 

blindness, and to ask for sight. Theirs was the unforgivable sin, that 

constant wilful opposition and blindness that is the sin against the 

Holy Spirit (3:29). If it is true that there is a way to hell from the gates 

of heaven, as Bunyan has it, then it is equally true that there is a way 

to heaven from the gates of hell: yet here were those who 

contemptuously refused to take it. 

zit. The wicked tenant farmers (12:1-12) 

The parable of the wicked tenant farmers follows very naturally 

10. Cranfield claims, perhaps rightly, that their question is not limited to 

rabbinic authorization: but surely, in view of official scorn of the 

‘unlettered rabbi’ from Galilee (John 7:15), this would be a natural 

question to ask. 
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upon the final refusal by the Pharisees to consider seriously the 

source of the authority of Jesus. In so doing, they refused to admit 

the obvious fact that they knew its source already. This next parable 

is, in consequence, a parable of judgment. It is more properly the 

parable of the rejection of the landlord’s son, than the parable of 

the wicked tenant farmers, although his rejection is at once the 

logical result and the supreme proof of their wickedness. 

1. As soon as Jesus began to speak, seeing that the Old Testament 

‘back-cloth’ of the parable was Isaiah 5:1-7, everyone would know 

that he referred to Israel — referred to them, in fact — and that this 

was yet another parable of judgment. All the details of the 

landowner’s cate and preparation of the vineyard are borrowed 

from Isaiah, though the concept of the tenant farmer is new." 

Whatever the mistakes of the Pharisees, one common mistake of 

outs they did not make. Their very anger showed their realization 

that the words of Jesus were directed to them personally (verse 12) 

and not innocuously aimed at some third party. They did not need 

to be told that such a parable was ‘paraenetic’: they knew it at once. 

2-5. Even the maltreatment of the prophets by their forebears 

was readily admitted by later Israel (Matt. 23:29—-32), for this did not 

compromise them. Indeed, they prided themselves on their superior 

spiritual insight, and on showing their piety by building fine tombs 

for these ancient martyrs. As Jesus drily said, this only showed their 

identification with their ancestors: one generation killed the prophets, 

while another generation buried them, as if consenting to the crime 

(Luke 11:48). Every generation can always see the spiritual blindness 

of its forebears, but never its own. 

6-8. As often in the New Testament, agapéros, beloved, probably here 

has the force of ‘only’, a sense which is mote specifically brought out 

in this context by the use of hena, one. The uniqueness of the 

position of Jesus and the extraordinary exhibition of the grace of 

11. The hedge, as Anderson sees, was probably a loose stone wall. But the 

tower is probably not the ‘lookout’ suggested by him, but a ‘villa’ (the late 

Greek meaning of the word), built by the absentee landlord. See 

Schweizer for the unpopularity of this group, especially common in 

fertile Galilee with its many large estates. 
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God in sending him are alike manifested in this word. There is a 
pathos in the owner’s phrase shey will respect my son, but it also contains 
a truth, for the one who wants to receive the Father not only will but 
must receive the Son (9:37). The position of Jesus is both similar to, 
and yet very different from, that of the prophets who came to 
Israel before him, for there is a finality in his coming, God can, as it 
were, do no more. Christ is God’s last word to humanity. So 

judgment is at once passed on the wicked tenant farmers, although 

the execution of that judgment may be stayed as, in a sense, it is 

stayed throughout this present age, in spite of a temporal judgment 

falling upon the Jerusalem of that generation. From now on, the 

demand made is repentance for our share in that crime (cf. Acts 2:23, 

38). This is very different from the message brought by the earlier 

‘servants’ the prophets, whose demand was for that spiritual ‘fruit’, 

which alone could justify the ‘tenant farmers’ in the ‘landowner’s’ 

eyes. It was not through their failure to recognize the Son that they 

killed him; that would have been pardonable. It was, as in the 

parable, precisely because they recognized him for who he was 

(verse 7): they said, in essence, ‘This zs the heir; come, let us kill him, and 

the inheritance will be ours (see verse 7). We reject the claims of Christ 

not because we misunderstand them, but because we understand 

them only too well, in spite of all our protestations to the contrary. 

9. Mark simply records here the judgment of Jesus on the tenant 

farmers. Matthew 21:41 contains a graphic addition, making clear 

that the ‘sentence’ pronounced was the spontaneous verdict of the 

crowd, carried away by the graphic parable. This is very true to the 

third world: in open air preaching, preachers soon learn not to ask 

rhetorical questions, or they will assuredly get rhetorical answers 

from their uninhibited local congregation, as here. Once again the 

spontaneous moral judgments of unsophisticated folk are 

vindicated, as against the blindness of the self-styled ‘wise’. 
The item in the condemnation that seems to have enraged them 

beyond all bounds was the promised giving of the vineyard to 

others. This struck a blow at the position of Israel as ‘the most 

favoured nation’; the reference to the Gentiles was plain, and they 

could not stomach it, as is shown by their reaction in verse 12. 

10. This quotation is from Psalm 118:22, the very Psalm from 

which, at the triumphal entry, the earlier pilgrim cry of ‘hosanna’ 
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(11:9) had been taken,’? as well as the “Blessed is he who comes in 

the name of the Lord’ (11:10). The Lord’s coming is for judgment 

as well as salvation, as the tenant farmers will find to their cost. 

Jesus is himself the rejected stone, now become, in God’s good 

purpose, the keystone of the building which is the new temple, the 

Christian church, his body. But in a sense the Gentiles too, once 

despised by Israel, yet now finding a place as ‘living stones’ in God’s 

plan (1 Pet. 2:5), may also be included in the wider meaning of the 

vetse. Contemptuously rejected they might have been, but yet they 

ate chosen by God. This was the miracle that the Lord had done and 

which was truly marvellous in Gentile eyes (verse 11), among whom 

Mark’s readers must surely have been numbered. 

11. All that we can do, as always, is to bow our heads in reverence 

and marvel at the plan of God, as the Psalmist does here. The 

quotation from the psalter is to show us that this plan is nothing new, 

but God’s eternal way of working; there is a divine consistency in 

God’s dealing with us (Mal. 3:6). Have you not read this scripture is ironic, 

directed as it is to those whose whole business and indeed profession 

was the study of the Old Testament. 

12. The Pharisees regarded Jesus from now on as a dangerous 

revolutionary, deliberately intent on arousing the crowds against 

them. Later the same charge would be brought against his disciples 

(Acts 17:6 and 24:5), with just as little reason or justification. Did 

Gentile Christians at Rome see any parallel to their own case, when 

they were made the scapegoats and persecuted by Nero after the 
great fire of AD 64? 

iv. Tribute to Caesar (1213-17) 

Now begins the terrible game of ‘cat and mouse’, the endless 

Phatisaic manoeuvring that will end in the death of Jesus. The first 

question about the source of his authority had left them helpless 

(11:33), but perhaps he can be caught in the same way himself, and 

12. Of course, as a regular Passover Psalm, it would be much in their minds 

at this season: but for another interesting and possible reason for the 

exclamation at the triumphal entry, see Cranfield. For the philology of 

the word, see BAGD and articles quoted there. 
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be condemned on a political charge. If Jesus had placed them upon 
the horns of a dilemma, where either answer was unsafe because of 
the crowd, they will try to do the same with him. The Herodians do 
not seem to have been a coherent sect in the sense that Pharisees or 
Sadducees were, but probably were a political pressure group, cutting 
across other divisions, made up of those who saw in the support of 
the unscrupulous but outwardly orthodox Herod the hope of Israel; 
and that meant acceptance of Rome as overlord. As there is no 
reference to the Herodians outside the New Testament and 
dependent literature, however, certainty is impossible. Clearly to 

Mark and his sources, they were an identifiable group, and equally 

clearly they were opposed to Jesus: more we cannot say with 
confidence. 

14. Nothing is more horrible than the smooth plausibility of the 

approach, as though they could flatter Jesus into abandoning all 

caution and compromising himself. The point is that any religious 

teacher who was a regarder of she position of men, who looked on outer 

show and not inner reality, would certainly be afraid to say or do 

anything that could be construed as an insult towards Caesar. Into 

this political trap they sought to lead him. Yet if he avoided this trap, 

and lent his authority to the payment of tribute to the hated Roman, 

the Zealots of hot-tempered Galilee would certainly be alienated: 

and did not Jesus number at least one such among his disciples (see 

3:18)? More, the bulk of the non-Judaean pilgrims, who had so 

tumultuously escorted into Jerusalem their prophet from Nazareth 

(Matt. 21:11), were likewise Galileans, always suspect at festival time 

(Luke 13:1) as likely to riot. If their support was removed, Jesus 

would be isolated and outwardly helpless. 

15. Such /ypocrisy, or play-acting, did not deceive him, and he did 

not conceal the fact from them. From such hollow sham the Son of 

God must have turned with loathing; the strongest charge that he 

brought against teacher of the law and Pharisee was that they were 

utterly insincere (7:6). Jesus was therefore aware of their trick from 

the start. 
16. The production of a coin as an illustration was a typical 

rabbinic touch, but the use made of it here was new. It is significant 

of his poverty that Jesus had no coin himself, but had to ask for one. 

By the acceptance of the imperial coinage, marked by the head and 
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title of the reigning emperor, the Jews had already shown their 

acceptance of imperial rule, even if unwillingly. There is a world of 

bitterness in the terseness of their one-word reply, Caesar's: not 

even Pharisees or Herodians would have chosen that position. 

17. So came the reply of Jesus, with its irresistible logic, which is: 

the coin already belongs to Caesar: give it back, then, to him. 

Translated into theological terms, it becomes the Christian acceptance 

of the state, as an institution ordained by God; this is strongly 

advanced by Paul (Rom. 13:1—2) and Peter (1 Peter 2:13—14). If we 

accept the amenities of the state, in law and order, expressed in a 

guaranteed coinage as in other things, then we have no right to seek 

to escape the burdens imposed by the state. But this lesson Jesus 

would leave his audience to infer. If he had spoken so openly here, 

the Pharisees would have used it as a handle against him, to stir up 

the Zealots. The Zealots probably did not yet exist as a coherent party 

(the evidence is conflicting), but certainly Zealot elements were in 

existence since 6 BC at least. Jesus consistently rejected the path of 

violence chosen by Sicarii and Zealots, though he may have striven 

for some of the same goals by peaceful means (so Belo). 

To any listening Zealot, the first clause render to Caesar the things that 

are Caesar's would have been the sting in the answer. But the true 

sting for the Pharisee was in the tail, and to God the things that are God's, 

for none of them would dare to say that they were already giving 

God his full due. Even those trained lawyers were baffled by such 

an answer; there was no handle that they could use against Jesus, so 

they were amazed. And yet it may be that we have here one reason why 

the Galilean pilgrim crowd made no attempt to rescue their prophet 

at a later stage; did they perhaps suspect that he was somewhat pro- 

13. Many modern commentators try to explain away the plain sense of 

these words, but it corresponds too closely to a whole pattern of 

theology in the New Testament to be lightly rejected: see 1 Pet. 2:13—17. 

We may not reject a biblical doctrine just because it is unpopular. See 

Anderson for the absurdity of using this saying to justify political 

subversion, or indeed, we might add, of imputing any particular political 

philosophy to Jesus at all. In any event, there is no doubt that the 

second statement takes precedence over the first (Schweizer). 
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Roman after all? But even so, the chief priests still feared a violent 
reaction if Jesus was arrested openly at the time of a festival (14:2), 
so he cannot have completely lost the sympathy of the crowds. 

There may well be also here a note of rebuke addressed to the 
political aspirations of the Herodians, or any other groups so 
occupied with their little local ‘Caesar’, the temporal power, that they 
had altogether forgotten God and his prior claims. In that case, as 

often in the New Testament, the ai, and, is not so much a 

conjunctive participle as an adversative particle, meaning ‘and yet, for 

all your doing the first, yet do the second as well’. 

v. The Sadducean question (12:18-27) 

So the political attempt to snare him had failed; but perhaps a 

theological question would succeed. For different reasons, both 

Pharisees and Sadducees" alike saw in Jesus a dangerous enemy, 

although it is unlikely, owing to their bitter antagonism (cf. Acts 23:6), 

that they ever acted in conscious collaboration here. The Sadducees 

were attempting, in this instance, to make spiritual truth look 

ridiculous by interpreting it with the grossest of literalism. By doing 

this, they hoped that the whole concept of the resurrection would 

be laughed out of court. The case they presented was doubly absurd, 

since they themselves did not believe in any such thing. To present 

an unfair caricature of a view, and then to demolish it, is an old 

pastime. Nevertheless, they held as strongly to the law of Moses as 

any others in Israel, and so they began their argument with the 

Mosaic principle of Levirate marriage.’’ In a sense, the Sadducees 

14. Johnson points out that the Sadducees are mentioned in Mark only here, 

and very little in the other gospels. Outside the N.T. little is known of 

them, since they died out after the fall of Jerusalem in AD 70, and 

therefore any rabbinic references would come from their Pharisee 

enemies. Once the temple had been destroyed, there was no place for a 

priestly aristocracy. 

15. This rule of marrying the childless wife of a dead brother was of 

coutse Mosaic (Deut. 25:5—10): the Sadducees were therefore in no 

sense attacking the custom, although they adduced an extreme instance 

of it to discredit the doctrine of resurrection. 
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were the most ‘conservative’ group of all in Israel, accepting only the 

Law and rejecting, as they did, the Prophets and the Writings, the two 

later divisions of the Hebrew Bible. They had refused to accept 

God’s further revelation in the Old Testament: now, they would 

refuse to accept God’s final revelation in Jesus. 

The case brought forward so solemnly by the Sadducees was 

obviously only a hypothetical instance. The symbolical number seven 

(20) in itself suggests this, although ‘seven sons’ seems to have 

been much more common in New Testament times (e.g, Acts 19:14) 

than in modern ‘nuclear’ families. For those interested, the Pharisees 

had already decided that such a wife would belong in the resurrection 

to her first husband (Schweizer). 

24-25. The reply of Jesus is a marvel of patience and forbear- 

ance, although he rebukes the Sadducees for two things. The 

first is their failure to understand the very revelation of God upon 

which they claim to lean by thus quoting Moses. The second is their 

failure to appreciate God’s power, supremely manifested for Bible 

writers both in the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead 

(Rom. 1:4) and ultimately in the general resurrection (1 Cor. 15:20- 

26). This Jesus will prove from the very law of Moses upon which 

they lean. 

Jesus first, then, demonstrates the patent absurdity of the 

hypothetical case, showing that the question is meaningless in the 

form in which it is put by the Sadducees, because marriage ceases to 

have any sexual significance in heaven.'® There is an irony in the way 

in which he shows that the particular concept of resurrection cannot 

be grasped apart from a whole general ‘universe of belief’, already 

rejected by the Sadducees, comprising the spiritual world of which 

‘angels’ form part. In other words, such a question is a problem only 

to the Sadducees, not to the Pharisees, and that is because they have 

already in advance rejected the only terms upon which a solution 

could be found. There is therefore a subtlety in the statement that 

those resurrected are “ke angels in heaven (25), which does not appear 

on the surface, but which would scarcely be lost on either Pharisee 

16. As Mineat well points out, resurrection is transformation, not just 

re-animation. Paul makes this very clear (1 Cor. 15:35—50). 
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or Sadducee, for different reasons. Verse 28 seems to show that at 
least one Pharisaic scribe heard it with approval. 

26-27. But, having dealt with the Sadducees on their own terms, 
Jesus as usual proceeds to give a far deeper proof of the resurrection, 
and one which would be incapable of being caricatured. He has 
already explained what he meant by their ignorance of God’s power; 

now he will explain what he meant by their ignorance of the 

Scripture, by basing himself upon that very Moses on whom, 

rejecting what they regarded as later accretions, they relied. In God’s 

self-revelation made to Moses at the burning bush (Exod. 3:6), God 

describes himself as the God of Abraham, of Isaac and of Jacob. 

Now to talk of himself as being a God of the past experience of 

these men, as a western philosopher might describe him, would be 

nonsense to a Hebrew mind: for where is the experience apart from 

the person? Assuredly the experience is not within God; if it was so, 

God would have described himself simply as ‘I AM’, as he did 

elsewhere (Exod. 3:14). But to describe himself as Abraham’s God, 

Isaac’s God and Jacob’s God is obviously felt to be adding a further 

revelation. Therefore, if God can still so describe himself to Moses 

centuries after the death of these two men, their spiritual experience 

must still be existent. If so, these three patriarchs must still be in 

existence; and the guarantee of their ‘eternal life’ is not the nature 

of their experience of God, but the nature of the God whom they 

experienced.'7 He is the God of the living because he is the living God 

himself (Matt. 16:16). So too, it was that, even in the physical realm, 

contact with Jesus brought new life to the dead (cf. 5:41); while to 

know God, and the Christ whom he sent, is the definition of eternal 

life (John 17:3). Here is a great bridge between gospel and Pauline 

theology (cf. Rom. 6:1-5), although not necessarily a pointer to 

direct influence by Paul on Mark, as claimed by some commentators. 

vt. The greatest commandment (12:28-34) 

Now comes the question, perhaps genuinely intended, as to which 

17. Nineham well quotes Loisy here as saying that still, in the twentieth 

century, one of the most powerful arguments for the resurrection is the 

experience of communion with God. 
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is the greatest commandment of all. The first questioner of Jesus 

seems to have been either a Pharisee or a Herodian (13ff), the 

second a Sadducee (18ff.). Mark simply tells us that this third 

questioner was a scribe, but, from his approval of the last answer, 

it seems likely that this was a Pharisaic move. Certainly, of all the 

three questioners, this scribe was the most honest, and alone received 

commendation from Jesus. It appears from verse 28 that he was 

already conscious of the theological strength of the reply of Jesus 

to the Sadducees; and from his words in verse 32, he was even 

more deeply struck by the reply here. The ‘Christian Pharisees’ 

wete a group not unknown later within the Christian church (Acts 

15:5), but the ‘Judaizers’ of the early church showed the dangers 

inherent in such an ambiguous position. 

29-31. Jesus’ summary of Israel’s duty was a junction of the 

famous Deuteronomic Shema, the ‘Godward’ command to Israel 

recorded in Deuteronomy (Deut. 6:4—5), with the ‘human’ com- 

mand recorded in Leviticus (19:18).'8 It has often been remarked that 

many of the most telling sayings of Jesus (as in the temple cleansing) 

were derived from a creative combination of two or more separate 

passages from the Old Testament; this is another example. 

In this summary, the heart of true religion is seen to lie, not in 

negative commands, but in a positive loving attitude to God and 

others. This is the Pauline ‘liberty’’? of the New Testament (Gal. 5:1). 

18. Itis fashionable nowadays to place the ‘great commandment’ beside the 

‘great commission’ (Matt. 28:19) as denoting the social responsibility of 

the church (/ove your neighbour as yourself) alongside its evangelistic 

responsibility. No-one would deny the social implication of the gospel, 

but, in fairness to biblical exegesis, it should be remembered that the 

‘first and great commandment’ as recorded here is total love for God: 

the ‘second great commandment’ of love for neighbours stems from it, 

and is set within this theological context. If we lose this balance, we are 

left with a shallow humanitarianism without any deep theological roots, 

as Anderson sees clearly. 

19. Kierkegaard (quoted in Anderson), well says ‘If we are to love our 

neighbour as ourselves, then this commandment opens, as with a 

masterkey, the lock to our self-love, and snatches it away from us.’ 
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This is what St Augustine means by saying ‘Love and do as you like’, 
for such love towards God and others will in itself keep us from 
licence. If we love others, we will do nothing to work them hurt and, 
if we love God, what we like and choose will be to do God’s will and 
pleasure (Ps. 40:8). That is why Paul can say ‘love is the fulfilling of 
the law’ (Rom. 13:10). , 

32-33. The law, the temple and the favoured position of Israel 

were the three great ‘planks’ of Judaism, as we can see from the fierce 

reaction to any challenge to them perceived in early Christian 

preaching (Acts 21:28). The second and third had already been 

challenged by Jesus since his arrival in Jerusalem: this scribe had 

intended to test his orthodoxy on the first and greatest, the law. This 

was no doubt the point where Jesus was most suspect by the 

Pharisees ever since the earlier controversies. One can almost hear 

in these two verses the trained lawyer weighing the Lord’s answer 

clause by clause, with almost pedantic repetitiveness. ‘A good answer 

—a true answer — a scriptural answer’, he agrees, perhaps not without 

a slightly patronizing air towards this theological layman. He gives 

his verdict finally; in Scripture, obedience is indeed better than 

sacrifice (1 Sam. 15:22), and so to love God and one’s fellows is more 

than all the observances of the law. This was not of course a new 

view: it was the heart of the prophetic message to Israel. 

34. The lawyer had weighed and appraised the answer that Jesus 

had made; but to his surprise and the consternation of the 

bystanders, he found that, even as he was answering, Jesus had 

been appraising him. When humans dare to sit in judgment on the 

claims of Christ, they find instead that Christ is sitting in judgment 

on them: they stand either self-condemned or justified by their 

attitude to him. It is not surprising that, after this, no-one dared to 

ask Jesus any further question. We ate nowhere told that this scribe, 

so close to the kingdom, ever actually entered it. We know that there 

were some believers in Jesus, however, even among the ruling 

Sanhedrin group at Jerusalem (15:43), and priests and Pharisees 

within the church later. Nevertheless, this is the only ‘teacher of the 

law’ who appears in a favourable light in Mark (Schweizer). 

vit. The Son of David (12:35-37) 

Now follows the last of the series of ‘hard questions’. As the series 
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had begun with a baffling question put by Jesus to the chief priests 

on the source of John’s authority (11:30), so it would end with an 

equally baffling question put by him about the identity of the son of 

David.?° The Marcan context aims this question directly at “the law 

teachers’, as being propounders of the last conundrum. Of course 

‘scribe’ did not denote a separate ‘party’, as Pharisee did, but a 

profession: but some at least of these ‘writers’ were certainly 

Pharisees. It may be that the cry of the pilgrims at the triumphal 

entty (11:10), had brought this particular messianic title into 

prominence, with the phrase ‘the kingdom of our father David’. It 

was widely agreed that the kingly Messiah destined to reintroduce 

David’s kingdom was to be “David’s son’, but this would have been 

understood as being merely by physical descent, and applicable to the 

earthly deliverer, for whom all Jews looked, and for whom extremists 

at least worked actively. 

36-37. Yet an earthly messianic king could not be the full 

theological meaning of the title, as Jesus illustrated by an argument 

which they could not well refute. As usual, he first shows them that, 

even on their own premises, they are inconsistent. Psalm 110 was 

accepted both as Davidic and as messianic by every orthodox scribe. 

But if David is speaking here, and speaking of the coming Messiah, 

how can he possibly call him my Lord? How is the use of such a title 

consistent with David’s own occupation of a superior position, that 

of physical ancestor compared with physical descendant? Mark 

simply records that Jesus put the question: but the context makes 

plain that the scholars could find no answer, and that this marked the 

end of attempts to trap Jesus in his speech, at least until his trial 

(15:15). We today, in the light of the rest of the New Testament, 

can see clearly how the Christ can both be born of David’s physical 

line, and yet still be David’s Lord, because he is identical with God 

himself; but Jesus made no attempt to explain this as yet even to his 

disciples. It was enough that he was hailed as ‘Son of God’ (5:7; 

15:39), or ‘the Son’ (13:32). Whether or no this Psalm can have 

20. There seems, in the light of this, no need to assume that here we have 

only the end of a final conflict-story (so Cranfield, following Gagg), 

rather than a topic introduced freshly and deliberately by Jesus himself. 
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another historical interpretation is beside the point; the above 
interpretation was accepted by every orthodox Jew, and so the 
question asked by Jesus was unanswerable, as far as the scribes 
were concerned.*' The large crowd of listeners seem to have greeted 
this discomfiture of the scribes with delight (verse 37): but even 
greater discomfiture was to follow,for the scribes. 

viit. The warning against the scribes (12:38-40) 

Beware of the scribes:** the scribes or ‘writers’ had now been effectively 

silenced, just as the politically minded Sadducees had been silenced 

before (12:27). Such plain talk undoubtedly increased the antagonism 

of the religious circles towards Jesus, but it is unlikely to have been 

unpopular with the crowd (cf. gladly at the end of verse 37). In 

preaching to a western Gentile audience, Mark omits here many 

details of the fuller account in Matthew. On the whole, only that of 

obvious practical teaching value is likely to have been preserved, and 

this would involve only the main principle. 

These scribal teachers of the law liked all the fame and outward 

honour that their unquestioned intellectual mastery of Scripture 

brought to them. They were, by this date, professional biblical 

expositors and commentators, and devoted to the biblical text as few 

others have been; they were conservative and reverent in their 

approach to the Bible as they knew it. But the gospels often warn 

against them, as here. Had they rejected the authority of Scripture, 

21. Lane says ‘Here only among the sayings of Jesus is the authority of an 

O.T. passage traced to its inspiration’: but surely the point is only made 

explicit here to make the argument still more unanswerable, as far as the 

scribes ate concerned. All orthodox Jews accepted without question that 

the Old Testament was inspired, and therefore authoritative: Jesus was 

not alone in his views. 

22. Perhaps ‘professional copyists’ would give the meaning better, though 

NIV uses ‘teachers of the law’ as a ‘dynamic equivalent’. It was originally 

as ‘copyists of the law’ that the scribes had attained their great 

knowledge of it. They proudly looked back to Ezra as their spiritual 

ancestor (Ezras. 7:12), and as the first of their line, just as the Sadducees 

may have looked back to Zadok (1 Kgs 2:35). 
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their conduct would have been explicable; as it was, they were left 

without excuse. For those who accept the Bible as a rule of faith and 

conduct, there is no excuse for disobedience. 

40. The law teachers not only loved the outward show and empty 

glory of religious observance, which is the sin of pride;*3 they also 

loved money, which is the sin of covetousness. Yet all the time they 

did this under cover of lengthy prayers, a fact which invested all their 

other sins with the new and awful quality of hypocrisy. The widow 

and orphan should above all others have been the objects of their 

compassion and prayer because they are the objects of God’s special 

concern (Exod. 22:22; Ps. 146:9) and instead, they robbed them. It 

is precisely because they pray, that their condemnation will be the 

mote tertible, more than that of a rogue who robs outright without 

pretence of prayer or religion. So comes the irony that Jesus 

preached love to the sinner, but judgment to the religious, not of 

coutse because they were religious, but because they were 

inconsistent and indeed hypocritical. Greater knowledge and greater 

opportunities only bring greater responsibility, which can, if rejected, 

bring greater condemnation. 

ax. The widow’s gift (12:41-44) 

Now comes, appropriately enough after this warning, the story of 

the widow’s gift. Avarice and nominal religion, with all its pomp and 

show, have just been castigated. Here by contrast is one of the very 

group who ate made a prey by the scribes, a widow who, out of 

poverty and true devotion to God, makes an offering unseen and 

unnoticed, except by Jesus. Together, the pictures are a matching pair, 

emphasizing the strong contrast. Jesus, of course, did not deny that 

the rich gave /arge sums; he merely said that the widow gave still more, 

for theirs was only a contribution, generous though it might be, while 

hers was a total sacrifice. It is well to remember that God measures 

giving, not by what we give, but by what we keep for ourselves; and 

the widow kept nothing, but gave both coins, all that she had (verses 

23. It matters little whether we read here stoais, ‘porticos’, or stolais, ‘long 

tobes’, though the second is preferable in sense. In either case, scribal 

ostentation is the point. 
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42 and 44). As Anderson well says, she could so legitimately have 
kept one for herself, but she did not. 

D. The ‘little Apocalypse’ (13:1-37) 

t. The doom on the temple (13:1~4) 
With chapter 13 we come to the so-called ‘little Apocalypse’,*4 the 
gospel core of the material which is amplified in the book of 
Revelation (cf. 1 Thess. 4:13-17 for a similar passage). It is 

noteworthy that Jesus makes no attempt to gratify mere curiosity 

here; instead, his aim is practical and ethical. Indeed, wherever the 

disciples expressed such idle curiosity, he at once heartily discouraged 

them (verse 4). As it stands, the chapter is a fitting introduction to 

the passion narrative (Lightfoot). On the whole section see David 

Wenham, Zhe Rediscovery of Jesus’ Eschatological Discourse, qaoted in the 

footnote below. 

24. The use of this convenient descriptive title does not of course convey a 

distrust of the dominical nature of the contents, although many 

modern editors take this position. But Cranfield’s is a healthier 

approach. Beasley-Murray still remains the best guide, in seeing the 

chapter as ‘notes’ on an authentic discourse or discourses of Jesus, that 

circulated before Mark’s Gospel, although he has mote recently 

modified his position. Of course, a well-remembered complex of oral 

tradition would serve as well as a written source. While it is not, as 

sometimes claimed, ‘a meditation upon the Book of Daniel’, there is no 

doubt that much of the imagery is drawn from Old Testament 

apocalyptic, which Jesus must have known. There is much discussion 

today as to whether this discourse is an integral part of the Lord’s 

teaching, or only peripheral (Pesch, quoted in Telford, IOM). The first 

would seem to be the answer. Otherwise the ending of Mark is 

inexplicable and incomplete: with this chapter, the future is already 

sketched, at least in outline. On the whole matter, see most recently 

Wenham, The Rediscovery of Jesus’ Eschatological Discourse, Sheffield, JSOT 

Press, 1984, even if Blomberg is not convinced of all the details of 

Wenham’s reconstruction (Zhe Historical Reliability of the Gospels, Leicester 

and Downets Grove: Inter-Varsity Press, 1987, p. 143). 
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This opening section deals with the destruction of the temple. 

The whole of the ‘little Apocalypse’ seems designed to warn the 

disciples against four great spiritual dangers. The first danger is that 

of reliance upon the outward symbols of religion, venerable and 

loved though they may be (verse 2). The second danger (verses 5, 6) 

is that of deception by false Messiahs; the third (verses 7, 8) is that 

of distraction by world turmoil around us; the fourth (verses 9ff)) is 

that of being ‘tripped’ because of the unexpected severity of the 

persecution for our faith. To be forewarned, in each case, is to be 

forearmed: we must éake heed (verse 5). From now on, we move into 

a climate of increasing violence, and a sense of impending 

catastrophe (Lightfoot). 

1-2. There is a ting of patriotic pride in the words of the 

unnamed disciple here. Built by the hated Herod it might be, but the 

‘third temple’ was one of the architectural wonders of the Roman 

world, unfinished at the date of its destruction. The ‘fox’ (Luke 

13:32) built well, with the help of his borrowed Roman engineers: 

Herodian masonty is noted for its excellence everywhere in Palestine. 

So, too, there is a note of sadness in the reply of Jesus: for nothing 

in all Jerusalem could match the temple for splendour and apparent 

permanence (Minear). Jesus was here preparing his disciples for the 

days when every familiar and outward religious help would be taken 

away from them, in the expulsion of the Christian ‘sect’ from the 

parent body of Judaism, when the danger was so great that the infant 

church would waver or even go back to the well-loved institutions 

of Judaism (see Heb. 6:4—6). Later still, the sack and burning of the 

earthly temple, while almost a death-knell to Palestinian Judaism 

(the final blow came later, after Bar-Cochba’s revolt in AD 135), 

must have had a great ‘evidential’ value to the Christian church as 

fulfilling the word of Jesus. After that, there was little danger of 

going back to the outward forms of Judaism, for there was nothing 

to which to go. No sacrifice has since been offered in Israel; how 

could there be sacrifice, without a temple? Some rabbis found the 

answet in Hosea 14:2, presumably in the sactifice of praise, but a 

Christian could offer this as readily as a Jew: there was no temptation 
to return here. 

3. This is an interesting verse, unique in Mark, in that Andrew is 

joined to the usual three who receive special instruction from Jesus. 
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The real problem is not why Andrew was joined with the others on 
this occasion (when the four of them sought Jesus out), but why he 
was omitted on other occasions. John’s Gospel makes more mention 
of Andrew than Mark does (see John 1:40; 12:22), and so, if we want 
to know more of Andrew’s attractive personality, we must learn it 
from John, not Mark. He seems to have been a less forceful character 

than his brother Peter, just as James seems to have been less forceful 

than John, to judge from the scantiness of reference to him. But all 

alike played their part in the purpose of God, and all alike were called 

by Jesus. 

4. Perhaps this question of the four disciples as to the date of the 

coming judgment is an example of that somewhat unhealthy spiritual 

curiosity mentioned above. The chapter that follows is an example 

of the way in which Jesus at once translated all such abstract 

enquiries into the personal and moral realm. No theological problem 

can be considered in isolation, for it does not exist in isolation; it has 

immediate practical relevance to our present position, beliefs and 

conduct. Interest in God’s ways which is purely intellectual becomes 

morbid in that it is unnatural and divorced from reality. 

a. The signs of the end (13:5-8)” 

In reply, Jesus does indeed give to the disciples some signs of the 

end, although they are not signs that enable either them or us to give 

detailed chronological predictions. Nevertheless, some of them 

were precise enough to assure the survival of the Jerusalem church, 

if, according to tradition, it took warning and fled to Pella in 

Transjordan before the Roman ring of steel had tightened round the 

doomed city in AD 7o0.*° So, as a sign of the times, Jesus gives the 

25. The diligent have found seven distinct signs here, and traced a broad 

correspondence with Revelation 6 (Schweizer). This detail may however 

be somewhat artificial, while a general correspondence is only to be 

expected. 

26. This tradition is often challenged today, but without sufficient reason. 

Pesch (in Telford, IOM) now considers this apocalypse to be the very 

‘oracle’ mentioned by Eusebius that led to the flight of the Christians to 

Pella, though he holds it to be post-dominical in nature. 
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second warning, against false spiritual leaders, whether or no they 

call themselves by the actual name of Christ (¢n my name). Of 

course, there were literal fulfilments enough of this in the next 

century; Bar-Cochba at least claimed full Messiahship. But in a 

wider sense and in a later age, to worship Christ with false beliefs 

about him is to worship a false Christ, by whatever name we call him; 

the disciples must not be led astray by this. Even before the close 

of the New Testament period, the wave of Gnostic heresy, with its 

false teaching about Christ, had struck the church, threatening to 

engulf it. 

Broadly, then, a crop of false teachers will be one sign of the end, 

as will be a steady worsening of the political world situation. This 

introduces the third danger, and also the third warning; we must vor 

be alarmed ovet international crises, as the non-Christian may be. The 

Christian’s heart must not be /roubled (see John 14:1), for these 

troubles are only a necessary stage. All this is the beginning of 

the world’s labour pains; the /e/os, the end, the goal and aim of 

history which is the final establishment of God’s rule, is yet to 

come. Paul has a similar concept when he describes all creation as 

moaning in labour, waiting for God’s consummation (Rom. 8:22). 

Paul apparently sees these birth pangs as a continuous, present, 

this-worldly experience, though aimed at one future point of time, 

an interpretation which may help in the understanding of this 
passage. 

8. If a local and temporary ‘primary’ fulfilment is to be sought, 

as distinct from a continuous or even final one, then the ‘year of the 

four emperors’ (AD 69), as the imperial throne at Rome changed 

hands with astonishing rapidity, while all the time the fortified cities 

of Galilee were falling, would fit well. In a wider sense, this is a 

continual picture of the present age of turmoil, in the midst of 

which the church must live and witness. It is to be noted that neither 

the ‘primary’ nor ‘continuous’ interpretation rules out a final 

eschatological fulfilment in addition. If Mark’s original readers were 

situated largely in Rome, these references would be very meaningful 
and indeed encouraging. 

ait. The beginning of the troubles (13:9-13) 

The greatest danger is lest any Christian should be led astray (verses 
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5 and 22) or ‘tripped up””” by the bitter persecution they will assuredly 
suffer for their faith: again, this would be a special word for a 
Roman church in the first century. At this time, as the disciples saw 
the mounting tide of hostility against their Master, they must have 
begun to understand what was to come, although the full force of 
persecution did not strike the church until the days of Acts (Acts 
8:1). Each of these ‘testings’ cuts closer to the bone than the testing 

before it, for such is God’s way of dealing with his children (Job r:9 

to 2:7). This last test is no exception; the persecution is now to be 

so bitter that it destroys the closest natural ties known to humans 

(verse 12). But even this must not make us stumble, for Jesus has 

warned us beforehand just so that this stumbling on our part may 
be avoided (13:23). 

9g. The mention of councils and synagogues must have struck a 

responsive note in early Christians, who remembered the bitter 

persecution of the church by Saul of Tarsus (Acts 8:1—3). It was 

doubly fitting that Paul, who had already unconsciously fulfilled the 

first half of the verse by his hostility, should also consciously fulfil 

the second by his witness before men in authority, like Felix, Festus, 

Agrippa and perhaps even Caesar himself (2 Tim. 4:16, 17). It 

would however be absurd to think that this passage was written on 

the basis of Paul’s career: it is too general for that. The Greek 

hegemonon, rulers, is a technical term in the New Testament, used of 

Roman officials ranging from provincial governors to Pontius Pilate, 

the lowly procurator (or prefect, in one inscription) of Judea. 

Basileon, kings, covers all royal rulers from local petty tetrarch to 

emperor. Typically Marcan is the injunction given here to ‘watch out’ 

(Schweizer). 
The wording 0 ail nations does not convey the full meaning:** ‘to 

27. This is the meaning of the Greek word skandalizo, used in the parallel 

passage in Matt. 24:9-10, translated by RSV as fa// away. But, in Mark, /ead 

astray, plana, is the preferred word. 

28. Though Cranfield so takes it, as indicating the extent of the preaching 

even if not the extent of the response. In a sense, it is Mark’s version of 

the ‘great commission’, even if we reject 16:15 as being post-Marcan. 

But those like Pesch (quoted in Telford, IOM) may be right who see in 
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all the non-Jewish peoples’ would be better. Once again comes the 

axe-blow at Israel’s position of ‘most favoured nation’: the worldwide 

proclamation is of primary importance to Mark (Schweizer), and 

here he finds its justification in the words of Jesus himself. All 

nations must have the opportunity of hearing the good news of the 

kingdom. 

11. [tis not you who speak, but the Holy Spirit? There are numerous 

instances of extempore Christian defence in Acts, although naturally 

none in Mark: the speech of Peter before the Sanhedrin is only one’ 

example among many (Acts 4:8ff.). But we may not trade on this, and 

put God to the test (Luke 4:12). This promise is specifically given for 

those who are dragged unexpectedly into courts by their persecutors, 

not for those who have time to pray and prepare for some known 

Christian opportunity lying ahead. 

12-13. Here, in outline, is the great biblical doctrine of 

hypomoné, sometimes called in theology ‘the perseverance of the 

saints’: the one who endures to the end will be saved (13). By saved cannot 

be meant merely ‘will be rescued from physical death’, for there has 

already been warning of possible death in verse 12, suffered in Christ’s 

cause. The ‘salvation’ promised here must mean something deeper, 

reaching beyond the grave. There is therefore the same eschatological 

paradox as in Revelation 2:10, ‘Be faithful unto death, and I will give 

you the crown of life” The disciple, says Jesus, must hold fast right 

to the end in order to be saved: but, as Paul says, true Christians will 

in fact hold fast, because God will hold them fast (Rom. 14:4). Here 

is another biblical paradox which we do well to hold reverently. Its 

it basically a warning against an early expectation of the end, rather than 

a charter for world evangelism. 

29. Marxsen: ‘It is ... not quite the persecuted who speak, rather, the 

preaching content is given to them by the Holy Spirit’ For the role of 

the Spirit in Mark, and the guarantee of the Spirit that Jesus is indeed 

God’s emissary, see Weeden, in Telford. This is one of the few uses of 

the full phrase ‘the Holy Spirit’ in Mark (Anderson). Luke, in the parallel 

passage, does not speak of the Holy Spirit as supplying the words, but 

Christ himself (Luke 21:15); this is an illustration of how closely Christ 

and the Spirit were associated in the early church (Acts 16:7). 
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solution, like that of similar theological paradoxes, is to be found not, 
as with mathematical problems, at infinity, but at eternity, and in God. 
Matthew 10:22 gives this same saying of Jesus in another context; it 
was therefore not merely a casual utterance on one particular 
occasion, but represented an integral part of his teaching, 

iv. The ‘desolating sacrilege’ (13:14-20) 

Now comes the reference to the desolating sacrilege (14), better, if 

more loosely, to be paraphrased ‘the idol that profanes’. As in all 

apocalyptic, particularly that produced in troubled times (as most 

apocalyptic naturally is), the wording was deliberately guarded, lest 

it fall into the wrong hands; the book of Revelation provides 

numerous instances of this. Daniel (9:27; 11:31; 12:11) shows the Old 

Testament background to the phrase. Initially, the word probably 

referred to the statue set up in the temple by Antiochus, so profaning 

it, and the sacrifice of swine’s flesh on the altar. In this passage, it 

fairly certainly refers to the encirclement of Jerusalem by Roman 

armies (so Luke 21:20 understands it). The Roman ‘eagles’, the 

standards of the legions, were held by the Zealots to be sacrilegious 

‘abominations’, being ‘idols’, and as such forbidden in the ten 

commandments. In AD 70, Roman standards, often bearing images 

of Caesar, stood on the site of the ruined temple. Later, of course, 

after the revolt of AD 135, when a statue and temple of Zeus stood 

on the ruined site of the temple in Aelia Capitolina, as rebuilt 

Gentile Jerusalem was called, the horror was complete: for the 

orthodox Jew, the ultimate desolation had come. 

The phrase /et the reader understand cannot, by definition, be part of 

the original spoken saying of Jesus. Contrast the frequent ‘he who 

has ears to hear, let him heat’ (4:9, etc.), which by its form as well as 

by its rabbinic ring, must belong to the original spoken words of 

Jesus. But the words ‘the reader’ certainly suggest an editorial 

comment made in some early written collection, perhaps made by 

Mark himself. It was necessary to add some such explanatory phrase, 

for Mark is the most cryptic of the gospels, in saying set up where it 

ought not to be, in place of Matthew’s blunt ‘standing in the holy place’, 

i.e. in the temple itself (Matt. 24:15). If the gospel is early, and 

written at Rome, this secrecy is understandable, particularly if the 

Jewish war is still under way. 
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These verses supply a good illustration of prophetic 

‘foreshortening’ of history. Prophecy is basically proclamation or a 

‘forth-telling’ of God’s ways and mind, as we are constantly 

reminded by modern scholars. But it undoubtedly included in 

addition a foretelling of God’s purposes, even if this is a stumbling- 

block to scientific antisupernaturalism today.’° This foretelling is 

done in a ‘two dimensional’ mannet, in that the perspective of time 

is usually either lacking or vague. This may well be because time has 

no independent existence outside our temporal order; but to argue 

this would take us into philosophy. This prophetic “foreshortening’ 

often passes over in silence, in the sequence of the several events, 

the vast stretches of time that separate them, and so joins closely 

events which are actually far apart. 

Here God’s immediate judgment on his people at one particular 

point in history is almost imperceptibly dovetailed into his universal 

judgment on all humanity at the last day. Since both are 

manifestations of God’s continual ongoing judgment on human sin 

and rebellion, the whole makes sense. Here, then, in the first place 

are portrayed the devastations of the Roman armies. Here, too, is 

pictured the flight of the Jerusalem church to Pella, as the Roman 

legions purposely delayed their attack on Jerusalem, hoping to 

persuade this great stronghold to surrender voluntarily. It must 

indeed have seemed, in the final mopping-up operations of the war, 

30. The re-emergence of prophecy in the days of Acts illustrates this 

aspect. While this New Testament ‘prophecy’ certainly included 

exhortation, perhaps as its main function (Acts 15:32), yet men like 

Agabus equally certainly foretold the future on occasion (Acts 11:28; 

21:11), as apparently did other nameless prophets (Acts 20:23). Whether 

the gift of ‘prophecy’ in the Corinthian church (1 Cor. 12:10) included 

this futuristic aspect, we cannot say: and Christians are divided as to 

whether such a distinct gift is given today. Most modern ‘prophets’ seem 

to give general assurances of God’s activity, rather than detailed 

predictions of definite events, but perhaps this was equally true of most 

New Testament prophets. Certainly, ‘prophets’ are most closely 

associated with ‘teachers’ (Acts 13:1), in lists of spiritual gifts and 

functions, which may give a key to understanding their task. 
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as if the entire population of Palestine was to be extirpated; but God, 
Jor the sake of the elect (20), would cut short those days. Imperial 
Rome had greater interests now, in the form of the sudden scramble 
to establish the new Flavian dynasty at Rome: many of the troops 
would be hastily withdrawn. The Christian church would now see a 
new and deep meaning in the use of whom he chose (20), for the word 

could not now refer to Israel, coming as it does in the context 

announcing God’s judgment on the nation. The infant church at 

Pella, in Transjordan, had survived: here are God’s new chosen 

people, Jew and Gentile alike. 

v. False Christs and false prophets (13:21-23) 

False Christs and false prophets (22) will appear. This is really a return to 

the theme of verse 6 and the reference to signs may be drawn from 

Deuteronomy 13:1—3, with its solemn warnings against signs and 

wonders performed by misleading prophets. The primary reference 

may be to the numerous ‘religions’ and pseudo-messianic Jewish 

rebellions that both preceded and followed AD 70. But for the 

Christian church, the relevance here may equally well be to the many 

Jewish-Christian (especially Gnostic) heresies of the first century, 

although the application could be widened to cover all ages.3" 

22. Signs and wonders. This is a reminder that, as in the Old 

Testament, false prophets can perform signs and wonders, as well as 

true prophets (Exod. 7:11). It is important to realize this today, 

where there is a renewed interest in these manifestations. Miracles 

were undoubtedly performed by the apostles in Acts (see for 

example Acts 2:43). Paul lists them among the gifts of the Spirit, even 

if not at the top of the list (1 Cor. 12:10). In themselves, even if 

performed by true prophets, ‘signs and wonders’ are ambivalent. 

They are only ‘signs’ of the far greater working by God in Christ 

which we must accept by faith or not at all. 

To lead astray, if possible, the elect. Once again, as in 20, we have a 

reference to ‘the chosen ones’, with a ‘Johannine’ reminder that to 

31. It is quite gratuitous to see here a reference to a supposed ‘heios anér 

(‘divine man’) Christology, as against a ‘suffering Messiah’ Christology. 

For the curious, the position is summarized by Weeden in IOM. 
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succeed in deceiving she elect would be a contradiction in terms 

(1 John 2:26, 27). Equally Johannine’ is the reminder in verse 23 that 

the Lord has warned his disciples in advance of these things (cf. John 

13:19). Mark has fewer ‘Johannine’ touches than either of the other 

synoptists; but enough remains even in matter-of-fact Mark to show 

that he is drawing upon a common ‘bank’ of tradition upon which 

John also drew. 

vt. The coming of the Son of man (13:24-27) 

Next comes a clear foretelling of the coming of the Son of man ina 

passage which is a veritable jigsaw of quotations from the 

apocalyptic books of the Old Testament, especially in verses 24 and 

25. Verse 26 seems to mark the break, if there is a break, between 

the immediate judgment of God on his chosen people and his 

ultimate judgment on all creation. Political stirrings on a world scale 

ate here described in terms of astronomical phenomena, a pattern 

derived particularly from the book of Isaiah (Isa. 13:10; 24:23). This 

is typical of all eschatological usage and might refer just as much to 

toppling first-century Roman rulers as to a twentieth-century clash 

of ‘north’ and ‘south’, ‘haves’ and ‘have nots’. But verse 26, with the 

clear imagery of the return of the Son of man to judgment (Dan. 

7:13), can refer only to one event in history, the second coming of 

Christ. In view of Jesus’ constant use of the title ‘Son of man’ as a 

title for himself, his disciples cannot have failed to see that he 

referred to himself here also, although they may well have failed to 

understand how such a thing could be, or indeed what it meant.3? 

32. Some scholars maintain that this eschatological Son of man, seen here as 

coming in judgment, is quite different from the ‘Son of man’ as the title 

by which Jesus often described himself (a usage which more extreme 

groups would deny). But if we accept the evidence of the gospel, it is 

clear that Jesus used this title of himself, and he seems to have used it 

of himself in at least three different senses. In the present passage, two 

of these usages appear side by side, so that, since nothing is said to 

distinguish them, they must both apply to the same person. To suggest 

anything else is to distort natural exegesis in favour of a theory, and to 

reject the plain evidence of Mark. 
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27. In Daniel 7, the coming of the Son of man immediately 
follows the description of the sitting in judgment of the Ancient 
One, and initiates the establishment of an everlasting kingdom. 
Daniel 7:10 has reference to countless bands of heavenly ministrants, 
and so the reference to angelic ‘gatherers’ here in Mark, while owing 
something to other Old Testament passages, also fits the context of 
Daniel. In 27 comes the third Marcan reference in this passage to his 
elect, the ‘chosen ones’ (cf. verses 20 and 22). From the ‘remnant’ 

concept of the old covenant to the ‘church’ concept of the new 

covenant is only a short step, for it is a logical development: both are 
God’s elect. 

vit. The parable of the fig tree (13:28-29) 

It is unnecessary to read into the parable of the fig tree in this 

context a reference to the subsequent earthly history of the Jewish 

nation. It is true that vine and fig are traditional symbols of God’s 

people in the Old Testament, and that the fig tree cursed by Jesus 

(11:12—14) seems to have been an acted parable of contemporary 

Judaism. Nevertheless that does not prove that every biblical 

mention of the fig tree conceals a reference to Israel, or that we can 

predict the date of Christ’s second coming from political events in 

Israel’s life today, like the ‘return’ to Palestine. This saying of Jesus 

seems to be merely a general countryman’s parable; compare the 

shrewd piece of weather-lore in Matthew 16:2, 3. When the trees 

burst into leaf, summer is coming — and very quickly in Palestine, as 

Schweizer notes. In the same way, says Jesus, these happenings will 

warn us that the second coming is at the very door (verse 29). 

vitt. The date of the coming (13:30-32) 

In the midst of many details that are puzzling, two main principles 

ate clear. First, the Christian is to avoid unhealthy interest in the 

actual date, and secondly, we are to see the very uncertainty as to the 

date as a strong stimulant to ceaseless watchfulness. In other words, 

like every other Christian doctrine, that of the second coming has 

a moral and spiritual goal; we must be watchful, lest our Master, 

when he returns, finds us sleeping (36). As Schweizer says, every 

description of the end time is also an exhortation to the chutch. 

30. This generation must surely be the generation of Jesus’ earthly 
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ministry, some of whom would indeed have lived to see the awful 

days of the siege of Jerusalem. But the generation of the ministry 

would not of course see Christ’s second coming, so some have 

striven, rather unnaturally, to interpret genea as meaning ‘people’, and 

refer it to the whole Jewish nation, which will not pass away before 

that time. Undoubtedly, the delay in the second coming of the Lord 

(the parousia) was a puzzle to the early church, many of whom seem 

to have expected it in their lifetime, and were therefore saddened and 

troubled when, one by one, death carried them away before it (2 Pet. 

3:4). It is therefore better to restrict the reference in shese things to the 

temporal judgment of AD 70. But, in anticipating the Lord’s return 

at any moment, the infant church was making no mistake, for every 

generation should continually be eagerly looking for and expecting 

the coming (2 Pet. 3:12). In the purpose of God, no event now 

stands between Christ’s ascension and his second coming, and so it 

is eternally near. 

31. Heaven and earth will pass away, presumably in the shaking of all 

things, which is to introduce the second coming: the reference may 

be to Isaiah 34:4. Pass away is probably the link between this and the 

previous saying. The emphasis here, however, is not on the 

apocalyptic prediction, but on the permanence of Christ’s words 

(Anderson): that means that they are equated with the words of 

Yahweh in the Old Testament (Isa. 40:8). Revelation 21:1 may be 

taking up this saying of Jesus: the first heaven and earth (ie. to the 

Hebrew, the totality of all things) will go, so that the new may come. 

32. [No one knows: this is a wise warning that, if we calculate to our 

own satisfaction the date in time upon which Christ will return, we 

shall certainly be mistaken. This should strike caution into the most 

daring modern exponent of prophecy. At a deeper level, it teaches 

that there are certain things hidden even from the Son, in the 

omniscience of the Father. Compare the statement of Jesus to 

James and John (10:40), that to sit on his right and left was not in his 

power to grant. This is the only place in Mark whete Jesus refers to 

himself absolutely as ‘the Son’ (Anderson). It has been claimed by 

some that a familiar later title for Jesus is here being used by the 

evangelist: but such an ‘absolute’ usage is not impossible on the lips 

of Jesus himself in the light of the use of my son in the parable of 

the tenant farmers (12:6), clearly referring to Jesus. 
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ix. The end of the discourse (13:33-37) 

The final verses underline the moral and spiritual incentive provided 

by the doctrine of the second coming. Much of this brief parable 

appears to be ‘back-cloth’ in the particular context, so that there is 

no need to press the details. Here, it is the watchfulness of the door- 

keeper that is the main point of the parable; we must stay awake and 

on duty, a constant emphasis in Mark. 

34. Lhe doorkeeper: some feel that the doorkeeper is only part of the 

‘scenery of the parable, and therefore requires no special exegesis. 

But there is some evidence to show that the simile of the ‘porter’ was 

used by the early church for those engaged in Christian ministry. The 

master of the house, when he arrives after his long absence, must 

not find us sleeping, but doing our duty and carrying out the 

particular task which he has left to us. True, the doorkeeper must 

keep special watch, because that is his special task (Ezek. 3:17), and 

perhaps therefore this has special relevance to those in pastoral 

positions who are ‘watchmen’ in the church. 

37. I say to all: Watch: this verse nevertheless shows us that the 

command is generalized, not directed only at the Christian ministry 

or indeed at any group or class within the church. Further, it may be 

a clear indication that Jesus himself did not necessarily expect that 

his second coming would be in the near future, as many modern 

expositors assume rather than prove. The whole tenor of this 

parable suggests a long absence. From this solemn last word, watch 

(Greek grégoreite, ‘be wakeful’), comes the favourite later ‘Gregory’ 

used as a Christian name. 



6. THE PASSION NARRATIVE (14:1 — 15:47)’ 

A. The last supper (14:1-25) 

2. The death of Jesus ts decided (14:1-2) 

With chapters 14 and 15 we come directly to the passion story in 

Mark, although both Matthew and Luke record more parables first. 

This may be taken as showing that the teaching of Jesus in and 

around the temple was both more detailed and more extensive in 

those final days than we should gather from Mark alone. As usual, 

1. Although, as mentioned in the introduction, most scholars (at least until 

recently) considered the passion narrative as a ‘block’ of material that 

had come down to Mark, and was embodied in his gospel, it is certainly 

true that ‘virtually all the major Marcan themes converge in 14-16’ 

(Kelber, quoted in Telford, IOM). But this would not necessarily show 

that Mark constructed the passion story: it may only show that he 

constructed his whole gospel along the themes already present in the 

passion story. 
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Mark uses ‘shorthand’, omitting what is not essential to his purpose. 
Also, as on other occasions (e.g, the cursing of the fig tree), he ‘sand- 
wiches’ the story of the anointing at Bethany between his first men- 
tion of the plot against Jesus, and its carrying out (Anderson). This 
is not merely for dramatic suspense, although the love shown 
at Bethany will highlight the hatred at Jerusalem: the anointing at 
Bethany is, in a sense, an explanation of the death of Jesus. 

Verse 1 introduces the most definite decision so far made by the 

religious leaders. Jesus must die, and as soon as possible; all that the 

chief priests now lack is an opportunity. Even their objection to this 

judicial murder at Passover time is not a moral hesitation because of 

its incompatibility with the nature of a religious ceremony, but 

purely prudential, lest a riot should break out among the excitable 

Passover crowds. The exact chronology of the crucifixion has long 

been in dispute, and the discussion has been revived in recent years. 

At least the crucifixion clearly took place in the general period of 

Passover, whether or no it corresponded in time to the actual 

moment when the Passover lamb was being killed.* 

at. The anointing at Bethany (14:3-9) 

It has been seen in 11:11 that Jesus spent each night among unnamed 

friends in Bethany. John 12:1-8 makes it probable that this was the 

home of Eliezer (of which ‘Lazarus’ is the shortened Aramaic 

form), Miriam (‘Mary’) and Martha. But who then is Simon the leper, 

whose household it is, according to both Matthew and Mark? We 

may dismiss the suggestion that he was only a former owner of the 

house, giving his name to the building even when it passed to sub- 

sequent owners. Also it seems unlikely that Jesus was ‘eating out’ in 

another house that night. It may well be that the father of the 

house, though still alive, was a leper, and that control of his 

2. So John undoubtedly seems to take it, from his careful dating. Whether 

ot not sectarian Judaism, such as the Essene community at Qumran, 

observed Passover on a different date, following a different calendar, it 

is most unlikely that Jesus and his disciples did. Because the Passover 

was set by the moon, a wide divergence would seem to be impossible, 

although conceivably a day or two either side would be possible. 
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household had therefore passed, for all practical purposes, to his chil- 

dren. So Uzziah lived in splendid isolation in the basement of his 

palace, while his son Jotham ruled in his stead (2 Chr. 26:21). 

To equate this anointing at Bethany with that anointing which is 

described in Luke 7:36—50 raises at least as many problems as it 

solves: for one thing, the lesson drawn from the act is completely dif- 

ferent, apart altogether from the timing, It is best, as in the case of 

several of the miracles of Jesus, to assume that we have separate ac- 

counts of different, though similar, incidents here. Schweizer points 

out how irregular the woman’s act was: but, if she was a member of 

the household, it was explicable. John is quite clear that the woman 

involved was Marty, although Mark may possibly have been ignorant 

of this. Mark very rarely records names in any case. 

4-5. [here were some: other evangelists (Matt. 26:8; John 12:4) are 

mote specific than Mark is here, naming those who objected to the 

wastefulness of the woman’s act of devotion as being the disciples, 

among whom John mentions Judas specifically. That Mark cannot 

have been ignorant of this is shown by the fact that he moves 

straight from this incident to the offer by Judas to the temple 

authorities to betray his master (verses 10-11). Judas obviously 

thought that the attitude of Jesus to money was quite inconsistent 

and unrealistic. First had come the appraisal of the widow’s gift 

(12:43), and now came the acceptance of the sacrifice of the 

alabaster jar of ointment: it did not make sense. 

Yet the attitude of Jesus both to this costly gift and to the widow’s 

slender gift was fundamentally the same. He regarded both gifts as 

priceless, but accepted such giving, whether directly to God or in- 

directly through him, as right and natural. This was a strange rever- 

3. Minear sees spiritual significance in the fact that Jesus stayed in the 

home of the ritually unclean leper, not of the clean. But, although Jesus 

certainly was willing to touch lepers, and so incur defilement (1:41), this 

seems over-exegesis here. Whoever he was, Simon the leper must have 

been well known to the early disciples, or he would have been more 

closely identified (Anderson). Was he perhaps a leper who had been 

healed by Jesus? If so, there is no reference to the fact in the gospel 

narrative, although of coutse this does not disprove it. 
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sal of earthly values; and although Mark does not record either that 
Judas was the apostolic treasurer or that he was dishonest (John 12:6), 
it is understandable that on this basis, Judas felt misgivings. The 
world despised the widow’s mite as too small, while it criticized the 
anointing of Bethany as wasteful, exhibitionist and unrealistic. What 
the disciples said about the value of the ointment and the need of 
the poor was perfectly true, but Jesus looks for uncalculating devo- 
tion to himself rather than fine wisdom and balanced judgment in 

giving. The Lord, as Paul says, loves a cheerful giver, not a carefully 

calculating one (2 Cor. 9:7). A year’s wages were involved here 

(Anderson), however: it was no small sum to be written off. Perhaps 

the poverty of the disciples increased their indignation at what to 

them was a senseless waste of good money. 

6. Their sharp criticism must have stung the woman like a whip- 

lash. Mark uses in verse 5 the verb enebrimonto (they ‘reproached her’), 

which philologically means ‘snorted at her’, but in emotional con- 

tent comes closer to modern English ‘glowered at her’. Jesus saw 

how troubled she was: she must have wondered whether after all, she 

had made a foolish mistake. Many of those similarly criticized for 

their own self-offering for Christ’s service know a similar qualm: and 

to them as well as to her comes the word of comfort. Ultimately 

Jesus looks, not at the human wisdom of our acts, but at the love to 

him which prompts them. Note that he does not commend her for 

ptactical wisdom, though he is quick in her defence against the 

taunts of the worldly-wise. 

7. Here is the Christian scale of priorities, the ability to choose out 

of many pressing needs that which it is God’s will that we should 

seek to meet at one particular moment. We cannot in ourselves meet 

all the world’s needs, nor indeed is it God’s will that we personally 

should. This knowledge brings the tranquillity that characterized 

Jesus amid his manifold activity. Nervous strain is, after all, only a 

symptom of lack of faith in God, for it springs from the belief that 

nothing will be done by God unless we do it ourselves. The biblical 

picture is very different: one plants, another waters, but it is God who 

gives the increase (1 Cor. 3:6). The reference to the continual pres- 

ence of the poor, in verse 7, is a quotation from Deuteronomy 15:11. 

It does not of course mean that we should accept poverty as an in- 

evitable fact, and therefore do nothing to try to abolish it, for the 
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whole Law is aimed at doing that. It is simply a practical recognition 

that, whatever we do, in this fallen world, there will always be some 

in need, whom we may and should help, as Deuteronomy also 

points out. 

8-9. This does not necessarily mean that she had plumbed the 

whole secret of the coming death of Jesus, although already she may 

have heard some saying that had solemnized her. Jesus may have 

meant that, at his burial, loving hands would lavish costly spices on 

him, as Mary had done; and if it was not waste then, it was not waste 

now. Both at the beginning and end of the life of Jesus, costly 

treasures were lavished on him (Matt. 2:11): no doubt some thought 

that both gifts alike were wasted. 

zt. The betrayal by Judas (14:10-11) 

With that, Judas, or ‘Judah’ (we often forget the noble Old Testament 

associations of his name), went to the priests, determined to 

betray Jesus. The Bible has no hint of the view, popular in some 

quarters today, that Judas merely wanted to force the hand of 

Jesus, to make him exhibit his divine power, if he were un- 

willing to do it unprompted. The mention of a promised sum of 

money in verse 11 makes it clear that Judas was motivated by sheer 

love of money: he had apparently decided that there would soon be 

no more money to be gained by following Jesus, if Jesus continued 

to encourage ‘wastefulness’ like that of Mary’s. From that moment 

Judas, too, like the religious leaders, only sought an opportunity 

to betray him (cf. verse 1). The worldly-wise priests must have 

nodded their heads, confirmed in their beliefs; even among the 

disciples of this other-worldly Galilean, money talked loudly. If the 

name ‘Iscariot’ is indeed derived from the Aramaic shegarya, 

‘deceiver’ (see Anderson), it was peculiarly appropriate, as we think 

of this treachery. It is striking that Levi, the converted tax-collector, 

was not tempted by money, while Judas was: perhaps Levi had 

learned the emptiness of wealth long before, when he left it to 
follow Jesus. 

iv. The owner of the upper room (14:12-16) 

The story of the finding of the upper room bears many tesem- 

blances to the finding of the donkey used at the triumphal entry. 
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Jesus must have had many unknown disciples or friends, upon 
whom he could rely at such moments to rendet unquestioning serv- 
ice. This in itself should be an encouragement to those with small 
or prosaic gifts; the Lord has need of them, too (11:3). We have only 
one record in the whole gospel story of the use by Jesus of either 
donkey or room; but that one use was strategic, essential at the mo- 

ment to God’s whole plan. 

12. The plain reading of the text of Mark here would suggest that 

this was the very day on the evening of which the Passover was killed 

and eaten, but the question is a difficult one, especially in view of the 

Johannine evidence.‘ In either case, both the last supper and the cru- 

cifixion were in the general context of Passover, and that is the only 

important point theologically, whether or not the last supper was a 

Passover meal. 

13. Jesus here shows a combination of supernatural knowl- 

edge and practical preparation, as in the events surrounding 

the triumphal entry. In view of the fact that the upper room of verse 

15 was ready for them, it suggests that Jesus had already made 

some prior arrangements to keep Passover at the home of this resi- 

dent of Jerusalem. This was apparently a common practice of 

country pilgrims. But it needed supernatural foreknowledge, 

again of the kind manifested by Samuel and other prophets (1 Sam. 

10:2—6), to tell his disciples of the signs that would lead them to the 

right house. Perhaps, even when Mark was writing, it was still unsafe 

or unwise to divulge the householder’s name; it must have surely 

been known to him, if the writer was indeed John Mark with his 

Jerusalem connections. It is over-exegesis to see, in the sign of a 

man doing what was normally a woman’s task (water-carrying), 

the mark of a disciple, or to see in the earthen ‘jar’ of water, rather 

than a ‘leather skin’, another ‘sign’ (Anderson). Jars were simply larger 

4. The best recent summary of evidence is in Cranfield, but the question 

cannot be said to have been solved. John, as often, seems to be 

deliberately writing, probably at a later date, to correct an unconscious 

misunderstanding of the earlier accounts. This is the only passage in 

Mark where the supper seems linked with the Passover, but it cannot be 

said to be certainly equated. 
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domestic containers than skins. In any case, the man was only 

a servant, the sign and the guide to the right home. It was with 

the householder that the disciples had to deal, and whether the servant 

was a disciple of Jesus or not, the master certainly must have 

been. 
14-15. The very simplicity of the statement, the teacher says (Greek 

didaskalos, ‘teacher’, i.e. ‘rabbi’), shows that Jesus was too well known 

to the man to need further identification, and that his disciples 

wete probably known by sight to him. It is just possible that this was 

in fact the home of John Mark in Jerusalem, for later Christian tra- 

dition held that the last supper took place there. That would then, 

by the usual rule of early anonymity, account for the namelessness 

of the householder in the Marcan account. See Acts 12:12 for later 

use of this house by the disciples as a place of meeting; but as the 

house is there named from Mary, we must then assume that John 

Mark’s father, presumably the householder, was dead by the date of 

Acts. The Passover, in origin a household festival (Exod. 12:1—12), 

at least since Josiah’s reign (2 Kgs 23:23), must be kept within 

Jerusalem itself, to allow for the slaughter of the Passover lamb 

within the temple precincts. By New Testament times it was 

held within strictly defined city limits; it could not be observed, for 

instance, in Bethany, which would otherwise have seemed an 

obvious choice, with its friendly household. 

16. As in the case of the tethered donkey, one can almost hear the 

wonder of the disciples, in the wording of this verse; they found it as 

he had told them. But such divine provision did not absolve them from 

strictly practical duties such as preparing the lamb, the bitter herbs 

and the wine, that were needed for the meal, if it was Passover. There 

is no contradiction therefore between the first half and the second 

half of this verse: Jesus works in ‘natural’ and ‘supernatural’ ways 

alike, at his sovereign will. 

v. The prophecy of the betrayal (14:17-21) 

All the gospels show the knowledge of Jesus that one of the twelve 

would betray him; the quotation in verse 18 of Psalm 41:9 makes 

plain some of the agony which this created in his heart. As so of- 

ten, if we note the Old Testament Scriptures either quoted or para- 

phrased by Jesus, we can see by what biblical types and analogies 
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he understood his own experience, and thus we, in our turn, can 
comprehend it more deeply. 

18-20. One of you. Mark has already prepared us for the coming 
treachery of Judas (10), but the reference to the betrayer hete is gen- 
eral, not specific (verse 18). Even if Jesus knew who his betrayer was, 
his disciples did not: it is interesting that they seem to have had no 

suspicion as yet that it was Judas, or they would not have asked the 

question in verse 19. In Mark’s account, Jesus does not further 

identify his betrayer: he merely reiterates the warning, making the 

deed more awful by emphasizing the closeness of the fellowship 

(verse 20). If this was indeed an actual Passover meal, the dipping bread 

in the same dish with me may even be a reference to the dipping of 

either bread or meat (so Lagrange) in the ‘bitter sauce’ that was 

a feature of the Passover meal. Does it refer to the ‘morsel’ of John 

13:26? 

21. The Son of man goes. Here again is a paradox. The Son of man 

will go, betrayed by a close friend, in fulfilment of prophetic Scrip- 

ture; and yet his false follower is fully culpable for the act and can- 

not escape individual responsibility for what he does. Such an 

enigma cannot be resolved in human terms, but that does not mean 

that it cannot be solved at a higher level. But disciples are not nec- 

essarily called to the solution of this theological problem: instead 

they are called to the solemn heart searching of verse 19, ‘Is it I?’ 

(Nrv ‘Surely not I?’) This is the ‘paraenetic’ or ‘pastoral’ approach so 

typical of Mark’s Gospel that it is hard to believe that it is not in- 

tentional: see Tannehill in IOM, approaching the question from the 

angle of literary criticism. Minear well points out that all of this in- 

cident is an illustration of Romans 5:8, ‘while we were still sinners, 

Christ died for us’, for it was for disciples as weak and sinful as this 

(18-21) that Jesus instituted that last supper. 

vt. The Lord’s Supper (14:22-25) 

Whether or no the Lord’s Supper was an actual Passover meal we 

cannot be sure; that depends on the exact time of the crucifixion. 

But even if the true Passover was taking place at the time when 

Jesus was hanging upon the cross, and the Lord’s Suppet was there- 

fore only a giddash, a lengthened ‘grace’ before the ordinary meal of 

a religious fraternity, the thought of Passover would still have been 
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prominent in the minds of the disciples.’ Verses 12 to 14, however, 

seem to make clear that in Mark’s mind this was an actual Passover 

meal. 
22. This is my body. See Anderson for a reminder that Aramaic has 

no word for is: there is no thought therefore of material identity of 

body and bread.’ What then would the meaning of the words of in- 

stitution have been for the disciples? Even if they failed to under- 

stand them at the time, they certainly remembered them and re- 

produced them later. If they pondered them at all, they must surely 

have seen a reference to the eating of ‘the Passover’, especially if the 

occasion was an actual Passover meal. If it was, it is interesting to 

note that Jesus did not use the flesh of the actual lamb or kid to sym- 

bolize his body, but only the broken bread. If it was not a Passover, 

then of course there would have been no lamb, but merely bread and 

wine throughout, and the question would not have risen. It is only 

in John’s Gospel that Jesus is described as ‘the Lamb of God’ (John 

1:29), although ‘Christ our Passover’ is a fully Pauline phrase (1 Cor. 

5:7), familiar to the church later (RSV, correctly, has paschal lamb). 

In a sense, the taking, blessing and breaking of the bread is a de- 

liberate recalling of the usual action of Jesus at the miracles of feed- 

ing (6:41; 8:6); but it is also a picture of his taking common human 

flesh, blessing it and allowing it to be ‘broken’ for mankind. To Belo, 

it is primarily a picture of Christ’s (and therefore the Christian’s) con- 

cern for the hungry of the world: but this, while true, by no means 

exhausts the meaning, missing, as it does, the deeper significance. 

23. If this was a Passover meal, then the breaking of the unleav- 

ened biscuits (the mdsdt of Exodus 12:8) is an integral part of the 

5. Cranfield denies the possibility of a giddash in these circumstances, but 

the point seems debatable. 

6. See also Anderson and Cranfield for the possibility that the word used 

by Jesus in the original Aramaic was not bisri, ‘flesh’, but gaphi, ‘body’, in 

the sense of ‘self’: Jesus is giving himself for the life of the world. This 

is interesting and may be true, but we must deal with the Greek before 

us where, although all texts read séma, ‘body’, not sarx, ‘flesh’ (in 

contrast to John 6:51), yet sma does not have this extended sense of 

Greek. 
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Passover service, although the symbolism of the breaking is unex- 
plained, in modern rites at least. The drinking of the wine is an equally 
integral part, although the two actions are not directly related, as they 
are here. Nowadays, four times during the service a cup of wine must 
be drunk, and three times bread must be broken, so it would be 
idle to try to equate the actions of Jesus with any par- 
ticular one of these occasions. In view of the singing of the Ha/le/ 

immediately afterwards (verse 26), it would seem to have been an oc- 

casion towards the end of the meal, but we know too little of first- 

century Jewish liturgical practices to be dogmatic. The meaning of the 

action of Jesus would have been unaffected by its position in any case. 

24. My blood. The wine stands for the shed blood of Jesus, which 

is described here as ‘covenant blood’, that is blood inaugurating a 

solemn agreement between God and people as that at Sinai did 

(Exod. 24:8). Whether or not mew should be read here as an adjec- 

tive qualifying ‘covenant’ is a question of little importance, for while 

this covenant is parallel to that inaugurated by Moses, it is obviously 

not the same covenant. Therefore, whether or not the word ‘new’ 

belongs here textually, it certainly belongs theologically. This ‘new 

covenant’ was a familiar prophetic concept in Old Testament times 

(Jer. 31:31; the ‘new heart’ and ‘spirit’ of Ezek. 37:26). ‘Covenant 

blood’ is already a slightly different concept from ‘passover blood’, 

so here again there is a creative fusion of ideas. 

The wording for many is a direct link with the interpretation of the 

Messiah’s work and office in terms of Isaiah 53:12, in spite 

of Nineham’s view that this is only a Semitic commonplace. But 

Nineham is right in emphasizing that ‘many’ in Hebrew is ‘inclusive’, 

not ‘exclusive’ and therefore virtually equivalent to ‘all’ in English. 

Christ’s death is here seen in terms of the Passover; it is seen as 

the inauguration of a new covenant; and it is seen as a sacrifice, pre- 

sumably a sin offering (Isa. 5 3:10). All three are distinct, though all 

three ate sealed by bloodshed; but, while it may be academically pos- 

sible to isolate one concept from another for the purpose of study, 

yet to gain a clear picture of the work of Christ, we must combine 

all three into one. 

25. This is the eschatological, the forward-looking, emphasis in the 

Lord’s Supper. There is no Lord’s Supper in heaven, for there it is 

‘fulfilled’ in the marriage-feast of the Lamb (Rev. 19:9), the messianic 
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banquet, to use Jewish terminology familiar from the parables (Matt. 

22:2). In modern Judaism, even the Passover itself has been set in 

an eschatological context, though it has largely become a temporal 

and material eschatology. It is hard, however, to see how the physi- 

cal history of the nation of Israel has any relevance here: the 

consummation of the kingdom of God lies in eternity, not in time. 

B. The agony in Gethsemane (14:26-42) 

2. The road to Gethsemane (14:26-31) 

At the end of the meal, the customary /ymn, the Halle/, or closing 

section of the Psalter, was sung, and the group went out, but this 

time not to Bethany. This was presumably because of the lateness 

of the hour, and because they wanted to remain near Jerusalem it- 

self, over the actual festival season. Instead, they camped for the 

night among the trees of the Mount of Olives, as doubtless other 

pilgrims did also. Now the denial by Peter is prophesied, and the uni- 

versal flight of the disciples, just as the betrayal had already been 

foretold: this conversation may well have taken place on the walk 

from the city to Gethsemane. This, says Schweizer, shows that God 

is still sovereign, even in this defection: all is foreknown, and in 

fulfilment of Scripture. 

27-28. Jesus here used another quotation from Zechariah to il- 
lustrate the coming dispersal of his disciples, consequent on his 

death (Zech. 13:7), as well as their immediate flight from him in the 

garden. He saw this scattering, not as a result of persecution, but ow- 

ing to a ‘stumbling’ on their part. Their faith will be staggered by all 

that happens to him, in spite of all his previous warnings. But this 

same chapter of Zechariah ends in a promise of mercy to the tested 

remnant; and so here, in verse 28, Jesus ends with yet another pre- 

diction of his resurrection, and a promise of a reunion in familiar 

Galilee. This promise in 16:7 will be taken up in the words of the 

angel to the women, after the resurrection.’ 

29. [ will not. All the gospels show the same picture of impetuous 

7. There are so few resurrection appearances recorded in the other gospels 

as having taken place in Galilee (although see Matt. 28:16), that this 
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Peter, full of false pride in his own fancied strength, and scorn for 
the weakness of the others; he had no difficulty in believing the 
words of Jesus to be true of his fellow disciples. But it is well to re- 
member that all the other disciples protested theit own strength too 
(31); they too were proud and self-confident. Peter may have dis- 
tinguished himself from the others, but he has not succeeded in 
isolating himself. 

30. As Peter had distinguished himself by boasting, so he was to 

distinguish himself by failure, so that others, as well as he, might learn 

distrust of natural strength. As often, Jesus adds a prophetic ‘sign’, 

for the cock crowing is more than a note of time, although it cer- 

tainly includes that. This sign was doubtless given so that Peter 

might be reminded of the forewarning when the incident occurred 

(see verse 72). Only Mark records the second cock-crow (Schweizer). 

‘Second cock-crow’ is a definite point of time in the early morning, 

very distinct from the sleepy first cock-crow at midnight; but whether 

Jesus meant this, or just two cock-crows in quick succession, it is idle 

to speculate. Cocks and hens were not supposed to be kept in 

Jerusalem, according to Schweizer: if so, the regulation was obviously 

in vain. 

31. Petet’s guilt is certainly not minimized here, but Mark makes 

plain that it was a guilt shared by all the apostolic band: hey all 

said the same. Peter was here, as always, only the representative 

disciple, the mouthpiece of the apostolic band, possibly because 

of his very impulsiveness and outspokenness. So it had been at 

Caesarea Philippi (8:29), that day when the blinding discovery made 

him the ‘proto-Christian’, and, in a sense, a ‘representative’ of the 

whole body (Matthew 16:17—18). This verse is a reminder that he is 

must be a genuine tradition. No-one would ever have invented it after 

the event, since most of the recorded resurrection appearances were in 

or near Jerusalem. But it is a mistake to spiritualize ‘Galilee’ here, or to 

see the promise as referring to the spiritual presence of Christ in the 

hearts of his disciples, or even to his expected parousia ot ‘second 

coming’ in Galilee, as various editors do. Galilee is not equivalent in 

Mark to ‘Gentile Christianity’, though many Gentile Christians may well 

have lived there later. 
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a representative of them in all their weaknesses as well as in their 

spiritual strengths. The walk down from the Old City to the Garden 

of Gethsemane would take some twenty minutes, as those will 

know who have joined the procession in Jerusalem which still winds 

its way down through the darkened streets each Thursday night. It 

is during this time that we must imagine the above conversations 

taking place. 

zt. The agony in the garden (14:32-42) 

They now move on into the Garden of Gethsemane, where Jesus, as 

it were, surrounds himself with two tings of supporters, to stand with 

him in his hour of need. At the outside, near the garden entrance, were 

the eight, for Judas is no longer with them; further in, the chosen three 

remained closest to him. To the three Jesus revealed something of the 

inner struggle that was his (verse 33). This is one of the points of his 

life at which we can see how real must have been the temptation in the 

wilderness (1:12—13), and why he rebuked Peter so sternly at the sug- 

gested avoidance of the cross (8:33). In the next verse (34) Jesus 

shows how deep and real is his anguish at this time: he is not portrayed 

as a Stoic who cannot suffer (Schweizer). Pagan philosophers may 

mock at this: to the Christian, it is the glory of the cross. The suffer- 

ing of Christ is not “docetic’ and make-believe: it is real and costly. 

34. The quotation from Psalm 42:5 or 11 is doubly suitable. This 

Psalm not only expresses the soul’s deep longing for God, but also 

contains in the last clause of each of these two verses an affirma- 

tion of faith, and a promise of God’s deliverance. So at the very mo- 

ment when Jesus seems most perplexed, he is yet most conscious by 

faith of God’s ultimate vindication. 

Watch. The verb used here, grégoreite, may have reminded his dis- 

ciples of the parable of the doorkeeper, told them just before 

(13:34-37), for the task of the doorkeeper was to watch, and Jesus 

has rounded off the parable by giving this as a general injunction to 

all his disciples. Minear reminds us that the Passover was to be ‘a 

night of watching’ (Exod. 12:42): this cannot have been far from 

their thoughts at this season of the Jewish liturgical year. 

35- Standing was the usual posture for prayer in ancient times, with 

the hands lifted heavenwards (11:25); prostration in prayer was in- 

dicative of extreme spiritual anguish (e.g, Num. 16:22). If it were 
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possible: here again is a divine paradox, seen in the repetition of the 
adjective dynaton, possible, in the next verse. All things are by defini- 
tion possible to divine omnipotence; but it was not possible for Je- 
sus to be the Christ, and yet to avoid drinking the cup. To do this 
would have been only a verbal, not an actual, possibility, for it would 
have been a contradiction in terms.So, in 15:32 the priests will chal- 
lenge Jesus to come down from the cross, if he is the Christ. But, if 

he had come down from the cross, he could not have been the 

Christ, for the Christ, by definition, must suffer. 

36. Only Mark here has preserved the intimate Abba, Father,’ 

from the original Aramaic prayer. Romans 8:15 and Galatians 4:6 

show the quasi-liturgical use of this linguistic survival in the early 

church. As in the saying to James and John (10:38), cup is here a sym- 

bol of suffering, not of joy, although the two meanings are blended 

in the words of institution at the Last Supper. But the thought may 

well go far deeper than a mere general symbolism of suffering, to 

the particular Old Testament concept of the cup of the wrath of 

God, designed for the foes of God (Ps. 75:8), which Jesus was to 

drink at Calvary. The last clause, not what I will, but what thou wilt, 

is a summary of the earthly life of obedience of the Christ; such 

obedience was only perfected when it was ‘unto death’ (Phil. 2:8). 

This is not a helpless victim of fate decreed, but One who struggles 

towards God’s will (Anderson). 

But what caused him such anguish? To speak of a natural human 

shrinking from betrayal, mockery, scourging and death, all heightened 

by full foreknowledge, is too shallow an answer, while these no 

doubt were factors. All of these Jesus had not only foreseen, but also 

foretold to his disciples (e.g, in 10:32—34). During all of his earthly life 

8. It is a mistake, however, with some editors, to see this admittedly 

colloquial term as a ‘nursery-word’; what other Aramaic word for 

‘Father’ could Jesus have used? By this date, ‘emphatic’ forms like Abba 

were used very freely in Aramaic, with little appreciable difference in 

meaning from ‘absolute’ forms like Ad See also the comment on 5:41. 

Nevertheless, it does seem to be true that orthodox Jews of the first 

century avoided the familiar term in prayer (Anderson), as many old- 

fashioned Christians still avoid calling God ‘You’ in prayer today. 
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he had been conscious of a steadily mounting pressure, from which 

he was not finally released until the cry of triumph from the cross 

(15:37—39). Jesus had already used the parallel pictures of baptism and 

the cup to describe this inner constraint (Luke 12:50), as he had done 

in the conversation with James and John (10:38). We must seek the 

reason for his anguish in 15:34 in the experience of separation from 

God which was to come. This was the ‘cup’, this was the ‘baptism’, 

which he would have avoided if it had been at all possible. 

37-39. Jesus’ words of rebuke, though applicable to all, are ad- 

dressed directly to Peter, using Szvon, his old ‘natural’ name (1:16), not 

‘Cephas’ (Peter), his name ‘in grace’ (3:16). But they are not merely 

a rebuke: they are also to prepare him for the coming test in the judg- 

ment hall. But Peter and his fellows were warned in vain, for they 

failed to take the only steps which could have saved them from 

falling into temptation: earnest prayer and continual watchfulness 

(verse 38). This again is not arbitrary; such prayer is, at one and the 

same time, a confession of the weakness of our flesh (38) and a 

showing forth of the readiness of our spirit (38), joined with a reali- 

zation of the power of God to whom we pray. So prayer is one ex- 

pression of Christian faith, as obedience is another. Peter’s rebuke 

from Jesus is that he had not the strength to ‘watch’ even for one hout. 

The Greek verb ouk ischusas, could not, is the same verb as that used in 

9:18 to describe the powerlessness of the disciples to heal the boy at 

the foot of the mountain of transfiguration, again on that occasion, 

as Jesus said, a powerlessness brought about by prayerlessness (9:29). 

40. The language is again reminiscent of that used to describe the 

three at the mountain of transfiguration (9:6), where even talkative 

Peter was finally lost for words. Here in the garden, the shamefaced 

disciples were utterly abashed, and could find no words to say. 

41-42. The mention of a third return of Jesus to the disciples 

gives the idea of finality and completeness; so there is a fitting finality 

in the words of his disciples, Are you still sleping?? Their failure has 

been complete, the crisis is over, and the betrayer is near. In the 

9. Unless, with Av, we should take it as a command, ‘sleep on now’. The 

next word, apechei, is a puzzle; RSV says It is enough! This fits the context, 

but for other suggestions, less convincing, see Schweizer. 
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words of Jesus here there is no hint of bitterness, but there is a world 
of sadness. By the hour has come, Jesus means, not only that God’s time 
has come, but that the matter over which he had prayed has been 
settled (Lane), and God’s sovereign will has been revealed. 

C. Jesus is taken prisoner (14:43—-52) 

43. Judas came. Jadas has not been specifically mentioned since 
verse 10, but verse 20 shows that he had still been present at the sup- 
per. We must assume that he had slipped away from the supper ear- 

lier that evening, presumably as soon as he had found out what place 

in Jerusalem was to be the camping place for that night. He had then 

waited until the group of disciples might be safely assumed to be 

asleep; and the verses above show how right Judas was in this judg- 

ment. He was not lacking in worldly wisdom; it was indeed through 

worldly wisdom as well as avarice that Judas fell (11). So, too, he had 

brought a well-armed company of temple police and younger priests, 

with swords and clubs respectively (not, with Anderson, a city mob of 

‘toughs’), prepared for resistance to the arrest. Judas knew his im- 

petuous fellow disciples; and Peter’s violent reaction showed how 

wise Judas had been in this also (47), although Mark does not 

actually give Peter’s name as the attacker. 

44-45. Judas had even made the identification of Jesus by the 

temple police certain amid the uncertainties and half light of the gar- 

den with its olive trees. Jesus was to be marked out to the 

authorities by the usual &zss of peace and the salutation of Master, 

‘Rabbi’, both natural signs between disciple and master. Here is the 

proof of utter moral blindness. Judas did not see the condemnation 

that would be eternally his for using the very signs of affection as a 

means of betrayal. His sole concern was that the arrest should go 

smoothly; and again, his wisdom and efficiency were the snares that 

caught him. The miracle is that Judas could live so close to Jesus for 

three years, and yet could steel his heart against him like this. 

46. Seized him. As usual, Mark merely reports the blunt facts. The 

other gospels give a fuller account of what happened in the garden. 

Cranfield is right in saying that the traitor’s kiss had so imprinted it- 

self on their memory that even Mark recounts it in detail, in contrast 

with his ‘scrappy’ description of other events. But it is typical of 
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Mark to give only the ‘bare bones’ in a narrative: he is moving for- 

ward to the cross as quickly as possible. 

47. Drew his sword. The disciple involved is anonymous here. But 

which of the disciples carried the ‘two swords’ mentioned in Luke 

22:38? Peter, the two ‘sons of thunder’, and Simon the Zealot, 

would seem to be likely candidates: the disciple must therefore be 

one of them. Only John 18:10 finds it safe to mention Peter’s 

name,'° writing possibly after Peter’s death (John 21:19); he also is 

the only evangelist to mention the name of the servant concerned 

(John 18:10). In a gospel as early as Mark, such a circumstantial de- 

tail might have been dangerous. Mark does not mention either the 

healing of the ear or the rebuke to Peter, though he records the re- 

buke of Jesus to the armed arrest (48). To meet force with force was 

not the way of Jesus, even if it seemed natural both to the high 

priests and to Peter." 

48-49. This deserved rebuke must have stung the priests. They 

had not arrested him by day in the temple; not for fear of his 

disciples, but for fear of the crowds, unblinded by the prejudice that 

theological learning had brought, who would have protested against 

such an outrage (12:12). 

Such a violent arrest of the Messiah was a fulfilment of many 

prophetic scriptures (49). The passage especially in mind here may be 

that quoted in Luke 22:37, ‘and he was reckoned with the trans- 

gressors’; especially since it is also taken from Isaiah 53:12. Those 

who have seen secret police at work in any part of the world will 

10. Lagrange, quoted by Cranfield, seems right in maintaining that Mark’s 

heis tis, one of them, ‘a certain man’, implies that, although Mark knows 

well who struck the blow, yet, for reasons of his own, he will not give 

the name. 

11. Although Mark does not mention the saying at this point, recording in 

Matt. 26:52, ‘All who take the sword will perish by the sword’, he is 

equally clear that Jesus had rejected the path of physical violence as a 

way of establishing his kingdom. Jesus was no violent ‘Zealot’, as even 

left-wing commentators like Belo freely admit. If he rejected even 

angelic help to rescue him from his enemies (Matt. 26:53), why should 

he use earthly force to do it? 
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understand this passage well. Arrests are usually made at night, for 
two reasons; the victims are liable to be confused and offer less re- 
sistance, and the neighbours are not likely to gather and protest. Life 
changes little over the millennia. 

50. Filed. So was fulfilled the prophecy of Jesus about their ‘stum- 
bling’ (14:27, ‘fall away’). If they had accepted God’s way without 
stumbling, they might have grieved, but they would have stood 

faithfully by their Lord as he was arrested. But to do this is not ‘natu- 

ral’, and that is why Christ’s way always makes natural humanity 

stumble (1 Cor. 2:14). Peter was probably representative of all the 

disciples, and the stumbling-block greater, in that he had always ad- 

vocated the natural path for Christ (8:32). To be ‘offended in Christ’, 

to ‘stumble at him’, in biblical language, means to be utterly staggered 

by his ways, to lack the spiritual key that alone opens our under- 

standing, something that God’s Spirit alone can bring (1 Cor. 

2:10—16). 

51-52. The Greek word neaniskos, young man, might denote one in 

late adolescence, in his teens. This man is often taken as being John 

Mark of Jerusalem, in whose family home the last supper may have 

taken place (as later tradition maintained), and where the later Chris- 

tians certainly met for prayer and worship (Acts 12:12). This in itself 

is a reminder of the strong physical link and continuity between the 

world of the gospels and the world of Acts chapters 1-12, a factor 

which we often forget today. It is only after that date, with the great 

Gentile expansion of the church, that the break comes, a break 

which does not become final till the sack of Jerusalem in AD 7o. 

Whoever it was, it was a lad, hurriedly aroused from sleep, with a 

sheet wrapped around him; presumably one of the frightened dis- 

ciples had dashed back with the news to the house where the last 

supper had been held. Of course this detail may have simply been 

an irrelevant vivid memory, a trifling incident stamped upon the 

mind, not by its own importance, but by the importance of the 

events surrounding it. If the young man was indeed John Mark, his 

anonymity here is perfectly explicable. It might, it is true, be any other 

youth, and not Mark: but if so, it is hard to see either the reason for 

the mention, or who else it could have been. In any case, it must have 

been some young disciple, closely associated with Jesus, and prob- 

ably also closely associated with the house of the last supper. It 
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seems unnecessary and unfair to spiritualize an incident like this; it 

is stated as a plain fact, and as such it should be accepted, whatever 

spiritual lessons we may then draw from it.'* Some branches of 

Gnostics made great use of the incident, for their own heretical pur- 

poses, but we may safely reject their interpretation as utterly incon- 

sistent with the gospel. The curious may consult DBS on the 

matter. Any hint of homosexuality is impossible (Rom. 1:27). 

D. The fall of Peter (14:53-72) 

53. In this account of Peter’s denial, the exact chronology of the 

trial is uncertain; it is even uncertain how many separate court hear- 

ings are recorded. As this does not affect the main issue, however, 

we may leave it for lengthier works to consider: at the very least, there 

is one appearance of Jesus before the high priest, and one before 

Pilate, recorded in Mark. 

On the face of it, the time would still seem to be late at night. This 

impression is heightened by the mention of the fire in verse 54. Fires 

ate for light as much as for heat in any simple society, even today. But 

Jerusalem lies nearly a thousand metres above sea-level, and spring 

mornings can be cold, so the fire in itself would not be conclusive 

evidence of time. True, Peter was warming himself at the fire (verse 

54), but he seems to have been recognized by the fire-light (verse 67), 

so either explanation is possible. It is interesting to note (with 

Anderson) that Mark is once again ‘sandwiching’ the account of the 

fall of Peter between accounts of the trial of Jesus: the faithfulness 

12. Tannehill (OM), for instance, wants us to see the specially shameful 

flight of the young man as symbolizing the shameful flight of all the 

disciples, and his ‘linen garment’ as signifying his original readiness for 

martyrdom. This is too far-fetched: fleeing naked, if it symbolizes 

anything in biblical eyes, symbolizes not shame but terror (Am. 2:16), as 

often pointed out. To see liturgical (especially baptismal) significance in 

the story is equally wide of the mark; that would be to invest the early 

church with a modern interest in liturgiology. See Anderson for the 

implausibility of any connection between this figure and the young man 

at the empty tomb (16:5). 



MARK 14:35 3-72 309 

of Jesus to death and the unfaithfulness of Peter ate thereby 
contrasted vividly. 

54. Followed him at a distance. Why? Was it out of mete curiosity 
(Matt. 26:58), or had Peter some wild idea of rescuing Jesus by force? 
His lies told to the girls in the courtyard need not have arisen alto- 
gether from cowardice; they might have been part of some perverted 
strategy, though Scripture admittedly gives no hint of this. But if this 

was so, he was still (as in 8:32) thinking human thoughts, and 

so still came under condemnation from Jesus (8:33). Nevertheless, 

this line of interpretation seems over-subtle, like the interpretation 

which would impute good, though warped, motives to Judas in his 

betrayal of Christ. Probably Peter had no plan at all, but was merely 

thunderstruck. From whatever motive he /fo//owed, he still stands 

condemned in Scripture as the one who denied Jesus after all his 

boastfulness. But he is also the one who will be singled out by the 

love of God to hear the good news of the resurrection (16:7). 

Even for Peter, there is to be a way back; for those later Christians 

who had denied their Lord in time of persecution, this would bring 

hope. 

55- Sought testimony. This appears to have been a sort of prelimi- 

nary fact-finding commission of the Sanhedrin."? While they had 

long ago decided on the death of Jesus (3:6), they had still to for- 

mulate a legal charge, adequate to justify the death penalty; they had 

no desire simply to assassinate him, lest it provoke a bloody riot and 

13. One reason for this view is that, if it was a ‘trial’, it broke so many of 

the regulations laid down in the tractate ‘Sanhedrin’ (trials might not be 

at night, nor might they be in the high priest’s house, ¢/c.) But the 

problem has been made worse by well-meaning scholars who wish to 

absolve the Jewish religious authorities of all blame for the death of 

Jesus, and make the Romans fully responsible. The anti-Semitism of the 

Christian church in past centuries has been inexcusable (see 

introduction), and to base it on the death of Christ is a distortion of the 

gospel; but all four evangelists are clear that the leaders of his own 

people handed Jesus over to the Romans (compate Acts 2:23). To deny 

the historicity of the appearance before the Sanhedrin is to reject the 

plain evidence of Scripture. 



consequent Roman action. A proof of theit moral blindness was 

their failure to see that, in God’s eyes, there was no difference be- 

tween the quick knife of the ‘sicarii’ or ‘dagger-men’, who abounded 

at festival time (see Acts 21:38), and such judicial murder as they con- 

templated. But even if the high priests could find some clear breach 

of the Torah, sufficient in Jewish eyes to warrant a death sentence, 

their task was still only half done. They also had to produce some 

political charge, adequate in Roman eyes to warrant the carrying out 

of the death sentence. Both Pilate (Mark 15:14) and Gallio (Acts 

18:14-16) show Roman reluctance to condemn a provincial on 

purely religious grounds, especially when that religion was to them 

an offensive oriental cult, practised by an unpopular subject people. 

The Mishnah makes frequent bitter reference to the fact that the Ro- 

mans had taken away the cherished power of capital punishment 

from the Jewish courts, even when dealing with their own people 

(cf. John 18:31, where this is made explicit).'* Especially in explosive 

Jerusalem at Passover time, with the city tense and full of milling 

throngs of nationalistic Jews, the Romans were on their guard. Such 

legal murder, especially if it provoked an uproar (14:2), might have 

dire consequences for the Jewish leaders, if not to the whole Jew- 

ish state (John 11:48), as they knew well. 

56. For this whole section on the nature of the charges laid 

against Jesus, see the author’s Zhe New Temple, where the question 

is discussed at some length. The trouble on this occasion was 

not lack of evidence, but too much; doubtless the money that 

bought Judas also bought these willing helpers, as can still be done 

outside the law courts of many another city. But, as usual, it was 

harder to agree on a consistent lie than to tell the simple truth. It is 

obvious that none of the early charges against Jesus about sabbath- 

breaking would hold water, or they would have been produced at 

once. Common Jewish equity would not allow someone to be put 

to death for healing a sick man on the sabbath day, any more than 

for watering his animals on the sabbath; and the Pharisees, grumble 

14. See Johnson and Anderson for a detailed discussion of this somewhat 

disputed point. Various lynchings, actual or attempted, recorded in the 

New Testament do not disprove the point made above. 
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as they might, knew this too well to proceed with that charge. 
57-59. Of all the synoptists, Mark contains the fullest version of 

the content of this charge.'’ This accusation at least was a substan- 
tially true (if misunderstood) report of a saying not recorded in full 
by Mark, but preserved in John 2:19. Indeed, without the Johannine 
reference, we should be at a loss to explain the charge except as a 
pure fabrication. Mark does, however, contain a general prophecy by 

Jesus of the destruction of the temple (13:2), although not of its 
‘rebuilding’ by him. 

From John, we see that this saying, understood by the disciples 

only after the resurrection, was a reference to the dissolution and 

raising up again, three days later, of the Lord’s body; and from this 

springs the whole ‘New Temple’ concept. This metaphor was ap- 

parently freely used in Christian catechesis within the early church, 

of which space will not allow a full discussion here (e.g. Eph. 2:21). 

But if this charge against Jesus were taken literally, which is un- 

likely, it could be understood only as a claim to possess supernatu- 

ral or even magical powers; and Jesus could not be condemned for 

that alone, for the source of his power might still be good or evil. 

The Talmud is full of stories of miracle-working rabbis. The bitter 

Pharisees might say that Jesus performed demon expulsions through 

Beelzebul (3:22), but the common people would scarcely believe that, 

let alone a charge that he was about to destroy and rebuild the tem- 

ple by demonic powers. But such wild charges could not justify a le- 

gal death sentence, the more so if the same saying of Jesus contained 

a prophecy of rebuilding it.’° Also it is hard to see how anybody 

could have a taken such a saying literally. Herod had performed this 

vast task over a period of many years, demolishing Zerubbabel’s old 

temple down to ground level, and laboriously rebuilding, with great 

blocks of Herodian masonry, the temple which they saw now; could 

15. See Cole, The New Temple, IVP, 1950, for a full discussion, with 

attempted explanation. 

16. Lightfoot is therefore quite correct when he says that the charge against 

Jesus was not one of promising to destroy the temple, but of promising 

to transform it, even if this ‘rebuilding’ was wrongly understood in a 

literal sense. 
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any Pharisee seriously believe that Jesus intended to repeat this 

process in three days?'7 

60. Even if the charges themselves could neither be agreed upon 

(59), nor substantiated, perhaps Jesus could be goaded by them 

into some utterance that would incriminate him. But he remained 

silent; there was no need for him to deny such flimsy charges. Even 

to the priestly court, they were worthless, except as make-weights. 

The silence of the Christ was in itself a prophetic sign (Isa. 5 3:7), as 

Peter saw later (1 Pet. 2:23). 

61. The high priest must have known that Jesus had at least ac- 

cepted the title of Christ (Messiah) from those around him (8:29), 

even if, by the ‘Messianic secret’, he had avoided making such a claim 

openly in presence of his enemies, until God’s time had come. 

Matthew 26:63 makes clear that this was no casual enquiry by the 

high priest, but a question put ‘under oath’, as it were, in the solemn 

name of God. 

But would he deftly extricate himself from this ensnaring ques- 

tion, as he had from their well-planned trap about paying tribute to 

Caesar (12:14)? As with a modern Moslem, for Jesus to claim to be 

Messiah, the Anointed, God’s Prophet, would be no blasphemy, 

although it might be hotly contradicted and a sign would be 

demanded. But to claim to be she Son of the Blessed would be to them 

intolerable blasphemy, and, for such a blasphemy, he could be 

condemned to death by the Sanhedrin, as he indeed was, in spite of 

the doubts of Anderson as to whether this charge had sufficient 

weight (verse 64). The bitterness of their taunt at the cross (15:32) 

again shows that Messiahship was a well-known claim of Jesus, 

whether enunciated in these exact terms or not. At the cross, his 

Messiahship and kingship of Israel are mentioned by them, but not 

Sonship of God: that must wait for the declaration by the centurion 
(15:39), although Matthew 27:40 has it. 

62. It may be significant that Jesus replies with the very Name of 

God, / am (Exod. 3:14), thus putting himself on an equality with 

God, which we know to have been a longstanding grievance on their 

17. See Cranfield, but he goes too far in abandoning all hope of discovering 

the original form of the saying. 
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part (2:7). In Luke, his answer is more ambiguous, though Jesus ac- 
cepts the title ‘Son of God’ (Luke 22:70). But the phrase is re- 
ported only by Mark; even Matthew, with all his Jewish interests, does 
not record it.'* The form of the saying may therefore be more ac- 
cidental than significant theologically, although John seems to de- 
velop the same point in his gospel on another occasion (John 18:6). 

Jesus, while accepting the title suggested by the high priest, defines 

it further in terms of Son of man, his special self-chosen title. This is 

explained by another ‘creative fusion’ of Psalm 110:1 with Daniel 

7:13. But, if the high priest had ears to hear, there was a solemn warn- 

ing in this choice of a title, for this is the Son of man vindicated and 

enthroned, and returning in judgment, as Stephen saw him before 

his death by stoning (Acts 7:56). The priesthood stood on trial that 

day, although the execution of sentence was yet to come, on the ter- 

rible day in AD 70 when the priests were cut down by the Roman sol- 

diers at the altar, as they steadily continued with their sacrifices to the 

last. 

63. Lore his garments. This was the true condemnation of the reli- 

gious leaders of Israel themselves: the high priest had asked not for 

information, but only to trap Jesus, for he must have known the 

claims long before he asked. Of course, had not such a claim been 

true, it would have been either madness (3:21) or blasphemy. But the 

condemnation of the high priest is not simply that he did not believe 

the claim, but that he did not even ask himself whether it was true 

ot false. He was wilfully and culpably blind, for he had closed his eyes 

in advance to the truth. 
The symbolic tearing of garments, by now traditional on hearing 

blasphemy, was in origin a sign of grief, as is plain from the Old Tes- 

tament (e.g. Lev. 10:6). Here it had become distorted into a sign of 

joy at a wicked purpose successfully accomplished. Joyfully, the 

worthless witnesses are now dismissed: the high priest hastily calls 

18. See Stauffer, under ega (INDT). Weeden (IOM) well points out that ‘I 

am’ is not only a title of God, but, in the Christian community, a 

specific identification for Christ. This latter point is of course made 

much clearer in John’s Gospel with the sevenfold ‘I am’ statements of 

Jesus. 
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the Léth din, or court, to be themselves witnesses, and he formally asks 

for their opinion (64). Just as formally they give it: Jesus of Nazareth 

is liable to the death penalty for blasphemy. The agony is that, had 

his claim been false, it would indeed have been a blasphemy of such 

magnitude as to deserve the death sentence; but what if he were 

right? 
65. With this condemnation, away went all restraint; no longer did 

the judges trouble to observe even the outward forms of legal im- 

partiality. Peter at least never forgot the patient endurance of Jesus 

amid the taunts and blows (1 Pet. 2:21-23), a fulfilment of Isaiah 

50:6. The derisive call, Prophesy, is a further gibe at his claim to Mes- 

siahship, which would at the least involve prophethood, and had 

been shown above to involve Sonship of God. But ‘prophet’ was in 

any case a popularly used title for Jesus (6:15), even when he was not 

recognized as Messiah. 

66—71. The whole account of Peter’s fall leaves the reader help- 

less, powerless to intervene, as the story develops, stage by stage, un- 

til Peter has passed the point of no return. His rash self-confidence 

and scorn of others (29); his failure to discipline himself in the gar- 

den (37); his panic and flight (50); his following at a distance (54); his 

close association with the enemies of Jesus (54): all these in turn 

made the actual denial the logical and indeed almost inevitable te- 

sult. No doubt Peter was sincere in his initial desires and protesta- 

tions (31), but the battle against temptation in the high priest’s 

palace had been lost long before; the time for a Christian to fight 

temptation is before it is encountered (38). 

This girl (66-67) may have seen Peter before, in the company of 

Jesus, and so recognized him as one of the disciples; the Jerusalem 

bystanders (70) concluded that he must be one because of his 

Galilean accent. There were many Galileans in the capital at Passover 

time, but not among the servants of the high priest. The tragedy is 

that each step downward might have been a step upward; on each 

occasion, Peter was being forced to declare himself openly. On the 

first occasion, as Anderson says, he could have said ‘yes’ to the girl 

without too great risk. But Peter chose, deliberately, three times to 

say ‘no’; and so these promptings of grace became occasions of con- 

demnation, as they must always be if they are refused. 

It is the fashion nowadays to make excuses for Peter, as some do 
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for Judas; and in so far as it means that we see our own weakness in 
him, that may be good. But unless we see the setiousness of his sin, 
we cannot understand the bitterness of his remorse (verse 72), nor 
the depth of his repentance, nor the grace of his restoration. Our 
task is not to analyse by what easy steps Peter’s fall came, but to 
realize the terrible nature of it. 

72. It has been suggested above (on verse 30) that ‘second cock- 

crow’ is a definite point of time, not merely a prophetic sign. It de- 

notes true dawn, as against the midnight of first cock-crow; 15:1, ‘as 

soon as it was morning’, supports this. But be that as it may, it was 

as a fulfilled sign that ‘second cock-crow’ recalled to the mind of 

Peter the words of Jesus; and so his cup of remorse was full. Broke 

down, in Greek epibalon (for which see BAGD), could also be trans- 

lated “on thinking it over’, or ‘he set to and thought’, or simply ‘he 

began to think’.'? Broke down and wept, however, is certainly the best 

‘dynamic equivalent’ of the whole phrase. ‘Pulling his cloak over his 

head’ is also possible, but less likely. 

E. The trial before Pilate (15:1-15)*° 

2. The stage ts set (15:1) 

This reads as if the previous night’s proceedings had been only an 

attempt by a ‘steering committee’ to clarify the charge with the le- 

gal experts. Now a plenary session of the Sanhedrin formally bound 

Jesus, and brought him before the Governor. So begins, not the trial 

before Pilate, but the trial of Pilate, for he stands self-revealed as he 

attempts in vain, first to avoid the issue, and then to escape re- 

sponsibility for the decision. But as in the case of Peter, Pilate is 

pushed inexorably to a verdict, and his verdict is condemned every 

time that we repeat in the creed the clause ‘suffered under Pontius 

19. So J. H. Moulton, Grammar of New Testament Greek, Vol. 1 (Edinburgh: 

T. & T. Clark, 1906) p. 131, quoting a Ptolemaic papyrus, also mentioned 

by BAGD. 

20. Many modern commentators (like Andetson, for instance) ate 

excessively critical in their approach to the story of this trial: but the 

account, if taken at its face value, is perfectly consistent throughout. 
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Pilate’. The decision of the Sanhedrin had already been made, but 

Pilate was no more compelled to carry it out than Judas was 

compelled to betray Jesus. 

it. Pilate condemns Jesus (15:2-15) 

The trial proper begins (as we can see from other gospels) with a 

confused mass of general accusations (many things, ot many charges, 3 

and 4), designed to paint Jesus in a black light politically as a revo- 

lutionary, a trouble maker, one who forbade the payment of Caesar’s 

taxes and one who claimed to be an earthly ruler himself. At this pe- 

tiod the word basileus, king, was used generally of tetrarchs, subject 

kings, and the emperor (1 Pet. 2:13), although the latter might also 

be called sebastos, corresponding in meaning to the Latin augustus. The 

crime in this court would have to be one of sedition against Rome, 

and so any and every flimsy charge was added as a make-weight; but 

at the mention of the claim to be another petty Jewish kinglet, 

Pilate jumped to action.*' That charge might well have some sub- 

stance, and, if so, imperial Rome would take notice of it. No “client 

king’ must rule except with Rome’s consent. To Pilate’s abrupt ques- 

tion, Jesus gave a tranquil answer which was a full admission (2), not 

evasive, as some translations would suggest. In Mark’s Gospel, the 

nature of Christ’s kingship is not defined, as it is in John 18:36, but 

it is just as central an issue in the crucifixion story (9, 12, 18, 26). 

3-5. Still the list of charges continued, and still the Lord did not 

answer them, to the marvel of Pilate. It is at this point that Luke in- 

serts the story of the despatch of the prisoner to Herod, under 

whose immediate jurisdiction Galilee lay (Luke 23:6). This episode 

is omitted in Mark, as not affecting the main movement of the trial. 

In fact, the whole account in Mark is brief and ‘telescoped’; were it 

not for the other gospels, we might well miss some of the complexity 

of the sequence of events. But Mark, for all his brevity, covers all the 

main points; Pilate is still cynical, still knows that the Jews accuse 

21. It has often been noted by commentators that Aing of the Jews is a title 

which would be used only by foreigners (18). The Ring of Israel was what 

Hebrews would have said among themselves, and did indeed say, in 

mockery (32). 
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Jesus only out of envy (10), still desires to please them (15). 
Turbulent Palestine was to be the grave of many an ambitious 
administrator’s career; high priests had influence at Rome. Finally, 
Pilate knowingly frees the guilty, and condemns the innocent (15): 
that is his own condemnation. 

6. There was still one possibility of escaping the responsibility of 

a final decision, by the time-honoured custom of releasing a politi- 

cal prisoner amid a time of general rejoicing. Many of the new na- 

tions of today have similarly celebrated their post-war independence 

by some kind of general amnesty of political prisoners. Verse 6, he 

used to release, however, suggests that either the custom had already 

ceased at the date of writing, or, more likely, that it was unknown to 

Mark’s Gentile readers, and therefore needed explanation. It is most 

unlikely that it was simply a practice unique to Pilate, which lapsed 

on his recall. 

7. There is some MS evidence for the possibility of the criminal’s 

full name being ‘Jesus bar-Abba’, or possibly “bar-Rabba’. Jesus, or 

Joshua, was a common first-century Jewish name, so the reading may 

be correct. If the name was equally borne by both,” it would 

heighten the contrast between the two figures. Some exegetes have 

made further play with the possible meaning of ‘bar-Abba’, ‘son of 

the father’, as another parallel. But as the Gospel of the Hebrews 

(quoted by Jerome on Matt. 27:16, the synoptic parallel to this verse) 

has the spelling ‘bar-Rabba’, ‘son of the great one’, the point seems 

untenable linguistically, however helpful devotionally, unless of 

course the second element here stands for a divine name. At all 

events, the man seems to have been a Zealot, captured after some 

brush with the authorities in which there had been deaths (7), and 

whose doom was thus sealed, but whose popularity with the na- 

tionalists was also assured. The outcome of such a choice was ob- 

vious even from the start; but the high priests made it doubly 

certain, by their open canvassing for Barabbas at this point (11). 

8. Pilate may possibly have thought that this request would give 

22. Cranfield has an interesting explanation of Pilate’s attitude, based on 

this coincidence of name: but it is too conjectural to be convincing: the 

MS evidence may be artificial. 
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him a chance to escape from a difficult situation. But Mark prefaces 

the verse by verse 7 to show that this way was already blocked; the 

chief priests already have another candidate for amnesty in view. 

g-12. Attention is often drawn to the fickleness of crowds by 

comparing the cheering crowd at the triumphant entry (11:9—10) with 

the hostile courtroom crowd here. But, although such rapid change 

is quite possible, yet, right up to the trial, the popularity of Jesus with 

the crowd was undoubted (12:37). Indeed, it was precisely because 

of this popularity that the religious leaders dared not arrest him 

openly (14:2). The simple answer is that these were two different 

crowds involved. The crowd at the triumphal entry was made up of 

pious pilgrims, no doubt many from Galilee, and an equally pious 

group from Jerusalem which met them (John 12:12ff). These last may 

themselves have been earlier arrivals among the pilgrims. But, as 

Luther found, when he made his famous pilgrimage to Rome, piety 

is apt to flourish more away from a Holy City than in it; and doubt- 

less there were many residents of Jerusalem who were far from pi- 

ous. We know from the other gospels that, even among the ordinary 

people of Jerusalem, there was much strife concerning Jesus (John 

7:43). This crowd at the trial must have been composed, in part at 

least, of the followers and servants of the high priests, seeing that 

all had moved apparently together from the high-priestly hall to 

Pilate’s palace. So we ate probably dealing here with a mete section 

of the Jerusalem mob, a section specifically stated in verse 11 to have 

been deliberately inflamed by the high priests. Pious pilgrims had 

more to do at Passover time than to gape at Roman trials; indeed, 

even the priests themselves had scruples about incurring ceremonial 

defilement at such a time (John 18:28). As Schweizer says, Mark 

places the blame on the authorities for the crucifixion of Jesus. This 

includes both the Roman and Jewish authorities equally. 

g-10. The perversity of human natute is clearly seen here. On the 

one hand, Pilate genuinely wishes to escape from a difficult position 

by releasing Jesus. On the other hand, he cannot resist ‘getting his 

own back’ on the Jewish leaders, who have placed him in such a dif- 

ficult situation. His way of petty vengeance is to taunt them with the 

accusation of kingship admitted by Jesus (9 and 12), although he 

must have known how galling this would be to them (10). Yet this 

petty vengeance by Pilate only made it the more certain that what he 
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most desired could not take place, for it only increased their bitter- 
ness against Jesus. We cannot say that such perversity is impossible, 
for it is a factor of daily expetience; and the particle for in verse 10 
makes nonsense unless we take some such common sense explana- 
tion. Pilate was no unnatural monster; he was a man in so many ways 
like all others. This is what makes his story such a warning, and also 
so credible. 

13-14. Even allowing for a natural preference for the freeing of 

Barabbas, the ‘patriotic’ figure, it is hard to see why the crowd 

should then shout, demanding a Roman death for Jesus, unless the 

priests had deliberately inflamed them, perhaps by stories of his sup- 

posed blasphemies (cf. verse 11). Beheading was the Roman death 

for a citizen, as traditionally for Paul; crucifixion for a slave or for- 

eigner, as traditionally for Peter (John 21:18); stoning was the nor- 

mal form of Jewish death-sentence, from the earliest days (Josh. 

7:25). After death by stoning, the criminal’s body might be displayed 

hanging upon a ‘tree’ until the evening (Josh. 10:26; Deut. 21:22—23). 

This to the Jew was a sign that the one who so died was under the 

wrath and curse of God (Deut. 21:23). So, in God’s providence, the 

cross, besides its Roman associations of shame and a slave’s death, 

had the deeper Hebrew meaning of God’s curse (Gal. 3:13), borne 

for us. 
15. Nothing could be more cynical than the total disregard for 

truth and justice in this man who, knowing Jesus to be innocent (14), 

yet flogged and crucified the Son of God, simply through a desire 

to ingratiate himself with the Jews (15). As usual, Mark does not 

‘highlight’ the picture, either by making excuses for Pilate, or by pass- 

ing judgments on him. He simply states the facts; that is sufficient 

condemnation. No doubt Mark’s readers could think of parallels 

from their own experiences in time of persecution. 

EF. The crucifixion (15:16—47) 

t. The mockery (15:16-20) 

Now comes the callous mocking by the soldiers (see 14:65 for the 

mocking by the priests). We may note here, with many commenta- 

tors, the extreme reserve and economy of language with which 

Mark describes the events of the crucifixion. There is neither 



320 MARK 

description of, nor stress on, the physical sufferings of Jesus, great 

as they were: Mark knew that there was greater suffering at a deeper 

level to be endured on the cross. 
16. The soldiers. Even we, who have grown used to atrocities in 

wats, may be surprised by the venom of Pilate’s men here, who may 

not have been full Roman citizens, but were certainly pro-Roman in 

sentiment. If the ‘Italian cohort’ (see Acts 10:1) was stationed in Ju- 

daea in those days, there must have been inhabitants of Italy among 

them, with the half-way gift of ‘Latin rights’. None of these 

long-service regulars would have been locally raised in Palestine. 

Many were doubtless wild auxiliaries drawn from other frontier 

provinces of the empire; the one common loyalty that bound them 

together was the Roman soldier’s oath to the Caesar and the Eagles. 

Towards the Jews, a despised subject people, they would have no 

sympathy. 

The one charge that they understood (which was probably that 

under which in Roman eyes Jesus had been condemned) was that this 

prisoner claimed to be a king himself, and was therefore a potential 

tival to Caesar, despicable though he might seem to them. Hence 

the point of the rough mockery — the purple cloak, or scarlet cape 

of the Roman cavalryman, the crown, the sceptre, like those 

worn by the great commander-in-chief himself, to whom alone 

they bowed zu homage (19). All condemned criminals were re- 

garded as fair game for cruel mockery, but there was a special 

pent-up bitterness being released here. As Anderson sees, the 

parallels to this sort of mockery in secular literature do not dis- 

prove the historicity of the account here: rightly viewed, they only 

confirm it. 

The Roman military exasperation against the ‘cloak and dagger’ 

patriots of first-century Judaism was growing, until it found terrible 

outlet in the massacres of AD 70, when easy-going Titus tried in vain 

to save prisoners from the wrath of the legionaties. Those who have 

seen ‘regular’ troops, long subject to such ‘pinpoint’ civilian guerrilla 

activities, will know the exasperation which it breeds in a regular 

army: hence the atrocities that so often occur. 

Jewish nationalism led to the arrest of Jesus and Roman nation- 

alism to his mockery and his cross: so deep in all things human is the 

‘old nature’. Patriotism is not enough, as more than one patriot has 
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found at the last; it is only too easy to give national or class strug- 
gles a quasi-Christian significance. 

a. Carrying the cross of Jesus (15:21) 

Simon of Cyrene might be taken figuratively as a picture of every 
disciple, bearing the Lord’s cross ‘for him.*} His Greek name may 
mean ‘snub-nosed’ (the form simos certainly does), but as in the case 
of the apostle, it may represent the good Hebrew name ‘Simeon’ (cf. 

Acts 15:14 for the full form). If so, he was probably a Cyrenian Jew; 

they had their own shared synagogue in Jerusalem (Acts 6:9). He may 

have been a visitor to Jerusalem for the Passover, although his en- 

try from ¢he country at such an early hour might suggest that he was 

a resident of Jerusalem, as might the fact that his sons Alexander and 

Rufus seem to have been known personally to the early Christians 

(21), even if he himself was not. Certainly the indefinite Greek 

particle “a, ‘somebody called Simon’, does not suggest personal 

knowledge of Simon himself*4 by the Christian community. 

It is tempting, in view of the tradition that Mark’s Gospel origi- 

nally took shape at Rome, to see a possible reference here to the 

Rufus of the Roman church mentioned in Romans 16:13, although 

there only the mother, not father, of Rufus is mentioned. Such an 

identification is too tenuous to press; and of Alexander we can say 

nothing, for none of the three New Testament candidates appears 

23. Of course, there is an important difference: Simon did not carry the 

patibulum ot ‘crosspiece’ of Christ’s cross willingly, but only under 

compulsion (Anderson). The Gnostics (and some Moslem groups later) 

went much farther: they claimed that Simon, not Jesus, was crucified at 

Golgotha (Schweizer). This is a distortion of the biblical account, 

arising from the belief that God could not allow a sinless person to die 

on the cross: but this paradox is the very heart of the gospel, as well as 

being its greatest stumbling-block. 

24. See Best (IOM): he regards this as an example of ‘unnecessary retention 

of names’, and therefore as a proof of retention of original source 

material completely untouched. He is undoubtedly right but, even so, 

the names of the sons must have been meaningful to Mark’s sources, 

the earliest Christian community. 
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to be likely (Acts 4:6; 19:33; and 1 Tim. 1:20 with 2 Tim. 4:14). In any 

case, disciple himself or not, Simon was ‘conscripted’ (compelled) by 

the Roman government for this unpopular piece of state service, 

which acerbated feelings still further among the provincials. 

at. The cross (15/22-32)” 

Whatever the exact site of the crucifixion, the meaning of Golgotha is 

well translated by the Latin Ca/arium, suggesting a smooth rounded 

hilltop devoid of vegetation, giving the appearance of a bald head, or 

skull. With deference to some topographers, who see plainly the two 

staring ‘eye sockets’ in ‘Gordon’s Calvary’ at Jerusalem as proof of 

identification, to Hebrew and Greek minds, the chief impression left 

by a ‘skull’ was its roundness and smoothness, to judge by etymology. 

In any case, the two ‘eye sockets’ of Gordon’s Calvary were probably 

only caused by later subsidence or collapse of the walls of water 

cisterns, cut into the rock on the site. The true site of the crucifixion 

is almost certainly that now occupied by Holy Sepulchre Church, 

although now altered beyond recognition: see Smith in DB Sup. 

23. The sour local wine which they gave him was ‘laced’ with myrrh; 

this would give it a bitter taste, but a soporific effect, and was an act 

of mercy. Jesus, however, would not take any such anaesthetic; all his 

faculties must be unclouded for what lay before him.*° Such drugged 

wine, tradition tells us, was provided by pious women of Jerusalem 

for condemned criminals, to dull the pains of execution: whether ‘in- 

cense’ (so the Talmud) or myrrh was used, makes little difference. 

24. Although Mark makes no specific reference to the fulfilment 

of prophecy in this verse, yet his choice of wording shows that both 

he and the other evangelists see in this gambling by the soldiers for 

Christ’s clothing a fulfilment of Psalm 22:18. There was therefore a 

25. For comparison and clarification of many details, see the article 

‘Crucifixion, method of? in the JDB Sup., by Strange, based upon the 

finding in Jerusalem of the bones of a crucified person. 

26. Cranfield also suggests a second treason: it would break the vow of Jesus 

made at the last supper, recorded in 14:25, that he would not drink wine 

again until he drank it in God’s kingdom. But Jesus did accept a drink of 

sour wine later, while on the cross (36), so this reasoning is doubtful. 
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divine prophetic appropriateness, not only in the death of Jesus, but 
in its manner; and not merely in the manner of his death, but even 
in the incidents associated with it. This prophetic appropriateness the 
disciples apparently failed to see until after the resurrection; perhaps 
that is why Mark makes no reference to it here, although other 
evangelists will. It is nonsense to’reject the story of the gambling, 
with some editors, on the grounds that we have no evidence for this 

method of disposing of the clothing of a condemned criminal, 

always by tradition the property of the executioners. How else 

would soldiers divide objects of unequal value, even today? 

25. The exact time of the crucifixion is a problem; normally she 

third hour would be understood as nine o’clock in the morning, The 

three hours of darkness would then be from noon until three o’clock 

in the afternoon (33). If the day was reckoned as beginning at nine 

o’clock, then of course the darkness would have been from three 

o'clock to six o’clock: see commentators on John’s account for a full 

discussion of the point. 

26. King of the Jews: this ironical and no doubt sarcastic wooden 

identification tag nailed to the cross was Pilate’s last revenge on those 

who had forced him into such a difficult position. To the disciples, 

it was no irony, but God’s own vindication of his Son, even in the 

hour of his death. Later, hymn writers delighted to use the concept 

of the King, crowned at last, reigning from the tree. For the appar- 

ent survival of fragments of an identification tag of this type, see 

under ‘Crucifixion’ in JDB Sup.: archaeological discovery of the 

skeleton of a crucified man has illustrated many points, including this. 

27. This suggests that an execution had been impending in any 

case, and that Jesus was only taking the place of Barabbas, as the 

third victim. The just dies for the unjust, the innocent for the guilty 

(1 Pet. 3:18). Mark simply gives the general statement that even these 

two criminals heaped insults on Jesus (verse 32): for more detail, we 

must turn to other gospels. 
As in the case of the ‘wise men’, the Old Latin text has preserved 

names for the criminals. Zoathan and Chammatha ate one MS reading 

amid several; both names have a Semitic ring, so ate possible. The 

Old Latin and the Old Syriac between them preserve several simi- 

lar traditions which are undoubtedly early, but as to whose truth, 

there is no independent test. Nevertheless, there was no need to 
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invent these names, any more than there was to invent names for the 

wise men (Matt. 2:1); so the survival of any name in a MS is an ar- 

gument for its genuineness, even if the exact spelling is uncertain. 

Dysmas and Gestas are the names for the criminals preserved in the 

apocryphal gospels, but they, by definition, are less trustworthy. 

28. The Scripture was fulfilled. This verse, with its quotation of 

Isaiah 53:12, is missing in many MSS. It is easy to see how it could 

have been added as an explanatory comment on the fact of the cru- 

cifixion of two criminals with Jesus, for besides being an undoubted 

truth, it takes up the reference made to Isaiah 53:12 by Jesus in the 

upper room, before the group left for Gethsemane (cf. for many, 

14:24). Whether or not it should be read in the text here is not re- 

ally important, for it corresponds to a deep theological insight to 

which allusion is also made in 14:48—49. Jesus was treated by the 

authorities as an evil-doer, true; but this was only an outward picture 

of the far deeper truth that he was treated as an evil-doer by God 

upon the cross for our sakes (2 Cor. 5:21). More, all of this was in 

God’s purpose: it was a ‘fulfilment’ of Scripture; as this verse says. 

29-30. The shaking of heads in mockery, and the blasphemy, like 

the gambling for his clothing (24), are all described in the language 

of the Psalter. Again, it is the same Psalm as before which is used 

(Ps. 22:7), and by which the significance of these events is inter- 

preted. The climax comes with the loud ‘cry of abandonment’ (34), 

which is again a direct quotation from Psalm 22:1. This further quo- 

tation of Psalm 22 shows that not only did the disciples use this pat- 

ticular Psalm as a means of understanding the suffering of their 

Lord; Jesus himself so used it, which is no doubt why the disciples 

extended its use. The mockery of the crowds, and especially of the 

priests, at the cross is the strongest possible psychological proof of 

the reality of the various claims of Jesus. They virtually prove the ve- 

racity of the saying about the destruction and rebuilding of the ‘tem- 

ple’, for instance (29); that he spoke of saving others, that is, he used 

this particular word in connection with his work on their behalf (31); 

that he indeed claimed to be the Messiah, and Israel’s King (32). All 

these claims they undoubtedly disbelieved; but, if Jesus had never 

made them, then the taunt would have lost all its sting. Their basic 

error, as Schweizer sees, was that they assumed that the primary ob- 

jective of Jesus would be to save his own life: they wanted some 
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‘supermar’ exhibition of power, whereas to die upon the cross was 
his whole purpose. 

31. There was prophetic truth in these bitter words. If Christ 
wanted to save others, then he could not come down from the 
cross; that temptation he had rejected first in the wilderness 
(1:13), then at Caesarea Philippi (8:33), and lastly in the garden of 
Gethsemane (14:36). To descend from the cross was not indeed a 
physical impossibility, but it was a moral and spiritual impossibility 
for the Messiah. If he did so, he would cease to be God’s Christ, 

treading God’s path of Messiahship; instead, he would become a 

mere human Christ, and such a Christ could never save the world. 

The only path by which to save others was to refuse to save himself: 

in a way totally unexpected by them, the priests were correct. 

32. Their demand was impossible, for see and believe is not God’s 
order of working, but ours. It would be a reversal of the rule of faith, 

which is that ‘all things are possible to him who believes’ (9:23). It 

was impossible, too, because even if the miracle were to be granted 

to them, they still would not have believed. The resistance to God 

lay in their stubborn will, not in their intellect; they were determined 

not to believe, for their concern, like Pilate’s, was not with truth. 

Against such opposition, God’s judgment is clear (Rom. 1:18). Those 

who were crucified with hinr. Mark does not tell of the one terrorist who 

turned to God at the last, but he does tell of Joseph of Arimathea, 

a member of the Sanhedrin, who did believe (43). 

iv. The death (15:33-41) 

As mentioned above (25), the usual interpretation of the indicated 

time would be that darkness — as in the plagues of Egypt, a sign of 

God’s curse (Exod. 10:22) — fell on the land from noon till three 

o’clock in the afternoon. Mark simply records darkness without 

specifying the cause: if there was a Passover full moon at the time, 

it could hardly have been a solar eclipse (see Morris, Luke). The 

exact cause used by God is of course immaterial: it is the symbol- 

ism which is important here. Darkness at noon, by its paradoxical 

nature, was a fitting sign for God the Creator to give to those who 

had rejected the light of the world. To Minear, the darkness 

signified the darkness of ‘the Day of the Lord’ (Am. 5:18): this is 

quite possible. Certainly, in Amos 8:9, there is a prophecy of the sun 
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going down at noon, as a manifestation of God’s judgment. Was the 

darkness a sandstorm? 
34-35. Linguistically, if sabachthani be read, with most Mss, this is not 

the Hebrew form found in the Old Testament, but the Aramaic form 

contained in the Targum, while the zaphthanei preserved by two MSS is 

the true Hebrew. Here we must tread reverently. As Anderson says, the 

gospel writers do not supply us with materials with which to study the 

psychology of Christ: but it seems probable that Jesus, in this hour, 

was staying himself upon the Scriptures, not in the sacred Hebrew, but 

rather in the colloquial paraphrase of his own Aramaic mother- 

tongue.”7 This verse therefore belongs to those few where we have the 

very words of Jesus preserved; for, while he may well have conversed 

freely in colloquial Greek, yet with his disciples he presumably used 

Galilean Aramaic.** There are similar linguistic variations on the form 

of the word used for Godin the first part of the quotation, but unless 

the form EZ be read, not E/s, it is hard to see how the crude pun upon 

the name Etyahu (Eljah, 35) could be sustained. For the connection 

in scribal tradition between Elijah and the Messiah, see 9:11; the ap- 

pearance of Elijah with Jesus on the mount of transfiguration (9:4) 

shows that this was no misconception.’? 

But what was the meaning of this cry? Had God indeed 

27. See also comment on 5:41, for the use of Aramaic by Jesus. 

28. There is still much argument as to the linguistic situation in first-century 

Palestine, for which there is little literary evidence, since Greek, as 

elsewhere in the eastern half of the empire, was the normal language of 

literacy. But the Bar-Cochba letters show that Hebrew, as well as being 

the tongue of the scholars, was (perhaps artificially) the tongue of the 

patriots and Zealots, and was possibly still spoken around Jerusalem. In 

Galilee, although Greek may have been written by all, and may have 

been the tongue of many Gentiles, Aramaic was clearly spoken among 

the Jewish population, and possibly among many of the Semitic 

population. 

29. The crowds presumably had in mind the familiar late tradition of Elijah 

appearing to work miracles for pious Israelites in their hour of need: 

this was a commonplace of later rabbinics, but was obviously used here 

in mockery alone. 
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deserted him? No, clearly not, for this was God’s path, and not what 
the Son would have chosen for himself, if it had not been God’s will; 
this is the whole meaning of the agony in the Garden (14:36). More, 
it was God’s path as made plain to the Son from the commencement 
of his ministry, as the threefold prediction of his death to the dis- 

ciples makes plain (see 8:31, 9:31, 10:33). It has been well said that 

the opening words of the cry, My God, are in fact in themselves an 

affirmation of faith.3° Since this same Psalm 22 from which they are 

quoted ends in a cry of triumph, it is reasonable to suppose that 

Jesus chose it with this in view also. Otherwise, there were many suit- 

able passages (e.g. in Lamentations) which express the endurance of 

suffering without any final consciousness of victory, and any of 

these Jesus might well have used. So here we have the agony of one 

suffering the experience of abandonment by God, and yet certain 

by faith of ultimate vindication and triumph. But to what, and why, 

was he abandoned? To betrayal, mockery, scourging and death — yes: 

but to limit the explanation to these things would be superficial ex- 

egesis, for all of these he had faced and foretold for years. There was 

a far deeper spiritual agony which Jesus endured alone in the dark- 

ness, an agony which we can never plumb and which, thanks to his 

endurance of it on the cross, no created being need ever now ex- 

perience. No explanation is adequate other than the traditional view 

that, in that dark hour, God’s wrath fell upon him. Because wrath is 

no abstract principle, but a personal manifestation, this means that 

his unclouded communion with the Father, enjoyed from all eternity, 

was temporarily broken. Some commentators have held that Christ 
suffered all the pangs of hell in that time; and if hell is at root a sepa- 

ration from God, then he certainly did. But on such mysteries Scrip- 

ture is silent, and Mark tells us nothing here. If there was a barrier 

30. Anderson will have none of this. To him, the cry ‘plumbs the depths of 

... doubts’, as well as of clinging to God. He sees it as akin to the credal 

belief that Christ ‘descended into hell’ (H/ades). But this explanation is 

psychological, not theological, in spite of Anderson’s own warnings on 

the matter. Also Hades is not Gehenna: Christ descended to the realm of 

the dead, not to a place of punishment. The ‘harrowing of hell’ is a late 

theological idea, presumably based on 1 Peter 3:19. 
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between the Father and the Son at that moment, it could only be be- 

cause of sin; and the Son knew no sin (2 Cor. 5:21), so it could only 

be our sin that cost him such agony. Here is the heart of the cross; 

here is the mystery which no painting or sculpture, with distorted 

face, can ever begin to show, because we fail to realize the true 

nature of the punishment for sin, as separation from God, and there- 

fore the true nature and depth of the agony borne by him. Both 

spiritual punishment and reward are ultimately to be seen in terms 

of God and our relationship to him, either utter severance from him 

ot the closest communion with him; all else is consequent definition. 

This is not to minimize the seriousness of the concept of eternal 

punishment and reward; instead, it projects them on to a far wider 

screen, and gives them a moral depth unthinkable otherwise. 

36. The vinegar (Greek oxos, Latin posca) was the sour wine not only 

of the soldier’s rations, but of everyday use.}’ Those who travel or 

live in countries where such cheap wine is the common local drink, 

everywhere sold, will know it well. This is quite a different occasion 

from the offering of the drugged wine in verse 23 before the cru- 

cifixion. There may even have been a touch of rough kindness in the 

deed in spite of the coarse jest which accompanied it, especially if, 

as John 19:28 says, it was brought in response to a request from 

Jesus. The vnegar of this verse is taken from Psalm 69:21, another 

messianic Psalm which begins in sorrow and ends in triumph. This 

Psalm too must therefore have been in the mind of Jesus, and helps 

us to understand his thoughts at this time. 

37. Loud cry. Whatever the motives of the bystander who gave the 

drink, Jesus certainly neither asked for it nor drank it through a mere 

desire to fulfil the wording of Scripture, but in order to gather his 

strength for the loud cry that followed, immediately before he died. 

Mark does not particularize the cry, other than noting how it rang 

out (37) and noting its effect on the Roman centurion on duty at the 

execution (39). Indeed, the only saying on the cross that Mark 

records in detail is the ‘cry of abandonment’ (34), in keeping with 

31. Although Anderson makes the interesting observation that, as 

commonly drunk by the Roman soldiers, it was commonly a mixture of 

sour wine, water and egg, 
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his usual clipped style. Schweizer points out how incomprehensible 
is this final cry if no explanation is given: but both the effect on the 
centurion and the evidence of the other gospels show that it was a 
victor’s cry of triumph. It would of course be most unusual for a dy- 
ing man to shout with such strength, especially after an ordeal like 
crucifixion. For the wording of the cry, see the other evangelists. 

38. This tearing in two of the great woven curtain of the temple, al- 

lowing anybody to look at will into the holiest place of all (the ‘Holy 

of holies’), is recorded in all three synoptic gospels. The symbolism 

of this is used later in the New Testament to illustrate the tearing 

down of the barrier between Jew and Gentile, in the broken body 

of Christ, by which all barriers between God and man were abol- 

ished (Heb. 10:20; Eph. 2:14). Both Jewish priesthood and Jewish 

temple had ceased to have any future religious significance, as shown 

by the tearing of this curtain, since now there was direct access for 

all to God through Christ. Jerome reports that the ‘Gospel of the 

Hebrews’ does not mention the torn curtain, but says that the great 

lintel of the temple cracked and fell.3* An earthquake could produce 

both results, and an earthquake is specifically mentioned by Matthew 

in this context (Matt. 27:51). Mark, as usual, simply mentions the fact 

of the torn curtain without any explanation, physical or theological. 

39. For the puzzled Roman centurion, or non-commissioned of- 

ficer, on duty with his squad at the cross, the evidence had been over- 

whelming, He must have watched and wondered until this point: now 

at last, he was convinced. What he, a pagan, really meant by the 

title the Son of God3} has been much disputed. It may not have been 

by any means the unique position that such a title conveys to the 

32. The chief priests might mock Jesus by saying that the prophecy of 

the destruction of the temple was unfulfilled: but here was a sign of 

coming destruction at least. So, apparently, Schweizer, in IOM, though 

the point is not made clearly. Other Jewish traditions mention the great 

temple gates bursting open of their own accord: an earthquake could 

have produced this effect also. 

33. Moule discusses this passage, and seems right in following Colwell, thus 

allowing us to translate the phrase as ‘the Son of God’ equally with ‘a 

Son of God’. Of course, ‘¢ Son of God’ would be of very general 
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Christian. But for Mark, writing for a Gentile public, this is one of 

the two high points of his whole gospel. As Jewish Peter had already 

recognized Jesus as Christ (8:29), so now a Gentile centurion had rec- 

ognized him as Son of God: as Peter had denied him, so now the 

centurion would confess him. 
Whatever of others, the later Christian church certainly saw in this 

utterance of the centurion a statement of faith, whether conscious 

or unconscious. Jesus demanded little knowledge and much faith as 

initial steps, in those who first came to him, so that the centurion may 

well have become a true believer later. So Christian tradition as- 

sumed; for, true or false, elaborate stories about this centurion cit- 

culated in later days. The tradition is not without suspicion, however, 

when we find him travelling overseas in company with Joseph of Ari- 

mathea, who also appears in this context (verse 43). That, however, 

does not affect the issue of the possible conversion of the centurion 

to Christianity. 

40-41. Women looking on. Here Mark specifically mentions the 

group of women disciples, some of them wealthy, who had followed 

Jesus from Galilee, and had apparently supported the apostolic 

group from their worldly wealth (41). They were watching the cross 

from afar (40), as both safety and Jewish convention demanded. 

They seem to have corresponded roughly to the ‘inner circle’ of the 

twelve, as distinct from the larger number of ‘followers’ (men or 

women) in the metaphorical sense, who remained living at home. 

This same group of women was to share in the witness to the bur- 

ial of Jesus (47), to bring loving gifts of spices to the tomb (16:1), 

and to hear the first news of the resurrection (16:5;—G) and the com- 

mand to witness (16:7). In the current debate within the church on 

the ministry of Christian women, it is interesting to see this group, 

roughly the counterpart of the twelve, already engaged in a distinct, 

but just as real, ministry. Mark, as often, does not theorize: he simp- 

ly records the fact that two at least of these women were ‘witnesses’ 

meaning to a Gentile, but it could still have been taken up by Christians 

as an unconscious expression of the truth, and thereby filled by them 

with deeper meaning. This general sense, however, is certainly not how 

Mark takes it (Schweizer). 
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of Christ’s death, his burial, and the empty tomb, even though of- 
ficial Judaism would not accept as legal the evidence of women 
(Lane). This cannot be accidental: God has accepted, indeed, cho- 
sen them as witnesses for the most important events of history. 

v. The burial (15:42-47) 

The agony in Gethsemane is over, and the suffering on Golgotha 
past; now comes the burial in the tomb, described in these verses. 

True, the Easter story is not complete until that tomb is empty; but 

the great atoning sacrifice has already been made, and the dividing 

curtain has been torn apart. That was the meaning of the final cry 

of triumph from the cross (37). Now there is a lull after the storm: 

it is as though, after all the tenseness of the packed sequence from 

Gethsemane to Calvary, there was need for a pause in the narrative. 

42. It was now the evening of Friday, as Mark carefully explains 

for the benefit of his Gentile audience. Quite irrespective of the 

question as to the relative timing of the Lord’s death and of the 

Passover, Jesus certainly died on the day before a Jewish sabbath 

(John 19:31). The time was now therefore just before sundown on 

Friday, when sabbath actually began for the Jew, since for them a day 

was reckoned from sunset to sunset. This accounts for the haste in 

removing the body of Jesus from the cross, lest the sabbath be pro- 

faned, if the body was left hanging there. A pious Jew would have 

removed a body at nightfall in any case (Deut. 21:23), especially in 

the case of one regarded by the public as a convicted criminal. 

So, if the body of Jesus was hastily buried with temporary 

atrangements (verse 46), no proper burial would be possible until af- 

ter sunset on the sabbath (Saturday night). In point of fact, no ac- 

tion was taken by the women until early morning on Sunday, for the 

various preparations would require both time and daylight to carry 

out. After sunset on Saturday, the spices and linen could be bought 

(16:1), for it is unlikely that costly spices were ready to hand in any 

but wealthy circles: but for the actual embalming, the women must 

wait for the dawn of Sunday (16:2). 

While Mark does not record the ‘parable of Jonah’ (Matt. 12:40), 

he does record on three occasions the prophecy by Jesus that he 

would rise again ‘after three days’ (see the commentary on 8:31). To 

talk of ‘coincidence’ in timing, if one is already prepared to accept 
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resurrection, is ludicrous. There is no real difference between the “af- 

ter thtee days’ of Mark (in the better text), and the ‘on the third day’ 

of the other evangelists: both can refer to the same period of time, 

by Semitic idiom. 

But besides being a prophetic ‘necessity’ (for Hos. 6:2 was clearly 

seen by the early church as a prophecy of the resurrection), there 

were various other aspects making resurrection on the third day ap- 

propriate. The symbolism of the number three for completeness is 

clear, throughout the Bible. The ‘third day’ could thus be taken to 

denote perfection and culmination, almost inevitability in God’s 

working. 

Any lingering suspicions, sometimes artificially revived by mod- 

etn commentators, that Jesus had merely fainted, and was restored 

by the coolness of the tomb, would be banished by the length of 

such a period. 

As to the reported Jewish belief that the soul lingered near the 

body for two days, but finally fled on or before the third day, it would 

only increase the evidential value of the resurrection as a miracle, by 

proving conclusively that this was indeed a true raising of the dead. 

The resurrection of Jesus was no mere reuniting of a hovering soul 

with a waiting body, but an act of mighty power (Rom. 1:4). 

43. Joseph of Arimathea, mentioned in passing here, is often over- 

shadowed in our eyes by his fellow-councillor Nicodemus, who ap- 

pears with him in the Johannine account (John 19:39). Nicodemus 

appears to be known only to John, however, while all the synoptists 

know of Joseph, the wealthy member of the Sanhedrin, although he 

appears only in the context of the burial of Jesus. The text, here, 

reading euschémon, respected, suggests an influential and highly hon- 

outed man: in popular parlance, it meant ‘well to do’ as well as 

influential.34 He was one yearning for, and looking for, the estab- 

lishment of God’s reign upon earth, doubtless through the earthly 

34. This probably arose in the Hebrew mind because of the common 

connection in the early part of the Old Testament between piety and 

wealth. This concept was slowly corrected (or rather, ‘balanced’) by the 

prophets of the Old Testament by pointing out that it was only too 
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Jesus of Nazareth. It showed real courage, for a man of his position 
to confess an association with a leader already fallen and thus 
apparently incapable of benefiting him further. But even Joseph’s 
loving care for the dead body of Jesus showed that he had no im- 
mediate expectation of a resurrection. The ‘linen shroud’ and the 
stone rolled against the door of the sepulchte are too final for that 

(verse 46). There may be, however, an implied contrast between the 

denial of Peter and the confession of Joseph. 

Note the failure of the disciples to come forward even 

now, when all was over. The only exception is the group of women 

(47), who would prepare the spices for Christ’s burial, who were 

watching the entombment (47). Pilate would have almost certainly 

refused to grant the body to such humble disciples, for it was the 

property of the Roman government, as that of any other con- 

demned and executed criminal was, while to a man of wealth and pos- 

ition like Joseph, he might well be prepared to hand it over as a 

favour. See Schweizer on the usual disposal of the bodies of those 

executed. Scientific investigation has now shown conclusively 

that the so-called “Turin Shroud’ cannot be the shroud mentioned 

here. 

44. Pilate’s surprise at the news of the death was genuine; men 

might, and often did, linger for days under the torture of crucifix- 

ion, before dying of exposure and thirst under the pitiless sun, or of 

asphyxiation from the strained hanging position. In the granting of 

the request, is there perhaps some stirring of Pilate’s conscience? In 

the quick question as to whether the prisoner is already dead, is he 

possible to obtain wealth by injustice and oppression of the poor, and 

the introduction of the concept of the ‘righteous sufferer’ who is not 

necessarily rewarded in this life at all (see Hab. 3:17). It is interesting, if 

alarming, to see the rise in modern times of a ‘prosperity cult’ within 

Christianity, which promises worldly wealth to those who follow Christ. 

Needless to say, this is quite foreign to the teaching of the New 

Testament. When Jesus tells his disciples that they will ‘receive a 

hundtedfold’ as much (10:30) in return for anything sacrificed for him, 

he is speaking neither in quantitative nor materialistic terms, though 

every Christian would agree on the spiritual truth of what is said. 
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trying to turn attention away from himself? Note the variant read- 

ing, whether he had been some time dead. 

45. One wonders what answer the centurion gave to Pilate; but 

although it is tempting to speculate, it was probably only the bare 

military question and answer, certifying that death had actually taken 

place. A Roman sergeant had seen too many deaths to be in any un- 

certainty about such a fact. This, indeed, had been the very reason 

why a responsible officer had been posted with the squad on duty, 

in order to certify that the execution had been carried out as com- 

manded. Common soldiers were not above the temptation to accept 

bribes on such occasions (Matt. 28:12—15). 

46—47. Burial was necessary lest people said Christ’s was not a real 

death: hence the creed says with finality ‘dead, and buried’. Never- 

theless, this burial was only temporary; Joseph must have hurriedly 

wound the /inen shroud of fine gauze (Greek sindon), which he had just 

bought, around the body. He then laid the body in the tomb, hewn 

out of the rock near the site of the crucifixion, and rolled across the 

blocking stone that served as a door to secure it. After this, he must 

have departed in haste, for it cannot have been far from the legal 

commencement of the sabbath. 

The kings of Judah had been buried in this way, in garden tombs 

and with spices (e.g. 2 Kgs 21:26), although the modern attributions 

to royalty of the old rock-hewn tombs of Jerusalem are by no 

means certain. Nevertheless, sufficient examples of such rock-hewn 

tombs remain from the turn of the first century to give a fair idea 

of the type that Mark is describing. The so-called ‘Garden Tomb’, 

neat ‘Gordon’s Calvary’, while almost certainly not the tomb in 

question, reproduces very well the atmosphere and appearance, 

much more indeed than the traditional and probably correct site of 

‘Holy Sepulchre’. Wherever the exact site of the tomb was, the 

two Marys saw where he was laid (47) and then returned home to pre- 

pare spices (16:1), ready to return after the sabbath and to complete 

the process of embalming the body; that was strictly a women’s task 

in Israel custom, not men’s, as in Egypt (as Herodotus records). It 

was vety necessary that they should witness where Jesus had been 

buried, lest they be later accused of mistakenly coming to the wrong 

tomb on the morning of the resurrection, a charge made in ancient 

as in modern days by opponents. The witness of women might not 
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be accepted in Jewish law, but it was essential to the plan of God: 

the disciples themselves could not act as witnesses, for they had all 

fled.> 

35. There is no need to assume, with Schweizer, that they had all fled to 

Galilee already, though they may possibly have gone there after 

receiving the message of the angel to the women in 16:6—7. 



+7. THE THIRD DAY: THE RISEN LORD 

(16:1-20) 

A. The resurrection (16:1—8) 

1-2. It was very early on Sunday morning, before full daylight (2). 

Now sabbath was over, with its agonizing forced inactivity; now at 

last the women could do something, even if it was only embalming 

the dead, for which they had already bought the spices (1). Nineham 

is tight in stressing their utter unpreparedness for the event that lay 

ahead; this is a sure proof of the veracity of the narrative. Here was 

love and deep devotion; but it was only an adoration of a dead 

Christ, and that was not yet true Christian faith. The women looked 

for the familiar loved figure of the past, so the first result of the 

resurrection message was only the fear produced in them by the 

news of this new divine Christ (8). A past chapter in God’s dealings 

with them had closed, and they, like us, were such cowards that they 

would rather cling to the old familiar past than venture out 

continually into the new and unknown with God; yet this is the 

present and continual meaning of the walk of faith, as Abraham 
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found. They did not want to lose their earthly Jesus: yet Paul sees this 
transference of faith from the incarnate Lord to the risen Lord as 
necessary (2 Cor. 5:16). The disciples had always, even in his earthly 
life, shrunk from their beloved familiar Lord when he displayed 
supernatural powers (4:41). This only goes to show that, for all 
their closeness to him, they had not yet fully understood him (9:32), 
nor indeed could they until after his resurrection, as the gospels 
reiterate. 

3. The stone which had been placed in position by Joseph (15:46) 

would have rolled down its sloping groove and slid into place, 

precisely to guard against any such unauthorized entry by individuals, 

so the anxiety of the women was well founded. The priests might 

be afraid of a smuggling away of the body by the disciples (Matt. 

27:64), but Joseph would have equally feared common tomb-robbers, 

at whom so many tomb-imprecations of early centuries are directed. 

There were numerous cases of tombs being re-used by others for a 

second ‘pirate’ burial, after the throwing away of the first body or 

bones. But in confessing their own complete helplessness, they had 

come the first necessary step; God would act, and indeed, had 

already acted. To Schweizer, the question of the women depicts the 

‘human’ approach: our whole human predicament is summed up in 

these few words. 

4. If they had only known it, the resurrection had already made 

all their cares and anxieties unnecessary; that which they themselves 

could never do, God had already done, for the stone (very /arge) has 

already been rolled away. Mark does not mention the earthquake and 

the angelic visitation which had moved the stone according to 

Matthew 28:2: as usual, he restricts himself to the bare facts 

necessary for his story. It does not of course necessarily mean that 

he was ignorant of these points: indeed, his reference to the ‘young 

man dressed in a white robe’ suggests otherwise (5), since angels have 

already played their part in Mark’s story (1:13). 

6. To dovetail the various resurrection appearances of Christ, ot 

indeed the order of early visits by disciples to the tomb, is not as easy 

as might appear at first sight, although the gospel accounts are in 

rough general agreement. Full discussion of this point, however, is 

more relevant to a commentary on other New Testament books, for 

the text before us is quite straightforward, as far as it goes, at least 
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in these first eight verses. In subsequent verses, the account seems 

to be simply an attempted harmonization of material contained in 

the other gospels. It is obvious that here as elsewhere, much is 

omitted in Mark’s Gospel, either because it was felt irrelevant to the 

main ‘run’ of the story, and therefore irrelevant to direct gospel 

preaching, or else because the author did not have the necessary close 

contact himself with any primary eyewitness of the resurrection 

events, although this is hard to believe, if the author was John Mark 

as already suggested. 

Whatever the explanation, it is still a remarkable fact that Mark did 

not include any direct account of a resurrection appearance of 

Christ to his disciples.’ This is one of the ‘Marcan omissions’ which 

puzzled the early church as greatly as they puzzle us, and to which 

we ate no nearer a solution today. 

But whatever the reason for this omission, it must be considered 

in the light of the similar omission of any full account of the 

restoration of Peter, to which verse 7 contains a passing reference 

only. In view of the stress laid on Peter’s denial, this is somewhat 

strange, but is probably to be explained by Mark’s ‘economical’ 

story-telling style. 

If the longer ending of Mark is genuine (see section B below), 

then several points expressed in the above sentence must be 

reworded. Among other things, there is here a general reference to 

the restoration of all the apostolic band in verses 14-18, where Peter 

would be included. We have seen before (8:33) how Mark sets Peter 

in a wider context, so that he can stand in ‘theological shorthand’ for 

the whole body. In Peter’s denial and restoration he is the 

representative disciple, and so it could be argued that there is no need 

specially to single him out here: all had fled, all had denied their Lord, 

all were restored, except only Judas. 

5- Mark does not directly identify the young man as an angel, 

although his supernatural character is clear from the ensuing 

narrative.* The realm of spiritual reality which we loosely call ‘angels’ 

1. For a good discussion of the matter, see Anderson; an equal number of 

arguments can be put forward on either side. 

2. Itis therefore quite gratuitous to identify this supernatural messenger 
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is revealed to humans in the Bible in various forms. At times, they 
appear as living non-human creatures (Ezek. 1:5—14); at other times, 
as abstract mathematical forms (Ezek. 1:16). But the usual form of 
revelation is as celestial beings who have assumed human shape, at 
least temporarily. Youth and gleaming whiteness of garments 
probably symbolize heavenly perfection and glory (cf. 9:3, for the 
transformation in the garments of Jesus at the mountain of 

transfiguration).} In spite of this accommodation to human vision 

and understanding, the women were still alarmed before these 

beings of pure spirit, as often were others in the New Testament 

account (Luke 1:12; 1:29; 2:9). 

6. So here, too, as in other biblical instances (e.g. Luke 2:9), the 

first task of the angel is to reassure, by confirming to the women 

that the purpose of this appearance is mercy, not judgment. 

Here was not only angelic announcement of the glad news, 

but also clear visible evidence, in the empty tomb: Jesus of Nazareth 

(a familiar title), who had been crucified, has risen from the dead. 

Again, Mark stresses the reality of the hard facts of his death. Even 

the manifestation of the angel, however, and the sight of the place 

where Jesus had lain did not convince the women completely, to 

judge from their subsequent actions. That the ordinary word 

neaniskos, young man, is ased here in Mark, and not the specific angelos, 

‘angel’ or ‘heavenly messenger’, probably only implies that, apart 

from the sense of awe which he inspired, there was nothing 

compelling about the appearance of the heavenly visitant. It is to the 

eye of faith that angels appear, for the unbelieving do not see them; 

and furthermore, it is the eye of faith that interprets angels for what 

they are. Whenever God acts, it must always be with sufficient 

with the very earthy ‘young man’ who fled in Gethsemane (14:51): it is 

not even likely that there is an implied theological contrast between the 

two ‘young men’, as might have been the case had this been in John’s 

Gospel. See Telford in IOM for various theories on the matter. 

3. Lane points out here what is made explicit in the account of the 

transfiguration (9:3), that brightness, not colour, is the point of the 

reference. But this is broadly speaking true of all adjectives of colour in 

the ancient world: see JBD under the entry colours. 
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ambiguity for us to need the interpretation of faith if we are to see 

the happening as an act of God. Christian faith is, in the last resort, 

an understanding by faith of every event as the activity of a God 

who is at once all love, all holiness and all power. So, without the key 

of faith, which is the means of interpretation, even the news of the 

resurrection would be opaque. But faith is not subjective self- 

deception, for it does not create the fact which it interprets. Only 

God creates the fact or event, in this case, the event of the 

resurrection of Jesus. Faith is an appropriation for oneself of the act 

of God, a grasping hold of that which is real, even if at present 

unseen (Heb. 11:1).4 

7-8. If the women had fully believed the message, we might have 

expected them to witness boldly and immediately. But, in fairness, 

the women had merely had a momentary encounter with an angel: 

so far, they had not met the Lord himself. Those who have 

themselves met the risen Lord face to face ‘cannot but speak’ of 

those things that they had heard and seen (Acts 4:20), as we can see 

from the accounts in the other gospels, summarized in verses 9 to 

12 below, in the ‘longer ending’. But even believing testimony by 

witnesses does not necessarily lead to faith on the part of the 

hearers. 

Further, it is not clear from Mark that it was only unbelief that 

closed the mouths of these potential witnesses to the resurrection. 

They were certainly afraid, but also astonishment was theirs (verse 8), 

and ekstasis may contain a note of joy as well: awe, rather than fear, 

filled them (Lightfoot). This news was too great and wonderful to 

grasp at once, and it may be that only the abrupt ending of Mark at 

4. Even if Mark’s Gospel had originally ended at 8 (which is uncertain), 

there can be no doubt that Mark, like all other early Christians, believed 

that a physical resurrection of Jesus had taken place. That is the whole 

point of the witness of the angel, and the sight of the empty tomb (6): 

Mark is too matter-of-fact to allow us to spiritualize these away. 

Whatever the views of some modern theologians as to the possibility of 

a Christianity based purely upon a ‘spiritual’ resurrection of Christ, it is 

unknown to the New Testament, whether in the gospel accounts (as 

here), or in the epistles (as in 1 Cor. 15:12—20). 
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verse 8 stops us from hearing of a subsequent report to the eleven 
apostles, as in the other gospels.’ 

Whether it was obeyed or not, the commission to bring the news 
was Certainly given to the women, with the specific inclusion of Peter 
(verse 7) as one recipient of the message. For the Lord’s promised 
preceding of the disciples to Galilee, see the promise of 14:28, and 
the comment on that verse. Other gospels mention resurrection 
appearances in Jerusalem, but certainly do not exclude an appearance 

in Galilee, to which indeed Matthew specifically refers (Matt. 28:16). 

We do not need to follow Marxsen here in seeing a reference to the 

Gentile Christian church of later days in Galilee: as Minear says, the 

Lord is simply gathering together in Galilee the ‘sheep of the flock’ 
earlier scattered in Gethsemane. 

B. The longer ending (16:9—20) 

This section contains the so-called ‘longer ending’ of Mark, omitted 

in some MSS, and rejected as spurious by most early authorities, such 

as Eusebius and Jerome. Certainly the style is quite unlike that of the 

rest of Mark. This poses a problem which may be put briefly as 

follows. To end the gospel with verse 8 is not only abrupt 

linguistically, but also abrupt theologically.° Nevertheless, this 

5. Tannehill (IOM) sees the failure of the women to witness as on a par 

with the continual failure of the disciples in Mark to understand; even 

after the resurrection, there has been no change. As contrast, he sees 

Joseph of Arimathea and Simon of Cyrene: but this is a false contrast, 

for neither of them has any faith in a resurrection. It is only Pentecost 

that will mark the real difference in the readiness of the disciples to 

witness. 

6. With due respect to Lightfoot and other modern scholars, they have 

proved only the possibility of such an abrupt ending, but certainly not its 

likelihood. \t is only fait to say, however, that most commentators today 

accept the ending at verse 8 as original, except for those who would add 

16—20 as part of the original account. Few would now argue for verses 9 

to 15 as being part of the original text, even if they believe the contents 

to be accurate. 
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so-called ‘longer ending’ is not found in some important 

manuscripts, and seems to be deliberately excluded. In addition, 

between verses 8 and 9, several early Mss and versions read “But they 

told Peter and his group briefly all the things that had been 

commanded them. And after these things Jesus himself appeared to 

them, and sent out through them from east to west the holy and 

incorruptible proclamation of everlasting salvation,’ This reads like 

an early attempt to tidy loose ends; the last clause in particular does 

not sound Matcan in its expression. One MS actually ends with this 

summary, omitting verses 9-20 altogether, which is even more 

suspicious. 

As regards the longer ending itself, it may be fairly described as 

showing knowledge of the subject matter of John 20:1—8 (the story 

of Mary Magdalene), along with that of Luke 24:13—35 (the story of 

the Emmaus road), and Matthew 28:18—z20 (the great commission). 

If so, it must be later than these other gospels, and therefore later 

than Mark. 

It is, in fact, a short harmony of resurrection appearances, a 

skeleton outline which can be easily filled in from the other gospel 
narratives. But verse 9 itself seems to be introduced without 

reference to verse 1 above, virtually as a fresh beginning, which is 

suspicious. Indeed, the whole summary seems to have been drawn 

up independently of Mark’s Gospel, without reference to any of the 

preceding verses. 

Therefore it seems reasonable to see the longer ending as an 

attempt, known at least as early as Irenaeus, to ‘round off’ a gospel 

whose original ending was either felt to be inadequate or had been 

lost; that several such attempts were made is obvious from the 

different versions circulating. Further general textual uncertainty is 

shown by the addition of another long saying added to verse 14 by 

one authority. Jerome knew of its existence in several Mss of his day, 

but as it is, from its content, obviously non-canonical, it will not be 

further mentioned here except as evidence for a general textual 
dislocation at this point in Mark’s Gospel. 

What, then, is the theological value of this longer ending? It may 

be compared with the story of the woman caught in adultery, in John 

8:1-11, as an example of a Christian tradition which may well be 

genuine and is undoubtedly early, but does not belong to the actual 
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gospel text as it stands. In the case of the Marcan ending, we can go 
further; the contents are in any case authentic, even if perhaps 
derived from other evangels, and there is even the strong possibility 
that this is an ‘official ending’, added by the early church to a sort of 
‘second edition’ of Mark. We know so little about the actual 
circumstances of the primary cornposition and first written forms 
of the gospel that it is unwise to be dogmatic. We shall therefore 
comment briefly upon it, even if it is only a patchwork of pieces 

from the other gospels. It would be unwise, however, to build a 

theological position upon these verses alone; and this no responsible 
Christian group has ever done. 

9. This resurrection appearance of Christ is clearly not the 

appearance of the angel in the garden to Mary, along with the other 

Mary, as mentioned in verse 5 above (John 20:1). It perhaps refers 

to John 20:16, Mary’s second visit to the tomb, when she met the 

Lord himself. Luke, who is presumably the other source here, also 

mentions in connection with Mary of Magdala the ‘seven demons’ 

(Luke 8:2),7 a number which is probably figurative for total 

possession by the powers of evil. Some have suggested that this 

Mary was the anonymous woman who anointed the Lord’s feet in 

the house of Simon the Pharisee (Luke 7:38), since she is described 

there as being a ‘sinner’. In any case, the thought is clearly that Mary, 

to whom much had been forgiven, ‘loved much’ (Luke 7:47). 

10-11. Even if the other women sazd nothing to anyone because of 

their fear (8), Mary Magdalene here spreads the good news. But, even 

when she did, the disciples refused to believe (11), in spite of their 

7. The expulsion of demons is frequently mentioned in the gospels, more 

sparingly mentioned in Acts, and not at all in the epistles. Neither is 

there any special ‘gift’ of demon-expulsion mentioned in the epistles, 

though there are several references to gifts of healing (e.g. 1 Cor. 12:9). 

While there is no doubt that to be ‘demonized’ describes a theological 

reality, it is possible that metaphorical or popular language is sometimes 

employed hete. The position seems exactly analogous to influence by, or 

possession by, the Holy Spirit: all sorts of ‘degrees’ of influence seem 

possible, ranging at one extreme from resistance to the Spirit (Acts 7:51) 

to filling by the Spirit (Acts 4:8) at the other extreme. 
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sorrow (10). There is nothing more tragic than the refusal of the 

disciples to receive such witness, even when it was the answer to their 

problems. The unbelief of the disciples has been a constant theme 

of Mark’s Gospel: they are still the same, even after the resurrection 

of Jesus, showing that the picture given is true. 

12-13. So it was not surprising that two of these same disciples 

failed at first to see, in the stranger of the Emmaus road, the risen 

Christ (Luke 24:16). That seems to be the story indicated by 7 

another form hete: usually Jesus was recognized by his disciples at once, 

during his resurrection appearance to them. Again, it was poetic 

justice that those who had initially disbelieved the women’s witness 

should now find themselves disbelieved by the other disciples, when 

they returned to Jerusalem, to tell how they had met the Lord. 

14. This must refer to the appearance of Christ to the whole body 

of the disciples, chronicled in John 20:19ff. It almost seems as if the 

disciples, in the stubbornness of their sorrow, had actually preferred 

unbelief and despondency to God’s joyous truth of resurrection. 

Unbelief and hardness of heart had long been the besetting sins of 

the disciples (9:19), and nowhere were these more apparent than in 

this refusal to believe in the resurrection. There is a consistency in 

the portrayal of the disciples throughout which is very remarkable. 

Yet, by God’s law, these two very sins would be the greatest obstacles 

to the apostolic preaching of the gospel to others. To understand the 

blindness and perversity of those outside Christ, they need only look 

at their own hearts to understand and be humbled. 

15-16. This is a form of the ‘great commission’ which, according 

to Matthew 28:16—z0, was delivered on a mountain in Galilee, where 

so much of Christ’s earlier teaching had been given.* This appearance 

fulfilled his expressed intention to precede his disciples to Galilee (7). 

Until the disciples had met the risen Lord for themselves, and were 

truly convinced of his resurrection, they had no gospel to preach, 

and so it was fitting that only now should they receive the great 

commission. Indeed, so far from generalizing the evangelistic 

8. Some scholars (e.g, Linnemann and Schmithals, quoted in Telford, 

IOM), while rejecting the earlier verses, accept 16—20 (but not 15) as the 

original ending of Mark; however, this seems an arbitrary judgment. 
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mission, during the days of the earthly ministry of Jesus, the scope 
of his healing and teaching work, though widespread, had been 
deliberately restricted by him to Israel, and work among the Gentiles 
was not sought by him (7:27). In Mark’s ‘Gentile’ Gospel, while he 
does not record any prohibition by the Lord of preaching by his 
disciples to Gentiles (Matt. 10:5), as is natural, yet equally he nowhere 
records any command to them to preach ‘to the nations’, during his 

earthly ministry. In view of Mark’s strongly Gentile interest, this is 

a remarkable fact, confirming the truth of the picture given in the 

other gospels. If this is so, a very remarkable extension of the 

scope of evangelism has taken place after the cross and resurrection 

of Christ, although the full effects will not be seen until after 

Pentecost. 

Schweizer sees a peculiar appropriateness in the fact that the 

missionary commission follows immediately upon the denunciation 

of unbelief. Faith will lead to proclamation: unbelief will seal the lips 

of the disciples. 

16. As always in God’s dealings with humanity, it is faith that 

justifies and unbelief that condemns, and Christian faith is 

henceforth to be symbolized and sealed in baptism. We have no 

mention of Christian baptism elsewhere in Mark, though John 4:1— 

2 seems to mention it during the ministry of Jesus. Nor does the 

longer ending, in this commandment, specify either the manner of 

baptism or the formula to be used. This may be either because these 

things were not held to be of importance, or because both were so 

familiar at the time of writing that no need was felt to detail them 

here. 
17-18. Here again is a great rule of the spiritual life; signs are to 

be given to those who believe, not primarily in order that they may 

believe. This was the ceaseless battle between the Pharisees and Jesus, 

with the Pharisees reiterating their demands for a sign, and Jesus 

equally adamant that no sign would be given to unbelief (8:11—-12). 

Incidentally, the word used for ‘sign’ here is not used by Mark of 

Jesus’ miracles, although it is so used by John (Anderson): this may 

also show a later date, and certainly suggests non-Marcan authorship 

for the longer ending. 

This promise is a word for the church; it is for those within, not 

for those outside. Every one of these evidential ‘signs’, except 
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possibly the drinking of lethal draughts, is recorded in the history of 

the early church in Acts. The speaking of new tongues, for instance, 

is frequently found from Pentecost onwards (Acts 2:4). For the 

rest, in Acts 16:18 Paul expels a demon; in Acts 28:5 he shakes off 

a snake into the fire; in Acts 28:8 he lays his hand on the sick and 

heals them. Whether or not such spectacular manifestations were 

intended to be continuous in the life of the church, or to be restricted 

to this period, or sporadic throughout church history, must be 

decided in the light of the rest of the New Testament. In view of 

the uncertain textual evidence for this longer conclusion, and 

therefore its doubtful canonical status, no dogmatic assumptions 

should be made from this particular passage alone.? If, as suggested, 
these verses are a sub-apostolic attempt to restore a lost ending to 

Mark, then we must assume that there was some known extra- 

biblical case of Christians drinking lethal draughts without harm; 

otherwise, there would have been no point in including the 

phenomenon here amid a list of other well attested miracles.'° 

19. This verse clearly describes the ascension (Luke 24:50—51), in 

phraseology borrowed from the Old Testament, although it is 

difficult to speak of any specific quotation. The verse seems a 

combination of 2 Kings 2:11 (the ascent of Elijah), with the 

messianic Psalm r1o:1. So the early Christian interpretation of the 

Lord’s ascension is clear; it is a triumphal ascent, to be followed by 

an ‘enthronement’, awaiting God’s ultimate vindication of his Christ. 

Psalm 110 is the great messianic Psalm, where Melchizedek’s 

9g. All three views have been held by equally respected and equally 

conservative biblical scholars: but those who adopt the second or thitd 

position should at least consider seriously the re-emergence of many of 

these signs in the church of our day. Anderson wisely points out that 

the writers of this longer ending obviously belonged to a group which 

held that these ‘signs’ were intended to be ongoing features of church 

life. 

10. Eusebius 3:39 does mention this as occurring in the case of Justus 

Barsabbas (cf. Acts 1:23), but tells the story only on the authority of 

Papias, for whom he has very little respect. Still, it may well represent an 

early tradition: if so, this incident may lie behind the mention here. 



MARK 16:9-20 347 

priesthood is promised to the Lord; it is also the very Psalm quoted 

to the scribes by Jesus when he asked them his ‘hard question’ 

about the identity of David’s Son, who was also David’s Lord 

(12:37). 
20. This is the peaceful closing verse, like Luke 24:53; but Luke 

leaves the disciples at worship in the temple, while the longer ending 

of Mark shows the church expanding on all fronts. The reason for 

this may be that Luke’s Gospel is only the first volume of his church 

history; there is a sequel to come in the book of Acts. Not so here; 

the whole of Acts is covered for the author in this single verse; and 

it may be more than an accident that the style of this last verse is 

much closer to that of Acts. There can be no going back to the old; 

the church must move forwards, with her Lord. In this, the 

anonymous author speaks truly, and, even if he is not Mark, he is a 

worthy successor to the writer of the earliest gospel, for he shares 

fully Mark’s goals and interests. Lastly, as in the gospel itself, the sagas 

do not constitute the message: they but confirmed it. So we may add 

out Amen. 
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