THE GOSPEL ACCORDING TO ST MARK

A The Prologue: the basis of
Jesus’ authority 1.1-13

These first thirteen verses stand apart from the rest of the gospel and
provide the key to what follows. They give us certain information
about Jesus which enables us to understand the significance of the
events that follow. In this respect they may be compared with the
prologue of John’s gospel (John 1.1-18). The two passages perhaps
appear very different in character, the one consisting of narrative, the
other of philosophical exposition. Nevertheless, both set out to give
us information about Jesus which will provide the key to our
understanding of the rest of the gospel — and what they tell us is in
some ways remarkably similar. John speaks of the Logos, and Mark
of Jesus Christ, the Son of God, but both explain who Jesus is by
comparing him with the Baptist, and by stressing Jesus’ superiority.
John speaks of his activity in creation, and Mark of the fact that the
creative spirit of God rests on him. In both, Jesus is Son of God, and his
relationship to the Father is described in similar terms — ‘beloved’
(&yamntés, used especially of an only child) in Mark, ‘only’
(uwovoyeviig) in John.

It is, of course, possible to read the stories as straightforward
accounts of a series of events: the work of John the Baptist, the
baptism of Jesus and the temptation in the wilderness; but this is to
miss their true significance. For the information these stories convey
is primarily christological: the story of John tells us that Jesus is the
one whose coming is expected in scripture, the baptism reveals Jesus
as God’s beloved Son and the bearer of the Holy Spirit, and the story of
the temptation shows us Jesus confronting Satan in the power of the
Holy Spirit.

It is important to realize that the events described in these opening
verses of Mark are different in character from those that take place in
most of the remaining pages of the gospel. Elsewhere, though
unusual things happen, we do not find visions or voices from heaven
(except once, in chapter 9); nor do we read about the activity of the
Holy Spirit and Satan (apart from a discussion about them in chapter
3); we do not even have the meaning of what is going on spelt out for
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THE GOSPEL ACCORDING TO ST MARK

us by Mark with the help of Old Testament texts, as it is here. In other
words, we have here a concentration of christological material —
information about the identity of Jesus and the meaning of his ministry.
Remarkably, it is concentrated into these few verses, before the
ministry of Jesus begins. it is as though Mark were allowing us to
view the drama from a heavenly vantage-point (whence we see
things as they really are) before he brings us down to earth, where we
find characters in the story totally bewildered by what is going on. In
these opening pages there is no secret about who Jesus is: on the
contrary, the truth about him is spelt out several times; but it is only
we who read the gospel who overhear what is said. We need to take
careful note of the information about Jesus with which Mark here
provides us, for he expects us to hold it in our hands as a guide as we
thread our way through the rest of the story, but we need to
remember that Mark is letting us into secrets which remain hidden,
throughout most of the drama, from the great majority of the
characters in the story. These verses are important, therefore, in
providing us with a summary of Mark’s own beliefs about Jesus ~
beliefs which he wants to share with his readers.

Some commentators argue that vv.14-15 should be included in this
section (see, e.g., the article by L.E. Keck in N.T.8,, 12, 1966, pp. 352~
70). But vv.14-15 lead us into the story of the ministry of Jesus with a
summary of his proclamation of the Kingdom, whereas vv.1-13
provide us with the key to understanding that story, and the basis for
his declaration that the Kingdom is at hand. Vv.1-13 stand apart from
the rest of the gospel precisely because they provide this basic insight
into the identity and significance of Jesus.

1 THE BEGINNING 1.1-8

(Matt. 3.1-12; Luke 3.1-18)

(1) The beginning of the good news of Jesus Christ, [the] Son of
God:}
(2) As it is written in Isaiah the prophet:?
‘Look, I am sending my messenger ahead of you
to prepare your way:
(3) a voice crying in the wilderness —
“Prepare the way of the Lord;
make his paths straight.”™’
1 The words Son of God are missing from a few wss, including the original

hand of Rand ©.
2 Some mssread in the prophets.

32



1.1-8 THE BEGINNING

(4) So it was that John the Baptizer appeared in the wilderness,!
proclaiming a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins.
(5) And the whole district of Judaea flocked to him, together with
everyone from Jerusalem; and they were baptized by him in the
river Jordan, confessing their sins. (6) Now John was dressed in
camel’s hair, with a leather belt round his waist, and he ate locusts
and wild honey.

(7) And this was the message he proclaimed: ‘After me comes
one who is mightier than I; I am not worthy to stoop down and
unfasten the straps of his sandals. (8) I baptized you in water, but
he will baptize you in the Holy Spirit.’

Since Mark heads his work the beginning of the good news of Jesus
Christ, it might be possible to take this as a title for the whole work,
and to understand him to mean that his whole account of the life and
ministry of Jesus is the beginning or basis (dgyn) of the good news.
But since Jesus himself proclaims the good news in v.14, it seems
clear that it is the activity of John the Baptist that is to be regarded as
its beginning. A similar understanding of the work of John as the
beginning of the good news is found in Acts (1.22; 10.37; 13.24f.).
Some commentators have brought out this meaning by treating the
scripture quotation in vv.2-3 as a parenthesis, and translating ‘The
beginning of the good news . . . was John the Baptist’. It seems
unlikely, however, that Mark intended the passage to be read in this
way; rather, we should take the first verse on its own. With this
somewhat abrupt introduction we may compare the LXX version of
Hosea 1.2, which reads, ‘The beginning of the word of the Lord
through Hosea’: instead of introducing the word of God, spoken
through a prophet, however, we have the good news of Jesus Christ.

In fact, Mark’s purpose is clearly to set out not just the beginning of
the good news, butthe good news itself. The Greek word edayyéiiovis
normally translated ‘gospel’, but we have chosen to translate it ‘good
news’ because in Mark’s time the term was not yet a technical term
meaning a document. It was no false instinct that later led to Mark’s
book being termed ‘a gospel’, but as far as we know, nobody before
Mark had written a ‘gospel’, and his first readers would have
understood him to be referring to a message — the good news which
was proclaimed by the early Christian preachers — not to a particular
literary form. The book is not in itself ‘a gospel’; rather, it contains the
gospel, which is something to be believed (1.15). The background of
the term ebayyéhiov is to be found in the LXX, where the cognate verb
(edayyeriCw) means ‘to proclaim good news’. In particular, we find it

1 Following B 33 and a few other Mss. The article is omitted before Barti{Cwvin
many Mss.
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used several times in Isa. 40-66, where the good news that is pro-
claimed is the imminent salvation which God is going to work for his
people (cf. Isa. 40.9; 52.7; 60.6; 61.1). By using this term, Mark claims
that this salvation has come in Jesus.

The good news is about Jesus Christ. It is possible to understand
the genitive here ('Incot Xgioto0) as either objective (about Jesus
Christ) or subjective (from Jesus Christ); it is not necessary to choose
between these two senses, and Mark may well have had both
meanings in mind, since for him the gospel preached by the Church
is identical with the gospel proclaimed by Jesus. But the emphasis is
probably on the former meaning here, since Jesus is certainly the
content of Mark’s gospel. Throughout the rest of the book, Jesus is
known simply by that name, but here Mark is setting out the basis for
affirming that his news is indeed ‘good’. The term ‘Christ’, meaning
‘anointed’, the Greek equivalent of the Hebrew ‘Messiah’, is used
here almost as a proper name; its significance, however, would not
have been missed by Mark’s first readers, and we shall find it used
later in the gospel in two crucial passages where Jesus’ identity is at
issue (8.29; 14.61). The description of Jesus as Son of God is missing
from a few Mss. It is possible that it was added to the text
subsequently, by a copyist, in order to make plain the truth about
Jesus in the opening line; on the other hand, the phrase could have
dropped out accidentally, owing to the similarity in the endings of the
Greek words. Whichever is the true explanation, the phrase is
certainly in keeping with Mark’s own beliefs, and forms an
appropriate heading to his book.

After this introduction, we may well be surprised to find Mark
writing about John, not Jesus. But though these next verses are
concerned with the Baptist, his significance for Mark lies entirely in
his relationship with Jesus: he is important only because he points
forward, by his words and actions, to the one who follows him. John’s
appearance at the beginning of the gospel is due to the fact that he
marks out his successor as the Coming One. As we shall see, he has
this function wherever he is mentioned (cf. 1.14; 6.14-29; 9.11-13;
11.27-33). But John is not the only witness to Jesus. Scripture also
points forward to Jesus and, though it is in a sense John who “fulfils’ it,
the written word and crying voice combine to point unmistakably to
Jesus. The prominent position given to the Old Testament quotation
at the very beginning of the book is even more striking when it is
remembered that this is the only occasion on which Mark himself
refers in this way to the fulfilment of Old Testament prophecy; other
references are found only in the mouth of Jesus.

The beginning of the good news took place as it is written in Isaiah
the prophet. Although introduced as a prophecy from Isaiah, the
quotation is in fact a composite one: the first two lines appear to be a
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combination of Exod. 23.20 and Mal. 3.1, while v.3 comes from Isa.
40.3. The variant reading ‘in the prophets’ is a later emendation by
someone who wished to correct the error. There are various expla-
nations for this mistake. Mark may have taken over the combination
of texts from Christian tradition — possibly already gathered together
in a testimony-book (i.e. a collection of Old Testament passages used
by the early Church) — and perhaps wrongly assumed that the whole
of what he was quoting came from Isaiah. Or perhaps he chose to
mention Isaiah because it was of special importance to him. Another
possibility is that Mark quoted only the passage from Isaiah, and that
v.2 was added later. There is no manuscript evidence for this last
suggestion, but it receives some slight support from the fact that,
though Matthew and Luke follow Mark here in quoting Isa. 40.3, both
of them lack the words from Exodus and Malachi at this point and use
them in another context (Matt. 11.10; Luke 7.27). The fact that the
confusion is found in Mark, but not in Matthew and Luke, provides a
good example of a passage where the evidence can be explained
more easily on the basis of the theory that Mark was written after the
other two gospels rather than before them. The text of the quotations
also suggests that the combination has been made in stages: the first
line — Look, I am sending my messenger ahead of you — agrees with
the LXX version of Exodus 23, the second — to prepare your way —
with the Hebrew of Malachi 3 (except that ‘my’ has become ‘your’),
and the quotation of [saiah 40,

a voice crying in the wilderness —
“Prepare the way of the Lord;
make his paths straight”,

with the LXX (with the substitution of attot for To0 Oeot fudv). In
their original context, the words from Exodus are addressed to Israel
in the wilderness; both Mal. 3.1 and Isa. 40.3 refer to one who an-
nounces the coming of God himself in salvation and judgement. In
later rabbinic interpretation the messenger of Malachi 3 who pre-
pares the way is identified with the returning Elijah of Mal. 4.5, who
comes before the day of the Lord; he is seen as the herald of the
Messiah who will act as God’s agent. It is possible that this idea that
the returning Elijah would act specifically as the forerunner of the
Messiah was already known in first-century Judaism, and that it has
influenced Mark’s account. It has to be remembered, however, that
none of these Old Testament passages was in itself ‘messianic’. For
Mark, the Lord would already be familiar as a title used of the risen
Jesus, making it easier for Old Testament passages referring to the
Lord to be applied to him. Nevertheless, since the title is used in the
LXX to translate the tetragrammaton (i.e. the four letters of the divine
name, Yahweh), its use here is a significant christological develop-
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ment. God’s advent in salvation and judgement has taken place in
Jesus. The minor changes to two of the passages noted above have
been introduced in order to make them appropriate, and whereas the
Hebrew of Isaiah 40 understands the wilderness as the place where
the way is to be prepared (‘in the wilderness prepare the way of the
Lord’), Mark follows the LXX in attaching the phrase ‘in the wilder-
ness’ to the voice, so introducing the figure of John the Baptist as a
voice crying in the wilderness. The messenger who is sent to pre-
pare the way (v.2) is thus more closely defined as the voice crying
‘prepare the way of the Lord’ (v.3).

In keeping with this introduction, John makes his appearance in
the wilderness. One would not normally describe the banks of the
Jordan, where John baptized, as part of the wilderness, but both the
location and the somewhat strange reference to baptism as some-
thing that he was proclaiming show at once that John is the one who
cries in the wilderness. Both John himself and the baptism that he
proclaims point forward to the one who follows him. Mark’s em-
phasis on John’s presence in the wilderness is by no means surpris-
ing. Because of Israel’s original sojourn there, the wilderness came to
be associated (as in Isaiah 40) with the idea of a new Exodus. Some of
the prophets, protesting about the nation’s sin, looked back to the
years spent in the wilderness as an ideal period, and regarded the
nomadic life as divinely approved, in contrast to agrarian settlement
(Jer. 2.2; 31.2; Hos. 2.14; 9.10; Amos 5.25). The eschatological hope
came to be centred on the wilderness, and leaders of revolts led their
men into the wilderness (cf. Acts 21.38; Josephus, Wars 11.13. 4f.;
VIL.11.1), which suggests that the Messiah may have been expected to
appear there (perhaps Matt. 24.26), and to repeat the miracles per-
formed by Moses. Others besides John associated the wilderness
with preparation and repentance. We find Isa. 40.3 being used by the
Qumran society in support of their withdrawal into the desert: those
who join the community ‘shall separate from the habitation of un-
godly men and shall go into the wilderness to prepare the way of Him;
as it is written. . ” (1Q8 8.12-16). In this case, the ‘way’ is interpreted
as the study of the Mosaic Law. (On the significance of the wilderness
for Mark, see U. Mauser, Christ in the Wilderness, pp. 77-102.)

The distinctive and striking feature of John’s teaching was that
which gave him the title ‘the Baptist’ (6 fantiomig), a title which is
used in 6.25 and 8.28, as well as by Matthew and Luke. Here, how-
ever, Mark uses the participle of the verb ‘to baptize’. In some Mss
(which have been followed in our translation), this is preceded by a
definite article, and so is to be understood as an unusual title — the
Baptizer (6 pantilwv). Other Mss omit the definite article and so un-
derstand the participle not as a title but as a statement of his activity
(he was baptizing and proclaiming). However, Mark refers to John as
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6 BantiCwv in 6.14, and this supports the belief that we should inter-
pret the participle as a title here. If the reading we have followed is
right, then the first thing that John does in Mark’s account is to
proclaim baptism, and Mark’s stress on John as the voice crying in
the wilderness is even clearer than if he introduces John as ‘baptizing
and proclaiming’. The textual evidence is divided, however, and it is
difficult to decide whether the article was added because scribes
were used to John’s being referred to as ‘the Baptist’ or deleted be-
cause they were puzzled by the unusual title. (For a defence of the
text we have chosen, see C.H. Turner,J.T.S.,28, 1926, p. 150. For a dis-
cussion of John’s baptism, see the additional note on pp. 39-43.)

Mark describes this baptism as being one of repentance for the
forgiveness of sins. The Greek word for repentance (uerdvoia)
means literally ‘a change of mind’. Although in popular usage it often
has a sense of regret for what is past, it is generally used in a more
positive way in the New Testament, implying a deliberate turning, or
conversion, to God.

The statement that the whole district of Judaea flocked to him,
together with everyone from Jerusalem, is clearly an exaggeration
but should not be dismissed as mere hyperbole. The words indicate
the accomplishment of John’s task; sufficient representatives of the
nation heard the message of John for it to be said that he had com-
pleted his work and prepared the people for the coming of God in
judgement and salvation.

We might perhaps have expected Mark to introduce John with the
description he now provides. But it is John’s proclamation of baptism
which is all important, and with which he therefore begins. The de-
tails of John’s dress and diet mark him out as a man of the wilderness,
for they are part of the nomad’s life. The rough garment of camel’s
hair is probably to be taken as an indication that he was a prophet (cf.
Zech. 13.4). More particularly, the reference to the leather belt is an
almost exact echo of the description of Elijah in 2 Kgs. 1.8: the details
of John’s clothing, therefore, suggest again that he is seen as ‘Elijah
the prophet’ who is sent to call the nation to repent ‘before the great
and terrible day of the Lord’ (Mal. 4.5f.; cf. Mark 9.12f.). The locusts
and honey of wild bees are typical food for the wayfarer in the wilder-
ness, and there is no need to follow the suggestion that the reference
to locusts results from a confusion between two similar Hebrew
words meaning ‘locusts’ and ‘carob-pods’. Locusts and honey would
not be John’s entire diet but might well be his greatest delicacies. Al-
though the diet was frugal, it was permitted in the Torah (Lev.
11.21f.): John stands in the Mosaic tradition.

Mark does not record John’s ethical teaching, which is found in
Luke, but the omission of such material does not necessarily mean
that it was not known to him; he may simply have wished to concen-
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trate here on his central theme. The brief summary Mark provides of
John’s preaching serves only one purpose —to point forward to Jesus.
This is done by means of a three-fold contrast between John and the
one who follows him, in terms of strength, worth, and mode of baptism.
(1) The term mightier (ioxvedtepog) may seem a strange one in
John’s mouth, since John himself was hardly mighty in the ordinary
sense of that word. Yet, as the prophet who inaugurated the setting of
things to rights, he proclaimed the will of God and acted with his
authority. In the Old Testament the idea of God as powerful —to save
and to judge - is a familiar one, and if John himself used such a term,
he would have been thinking of the supernatural power which he ex-
pected to see manifested at the eschatological judgement: the one
who will bring this judgement will be God himself. For Mark, of
course, the mighty one is Jesus whose power will be demonstrated in
the following pages. (2) The action of unfastening sandals was re-
garded by the Jews as the most menial of all the tasks performed by a
slave. It is said in the Talmud that a disciple must do for his teacher
everything that a slave will do for his master, except this one act
(B. Kethuboth 96a). John’s statement that he is not worthy to per-
form this service for his successor thus emphasizes the vast superior-
ity of the latter in a striking way. (3) The third contrast sets the whole
mission of John over against that of his successor: the baptism in
water, symbolizing repentance, purification and preparation for the
eschatological drama, is but the prelude to baptism in the Holy Spirit
(&v vebpan &yiw), an odd phrase which must owe its origin to this
contrast. This time the superiority of the coming one is emphasized
by the use of personal pronouns (&yw. . .o010¢). The use of the Aorist
tense, I baptized (2fdntioa), may simply represent a Semitic perfect
which would make it the equivalent of a present tense; it seems more
likely, however, that the aorist marks the fact that in Mark’s mind the
mission of John is at this point eomplete: as soon as Jesus appears on
the scene, John’s work is over. The pouring out of the Holy Spirit is
another eschatolgical theme; in the Old Testament we find the hope
that God himself will pour out his Spirit on both men and women (Isa.
44.3; Ezek. 39.29: Joel 3.1f. [Eng. 2.28f]). If Johns call to baptism
marks the eleventh hour, baptism with Holy Spirit is a sign of the
arrival of the eschatological era.

The prophecy that Jesus will baptize men and women in the Holy
Spirit is not fulfilled in the course of Mark’s gospel; presumably he is
thinking of an experience such as that described by Luke in Acts 2.
Mark is writing for those who acknowledge Jesus as Lord, and who
have themselves experienced the ‘baptism’ to which John here
refers, What Mark does describe is Jesus’ own baptism with the Holy
Spirit; he then goes on to show Jesus himself working in the power of
the Spirit; he leaves his readers to draw the link with their own bap-
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tism in the Spirit. The saying is clearly appropriate to Mark’s story
but, since it does not fit perfectly, it looks very much as though he is
using the traditional material available to him. This is confirmed by
the Johannine parallel to the saying (Jehn 1.33).

In Mark’s account of John’s preaching we find ideas which, like the
quotations from Malachi and Isaiah, were used in the Old Testament
with reference to God himself. It is God who is the Mighty One, in
whose presence John might well feel unworthy; it is God who comes
in judgement; it is God who pours out the Spirit. Some of these ideas
were, of course, transferred in time to a Messiah who was expected to
act as God’s vicegerent. The reference here to sandals certainly
suggests a human figure, but anthropomorphic metaphors concern-
ing God are common in the Old Testament, and it seems at least pos-
sible that John was expecting, not a Messiah, but the advent of God
himself. Surprisingly, there is no suggestion in Mark’s narrative (in
contrast to Matt, 3.14 and John 1.29ff.) that John recognized Jesus as
the one whose coming he had proclaimed. Mark leaves his readers to
make the connection between John’s words and Jesus’ arrival for
themselves.

Additional note: the baptism of John

No real parallel to John’s baptism has been discovered in contempor-
ary Jewish practice. The Torah prescribed various lustrations, but
these were intended for ritual purification, not for what we under-
stand by ‘the forgiveness of sins’. The Qumran community also made
frequent use of water for ritual purification, and it is possible that the
number of these lustrations (in a community which did not acknow-
ledge the temple regime) had been multiplied to make up for the
absence of sacrifices and were thus believed to have some atoning
power. Some of these lustrations at least, in contrast to those prescribed
in the Torah, involved immersion rather than sprinkling. None of
these rites was a once only event, however; all of them could be re-
peated as often as necessary. John’s baptism, on the contrary, was an
act performed once and for all and stood as a decisive turning-point
in a person’s life. Some writers have suggested that a similar initia-
tory act took place at Qumran (e.g. C.H.H. Scobie, John the Baptist,
pp.102-10), but there is no clear evidence for this, and the most that
can be said with confidence is that the first occasion on which a
member of the community shared in the special rite held there would
(like first communion) be of particular significance (Cf. H.H. Rowley
in New Testament Essays, ed. A.J.B. Higgins, pp. 218-29).

The closest analogy to John’s baptism appears to be the rite of
proselyte baptism. Although it is often objected that the evidence for
proselyte baptism is later than the time of John, this does not rule out
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the possibility that it was already being practised then (see the dis-
cussion in G.R. Beasley-Murray, Baptism in the New Testament,
pp. 18-31). Indeed, since Gentiles were by definition ‘unclean’, it is
difficult to think that they were ever admitted into the Jewish com-
munity without some such rite. Baptism was not only a means of
purification by which the Gentile was freed from his uncleanness,
however; it was also the ceremony which (together with circumci-
sion and sacrifice) marked his entry into Judaism, and in the case of
women, for whom there was no circumcision, it was especially sig-
nificant. The immersion beneath the waters and re-emergence were
an appropriate symbol of the end of one life and the beginning of a
new one. One possible influence in the development of the rite of pro-
selyte baptism may have been the story of Naaman in 2 Kgs. 5, a Gen-
tile who is cured of his leprosy by dipping himself (the LXX uses the
verb Bantifw) in the Jordan in response to Elisha’s command to
‘Wash and be clean’. His cure leads him to affirm that ‘there is no God
in all the earth but in Israel’ and to carry home ‘two mules’ burden of
earih’ in order to worship Yahweh in a foreign land. His immersion in
the Jordan thus leads to his conversion.

It seems probable that it is the rite of proselyte baptism which pro-
vides the clue to the origin of John’s baptism. It has been objected that
it would have been inappropriate to adapt a rite intended for Gentiles
who wished to become members of the chosen nation and apply it to
Jews. But figures such as John have an uncomfortable habit of doing
and demanding what seems inappropriate, and according to Matt,
3.9//Luke 3.8, this denial of special privilege to the Jews was part of
his message. If Jewish descent was no security against the wrath of
God, then it was necessary to take some action in face of the immi-
nent judgement. John’s message appears to have been based on the
conviction that the time was short, and that the Day of the Lord was at
hand; in this situation he called on men and women to repent and join
themselves to the remnant of Israel. Baptism thus served notonlyasa
symbol of their moral purification, but also as the sign that they were
members of the true Israel; passages in the Old Testament which
speak of the washing of the faithful in preparation for judgement and
vindication (Isa. 4.4; Ezek. 36.25) would add weight to the signifi-
cance of the rite. The link with moral purification is spelt out specifi-
cally in Mark’s account in the reference to the forgiveness of sins.
Although the lustrations provided in the Torah were intended for
ceremonial uncleanness, the idea of washing was an obvious
metaphor for moral cleansing, and we find it used in various Old
Testament passages (e.g. Ps.51.7;Isa. 1.16). It would be wrong, there-
fore, to draw a hard and fast line between ritual and morali purifica-
tion (cf. W.F. Flemington, Baptism, p.3).

One difference between proselyte baptism and that of John is that
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the former was self administered, while the latter was probably ad-
ministered by John himself. Some commentators, indeed, believe
that John only supervised the rite, and that the penitents immersed
themselves in his presence (so Wellhausen, Branscomb, Johnson); it
is argued that the middle voice (¢BantiCovto), translated ‘they were
baptized’, in Mark 1.5 properly has this reflexive meaning, and that
$m’a0Tov means ‘under his direction’ rather than ‘by him’ — an in-
terpretation which is supported by the ‘Western’ reading (D it) of
Luke 3.7, which has évdmov adtod (‘in his presence’) for tn’ attod.
However, John's title of ‘the Baptizer’ and the emphatic ‘I baptised’
(#Béntico) in v.8, when taken with the phrase ‘by him’ (7’ adrov),
suggest that John himself performed the rite (cf. Flemington,
Baptism, p.16). The stress which he laid on baptism indicates that he
regarded it as the essential sign of the new life to which he was sum-
moning the nation; through repentance and baptism, men and
women were forgiven and made members of the real people of God,
prepared for the coming of God which John expected.

In addition to the gospels, we have one other source of information
regarding the significance of John’s baptism, and that is a reference
to it by the Jewish historian Josephus (Antiquities, XVIIL.5.2). He
mentions John’s execution by Herod, describing him as a good man
who exhorted men to practise virtue; the baptism to which John
summoned them served, he says, not for the remission of sins, but for
the purifying of the body if the soul had already been purified by
virtue. This distinction certainly reflects Josephus’ interpretation of
the rite, rather than John’s. Josephus goes on to tell us that Herod put
John to death because of his fear of a rebellion, but while this indi-
cates the strength of popular response to John, there is no hint as to
why Herod should have considered his religious teaching subver-
sive; nor is there any explanation for John’s insistence on a baptism
which is described simply as another rite of lustration, a seemingly
unnecessary addition to those that existed already. One phrase used
by Jospehus, however, perhaps betrays John’s purpose: he writes
that John urged the people Bantiond ouviévar, which shouid probably
be translated ‘to unite by baptism’ rather than simply ‘to come to-
gether for baptism’. It is possible that we have here an echo of the
idea that John’s baptism was an initiation into the true Israel and so
an act which not only affected men and women as individuals, but
bound them together. (For a discussion of the significance of
Josephus’ reference, see C.K. Barrett, The Holy Spirit, pp. 26-8,32.)

Attempts have been made in recent years to link John with the
Qumran community (see, e.g., C.H.H. Scobie, John the Baptist, and his
essay in The Scrolls and Christianity). Certainly there are interesting
parallels between his teaching and theirs; the fact that John was a
man of the wilderness may also be suggestive (see especially Luke
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1.80). It may be that John’s movement should he seen as parallel to
that at Qumran, however, rather than as dependent on it. As usual, it
is best to treat the material from Qumran as illustrative of contem-
porary ideas, rather than as providing the origin of particular de-
velopments within the New Testament.

John's contrast between his own baptism and that of Jesus raises
further problems: John has baptized with water, but his successor
will baptize with Holy Spirit. The Johannine version of this saying in
John 1.33 is very similar, but in both Matthew and Luke water is con-
trasted with ‘Holy Spirit and fire’ — an odd combination which has led
to the suggestion that the original saying referred to wind and fire
(with the word nvedpa being understood to mean ‘wind’, not ‘spirit’).
In other words, John baptized with water, urging men and women to
repent, lest the one who followed him baptized them calamitously
with wind and fire (see, e.g., C.K. Barrett, The Holy Spirit, pp. 125f.).
This would make excellent sense in John’s mouth, for he preached,
s0 Mark tells us, a baptism of repentance. In support of this interpre-
tation, we may point to the words that follow immediately after the
saying in both Matthew and Luke, which speak of the coming one
winnowing the wheat and burning the chaff: in this oeperation, wind
and fire are the instruments of judgement and punishment — though
it should be remembered that the chief purpose is the positive one of
storing the corn. An even more drastic suggestion is that the original
contrast was between water and fire — between the water of cleans-
ing and the fire of judgement; this ‘fire’ was then interpreted in terms
of the early Christian experience of the Holy Spirit (see T.W.Manson,
The Sayings of Jesus, pp. 40f.). The fact that the Holy Spirit was as-
sociated with Christian baptism (1 Cor. 12.13) might encourage this
development, and there is evidence elsewhere that the relationship
between John’s baptism and Christian baptism was a matter of con-
cern (Acts 19.1-7).

We might well expect John te refer to the eschatological fire of
judgement, such as is referrred to in Mal. 3.2. But neither Mark nor
the fourth gospel contains the reference to fire, while all four
evangelists refer to the Holy Spirit; is it then possible that John him-
self drew the contrast in terms of water and Holy Spirit? If he thought
of himself as the prophet of the eschatological age, then he may well
have pointed to a future pouring out of the Spirit, for this was already
part of Old Testament expectation (e.g. Isa. 44.3; Joel 3.1f. [Eng.
2.281.]). So, too, was the recognition of the need for washing and
judgement (e.g. Isa. 4.4). Butthe two ideas had already come together
in Ezek. 36.25-7, where cleansing is the preliminary step to the gift of
God’s Spirit:

‘I shall pour clean water over you and you shall be cleansed;
1 shall cleanse you of all your defilement and all your idols.
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I shal] give you a new heart, and put a new spirit in you;
I shall remove the heart of stone from your bodies and give you a
heart of flesh instead.
I shall put my spirit within you, and make you keep my laws and
sincerely respect my ordinances.’

Anotherinteresting parallel is found in the Qumran literature (in 1QS
4.20f.), where we are told that God will cleanse mankind and root
out the spirit of falsehood. ‘He will cleanse him of all wicked deeds
with the spirit of holiness; like purifying waters He will shed on him
the spirit of truth, to cleanse him of all abomination and falsehood.
And he shall be plunged into the spirit of purification that he may in-
struct the upright in the knowledge of the Most High. . ..” We have
here, also, in the reference to being plunged into the spirit of purifica-
tion, an idea similar to that of being baptized with the Holy Spirit.
There is thus evidence in Judaism, not simply for the eschatological
hope of the Spirit, but for linking the Spirit with the themes of purifi-
cation and judgement, as well as of renewal. It is easy to see how the
twin themes of water and spirit could be used either as parallels (as in
10S 4), or to express the ideas of preparation followed by renewal
(as in Ezek. 36). John may well have seen his own role as a cleansing
which prepared men and women for the coming renewal by the
Spirit. In common with the other evangelists, Mark sees the signifi-
cance of John the Baptist solely in terms of his witness to Jesus. But he
appears to have been an important figure in his own right. Like Jesus,
he had a group of disciples (2.18; 6.29; Matt. 11.2ff.//Luke 7.18ff.; John
3.25). It has even been argued that Jesus himself began his ministry
as one of them. There is evidence of a continuing Baptist sect in Acts
19.1-5. The Gnostic sect of Mandaeans (still in existence) claims to go
back to John but in fact is probably post-Christian in origin.

For further discussion, see: G.R. Beasley-Murray, Baptism in the New
Testament, pp. 1-44; W.F. Flemington, The New Testament Doctrine of
Baptism, pp. 3-24; A. Oepke in T.D.N.T, 1, pp. 529-46; H.H.
Rowley, in New Testament Essays, ed. A.J.B. Higgins, pp. 218-29;
C.H.H. Scobie, John the Baptist.

2 THE BAPTISM OF JESUS 1.9-11
(Matt. 3.13~17; Luke 3.21-2)

(9) It was at this time that Jesus came from Nazareth in Galilee
and was baptized in the Jordan by John. (10) And straight away,
as he came up out of the water, he saw the heavens breaking
open, and the Spirit coming down on him like a dove. (11) And a
voice came from heaven: ‘You are my beloved Son; with you I am
well pleased.’
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[tis natural for modern readers of the gospel to interpret this event as
a great spiritual experience in the life of Jesus, and to seek in it infor-
mation regarding his ‘messianic consciousness’. Although his bap-
tism must certainly have been a significant experience, however, it is
idle to look to Mark for answers to speculations as to whether the in-
cident was in the nature of a call, or a confirmation of a vocation
already accepted, or for information regarding the precise way in
which Jesus understood the role laid upon him. Mark’s purposeisnot
to write a spiritual biography, but to present a christological state-
ment. Even though the story may well go back to Jesus himself, it is
told now from the viewpoint of one who sees Jesus through the eyes
of faith and knows him to be the Son of God, in whom God’s Spiritis at
work; if the story was once told in an earlier form, it has been overlaid
by interpretation. This is not to deny the historicity of the event, nor
the reality of the experience, but merely to recognize that the story of
the baptism is related here only in order to demonstrate the truth
about Jesus as Mark understands it. The story provides a setting for
the revelation of Jesus’ identity, spelt out in terms of the descent of
the Spirit and the words addressed to Jesus from heaven.

Mark is apparently unembarrassed by the problems raised by this
story which troubled later writers. Matthew’s description of John’s
hesitation regarding the propriety of baptizing Jesus (Matt. 3.14f.)
and even more the account in The Gospel according to the Hebrews,
which stresses the sinlessness of Jesus, both demonstrate the
difficulties which were felt regarding Jesus’ submission to baptism at
the hands of an inferior, a baptism described by Mark as intended for
the forgiveness of sins. The same difficulties may explain why Luke
does not emphasize the baptism of Jesus, and why the fourth gospel
does not mention it at all. Mark does not seem to feel these difficul-
ties, though a comparision with v.5 indicates a difference between
the baptism of Jesus and that of those who came confessing their sins.
The problems perhaps arise from a misunderstanding of Mark’s nar-
rative, together with an emphasis on the negative aspect of repen-
tance. It is unnecessary, and indeed unwarranted, to explain the
baptism of Jesus, as some modern commentators have done, as a
vicarious act of repentance, or an identification with sinners. If
John’s baptism was intended to be the preparation for the New Age,
the rite which gathered together a holy people of God who affirmed in
this act of committal that they were ready for his coming, then it was
natural for Jesus to associate himself with this movement, and to join
those who by baptism showed that they looked for the coming King-
dom of God.

The words addressed to Jesus are spoken from heaven, and Mark
therefore unquestionably intends them to be accepted as true. Al-
though we may have doubts about how Mark regards some of the
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other declarations of Jesus’ identity later in the gospel (since they are
found in the mouths of those who cannot fully comprehend what is
happening, 3.11; 5.7), there can be no such hesitation here. If the
term ‘Son’ occurs rarely in the rest of the gospel, this is because men
and women cannot comprehend the truth, not because it is unimpor-
tant for Mark himself. The words are repeated in 9.7, in the story of
the transfiguration, and in the ensuing conversation that scene is
specifically linked with Jesus’ death and resurrection; they are
echoed in 15.39, when the centurion declares him to be God’s son at
the moment of his death. Jesus’ identity as Son is also hinted at in
12.1-11, where the ‘only son’ is put to death. Jesus’ sonship is thus
linked in Mark’s understanding with the crucifixion, and paradoxi-
cally revealed through it. Moreover, there is good reason to link the
scene of Jesus’ baptism with his death — not, as has often been done,
via an imagined link with Isaiah 53 (see below, on v.11), but because
the imagery of baptism is linked with death. This imagery is specifi-
cally used in 10.38, where Jesus speaks of suffering and death in
terms of a baptism. The rite of baptism was an obvious symbol for
death and resurrection, and one wonders whether the Markan
community knew the kind of teaching about Christian baptism as a
baptism into Christ’s death which Paul expounds in Romans 6. Cer-
tainly it seems likely that when Mark related the story of the divine
proclamation of Jesus’ identity as Son within the setting of the bap-
tism, he would have seen the link with the moment at the end of his
life when that truth was proclaimed by his executioner (15.39).

Since Mark has already reminded his readers of their own ‘baptism
with Holy Spirit’ in v.8, they might well remember their own experi-
ence as they read this account of Jesus’ baptism.

The introductory phrase, translated it was at this time (nai
gvevéto &v éxelvalg taig Nuégaig), uses Old Testament phraseology
(e.g. Judg. 19.1; 1 Sam. 28.1). It serves to link the narrative that
follows to the preceding description of John’s baptism, and so to
underline the fact that Jesus is the fulfilment of the expectation
aroused by John. We are told nothing at all about Jesus’ background
(at the human level), except that he came to John from Nazareth.
Jesus was baptized in the Jordan by John: as we have already
noted, there is no hintin Mark’s narrative that John recognized Jesus
as the one whose coming he had proclaimed.

For the first time we meet one of Mark’s favourite words (e06¢),
which we have normally translated straight away. The frequent use
of this term gives a sense of urgency to the narrative, though, because
it is used so often, it has a weakened sense and often means little
more than ‘so next’. According to Mark, it was Jesus who saw the
events described in v.10, and presumably it was he alone who heard
the words spoken in v.11, since they are addressed to him; the word-
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ing in Matthew and Luke suggests a wider audience, and according
to the fourth gospel, John the Baptist saw and announced the descent
of the Spirit — evidence that the idea was gaining ground that Jesus’
status had been clear from the beginning of the ministry. But seeing
and hearing are in Mark’s gospel ways of comprehending the truth,
and what he sets out here is the truth about Jesus, which cannot yet
be grasped by anyone except Jesus himself.

The breaking open of the heavens was an obvious image for reve-
lation at a time when God was believed to dwell in the top storey of a
three-decker universe. Perhaps more significant, however, is its use
in Isa. 64.1 in an appeal to God to come down and save his people.
Certainly the idea of a new activity of God on earth is conveyed here
by the descent of the Spirit, for in Jewish thought the Spirit of God
represents his creative activity (cf. Gen. 1.2). In the Old Testament,
the Spirit is described as resting on a variety of men — especially
leaders, prophets and kings — giving them the power which they need
for their different tasks. It was an obvious step to assume that the
Spirit would also be given to any future ‘Messiah’; so, for example, Ps.
Sol. 17.37, describing the future king: ‘For God made him mighty by
means of his Holy Spirit, and wise by means of the counsel of under-
standing, with strength and righteousness.’

Itis not clear what Mark means by the statement that Jesus saw the
Spirit coming down. . like a dove. Luke’s understanding of the
scene was that the Spirit came down ‘in bodily form, as a dove’ (Luke
3.22), but it is possible that Mark is thinking of the manner in which
the Spirit descended, rather than the shape (so L.E. Keck, N. T.8., 17,
1970, pp. 41-67). Whether or not the dove is a significant symbol is
also uncertain: in rabbinic literature the dove is sometimes used to
symbolize Israel, but this fact does not seem to be relevant here. In a
few passages, however, it is mentioned in connection with the Spirit:
e.g. the Targum to the Song of Solomon 2.12 equates the voice of the
turtle-dove with the voice of the Holy Spirit, and a comment in the
Babylonian Talmud refers to Gen. 1.2 in this way: ‘And the Spirit of
God was brooding on the face of the waters like a dove which broods
over her young but does not touch them’ (B. Hagiga 15a). These pas-
sages are late, but they lend support to the suggestion that in first-
century Judaism the dove was already associated with the Spirit of
God.

The voice. . from heaven is usually explained in terms of the bat
gol. This Hebrew term, which means literally ‘daughter of a voice’,
was used by the rabbis to denote the echo of a voice uttered in heaven.
When the Spirit had withdrawn from Israel, and there were no more
prophets, then, so it was said, the bat g6l was occasionally heard. The
bat g6l was thus a means of revelation to men, a substitute for the
direct word of God which had formerly been given by the Spirit. It
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might be significant that its sound was at times compared to the cry of
a bird (see Midrash Rab. Eccles. 12.7), and once to the moaning of a
dove (B. Berakoth 3a). Even if this idea of the bat gél were known to
Mark, however, it seems unlikely that it could have been of any
significance for his understanding of this event. For the bat g6l was
essentially inferior — a substitute for the direct gift of God’s Spirit —
and Mark certainly had no intention of suggesting that Jesus was the
recipient of anything inferior. There is, indeed, no need for a substi-
tute, since Jesus has already been given the Spirit; the voice from
heaven is no mere echo, but the direct word of God himself.

The words spoken from heaven are commonly traced to a combi-
nation of phrases from Ps. 2.7 and Isa. 42.1. The statement that ‘You
are my. . .son’ is certainly reminiscent of Ps. 2.7 and was evidently
considered to be a quotation from that passage by some early Christ-
ians, since the ‘western’ text of the parallel account in Luke 3.22 con-
tinues by quoting the rest of the verse. The link with Isa. 42.1 is far
more dubious, since none of the words used by Mark appears in the
LXX version of that verse. It is misleading to try to press the words
into either quotation, however, since they are reminiscent of other
0Old Testament passages also. The idea of an individual as God’s son
is not a common one in Jewish thought. Occasionally — as in Pss. 2.7
and 89.27 —the idea that the king is ‘adopted’ as God’s son appears; in
the book of Wisdom we find the idea that the righteous man is the
‘child’ of God (2.13-18; 5.5). The king is the representative of his
nation, while the righteous man fulfils God’s calling for the nation,
and these passages reflect the more fundamental understanding of
the whole nation as God’s son which was one way in which the re-
lationship between Yahweh and his chosen people was seen (see
Exod. 4.22f.; Deut.1.31; Hos. 11.1). Tt is certainly significant that Jesus
is addressed in terms used in the Old Testament of the relationship
which should exist between Israel and God - in other words, pre-
cisely the relationship to which John the Baptist is calling the people
through repentance and baptism: Jesus is here revealed as the one
man in whom that role of Israel’s sonship is realized.

The term beloved (&yanntécg) is traced by most commentators to
Isa. 42.1, although none of the Greek versions of the Old Testament
which have come down to us uses it here (or elsewhere) to translate
the Hebrew bahir, which means ‘chosen’; it is, however, used in the
very different translation of part of Isa. 42 given in Matt. 12.18-21.
More significant, however, is the fact that on the majority of occa-
sions when it occurs in the Greek Old Testament, it is used (with or
without a noun) to refer to an only child; it is, for example, used
several times of Abraham’s only son Isaac. Its position after vidg in
both Mark 1.11 and 9.7 suggests that we should perhaps take the two
words together, and translate them as ‘my only son’ (so C.H. Turner,
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J.T.S., 27, 1926, pp. 113-129). The phrase thus denotes Jesus’ unique
status. The final words, with you I am well pleased, echo a phrase
used in the Old Testament of God’s delight in his people Israel (e.g.
Ps.44.3 [LXX 43.4]; 149.4; Isa. 62.4; the Greek of Isa. 42.1 is once again
a less exact parallel) and suggests the obedient response of Jesus to
the divine will which causes God to delight in him.

There is an interesting parallel to this story in The Testaments of the
Twelve Patriarchs. Although it has sometimes been argued that this is
a Christian work, it now seems to be agreed that the basis of the book
is Jewish, and that this has been reworked by Christian redactors.
Since the passage in Test. Levi 18 may be a Christian addition, we
cannot regard it as providing Jewish ‘background’ material to Mark’s
story; whether it is indeed Jewish, or a Christian exposition of the
story of Jesus’ baptism, however, itis worth noting that the voice from
heaven in that passage is described as ‘the Father’s voice as from
Abraham to Isaac’.

The words spoken to Jesus from heaven have sometimes been in-
terpreted as an ‘adoption formula’ - that is, as an indication that at
this point he was ‘made’ Son of God, as is the king in Psalm 2. Even if
Mark had Ps. 2.7 in mind, however, there is no reason to suppose that
he thought of the words in this way; it is far more likely that he inter-
preted them simply as a declaration of Jesus’ identity. Certainly
Matthew and Luke do not seem to have understood the words as an
adoption formula, for they see no difficulty in using them after their
own birth narratives - something especially striking if we accept the
‘western’ text of Luke 3.22 (‘today I have begotten you’). Moreover,
the repetition of the words in Mark 9.7 shows clearly that he regards
them as a declaration and not as an adoption. Nor is there any basis
for the common assumption that Jesus is here shown as accepting the
mission of the Suffering Servant of Isaiah. 53. Even if we accept the
tenuous link with Isa. 42.1, there is no hint whatever in Mark 1.11 of
the later passage from that book, and no reason to suppose that Mark
saw any connection between them.

3 THE BATTLE WITH SATAN 1.12-13

(Matt. 4.1-11; Luke 4.1-13)

(12) And straight away the Spirit drove him out into the wilder-
ness. (13) And he was in the wilderness for forty days, being
tempted by Satan. He was among the wild beasts, and angels
looked after him.
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The account Mark gives of the temptation is so brief as to be enigma-
tic. Unlike Matthew and Luke, he does not record the content of the
temptations encountered by Jesus but concentrates on the confronta-
tion between Jesus and Satan. There is nothing here to suggest that
Mark thought of this as the period when Jesus deliberated about what
kind of a Messiah he was to be. Neither is there any sign — whatever
later interpreters and preachers may have done with his account —
that Mark’s purpose is to portray Jesus’ spiritual pilgrimage, passing
through a psychological trough after the peak of his experience at the
baptism. Nor is it primarily his intention to depict Jesus as one whose
example of steadfastness in temptation must be imitated by his fol-
lowers and by the readers of the gospel. For this is no ordinary temp-
tation, but the temptation — or testing — of the Son of God. Just as the
account of the baptism is a theological statement about Jesus, so too
is the story of the temptation; it provides us with vital information
about Jesus which will enable us to understand the narratives which
follow.

The narrative is linked with that of the baptism of Jesus with
another use of Mark’s characteristic phrase straight away (xoi
£000¢). In the encounter between Jesus and Satan, the initiative is
taken by the Spirit who drives Jesus into the wilderness. The verb
translated drove out (¢xBdilw) is a forceful one and, even though it is
said to have lost something of its force in Hellenistic Greek, it retains
to some extent its sense of compulsion: it is, for example, used re-
peatedly by Mark of the expulsion of demons; neither Matthew nor
Luke uses it here. The fact that Jesus now enters the wilderness indi-
cates (as we would expect) that the Jordan is not located in the wil-
derness, in spite of vv.4{.

Jesus is said to have remained in the wilderness for forty days.
There are many possible interpretations of the period of forty days.
Some have understood them as representing the forty years which
Israel - God’s son — spent in the wilderness while being tested by God.
The allusion is however somewhat obscure, since forty days and forty
years are by no means the same thing — though see Num. 14.34 and
Ezek. 4.5f.; moreover, the testing in Jesus’ case is hostile, even
though he is in the wilderness at the instigation of the Spirit. There is
much more to be said for this interpretation in Matthew and Luke,
where Jesus’ words are taken from the story of Israel’s wilderness
wanderings in Deuteronomy (see B. Gerhardsson, The Testing of
God’s Son, pp. 42f.). Another explanation links the forty days in the
wilderness with the forty days spent by Moses on Sinai (Exod. 34.28)
and the similar period spent by Elijah in travelling to Horeb (I Kgs. 19.
8); but both men went to meet with God, not Satan, and the only con-
nection between their stories and that of Jesus’ temptation is that
Moses and Elijah fasted during the forty days — and, of course, Mark
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makes no reference to Jesus fasting. If we wish to discover Mark’s
own interpretation of the story, we must not read details from
Matthew and Luke into his account. Mark may not have thought of
Jesus as being without food in the wilderness; certainly he suggests
that John found enough food to sustain him there. It is perhaps best,
then, to understand the forty days as the conventional biblical round
number, indicating a long period.

Satan (the Greek Zatavag is a transliteration of the Aramaic
satana’) first appears in Jewish thought in Job 1-2, where he is sim-
ply hassatan, the accuser, one of the servants of God, but in later liter-
ature he develops into an evil power, the opponent of God, seeking to
destroy the relationship between God and man. Although the verb
newpdfw means basically ‘to test’ or ‘to attempt’, there is no doubt that
in the present context it means ‘to tempt’ in an evil sense. The infor-
mation that Jesus was among the wild beasts is another feature that
is open to various interpretations. It has been seen as an indication of
the loneliness of the wilderness, but this seems unlikely in view of the
presence of the angels. Certainly the presence of wild beasts can be
seen as a sign of desolation and of danger (cf. Isa. 13.21f.; Ps. 22.12—
21); they came to be used as symbols of Israel’s enemies (Ezek. 34.5,8;
Dan. 7.1-8). Demons were thought to live in the wilderness (e.g.
Deut. 32.17; Isa. 34.14), and it was a short step to the identification of
the demons with wild beasts. Thus we find the hope of a future defeat
of demons linked with the idea of the subjection of wild beasts in Test.
Issach. 7.7:

‘Every spirit of Beliar shall flee from you,
And no deed of wicked men shall rule over you;
And every wild beast shall ye subdue.’

Similarly, in Test. Benj. 5.2 we read: ‘If ye do well, even the unclean
spirits will flee from you, and the beasts will dread you.’ The subjuga-
tion of wild beasts and demons became part of the hope for ‘Paradise
restored’ — the renewal of creation which included the dominion of
man over the animals that had been enjoyed by Adam before he suc-
cumbed to temptation (cf. Isa. 11.6-9). It is possible, therefore, that
Mark understands the scene as the reversal of Genesis 3: unlike
Adam, Jesus resists temptation, and nature’s harmony is restored (cf.
Paul’s use of this idea in Rom. 8). If so, however, it is remarkable that
Mark says nothing about Jesus’ victory; he simply tells us that Jesus
was among the animals, and we should therefore be wary of reading
too much into this verse.

The function of the angels is equally enigmatic. In Matthew they
appear after Satan has departed, and presumably he understood
them to be bringing Jesus food at the end of his forty-day fast. It is pos-
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sible that Mark interpreted their presence in a similar way; if so, how-
ever, he perhaps assumed that they looked after Jesus throughout
the period of forty days, much as Elijah was supplied with food in
1 Kings 19 (the verb diaxovéw means ‘to serve’ or ‘to wait on’). It may
be that Mark has not worked out the nature of their service, however:
the angels are there to support Jesus in his conflict with Satan, just as
the wild beasts oppose him. Ps. 91.11-13 couples service by the
angels with a promise that lions and serpents will be trampled under-
foot, and there is an interesting parallel in Test. Naph. 8.4:

‘The devil shall flee from you,

and the wild beasts shall fear you,
and the Lord shall love you,

and the angels shall cleave to you.’

One remarkable feature of Mark’s account of the temptation is that
it ends without any indication as to the outcome. It is possible that he
regarded this as so obvious that it was unnecessary to spell it out, but
his failure to do so has left commentators arguing about how he un-
derstood the relationship between this scene and the rest of Jesus’
ministry. Some (e.g. James Robinson, Kallas, Mauser) have under-
stood the temptation as initiating Jesus’ struggle with evil, and have
seen the later exorcisms, Jesus’ struggle with obtuse and antagonis-
tic men and the passion itself, as part of a continuous conflict bet-
ween Jesus and Satan. Others (e.g. Best, Barrett) have seen the temp-
tation conflict as decisive and have likened the later exorcisms to
‘mopping-up’ operations. But perhaps this distinction is unreal. If we
are right in understanding these events as part of Mark’s dramatic
statement of the truth about Jesus, then the conquest of Satan by
Jesus which takes place throughout his healing ministry is at this
point proclaimed in another mode; the idea that the truth about how
things are can be brought into focus and expressed in a dramatic act
lies at the heart of a great deal of Old Testament ritual, and Mark’s
readers may not have been so puzzled by the representation of truth
on two levels as we sometimes are today. The picture of the Son of
God doing battle with Satan in the wilderness is the key which will
enable us to understand Jesus’ authority over unclean spirits: the
stronger one has confronted the prince of demons, and is plundering
his house (Mark 3.22-7).

Before leaving Mark’s prologue, we should note that the three short
paragraphs in vv.2-13 are linked together by the occurrence of a re-
ference to the Spiritin all three of them —in vv.8, 10 and 12. In view of
the paucity of references to the Spirit in Mark, this is a noteworthy
feature. They are also linked by the setting of all three narratives in
the wilderness. Both these themes point to the fact that Mark is writ-
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ing of a time of fulfilment.

We are now in possession of the information which Mark considers
we need to know in order to understand the rest of his narrative. The
ministry of John has shown that we can expect the coming of the
Lord; the voice from heaven has identified Jesus as the beloved Son of
God; the temptation has meant the defeat of Satan. These themes will
be worked out in the following chapters: but from now on they will
not often be stated so clearly. It is part of Mark’s understanding of the
‘messianic secret’ that the titles and powers which are here attri-
buted to Jesus will be hidden during his ministry; they can be grasped
only by those who have faith in him as God’s Son, but this is some-
thing which men and women experience fully only through his death
and resurrection.

B Authority at work: success and
opposition in Galilee 1.14-3.6

Mark begins his account of the ministry of Jesus with a series of inci-
dents which demonstrate the authority of Jesus and the response of
men and women to his words and actions. Whether deliberately or
not, he has included in the next few pages material that is typical of
the whole ministry. Jesus proclaims the gospel, teaches and heals
with authority, calls men to follow him as disciples, and offers health
and salvation to outcasts of all kinds including a leper, a paralytic
whose sins he pronounces forgiven, and a crowd of tax-collectors
and ‘sinners’. The reaction to Jesus is immediate: on the one hand,
the crowds marvel at his authority and flock to hear and see him; on
the other, the religious authorities are offended by his actions —
which are in their eyes at the very least inconsistent with true piety,
and at worst contrary to the Torah — and are already plotting to
destroy him (3.6). The disciples, at this stage, hardly emerge as a
distinct group; they are simply those who accompany Jesus, having
responded to his call.

In presenting his material in this way, Mark impresses us with the
authority of Jesus: here is a man who astonishes his hearers with his
teaching (1.22), who possesses the power to subdue evil spirits (1.24)
and to forgive sins (2.10). Yet he is not one of the scribes, the official
religious teachers in Israel, and what he proclaims is something
essentially new (1.15, 27; 2.21f.), which challenges the scribes’ un-
derstanding of the Torah (2.6-10, 23-8; 3.1-6). Moreover, Jesus does
not belong to the ‘religious’ party of Judaism, the Pharisees: his at-
titudes are in many ways totally contrary to theirs, for he does not
teach his disciples to fast (2.18), or observe the traditions which had
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grown up to ensure that the Torah is kept (2.23-8; 3.1-6); he mixes
with those whom the Pharisees regard as sinners (2.15-17), and even
invites a tax-collector (an outcast from Jewish society) to join his
band of disciples (2.13f.). Here is a religious teacher, healer and
leader who comes from outside the system, apparently without cre-
dentials, and yet preaches with tremendous effect. It is hardly sur-
prising if ordinary people ask one another ‘What is this? (1.27), or if
the religious authorities are resentful and indignant.

1 JESUS PROCLAIMS THE GOOD NEWS 1.14-15

(Mait. 4.12—17; Luke 4.14-15)

(14) After John had been handed over, Jesus came into Galilee,
proclaiming the good news from God (15) and saying: ‘The time
has come, and the Kingdom of God is at hand; repent and believe
the good news.’

The story begins with a summary of Jesus’ preaching. Jesus himself
must have spelt out his message at much greater length than this,
which means that this succinct account may be either Mark’s own
summary of what Jesus had taught, or one that had been handed
down to him. The good news proclaimed by Jesus centred on the
Kingdom of God, and this theme reappears in his teaching later in
the gospel. But the call to repent and believe reminds us of the
preaching of the Church (cf. Acts 2.38;3.19; 15.7), and is addressed to
all who hear or read it. The message is the good news proclaimed by
Mark to his readers (cf. 1.1), as well as the good news proclaimed by
Jesus in Galilee, and the words may well reflect the language of
Mark, rather than the language of Jesus. This means that when we
ask questions about the precise meaning of particular words, such as
the verb here translated is at hand (fjyywxev), we are asking questions
about Mark’s use of language, and his understanding as to whether
Jesus announced the Kingdom as present or imminent, rather than
about Jesus’ own words.

According to Mark, the ministry of Jesus begins after John had
been handed over. These introductory words are far more than an
indication of date. There is, indeed, some doubt as to whether John
was in fact imprisoned so soon, since according to John 3.22-30 the
ministries of John and Jesus overlapped. The significance of Mark’s
words lies rather in his belief that the work of the forerunner is now
complete, and the work of Jesus can therefore begin. The word trans-
lated ‘handed over’ can be used as a technical term for delivering up a
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prisoner, but its choice here suggests that Mark is thinking of John
being handed over by God into the power of men. The verb
(napadidwu) is used several times by Mark in the predictions of the
passion to refer to the handing over of Jesus, and often seems to imply
that God himself is responsible for this handing over: its use here, at
the very beginning of the gospel, is an early pointer to the fact that
John is the forerunner of Jesus in death as well as in life, a theme that
will be taken up later in the gospel (see 6.17-29 and 9.13).

Jesus’ ministry is set in Galilee — a region which was perhaps as
strange a setting for messianic activity as the wilderness was approp-
riate. Unlike John the Baptist, Jesus does not withdraw from society
for a ministry in the wilderness; nor, according to Mark, does he as
yet proclaim his message in Jerusalem, the centre of Judaism, or
even in Judaea; instead, he travels around semi-pagan Galilee, and
preaches there.

In contrast to John, who proclaimed a baptism of repentance, Jesus
comes proclaiming (xnovoowv) the good news from God. Once
again we have the word ebayyéhiov, echoing the introduction in 1.1:
Jesus himself proclaims the ‘good news’ or ‘gospel’, but this time the
genitive (tov 8eov) has been understood in our translation as a sub-
jective genitive meaning ‘from God’ rather than as objective (‘about
God’). This good news is that the time has come. The word translated
‘time’ (xa1pdg) denotes a particular, significant point in time. It is the
time of salvation (and of judgement) appointed by God which has at
long last arrived (Dan. 12.4,9). Throughout the Old Testament and in
intertestamental literature there are many references to a coming
time: there is no unified expectation, and the hope varies according
to circumstances, but in different ways writers look forward to a
future period of salvation. Yet the reality never arrived; however near
the promised time might come, it was never grasped. But now Jesus
announces that it is fulfilled, here at last. Here, in this proclamation of
the good news, we already have the fulfilment of John’s expectations,
but in contrast to what we might have expected from John’s declara-
tion about his successor, Jesus says nothing at all about himself or his
own position. He speaks instead of the Kingdom of God (see addi-
tional note on pp. 55-8). The message of Jesus, as Mark understands
it, is that this Kingdom is at hand. The verb &yyifw means ‘to draw
near’, and is therefore generally understood here as referring to the
close approach of the Kingdom. C.H. Dodd, however, maintained that
the verb can mean ‘to arrive’ and understood itin that sense here (see
Dodd, The Parables of the Kingdom, pp. 4f.). This interpretation,
which was based on an examination of the use of the verb in the LXX,
seems less likely than the translation suggested here (see the argu-
ments of J.Y. Campbell, in Exp.Tim., 48, 1936-7, pp. 91—4; W.G.
Kiimmel, Promise and Fulfilment, pp. 19-25; R.H. Fuller, The Mission
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and Achievement of Jesus, pp. 21-5).

The response demanded from men and women is once again — as
with John —that they should repent: but this time the ‘conversion’to a
new way of living involves, not a baptism signifying forgiveness, but
that they should believe the good news. Already we notice the au-
thority with which Jesus presents his message and challenges his
hearers to respond — the authority that belongs to him because he is
all that has already been spelt out to us. But the challenge is not con-
fined to the inhabitants of Galilee; in this summary of Jesus’ message
Mark at the same time challenges his own readers in language famil-
iar to them: this is the good news from God; repent and believe.

Additional note: the Kingdom of God

According to Mark’s summary in 1.15, the Kingdom of God was the
central theme of Jesus’ teaching, and this is borne out by the rest of
the gospel, as well as by Matthew and Luke. Its arrival is good news,
but it brings judgement as well as salvation, and so demands repen-
tance as well as faith.

The Aramaic phrase underlying the Greek 7 Paociieio 100 8g00
would perhaps be better translated as ‘the kingship of God’: the em-
phasis is on the rule of God, rather than on the territory where this
rule is exercised. The idea of God’s kingship is basicin the Old Testa-
ment, even though the phrase ‘the Kingdom of God’ itselfis not found
there; many of the psalms speak of him as king, or as ruling over the
earth (e.g. Pss. 47.7; 97.1; 99.1; 103.19). But side by side with this
declaration went the realization that men and nations did not
acknowledge Israel’s God as king; though this did not diminish God’s
omnipotence, their disobedience meant that God was not seen to
reign. There arose, therefore, the hope of a time when God would
assert his authority in such a way that rebellion against him would be
defeated, and all men would henceforth be obedient to his will (e.g.
Isa. 24.23). This hope is expressed in different terms and different
forms by prophets, apocalyptists and rabbis, but basically it remains
the same - the expectation that God would finally establish his King-
dom.

When Jesus declares that the Kingdom of God has drawn near,
therefore, he is speaking within the context of this expectation. As we
have already seen, Mark 1.15 raises the much debated question as to
whether Jesus himself meant that the Kingdom had in some sense
arrived, or whether he was referring to an event which was still to
come. Whereas some passages in Mark imply that it can be entered
now (10.14f.; 12.34), others speak of entering it in the future (9.47;
10.23-5), and 9.1 describes it as coming in a dramatic way in the near
future. The question ought not, perhaps, to be posed in the form of a
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stark either/or; we have already noted that the Old Testament speaks
of the rule of God as something which is both present and future.
Nevertheless, the preaching of Jesus does bring a new factor into the
situation which is expressed in his words ‘the time is fulfilled’. In 4.11
we read that the secret of the Kingdom of God is given to his disciples,
but that it is hidden from outsiders; two parables (4.26-9 and 30-2)
suggest that it is hidden now but will be revealed later; the saying in
14.25 could perhaps mean that Jesus’ death may serve to bring the
Kingdom into being. In some sense, the coming of Jesus is linked with
that of the Kingdom, either because he brings it, or because he an-
nounces it: certainly signs of its coming are demonstrated in the
ministry of Jesus. This tension between present and future is found
throughout all the gospels.

It is important to remember that kingship can be seen from two
points of view. On the one hand, it can be understood in terms of
loyalty to a monarch. In ancient Israel, David was acclaimed king,
first by the house of Judah, then by all the tribes (2 Sam. 2.14; 5.1-5):
in theory, at least, every Israelite accepted him and acknowledged
him as king. On the other, it can be understood in terms of the abso-
lute authority exercised by a monarch over a circumscribed area: in
this case, there may well be those within the kingdom who refuse to
recognize the monarch’s claims. The ambiguity in the idea contri-
butes to our difficulty in understanding the image of the Kingdom in
the New Testament.

Interpretation of the meaning of the Kingdom of God.in modern
biblical criticism has tended to divide into two very different ap-
proaches. On the one hand, there have been those who have em-
phasized that the Kingdom of God implies obedience to God’s will. An
early advocate of this view was Albrecht Ritschl who thought of Jesus
as primarily a moral teacher setting out the ethical demands of God
as the goal towards which men and women had to strive. The King-
dom of God was thus seen as something which Christians could build
on earth. Within this Kingdom, everyone would acclaim God as King:
those who do not accept his rule will not enter it. .

In reaction to Ritschl, Johannes Weiss argued that the Kingdom
was not something which would arrive gradually, as men and women
accepted its claims, but that it would burst into history, bringing
cataclysmic judgement and renewal. Only God could bring the King-
dom; all men and women could do was to repent and prepare for its
coming. The background to this belief is to be found in Jewish
apocalyptic literature which expected God to intervene to establish
his rule on earth. Here, the model is that of a rule which is imposed
from above: any malcontents will be thrown out of the Kingdom.

Weiss’ interpretation was developed by Albert Schweitzer and
Rudolf Bultmann, who understood Jesus to be announcing the immi-
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nent arrival of the Kingdom of God. Schweitzer shocked the scholarly
world of his day by concluding that Jesus was mistaken in this expec-
tation, for no such intervention took place. Nevertheless, this under-
standing of the Kingdom as a future, eschatological event has been
very widely held by biblical scholars. There have always been others,
however, such as T.W. Manson, who have understood the Kingdom
to have been manifested in Jesus’ own obedience to God’s rule and in
the obedience of those who respond to his challenge to repent and
believe. T.F. Glasson has pointed out that there is very little evidence
for the widespread assumption that there was in the first century of
this era a widespread Jewish expectation that the Kingdom would be
established in a cosmic catastrophe bringing this world to an end.

The great strength of the ‘futuristic’ interpretation, however, was
that it took seriously the proclamation by Jesus that something new
was about to take place. This interpretation was challenged from a
new quarter when C.H. Dodd argued, on the basis of the references in
the gospels to the Kingdom as present, that Jesus announced that the
Kingdom had already arrived in his person —an interpretation which
was given the name of ‘realized eschatology’. Dodd subsequently
conceded that the Kingdom was not wholly here and therefore ac-
cepted the modified expression ‘eschatologyin the process of realiza-
tion’. Much recent scholarship has acknowledged the truth in both
positions and conceded that, while Jesus proclaimed a future coming
of the Kingdom, there is a sense in which it is already here — prolepti-
cally — in the person of Jesus himself. (For a summary of the debate
about whether the Kingdom is present or future, see N. Perrin, The
Kingdom of God.)

As for Mark, it seems that he, too, believes that, though the final
coming of the Kingdom lies in the future (9.1), it has nevertheless
drawn near in the person of Jesus himself (1.15). According to the
prologue, Jesus is the one with whom God is well pleased, the Son
who is obedient to God’s will, who has been given the Spirit of God
and who has done battle with Satan: in a sense, then, Jesus is the very
embodiment of the Kingdom. Thus, although Jesus speaks of the
Kingdom, and not of himself, his words are nevertheless an indirect
testimony to himself; it is because he himself lives in obedience to
God’s rule that he can announce the dawning of God’s Kingdom and
demonstrate its presence in his miracles. The key to Mark’s under-
standing is found in the parables in chapter 4: the secret of the King-
dom is given to those who respond to Jesus’ teaching (v.11); it is pre-
sent already like seed (v.26) or a grain of mustard seed (v.31); but
what will happen in the future (presumably when the Kingdom
‘comes in power’) will by comparison be overwhelming.

But if, in fact, the Kingdom is in some sense already here, then can
it still be understood as a future cataclysmic event? It is perhaps sig-
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nificant that Jesus’ teaching about the Kingdom makes no reference
to apocalyptic speculation about the End. Is not our problem very
largely due to the fact that we interpret symbols literally? We assume
that apocalyptic writers intended their symbols to be interpreted lit-
erally, of the break-up of the universe, even though, when they were
first used, these symbols were used metaphorically. As for the phrase
‘the Kingdom of God’, that is clearly a metaphor, and like all
metaphors it has its limitations. One of these limitations is that it may
convey false ideas, as when James and John interpret Jesus’ role in
the Kingdom in the wrong way (10.35-45). Another is that there is a
clear problem in speaking about the Kingdom of God’s ‘coming’: rule
can be imposed from on high or acknowledged from below, but it can
hardly ‘come’. Perhaps a more important question than the one con-
cerning present/future which so concerns scholars is whether Jesus
(and the evangelists) were thinking primarily of a rule which is ac-
cepted or of a rule which is imposed. Perhaps the answer — for both
Jesus and the evangelists —is ‘both’. But, in so far as there is a growing
emphasis in the tradition on the judgement which will befall those
who are excluded from the Kingdom, we suggest that Jesus will have
been closer to the ‘rule acclaimed’ end of the spectrum, and Matthew
to the ‘rule imposed’ end, with Mark somewhere in between. Inevita-
bly the emphasis shifts from that found in the teaching of Jesus him-
self, because his proclamation of the Kingdom has been rejected and
judgement has come. As for the question about present/future, if
God’s rule involves obedience to his will, as it surely does, is there not
a sense in which one can enter it here and now, even though it will
not be established universally until some fature date? And since
Jesus’ challenge to Israel demands that individuals repent and be-
lieve, does this not necessarily involve opting to obey the will of God
here and now —1.e., accepting his rule over one’s life? Perhaps we can
learn from the Old Testament’s juxtaposition of the assertion that
God already rules with the conviction that he will rule. How that rule
will finally be established we do not know; but the evangelists are
confident that we see something of it embodied already in the person
of Jesus, who is obedient to God and who confronts men and women
with the challenge to share his obedience.

For further discussion, see: T.W. Manson, The Teaching of Jesus;
T.F. Glasson, The Second Advent; N. Perrin, The Kingdom of God in the
Teaching aof Jesus; Jesus and the Language of the Kingdom,
R. Schnackenburg, God’s Rule and Kingdom; B. Chilton, ed., The King-
dom of God; M.D. Hooker, ‘“The Kingdom of God’.
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2 THE CALL TO DISCIPLESHIP 1.16-20

(Matt. 4.18-22; Luke 5.1-11)

(16) And as Jesus was walking by the Sea of Galilee, he saw Simon
and his brother Andrew casting a net into the sea — for they were
fishermen. (17) And Jesus said to them, ‘Come after me, and I will
make you fishers of men.’ (18) And straight away they left their
nets and followed him. (19) And going a little further, he saw
James son of Zebedee and John his brother; they were in their
boat mending the nets. (20) And straight away he called them,
and they left their father Zebedee in the boat with the hired men,
and went after him.

The theme of discipleship is prominent in Mark’s gospel; those who
first heard his story, who had recently responded to the call to be
Jesus’ disciples, would no doubt have identified themselves with the
men and women in this book who struggle to learn what it means to
follow him. The theme appears already in the call of the fishermen.
The description of theirimmediate response to the summons of Jesus
conveys vividly the authority and power which he exercises. Mark
does not tell us whether these men had already met or heard Jesus,
and itis possible that they had; according to John (1.40), Andrew was a
disciple of John the Baptist, and Luke (5.1-11) provides an explana-
tion for their willingness to follow Jesus. The impression given by
Mark, however, is that the personality and authority of Jesus were
such that the four men responded to his call at their first meeting. By
telling the story in this way, Mark not only impresses his readers with
the authority of Jesus, but reminds them that they, too, are called by
Jesus to obey the same command.

Jesus was walking by the Sea of Galilee. Mark always refers to
the lake of Galilee as 8Ghaocoa, a word which normally has the mean-
ing ‘sea’ (though Aristotle once uses it of a lake, Meteorologica 35129);
Luke is perhaps more correct in using the word Alpvn (lake). The
Greek (nagdywnv mapd v 6dhaooav) is odd (lit. ‘and passing by along
the sea’), and it seems likely that Mark has added the reference to the
Sea of Galilee to a story which began simply ‘And passing by. . .” But
why? Did he think that the explanation was necessary? Anyone famil-
iar with the geography of Palestine would know that fishermen
worked on the Sea of Galilee. Perhaps this detail has been added for
the benefit of readers living outside Palestine. An alternative sugges-
tion is that the addition is an indication that Mark’s readers come
from Galilee (W. Marxsen, Mark the Evangelist, pp. 58—66). Perhaps,
however, it is due rather to Mark’s emphasis on Galilee as the place of
discipleship (see below, on 16.7). Although Mark always refers to the
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Sea of Galilee, it is really only a large inland lake. In the time of Jesus,
it was of great importance because of its excellent supply of fish. The
thriving fishing industry, which was known far beyond Palestine
through the sale of cured fish, supported many towns and villages on
the lake’s shores. Sitnon and his brother Andrew are said to have
been casting a net into the sea. The casting net was a circular net
with stones attached to its edge to weight it, and a draw rope which
was pulled, to enclose the fish in the net.

Jesus calls Simon and Andrew to come after him; the use of the
word ‘after’ (dniow) indicates that he calls them as disciples, not
equals. Jesus’ call to discipleship has sometimes been likened to that
of a rabbi summoning pupils, but far more is involved in following
Jesus than learning a particular form of teaching. According to Mark,
it involves already the call to become fishers of men. The summons
picks up the word dheig from Mark’s explanatory comment at the
end of v.17. Although this metaphor seems apt to us now, it was cer-
tainly not an obvious one at the time. The only examples which we
have of its previous use apply the metaphor of catching men in an un-
pleasant sense, e.g. for judgement (so Jer.16.16). It has indeed been
argued {see C.W.F. Smith, in H.T.A., 52,1959, pp.187-203) that the
brothers’ task was to summon the people for judgement. In the pre-
sent context, however, the metaphor seems to mean that the brothers
are commissioned to win men for the Kingdom. The saying is a strik-
ing one, and there is no reason to deny it to Jesus himself, though it
may perhaps have been spoken on a later occasion. Mark, however,
brings out the fact that the brothers are called from the beginning to
share in Jesus’ own task: for them, at least, the call to discipleship
means also a call to ministry (cf. 3.14). Mark’s readers may well have
understood their own call to discipleship to involve a similar task.

The reaction of Simon and Andrew is immediate; they down tools
straight away and follow. Mark vividly conveys the effect of Jesus’
command, for the abruptness of the narrative suggests that there is
no delay for them to settle their affairs. Response to Jesus is decisive,
and the brothers therefore abandon their nets and their old life and
livelihood. There are indications in Mark’s narrative that the break
may not have been quite as sudden as this incident suggests, since
throughout the next eight chapters of the gospel Jesus remains in the
vicinity of the brothers’ homes, and a boat (presumably belonging to
one of the fishermen) is always available (see Mark 3.9; 4.1, 35;5.21;
6.32, 45; 8.13).

James son of Zebedee and John his brother, together with Peter,
form the group of disciples mentioned most often by Mark, and
apparently closest to Jesus. Their response to Jesus’ call is as im-
mediate as that of the first two disciples: they sever their family ties,
leaving their father Zebedee in the boat with the hired men. For
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this renunciation, compare the words of Jesus in 10.29f. The refer-
ence to hired men indicates that the brothers were by no means poor
men. As fishermen they would all have been reasonably prosperous,
and Peter’s boast in 10.28 is not an idle one.

3 AUTHORITY IN TEACHING
AND EXORCISM 1.21-8

(Matt. 4.13; 7.28-9; Luke 4.31-7)

(21) And he entered Capernaum, and straight away on the sab-
bath he went into the synagogue and taught. (22) And the people
were astonished at his teaching, for unlike the scribes, he taught
them as one who had authority. (23) Now there was in their
synagogue a man with an unclean spirit, and straight away he
shrieked out, (24) ‘What do you want with us, Jesus of Nazareth?
Have you come 1o destroy us? I know who you are — the Holy One
of God.’ (25) But Jesus reproved him; ‘Be silent,’ he said, ‘and come
out of him.’ (26) Then the unclean spirit convulsed the man, cried
with a loud voice and came out of him. (27) And they were all
amazed and began to ask one another: ‘What is this? A new kind
of teaching, spoken with authority; he gives commands even to
unclean spirits, and they obey him.’ (28) And the news about him
spread straight away in all directions, throughout the whole
region of Galilee.

Mark refers repeatedly to the fact that Jesus taught and devotes a
considerable amount of space to what he taught, even though he re-
cords far less of the content of Jesus’ teaching than do the other
evangelists. Here he is concerned not with what Jesus taught, but
only with the manner in which he taught, and the extraordinary
effect which his teaching had on his hearers. For Mark’s readers, as
well as for those who heard Jesus in the synagogue, Jesus is one with
an authority far greater than that of the scribes.

Linked with the description of Jesus’ authoritative teaching is the
first account in the gospel of an exorcism. Beliefin demons was wide-
spread in Judaism at this time, having developed over the previous
few centuries during which Jewish beliefs had been subjected to
many foreign influences. Their existence offered an explanation of
evil, and they were increasingly regarded as representatives of the
forces opposed to God. Their allegiance was to Satan, the prince of
demons (cf. Mark 3.22), who by this time was no longer regarded as
God’s servant (as in Job) but as his opponent. Satan was in no sense
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regarded as God’s equal, but as one who had rebelled against his au-
thority, who for the moment was allowed his own way, but who ulti-
mately would be crushed. Demon-possession was the explanation
commonly given for certain types of illness. By no means all sickness
was attributed to demons, and it was probably mainly mental illnes-
ses, with their disturbing symptoms, which were thought to be
caused by possession. Exorcisms were not unknown; there are
examples given in rabbinic literature and, although this evidence
comes from a time later than that of Jesus, the reference to exorcisms
in Matt. 12.27 and Luke 11.19 suggests that the rabbinic material re-
flects earlier beliefs and practices (see also G. Vermes, Jesus the Jew,
pp. 61-9). There are also stories of exorcisms from outside Judaism,
though once again most of the evidence dates from a later period (ct.
J.M. Hull, Hellenistic Magic and the Synoptic Tradition, pp. 61-72).
There is no reason to doubt that Jesus performed exercisms. We
scarcely need the Jewish charge that he practised magic which is re-
corded in B. Sanhedrin 107b, to confirm the evidence of the gospels
that he had this power.

Mark links this exorcism firmly with the teaching of Jesus: it is
while teaching that Jesus performs the exorcism. Since Mark fre-
quently weaves two stories together, he may well have done the same
here. Certainly the comment in v.27 (however it is punctuated) un-
derlines the connection between Jesus’ authoritative teaching and
his control of the unclean spirits. Later passages also link preaching
or teaching and exorcism together — see 1.39; 3.14f.; 6.12f. Mark is
perhaps concerned lest Jesus should appear to be simply a wonder-
worker (as in the Talmud reference above): the overthrow of the
demons must be seen as part of his proclamation of the Kingdom of
God.

The account of the exorcism shows many of the characteristic
features of such stories. In Mark’s setting, however, these take on a
deeper significance: the demon’s submission to Jesus is understood
as an acknowledgement of his status, and Jesus’ reaction is seen as
part of the mystery surrounding his identity. Teaching and exorcism
together confront Mark’s readers with the question posed in v.27.

Capernaum is generally identified with Tell Hiim and lay on the
north-west shore of the lake, in the best fishing area. The synagogue
whose remains still exist there was built after the time of Jesus,
though the foundations of an earlier building may lie beneath it.
Mark uses once again his characteristic phrase and straight away
(nai e0BYG), but as so often it has little meaning; the events described
in vv.16-20 cannot have happened on the sabbath, since the brothers
were all working when Jesus called them. Mark presumably means
‘on the next sabbath’.

Worship in the synagogue consisted of prayers, benedictions,
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readings from the Law and the Prophets together with renderings
into Aramaic, and expositions of the readings. Its conduct was not in
the hands of the priests, who were concerned only with worship in
the temple at Jerusalem, but was regulated by local elders. Any man
who wished to do so and who was competent could contribute an ex-
position at the invitation of the synagogue ruler, as Jesus does here.
The effect of his teaching was to make his hearers astonished. The
verb #EemMjcoouar is used several times by Mark to express the
crowd’s amazement at Jesus’ activity (cf. 6.2; 7.37; 11.18). Here, it is
the authority with which he teaches that causes their astonishment —
an authority which contrasted markedly with the kind of teaching
they were accustomed to hearing.

The scribes (ol yoappateic) were learned men who did not neces-
sarily belong to any party, though they were probably mostly
Pharisees. They studied the Torah and the oral tradition which had
been built up round it and passed their teaching on to their disciples,
who learned it by heart through constant repetition: the teaching
thus consisted largely of a recital of precedents. The rabbinic teach-
ing which has been recorded in the Talmud is of a period later than
that of Jesus, and is not intended for public worship; nevertheless, it
gives some indication of the way in which the scribes would have
taught. Certainly they would have laid great emphasis on tradition,
quoting at length what previous teachers had said, but hesitating to
make any authoritative judgement; by contrast, Jesus taught directly,
decisively, and on his own authority. Not all teachers of the Torah,
however, were content simply to quote the opinions of others: some
of them must have formulated the teaching which others quoted.
D. Daube (J.T.S., 39, 1938, pp. 45--59) has suggested that there were
two categories of scribes - those rabbis who had been authorized to
lay down doctrines, and inferior teachers who were not entitled to in-
troduce fresh rules. The people of Capernaum, accustomed to hear-
ing only the second kind, were naturally astonished at the kind of
teaching given them by someone who taught like a fully authorized
rabbi. Although this might be a possible explanation of the story’s
origin, itis certainly not the kind of distinction that Mark has in mind;
for him, the authority of Jesus is unique, and totally unlike that of
anyone else. It has not been given to him by any human agency; in
teaching — as in all else — Jesus’ authority comes from God.

Another use of the phrase straight away links the exorcism with
what has already happened in their synagogue. The use of ‘their’
here perhaps hints at a division between Mark’s own community and
the Jews. Mark describes the sick man as having an unclean spirit;
this is one of his normal expressions for a demon (he uses the phrase
seven times, and the word ‘demon’ the same number of times). In the
present context, the term may have been chosen deliberately to con-
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trast with the word ‘holy’ in the next verse, where Jesus is addressed
as ‘the Holy One of God’. In Hebrew thought everything and everyone
was either clean or unclean, and whatever came into the latter
category needed to be put right before it could come into God’s pre-
sence. Mark’s understanding of the spirit world is an extension of this
belief: the description ‘unclean’ indicates that the spirit is at odds
with the divine ordering, though not necessarily irrevocably evil. The
man’s presence in the synagogue is strange, since someone who was
already believed to be possessed by an unclean spirit would normally
have been excluded from worship. The man shrieked out: the Greek
word (Gvéxpake) denotes deep emotion; such cries are usual in
stories of exorcisms. Although the words are spoken by the unfortu-
nate man, they are understood to be those of the unclean spirit,
ultered through its victim’s mouth. Itis notable that this healing is de-
picted wholly in terms of an encounter between the spirit and Jesus;
the attitude of the man himself to Jesus is not mentioned. His first
question, ‘What do you want with us?’ (ti fiuiv xai oo(;), can mean in
Classical Greek ‘What have we in common? — an appropriate ques-
tion from an unclean spirit to one whom it addresses as ‘the Holy One
of God'. The Greek phrase is, however, an exact rendering of a Heb-
rew expression used in Judges 11.12 and 1 Kings 17.18 with the
meaning ‘Why are you interfering with us?, and this is probably its
meaning here. The question is immediately answered in the words of
the second — ‘Have you come to destroy us? - which can and
perhaps should be read as a statement rather than another question.
The twice-used plural, us, suggests that the demon speaks in the
name of all demons: Jesus is attacking and destroying the whole race.
This destruction is said to be the purpose of Jesus’ coming, and this is
the significance of the story for Mark: we see the one who has already
overcome Satan waging war against God’s enemies.

The unclean spirit addresses Jesus by two names. The first, Jesus
of Nazareth, is presumably a name by which Jesus would readily be
recognized. The word Nalagnvog probably means ‘from Nazareth’
(cf. 1.9), although alternative explanations have linked the word with
two Hebrew terms meaning ‘branch’ and ‘consecrated’. The second
name, the Holy One of God, expresses a deeper truth about Jesus,
unknown to the bystanders but recognized by the demon, which was
no doubt assumed to have supernatural knowledge. As far as is
known, this phrase was not a messianic title in Judaism. It is occa-
sionally used in the Old Testament, for example of Aaron in Ps. 106.16
and Elishain 2 Kgs. 4.9; the term ‘the Holy One’ is used of God himself
in Isa. 40.25 and 57.15. The plural, in the form ‘the saints of the Most
High’, is used in Dan. 7.18-27, where ‘the holy ones’ are represented
by the one like a son of man. It is possible that ‘the Holy One of God’
was among the titles given to Jesus by the early Church (cf. Acts 3.14;
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Acts 2.27 and 13.35, quoting Ps. 16.10, use a different word - 6otog
instead of &ytog). The fact that the unclean spirit is said to have
addressed Jesus by name probably reflects the belief that the know-
ledge of a man’s name gave one power over him, and so suggests an
attempt to gain the upper hand; the use of names in this way played
an important part in exorcisms. For Mark, however, the words have a
deeper significance; he sees them as an acknowledgement by the un-
clean spirit of the superior power of Jesus who has already con-
quered Satan and can therefore destroy his minions.

Jesus reproved him: his word of rebuke, Be silent (quuondnt), was
used in the ancient world in magic spells for binding people and
demons. It is possible to read Mark’s story as a straightforward ac-
count of an exorcism but, in view of references later in the gospel to
the secrecy concerning Jesus’ identity, it seems likely that Mark sees
another significance in this command for silence and expects it to be
taken in connection with the demon’s words in the preceding verse
(cf. v.34). This introduces an element of incongruity into the story:
the man announces Jesus’ identity, whereupon Jesus tells him to be
silent. Though the words have already been uttered, nevertheless
none of those present (including the disciples) takes any notice of
what the demon has said. We meet here for the first time the so-called
‘messianic secret’ which runs through the whole gospel; the demand
for silence and the total failure of everyone to hear what has been
said will become familiar to us as we read Mark’s story. The reader,
having been let into this secret at the very beginning, is perhaps not
unduly surprised by the occasional references to Jesus’ messianic
status, but the participants in the story apparently do not com-
prehend the truth, even when it is spelt out for them.

The command of Jesus to come out of him is enough: the spirit
leaves, demonstrating its departure by a final convulsion and loud
cry. The effect on the bystanders, as so often in Mark, is to cause them
all to be amazed. This is a natural enough reaction to such an event,
for although exorcisms were performed by others before and after
Jesus, they would hardly be everyday occurrences in Capernaum. It
is more likely, however, that Mark is attributing the crowd’s amaze-
ment to the manner in which Jesus healed —that is, once again, to his
authority. The exact wording and punctuation of this verse are un-
certain. The translation given here follows the text and punctuation
favoured by most modern editors of the Greek New Testament:
‘What is this? A new kind of teaching, spoken with authority; he
gives commands even to unclean spirits, and they obey him.
Other translations link the authority of Jesus with his power over un-
clean spirits, and the onlookers’ response then forms a parallel with
the statement made in v.22 that his teaching was with authority:
‘What is this? A new teaching! With authority he commands even the
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unclean spirits and they obey him’ (R.S.¥)). A similar link is made in
the text read by the Textus Receptus (followed by the A.}7) which
takes the second clause as another question: ‘What is this? What new
teaching is this?’ (This reading, usually regarded as inferior, has
been supported as the original by G.D. Kilpatrick in Neotestamentica
et Semitica, pp. 198-201). Whichever of these three interpretations
we follow, it seems clear that Mark is trying to emphasize that there is
a close link between Jesus’ activities of teaching and exorcism: the
two must be seen as belonging together. Moreover, what he does is
essentially new because it is part of a new era. No reaction is recorded
to the acknowledgement of Jesus as ‘the Holy One of God’: it is as
though these words had not been spoken.

The result of this incident is that Jesus’ fame spread. . .in all
directions, throughout the whole region of Galilee. The Greek
(SAnv Ty mepiyweov g Falaiag) is ambiguous: it could mean ‘that
part of Galilee which surrounds Capernaum’ or possibly ‘the region
surrounding Galilee’. But the translation we have given seems the
most likely: Galilee is the place where Jesus’ message is proclaimed,
and the statement that the news spread throughout the whole area
underlines the great effect of Jesus’ authoritative actions.

Additional note: the messianic secret

The notion of secrecy occurs from time to time in various forms in the
first half of Mark’s gospel. Jesus silences the demons, who claim to
know who he is (1.24f., 34; 3.11f.), and orders the disciples to remain
silent when they learn that he is Messiah and Son of God (8.30; 9.9).
Butitis not only the identity of Jesus which is to be kept secret, for we
also find him commanding those who are healed to say nothing about
their cure (1.44; 5.43; 7.36; 8.26).

It was William Wrede who first attempted to explain the theme of
secrecy (which he termed ‘the messianic secret’) in Mark’s gospel by
suggesting that it reflects a tension between the belief of the early
Church in Jesus as Messiah and the unmessianic character of Jesus’
ministry. Jesus’ commands to secrecy, he argued, cannot be taken as
historical but are a dogmatic device to explain why he was not
acknowledged as Messiah during his ministry. The interpretation of
Jesus’ words and deeds as messianic belongs to the post-Easter faith
of the community and has been imposed upon the tradition
(W. Wrede, Das Messiasgeheimnis in den Evangelien, 1901; E.tr. The
Messianic Secret, 1971).

In stark contrast to this interpretation, various commentators con-
tinued for many years to maintain that the messianic secret was basi-
cally historical (so, e.g., Taylor and Cranfield). The commands to
secrecy were explained as the result of Jesus’ wish to conceal his
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messiahship from men and women during his ministry for fear that it
would have been misunderstood as a claim to political kingship;
instead, it was argued, he chose to use the ambiguous term ‘the Son of
man’, which could be given the content he desired.

Both these views raise problems. The view which takes the secret
to be historical fails to explain why Jesus should have chosen to con-
fuse his disciples by using an enigmatic title, leaving them bewil-
dered about his own understanding of his messiahship. It also as-
sumes that there are in fact ‘unclean spirits’ who possess super-
natural knowledge, and leaves unsolved the problems of how the
bystanders could ignore the confessions of Jesus’ identity made by
the men and women who were possessed by these spirits, and why
Jesus should give such unrealistic commands — e.g. the command to
keep silent about the fact that he has raised a child from the dead
(5.43)! Wrede’s solution is equally problematic: since Jesus was put
to death as a messianic pretender, it seems that during his ministry
questions about his messiahship were already being asked, evenifno
clear answer was yet being given. To describe the whole ministry of
Jesus as ‘unmessianic’ is to ignore totally the plain evidence of the
gospels in favour of a complex theory as to how that evidence came to
be arranged. If there is any agreement among New Testament
scholars today, it is in believing that Jesus acted with authority and
believed himselfto have been commissioned by God: it is difficult not
to use the term ‘messianic’ to describe such authority. And were the
Church - or the evangelist —to have imposed a messianic interpreta-
tion on to totally non-messianic material, one would hardly have
expected the messianic secret to have emerged: rather, one would
have expected much clearer statements of Jesus’ messiahship.

But Wrede was surely right in pointing to Easter as the crucial turn-
ing-point. It is not until the resurrection that men and women are
able to understand who Jesus is and what he signifies. Itis not that the
Church imposes a messianic interpretation on to a non-messianic
life and death: rather, in the light of Easter faith the disciples see
events from a new perspective. If we ask how Mark makes use of the
secret, then it is important to notice that it functions in precisely the
opposite way to what one expects: it serves as a means of revelation to
the hearers/readers of the gospel. When Jesus commands the
unclean spirits to be silent about his identity it is too late, since they
have already spoken (1.24f.; 3.11f.). Yet no one in the story hears
them, and the truth they utter remains hidden - as it must, to all
whose eyes and ears have not been opened: their words are intelligi-
ble only to those who already believe that Jesus is what they declare
him to be — the Son of God. Jesus’ instructions that nothing should be
said about the restoration of a child to life (5.43) or about the opening
of a deaf man’s ears (7.36) and a blind man’s eyes (8.26) are equally
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