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Bible 101   
Gospel of Mark 

October 19, 2022 
 
 
Mantra for Bible study at Redeemer:  Bible is a book of truth (about God), not a book of facts! 
 
 
Important sections to read 

• Mark 1:1-11 = John the Baptizer and the baptism of Jesus 

• Mark 8:27-30 = Peter declares who Jesus is 

• Mark 8:34-38 = What discipleship requires 

• Mark 9:2-8 = Transfiguration 

• Mark 10:32-34 = Jesus foretells his death and resurrection 

• Mark  16:16 = Jesus commissions the disciples 
 
 
Authorship/Time period/Audience 
 
The gospel was likely written in the period 64-74 CE after the persecutions of Christians began 
in Rome (64 CE), by an anonymous non-Jewish author who had not been a disciple of Jesus. It 
was written for the believers in Rome, generally Gentile converts, who worshiped in house 
churches. 
 

 
 
The historian Tacitus recorded that Emperor Nero blamed the Great Fire of Rome in 64, that 
destroyed two thirds of the city, on the Christians. (That was the beginning of the Roman 
Empire’s persecutions of the Christians; those persecutions continued into the 4th century CE.)   
 
The apostles Peter and Paul were martyred in Rome and James was beheaded by order of King 
Herod before or at about the same time period of Mark’s writing. Until that time, those new 
Christians had been living in the context of the “good news” of the risen Christ. Now those 
Christians had a new reality: the suffering they saw all around them.  

It is the first of the four gospels in the New Testament 
to be written. It provided the basic narrative for the 
writers of the gospels of Matthew and Luke although 
they also had other sources. The author, given the 
name Mark, had heard stories of Jesus and the 
disciples; he took those stories and added his own 
emphasis. 
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Meanwhile, Jerusalem and the Temple fell to the Romans in 70 CE.  Many Christians in 
Jerusalem fled from the city. 
 
 
Major themes 
 
Mark’s gospel addresses both aspects of who Jesus was/is and what those Christians in Rome 
and Jerusalem needed to understand about how that related to what they were now 
experiencing: 

• Jesus is Lord!  He was the Messiah. 

• Jesus was also the “suffering servant.”  Jesus had suffered just as the well-known 
martyrs and their fellow Christians were suffering. 

 
Jesus was the Messiah but did not meet the expectations of who the people thought the 
Messiah should be. Instead, he suffered for God’s people. 
 
[We’ll return to these two themes below.] 
 
 
How Mark tells the story 
 
This gospel doesn’t begin with a genealogy or a nativity story as can be found in the gospels of 
Matthew and Luke. Because Mark’s focus is on the themes of Jesus as both the Lord and the 
“suffering servant,” this gospel is even less a “biography” of Jesus than the other gospels. 
 
It is also shorter than the other gospels. It has fewer parables than the other gospels but has 
proportionally more reports of healings than in other gospels.  
 
Mark’s focus is on events and even then there are few details. He reports that Jesus taught the 
people and the disciples but those speeches/teachings aren’t included.  Mark moves the action 
forward quickly.  Sentences often begin with “immediately” (more than 40 times in the gospel) 
or with the conjunctions “and” or “but.”  
 
During the telling of the events between what Christians know as Palm Sunday and Easter, 
Mark ensures his readers are aware of when those events happened by always using phrases 
such as “on the following day” and “in the morning.” 
 
 
Structure of the Gospel 
 
The content of the Gospel of Mark can be divided into two parts: 
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• 1:1-8:26: the ministry of healing and teaching the crowds that gathered; Jesus and the 
disciples were in Galilee 

 
  -- followed by the “pivot point” in 8:27-30, as the transition to the second part: 
 

• 8:31-16:20: the teaching for the disciples that “the Son of Man” (Jesus’ term for himself) 
must suffer; Jesus and the disciples were in Judea and then in Jerusalem before the 
disciples abandoned him 

 
The pivot point, as found in 8:27-30, is the main point of the gospel = Jesus is the Messiah: 

Jesus went on with his disciples to the villages of Caesarea Philippi, and on the way he 
asked his disciples, “Who do people say that I am?” And they answered him, “John the 
Baptist; and others, Elijah; and still others, one of the prophets.” He asked them, “But 
who do you say that I am?” Peter answered him, “You are the Messiah.” And he sternly 
ordered them not to tell anyone about him. 

 
 
“Messianic secret” 
 
Another aspect of the gospel is what some scholars have called the “messianic secret.” Other 
scholars say this idea of secrecy was just a literary device Mark used to develop the story. In 
Mark’s telling of the story, yes, Jesus is the Messiah, but especially in the first half of the gospel 
he tells the people not to speak about what he was doing or who he is. There are two possible 
explanations, according to how Mark developed the story, about why Jesus makes that request: 
 

• #1:  Too much attention about his miracles of healing could divert attention away from 
his message and would cause those in authority to be too interested in him. 
 
It became more and more difficult for Jesus and the disciples to move from one location 
to another as the crowds following him grew larger.  Sometimes they got in a boat to go 
to the other side of the Sea of Galilee, only to find crowds waiting for him there.  
 
Once Jesus and the disciples were in Jerusalem, the Jewish authorities were afraid 
“because the whole crowd was spellbound by his teaching” and they began to consider 
how to kill him. At the end of chapter 11, those authorities confront him to ask by 
whose authority he is acting. 
 

• #2:  The people should be focused on his message of salvation rather than on those 
miracles. 

 
It seems that it is the evil spirits (1:23-26; 3:11) and only a few of those who were healed 
(e.g.,10:46-52) -- but not the disciples -- who have an idea of who Jesus is. Of course, the 
readers of Mark’s gospel then and the readers now know who Jesus is, but Mark wrote the 
gospel the way he did to develop his story of Jesus. 
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Even after Peter declared that Jesus was the Messiah and even after Jesus kept explaining what 
would happen, the disciples didn’t really understand who Jesus was, what this Jesus as Messiah 
would do, and what his and their futures would bring.  (The common understanding then for 
many was that the Messiah would be a human anointed as an earthly king and a great military 
leader. In the time of Jesus, many hoped that the Messiah would overthrow their Roman 
rulers.) 

 
Jesus told the disciples three times, each time with more detail, what would happen to him: 
 -- 8:31:  Then he began to teach them that the Son of Man must undergo great suffering 
and be rejected by the elders, the chief priests, and the scribes and be killed and after three days 
rise again. 
 -- 9:30-32: They went on from there and passed through Galilee. He did not want anyone 
to know it, for he was teaching his disciples, saying to them, “The Son of Man is to be betrayed 
into human hands, and they will kill him, and three days after being killed, he will rise 
again.” But they did not understand what he was saying and were afraid to ask him. 
 -- 10:32-34:  They were on the road, going up to Jerusalem, and Jesus was walking ahead 
of them; they were amazed, and those who followed were afraid. He took the twelve aside 
again and began to tell them what was to happen to him, saying, “Look, we are going up to 
Jerusalem, and the Son of Man will be handed over to the chief priests and the scribes, and they 
will condemn him to death; then they will hand him over to the gentiles; they will mock him and 
spit upon him and flog him and kill him, and after three days he will rise again.” 
 
But the disciples didn’t understand and didn’t ask Jesus about what he said.  Instead: 
 -- Peter rebuked Jesus (8:32) as if that would change what Jesus had told them; 
 -- the disciples argued about who was the greatest among their group (9:33-34); 
 -- James and John requested that they sit on either side of Jesus when he was in power   
    (10:35-37). 
 
 
Theme #1:  Jesus is Lord (the Messiah) 
 
The first main theme of Mark’s gospel is that Jesus is Lord.  He begins the first chapter with the 
quotation from the prophet Isaiah: 
 

“See, I am sending my messenger ahead of you, 
    who will prepare your way, 
the voice of one crying out in the wilderness: 
    ‘Prepare the way of the Lord; 
    make his paths straight,’ ” 

 
John the Baptizer is introduced as that messenger and then he baptizes Jesus in the Jordan 
River.  Then Mark reports (1:10-11) the presence of the Holy Spirit and the voice of God, 
emphasizing their relationship with Jesus: 
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And just as he was coming up out of the water, he saw the heavens torn apart and the 
Spirit descending like a dove upon him. 11 And a voice came from the heavens, “You are 
my Son, the Beloved; with you I am well pleased.” 

 
During the Transfiguration (9:2-8) on the mountain when Moses and Elijah, representing the 
Law and the Prophets, appeared with Jesus, the voice (God) from heaven spoke the same 
words as at his baptism:  “This is my Son, the Beloved; listen to him!” 
 
The tradition was that Elijah, who didn’t die but was taken up to Heaven (2 Kings 2:11), would 
reappear as a sign of the coming of the Messiah. The next-to-the-last verse of the Old 
Testament (Malachi 4:5) refers to Elijah and the Lord: 
 

 See, I will send you the prophet Elijah before the great and terrible day of 
the Lord comes. 

 
On the day we call Palm Sunday, the crowds hailed Jesus with these words (11:9-10): 
 

“Hosanna! 
    Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord! 
    Blessed is the coming kingdom of our ancestor David! 
Hosanna in the highest heaven!” 

 
After he was arrested in the Garden of Gethsemane, Jesus was taken before the chief priests 
and was questioned by the high priest (14:61b-62): 
 

“Are you the Messiah, the Son of the Blessed One?”  Jesus said, “I am, and 
‘you will see the Son of Man 
seated at the right hand of the Power’ 
and ‘coming with the clouds of heaven.’ ” 

 
After Jesus died, a Roman commander testified to who Jesus was (15:39): 
 

Now when the centurion who stood facing him saw that in this way he breathed his last, 
he said, “Truly this man was God’s Son!” 

 
As noted above, “the Son of Man” was the term Jesus used for himself. That usage would 
remind people of the interpretation in the Old Testament book of Daniel (7:13) of Daniel’s 
vision of the being who would come as part of initiating God’s kingdom.  
 
 
Theme #2:  Jesus is the “suffering servant” 
 
Although Jesus is the Lord, Mark wants the Christians who are seeing persecutions and being 
persecuted to understand that Jesus understood what suffering was because he had suffered. 
Jesus also knew what it felt like to be abandoned or to feel abandoned. So Jesus was with them 
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in their suffering and when they might think they had been abandoned by God. Mark’s readers 
would know of the “suffering servant” described in Isaiah chapter 53. 
 
Just after Peter declares that Jesus is the Messiah, Jesus tells his disciples (and us) what 
discipleship requires (8:34-38): 
 

He called the crowd with his disciples and said to them, “If any wish to come after me, let 
them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me. For those who want to 
save their life will lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake, and for the sake of 
the gospel, will save it. For what will it profit them to gain the whole world and forfeit 
their life? Indeed, what can they give in return for their life? Those who are ashamed of 
me and of my words in this adulterous and sinful generation, of them the Son of Man will 
also be ashamed when he comes in the glory of his Father with the holy angels.” 

 
He foretells persecution for them (13:9-13) and James, Peter, and Paul are later martyred: 
 

“As for yourselves, beware, for they will hand you over to councils, and you will be 
beaten in synagogues, and you will stand before governors and kings because of me, as 
a testimony to them. And the good news must first be proclaimed to all nations. When 
they bring you to trial and hand you over, do not worry beforehand about what you are 
to say, but say whatever is given you at that time, for it is not you who speak but the 
Holy Spirit. Sibling will betray sibling to death and a father his child, and children will rise 
against parents and have them put to death, and you will be hated by all because of my 
name. But the one who endures to the end will be saved.” 

 
Another aspect of Jesus’ suffering was the abandonment by the disciples, as reported in 
chapters 14-16:  
  

• the inability of the disciples to stay alert while he was praying in the Garden of 
Gethsemane; 

• their desertion when he was arrested; 

• the denials by Peter that he was a companion of Jesus; 

• their absence while he is being questioned; 

• their absence while he is on the cross (woman followers do watch from a distance); 

• their absence after he died (it was Joseph of Arimathea, not identified as a disciple of 
Jesus, who asked Pilate for the body of Jesus, wrapped it in a linen shroud, and laid it in 
a tomb); 

• the women, who saw the empty tomb, didn’t go to tell the disciples that Jesus had risen 
but ran away because they were afraid; 

• they didn’t believe the report from Mary Magdalene that he had risen. 
 
But Jesus, in his humanness, also felt abandoned by God: 
 

• In the Garden of Gethsemane, Jesus prayed (14:35-36): 
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And going a little farther, he threw himself on the ground and prayed that, if it were 
possible, the hour might pass from him. He said, “Abba, Father, for you all things are 
possible; remove this cup from me, yet not what I want but what you want.” 

 

• As he was dying on the cross, he cried out (15:34b): 
“My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” 

 
The risen Jesus meets with the disciples. After first chastising them for their lack of faith and 
stubbornness, he gives them a commission (16:15): 

 
And he said to them, “Go into all the world and proclaim the good news to the whole 
creation. 

 
And the disciples responded (16:20): 
 

And they went out and proclaimed the good news everywhere, while the Lord worked 
with them and confirmed the message by the signs that accompanied it. 

 
 
Questions for our reflection 
 

• Do we understand that Jesus is both the Lord and the “suffering servant”?  (Or do we go 
from Palm Sunday directly to Easter without stopping to be present in the events of 
Good Friday?) 

 

• Are we like the disciples who didn’t understand and who then didn’t ask questions? 
 

• Are we willing to suffer to be a disciple of Jesus?   
 

• Will we take Jesus as our model, in words and/or actions, when we face tests in our 
lives? 

 
 
= = = = = = = 
 
Jewish groups named in the New Testament: 
 
The Sadducees are mentioned 15 times in Matthew, Mark (only once), Luke, and Acts.  That 
name can be traced to the meaning “the righteous.” That group was active from the 2nd 
century BCE until the destruction of the Temple by the Romans in 70 CE. Considered to be an 
elite group, their most important role was maintaining the Temple. They believed that only 
those priestly activities they carried out in the Temple, dating from the time of King Solomon,  
could be considered sacred. The Sadducees were aligned with the High Priest who, with other 
priests, were more involved with the political aspects of their roles. They were members of the 
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Sanhedrin, the council that ruled on civil matters in the Jewish community. They said there was 
no resurrection and they didn’t believe in angels. They favored Hellenization: the adoption of 
Greek culture. 
 
The Pharisees are mentioned 80+ times in the four Gospels and Acts. Their name means 
“separatists” in Hebrew. The Pharisees, a less elite group, were aligned with the Scribes (local 
teachers and writers of legal documents). They stressed strict obedience to the Scriptures but 
that obedience was not restricted to activities just in the Temple; because they traced their 
heritage back to the Mosaic laws, their religious focus applied to all aspects of daily life and 
they believed that religious instruction could happen in synagogues scattered around the land. 
They were also members of the Sanhedrin and so quarreled there and in other locations with 
the Sadducees. They believed in resurrection and in angels. They wanted to restore the 
kingdom of David and so didn’t favor Hellenization. After the destruction of the Temple in 70 
CE, the Pharisaic beliefs became the basis for Rabbinic Judaism (the mainstream form of 
Judaism since the 6th century CE). Paul was a Pharisee before his conversion on the road to 
Damascus (Acts 9).  
 
The Herodians were a public political party. They are mentioned twice in Mark as 
accompanying the Pharisees; the only other mention of them is in Matthew. They agreed with 
the Pharisees in wanting political independence for the Jews but, as a group friendly to King 
Herod, they wanted someone in his dynasty to be on the throne in Judea. 


