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Gospel of Mark:  Lesson 1

Mark 1:1-3
Despite its similarity to Luke and Matthew (the other of the so-called Synoptic Gospels), Mark is unique and stands alone as a gospel.  It is believed by many to be the first gospel to be written and as such may have served as a source document for the other two.  It is much shorter, begins and ends abruptly, contains no genealogy or account of Jesus’ birth or childhood, has minimal descriptions of his family, and it may not even have included accounts of His post-resurrection appearances, simply ending with His crucifixion. (16:9-20, the accounts of Jesus’ appearances, are not found in the oldest manuscripts and may have been added later by helpful scribes who felt Mark’s ending was too abrupt.)  Mark’s account is rapid, action-packed and easily holds the reader’s attention.  A key word is the word “immediately” (used over and over in the gospel) which communicates a sense of urgency to the story.  He uses this to build excitement about the greatest story ever told!
Author
While virtually everyone ascribes this book to a man named Mark, it should be noted that the writer himself remains anonymous—his goal is to proclaim the truth about Jesus and His mission on earth, not to garner accolades for himself in its writing. Our information on the book’s authorship come from the writings of Papias, Bishop of Hierapolis, who wrote (sometime between 110 and 130 A.D.):  “Mark, having become the interpreter of Peter, wrote down accurately what he remembered of the things said and done by the Lord, but not however in order.”  This gives two pieces of information: that someone named Mark wrote the book, and that he based it on the recollections and experiences of the apostle Peter.  While many believe this Mark is the same John Mark (cousin of Barnabas, traveling companion of Paul) this is not certain—Mark was a common name in that time.  Some have identified the youth who flees naked from Gethsemane as the author (Mark 14:51) but this is doubtful, especially as Papias also states that Mark had “neither heard the Lord nor had been His follower”.

Date and Setting
While debated, most Bible scholars accept that Mark was the first account written, probably after 50 and before 70 A.D. and may have been written from Rome, being based on recollections of Peter whose life ended in that city.  

Themes and Content

1. It was a book written to Gentiles—there are very few Old Testament references and the few Jewish customs included are carefully explained to the reader.

2. It concerns itself primarily with the adult life and teachings of Jesus

3. There is a theme of “secrecy”—Mark, more than any other gospel writer, emphasizes Jesus’ insistence that His Messiahship be kept secret.

4. In a related theme, all of the characters in the book seem continually confused.  They do not understand who Jesus is—they are continually amazed and bewildered—and it is not until the very end of the book that the main “theme statement” is made.  It is found in the mouth of a Gentile, one of the very people taking Jesus’ life. The Roman centurion (Mark 15:39) proclaims: “Truly this man was the Son of God.”

5. The crucifixion is the most emphasized event in Mark’s book—he clearly did not think Jesus could be understood without understanding the cross!

Key words and concepts

· Gospel

· Son of God

· The “way”

Many consider the first verse to be the title of the book or possibly and overview of its main purpose.  Does it pertain to just this chapter (i.e. an introduction)?  Or does it describe the whole book itself?  How are the appearance, life and work of Jesus Christ inseparable from the term “gospel”?  

However we see the opening verse, it is clear that the first 13 verses serve as an introduction to the book as a whole.  Read through these verses.  What information about Jesus does Mark stress?  (Hint: what information is he giving to us, his readers, that his characters will not have as the story progresses?)

We have stated that Mark rarely uses Old Testament quotations—why then does he begin his account with one?  Note that though he attributes this saying to Isaiah, he actually has combined several OT references into this quote—what do these 3 passages have in common and how do they relate to what Mark is trying to tell us?

· Exodus 23:20

· Malachi 3:1

· Isaiah 40:3-5

What are the 3 events that Mark includes in his introduction?  Do you see any theme(s) that connect these 3 things?

Note the reference to “wilderness” in each of the three events—what does the term wilderness imply to you?  How is it seen in Scripture? 

Finally, note the role of the Holy Spirit in each of the three events.  This is worthy of note because the Holy Spirit is not something that Mark emphasizes in his gospel (as opposed to the other three, especially that of John)—so it is all the more significant that he mentions Him here.  What does Mark want to teach us?

