Mark 1:1-15

The Beginning of the Good News

Introduction

Author:  There is no way to know for certain the identity of the author.  The author never identifies himself.  As conversations began to develop in the early church to determine which documents were to be accepted by the church, a need arose to identify the author of anonymous writings.  Mark became a problem because many writings were attributed to followers of Jesus (e.g., the Gospel of Thomas, the Gospel of Peter, the Gospel of Philip).  The first known mention of an author for this writing was by the church historian Eusebius (260-340 CE) who recorded a quote from the Bishop Papias (writings in the early 2nd century) of Hierapolis (a city in Asia Minor) attributing the work to someone named Mark who was an interpreter of Peter.  

Eusebius quotes from Papias on the Gospel of Mark in Hist. Eccl. iii. 39 as follows:

For information on these points, we can merely refer our readers to the books themselves; but now, to the extracts already made, we shall add, as being a matter of primary importance, a tradition regarding Mark who wrote the Gospel, which he [Papias] has given in the following words: "And the presbyter said this. Mark having become the interpreter of Peter, wrote down accurately whatsoever he remembered. It was not, however, in exact order that he related the sayings or deeds of Christ.  For he neither heard the Lord nor accompanied Him.  But afterwards, as I said, he accompanied Peter, who accommodated his instructions to the necessities [of his hearers], but with no intention of giving a regular narrative of the Lord's sayings.  Wherefore Mark made no mistake in thus writing some things as he remembered them. For of one thing he took especial care, not to omit anything he had heard, and not to put anything fictitious into the statements." 


Scholars have noted that Mark is primarily a collection of anecdotes related to the life of Jesus that does not have the rhetorical structure that might be expected.  Papias’ statement that the author did not write, “in exact order” may be an indication that early Christians also noted the lack of structure.  

Irenaeus wrote (Against Heresies 3.1.1): "After their departure [of Peter and Paul from earth], Mark, the disciple and interpreter of Peter, did also hand down to us in writing what had been preached by Peter."  Note that Irenaeus had read Papias, and thus Irenaeus doesn't provide any independent confirmation of the statement made by the earlier author.



However, there are two other pieces of external evidence that may confirm that the author of the Gospel of Mark was a disciple of Peter.  Justin Martyr quotes from Mark as being the memoirs of Peter (Dial. 106.3).  In Acts 10:34-40, Peter's speech serves as a good summary of the Gospel of Mark, "beginning in Galilee after the baptism that John preached." Finally, there was not an extremely strong motivation for the early church to attribute the second gospel to one obscure Mark, the disciple of Peter, instead of directly to an apostle.  Thus, the tradition of Markan authorship is to be taken seriously.  Like Luke, the author was most likely not an eye witness of the life of Jesus.
The author of the Gospel of Mark does indeed seem to lack first-hand knowledge of the geography of Palestine.  Dennis Nineham argues, that 'Mark did not know the relative positions of these two villages on the Jericho road' (1963, 294-295).
  Indeed, Mark knew so little about the area that he described Jesus going from Tyrian territory 'by way of Sidon to the Sea of Galilee through the territory of the Ten Towns' (Mark 7:31); this is similar to saying that one goes from London to Paris by way of Edinburgh and Rome.  The simplist solution, says Nineham, is that 'the evangelist was not directly acquainted with Palestine' (40)."

The best that may be known with certainty is that the author of Mark was an anonymous Christian who wrote this story of Jesus from the tradition of the church.  “Mark” will be used to identify the author in this study simply because that is the traditional view, but not as any indication that the author of this work is known.
Date:  Although the evidence is circumstantial, it is generally thought that Mark was an early writing and the first of the gospels.  Many believe Matthew and Luke used Mark as a resource.  Some date the letter later than others believing chapter thirteen’s discussion of the destruction of the temple, which occurred in 70 CE, was designed to give an explanation for its destruction.

Audience:  The audience is expected to be familiar with the OT, especially the LXX (Septuagint:  Greek translation).  At least some of the audience is not expected to understand Aramaic as evidenced by the translation of Aramaic terms (3:17; 5:41; 10:46; 14:36) and some of the audience required an explanation for Jewish practices (7:3-4,11).



Nineham states the following on the provenance of the Gospel of Mark (Saint Mark, pp. 42-43): "of all the places suggested Rome has been by far the most popular, and, so far as the evidence permits of any conclusion, it is perhaps the most likely.  The Gospel of Mark was clearly intended for a church consisting largely of Gentile members (see e.g. 7:3f., 11:13, 12:42), and one which had known, or was expecting, persecution for faith (cf. 8:34-38, 10:38f., 13:9-13); all this is compatible with Roman origin, and if the Gospel circulated from the beginning with the authority of the Roman church it is easier to explain how it so soon won an authoritative position."

The Beginning of the Gospel: 1:1-8


“Beginning” may echo Genesis 1:1 or it simply may be talking about the beginning of the Gospel.  The same God whose activity brought about the creation of the world is the same God who was again acting in the world to bring salvation to His fallen world.  Just as Jesus was the instrument through whom God created the worlds (Colossians 1:16; Heb. 1:2), He is the one through whom God would recreate all things (Eph. 2:10; 2 Cor. 5:17; Rom. 8:19-23).  As will be identified later, the good news began with the ministry of John the Baptist.


The word translated “good news” can also be translated “joyful tidings.”  There is an inscription from 9 B.C. that says of the emperor Octavian (Augustus), “the birthday of the god was for the world the beginning of joyful tidings (gospel) which have been proclaimed on his account.”
  There are aspects of this that are very similar to Mark.  Both announce a joyful event that brings something new.


This good news is “of” or “about” Jesus.  It is not just a bunch of teachings or doctrines.  This good news is the story of Jesus.  Mark will show how Jesus’ coming into the world fulfilled God’s promises to the patriarchs of Israel.  Jesus is the one Israel longed for and the one who would provide salvation.  Throughout Mark the identity of Jesus will be questioned and challenged not only by Jesus’ enemies but also by his own family and disciples.  Jesus’ identity is given to the readers of Mark at the outset as they watch others in this story struggle with His identity. 


In the OT the Hebrew equivalent (messiah) of the Greek Christ, (anointed one), was used to speak of the anointing of kings and priests.  Messiah was not used as a title for someone.  Except for possibly Daniel 9:25, which spoke of a coming anointed prince there are no OT texts that directly speak of a coming Messiah.  In the first-century B.C.E. the Qumran community wrote of coming prophet, priest, and kingly figures.  During the same time other Jewish writings spoke of an expected king who would be God’s anointed.  But there was not a clear and prominent picture that made it easy to identify the real anointed one.  This is the reason there was controversy surrounding the identity of Jesus with these anointed figures.  Prior to chapter 8, there are many questions concerning the identity of Jesus (1:27; 2:7; 4:41; 6:2-3).  Readers learn more about this confusion in chapter eight when we learn that the people believed Jesus might be John the Baptist, Elijah, or one of the prophets (8:28).

When Jesus acknowledge Peter’s confession that he is the Christ and then connected that identity to suffering and death, even more confusion came into play.  The events in chapter 8 are a turning point in the narrative that leads to the following conflict and crucifixion.


“Son of God” would probably not have brought up the same image of divinity to the first reader’s of Mark as it most likely would to modern readers.  In the OT this term was associated with God’s relationship with angels, Israel, and Israel’s king.  Mark’s audience may have been more likely to connect the term to Israel’s king David as God’s son (2 Sam. 7:14; Psa. 89 27).  “The author of Mark understands Jesus as the catalyst for the inbreaking [sic] of the reign of God in history … ”.
  Son of God speaks of the special relationship between Jesus and God.  God was the protector and strength of the king and the king had God given authority.  In Mark demons will proclaim Jesus as Son of God because they recognize the divine power that worked through Him.  This royal aspect of Son of God also relates to God’s faithfulness.  God made a covenant with David that his sons would always have the right to sit on God’s earthly throne (2 Chr. 9:8).  Although not often seen in Judaism, the Qumran community linked Messiah with Son of God as the one who would bring Israel’s future hope.


The quote in verses 2-3 is actually a combination of Exodus 23:20, Isaiah 40:3, and Malachi 3:1.  The early church leader Jerome (347-420 CE) believed Mark had simply made a mistake when attributing the quote only to Isaiah.  It is suggested by some that the reason the author attributes these quotes to Isaiah is because he was drawing attention to the role of Isaiah in Mark.  Mark made a strong connection between Isaiah and the ministry of Jesus by quoting Isaiah more than any other OT text             (8 times).

“Jesus announces the nearness of the reign of God, performs the restorative miracles Isaiah associated with the eschatological age, and then dies, like the suffering servant at the hands of corrupt religious and civic leaders, after replacing their program of purity and exclusivism with a program of inclusivism and forgiveness.”


Mark’s use of both Exodus 23:20 and Isa. 40:3 draws attention to the prevalent wilderness theme that is in this section and that later plays a role in Mark.  In Exodus 23 God makes promises to Israel prior to their wilderness journey and Isa. 40 announces the second exodus of God’s people through the wilderness headed for their final deliverance.  Mark identifies John and Jesus as the fulfillment of the promised salvation of Isaiah.  The use of Isaiah and other OT texts both in Mark and other NT documents shows that there is no break between Israel’s past and their anticipation of the future.  The events Mark wrote about are to be viewed as the beginnings of Israel’s eschatological (end time) hopes.


The beginning of this good news was being fulfilled in the ministry of John the Baptist.  The original understanding of this messenger in Exodus was an angel.  Here the Exodus quote is combined with the Isaiah quote so that John is linked to the messenger of Exodus and linked to Isaiah’s voice crying in the wilderness.  For those who came to understand that John was the prophet Isaiah spoke of this would have been understood as a paramount event in Israel.  They had longed for three hundred years for the prophet that would initiate the events of the “last days.”


The wilderness is a major theological theme in scripture.  It is the place where God guides his people [pillar of cloud and fire (Ex 13:21)] and movement of the Ark (Num 10:33)], protects and feeds his people (Elijah from Ahab and Jezebel; Moses from Pharaoh), feeds his people (manna and quail), tests his people (Ex. 15: 25; 16:4; 17:2; 20:20), and disciplines his people (Deut. 8:3-5).  It is the place where God’s people prepare for ministry (i.e., Moses, Israel).  And it is the place where God’s people go to separate themselves from their slavery (exodus from Egypt) and begin their covenant relationship with God (i.e., Israel at Sinai).  This is most likely the image here.  The wilderness in Mark was a new exodus, a place of renewed sonship, and a place of preparation for a new covenant just as it was in the days of Moses.  There may also be an intended connection between John’s disciples going to the wilderness for a baptism of repentance and God’s luring of Israel to the wilderness in Hosea 2:14, the purpose of which was repentance and reforming God’s relationship with Israel.  Wilderness will play a role in the narrative again in 1:35 and 6:31,35.  The author probably expects his readers to be taken back by the information that the people did not go to the temple in Jerusalem for repentance and purification washing.  In contrast, the temple in Mark is a place of conflict that results in Jesus’ death.  


The overarching purpose of John’s ministry was to prepare the people for the Messiah and the inauguration of eschaton (end times).  The Jewish expectation of such a time can be found in texts like Ezekiel 36 and Jeremiah 31.  In 1 Jubilees 1:22-24 the text looks to a time when Israel would have a new heart, a holy spirit, and be cleansed so they might never again turn away from God.  

22. “And after this they will turn to Me in all uprightness and with all (their) heart and with all (their) soul, and I will circumcise the foreskin of their heart and the foreskin of the heart of their seed, and I will create in them a holy spirit, and I will cleanse them so that they shall not turn away from Me from that day unto eternity. 23. And their souls will cleave to Me and to all My commandments, and they will fulfill My commandments, and I will be their Father and they shall be My children. 24. And they all shall be called children of the living God, and every angel and every spirit shall know, yea, they shall know that these are My children, and that I am their Father in uprightness and righteousness, and that I love them.” 

That is what you see in Mark with John’s baptism of repentance and forgiveness and with the Spirit’s involvement in Jesus’ ministry.  Although Jews had purification washings, this baptism is thought by many not to be a direct adaptation of their washings.  The most important thing about John’s baptism of repentance was a change of one’s mindset (repentance) toward God and life so the people would possibly be open to accept Jesus as Messiah.


John was in the mold of Elijah.  Much like Elijah, who experienced success on Mt. Carmel against the prophets of Baal and later fled for his life, John had success for a short time and then was beheaded.  Mark even used John’s clothing to bring to the reader’s mind the image of Elijah (2 Kings 1:8).  This may be the reason Mark used Malachi 3:1 in the quote.  Malachi 4:5-6 speaks of the “day of the Lord” which would be preceded by the coming of Elijah.  The importance of John’s connection to Elijah will come up again in Mark (8:28; 9:2-14).


John understood his purpose.  He was not the one Israel had most anticipated.  He was only the anticipated voice who would prepare the way for the Messiah.  His purpose was to point the people to the one who is more powerful.  In the language of master/slave, John saw himself as even less worthy than a slave in relation to Jesus.  This exaggerated language would not have been uncommon in a honor/shame culture.  John would in no way threaten the honor due to Jesus.


John’s baptism did not bring about the work of the Spirit in the lives of people.  That is the distinguishing mark between John’s baptism and that of Jesus.  It would be Jesus, and Jesus alone, who would make the baptism of the Holy Spirit a reality.  Much has been said about this baptism.  In brief, this is simply the work of the Spirit in the life of believers as foretold in Joel 2:28 and seen among the Jews in Acts 2 and in the Gentile world in Acts 10.  The work of the Spirit as spoken of here would not occur until after the resurrection and ascension.  Israel’s hope looked for a spirit from on high that would be poured out on them turning the wilderness into a fruitful field (Isa. 32:15; 44:3).

Jesus’ Anointing and Preparation: 1:9-15


Mark does not say why Jesus came to be baptized as other gospel writers did.  Some suggest Jesus was identifying himself with the people as stated in Isa. 53:12  (“numbered with the transgressors”).  Mark’s focus was on what happened at the baptism.  As Jesus came up out of the water he saw the heavens “being torn apart.”  The Greek does not speak of some calm act of the heavens being opened up leaving the possibility of being closed again.  It expresses a violent and dynamic event.  Something incredible was about to happening with the coming of Jesus.  Images of God coming down on Sinai in the wilderness come to mind, but as the story of Jesus unfolds, it is a much more intimate presence of God this time.  Later the temple curtain will be torn.  If these two events are to be seen as connected, maybe here is the beginning of God’s tearing down of the barriers between himself and creation.  It may be the completion of this separation being torn down, which will be seen when the temple curtains tear.

It is very possible that the tearing apart of the heavens here and the tearing of the curtain at Jesus’ death (15:36-39) serve as brackets or bookends of the beginning and end of the earthly ministry of Jesus.  There are at lest four similarities between the two events.  Jesus is declared to be Son of God at both events.  It was the voice of God at his baptism and the voice of the centurion at his death.  At both events something descends.  At his baptism the dove descended or came down and at his death the temple curtain was torn down.  Both words come from the same root.  Elijah plays a role in both.  At his baptism Elijah was symbolically present in John and at his death the people thought he might have been calling for Elijah to take him down (15:35f).  At Jesus’ baptism the heavens are torn apart.  According to Josephus in his Jewish Wars (J.W. 5.5.4 §212-14) the temple curtain was “with embroidery of blue and fine linen, of scarlet also and purple, wrought with marvelous skill.  Nor was this mixture of materials without its mystic meaning:  it typified the universe. … Portrayed on this tapestry was a panorama of the entire heavens.”

With the tearing apart of the heavens the Spirit comes down into Jesus.  This is in sharp contrast to those Jesus will meet who are possessed by demons.  Here again is a connection between Jesus and Israel’s anticipation.  Isaiah had spoken of a coming servant upon whom God would pour his Spirit (42:1) and of his Spirit being upon the one who would bring good news (Isa. 61:1).  


The relationship between the Father and Jesus is seen in the proclamation from heaven.  Jesus is called “Son” as had descendents of David who served as king of Israel (Ps. 2:7).  The voice also echoes Isa. 42:1 identifying Jesus as the expected servant in whom God’s soul delights.  There might also be reflection back to Genesis 22 where Isaac was described as Abraham’s “beloved” son.  Unlike Isaac, there would be no substitute saving Jesus from death.  This beloved son would die.  


There is no doubt to the readers that God designed the following testing because it is the Spirit who drove Jesus into the wilderness.  Like Moses, Jesus’ preparation for ministry would begin in the wilderness.  It was a time of testing just as God’s son, Israel, had been tested for forty years in the wilderness.  Jesus’ forty days in the wilderness also brings the image of Elijah’s forty days (1 Kings 9:8).  Another connection to Israel’s hope is the mention of the wild beasts.  Jesus lived among the wild animals as Adam did before the fall, and he lived in a state of peace with them as Isaiah had pictured the days of Israel’s redemption would be (Isa. 11:6-9; 65:25).


Jesus’ battle with the demonic world only begins here.  Unlike the other gospels there is no account of what happened with Jesus’ encounter with Satan.  It will not be until the following exorcisms that the reader comes to understand Jesus has defeated Satan.


Having come from Galilee for his baptism and anointing, Jesus returned to Galilee.  The timing was after the arrest (literally “delivered over” or “handed over”) of John.  This is the same word used by Mark to describe what Judas would do (3:19), used by Jesus in his predictions of his death (10:33), and used of the events of his arrest and trial (14:10, 11,18,21,41,42,44; 15:1,10,15).  John’s ministry was to prepare the “way” for the Lord.  His message of repentance will lead to his death and, as the narrative plays out, it will be discovered that the second one to preach a message of repentance will have a similar fate.  “The ‘way’ of the new exodus leads first to the cross.”


The message of Jesus was that the kingdom of God (God’s sovereign redemptive rule) has broken into the world.  The time for the fulfillment of what Isaiah and other prophets promised had come and the beginning of that fulfillment had been initiated in the ministry of John.  The only appropriate response to these events was a change of mindset (repentance) and unqualified trust in the good news (Jesus) that has come from God.

Conclusion


Mark tells the story of God’s reign breaking into the world through his Son Jesus bringing good news to the world.  This world-changing event was the hope of which Isaiah and other prophets of Israel had spoken.  


The beginning of the good news came when John called the people to the wilderness in preparation for the coming of the Lord.  It was in a wilderness that Israel began its relationship with God as they looked for their Canaan land of promise.  A second exodus was coming.  God was beginning his final act of reconciling the world to himself.  


God tore apart the heavens and proclaimed Jesus as his Son and anointed him with the Spirit empowering him to accomplish his God-given mission of bringing good news to the world.  The work of the Spirit in Jesus’ ministry brought the anticipation of the time when Jesus would send God’s Spirit to work in the world as never before seen.


God tested Jesus just as Israel and the former prophets had been tested.  The wilderness experience was only the beginning of the conflict between Jesus and demonic forces that will be seen throughout Mark.  His time in the wilderness with the wild beasts was like Adam’s relationship with creation before the fall and was like the time of restoration of which Isaiah had spoken.  Jesus living in harmony with the beast was another event that gave credence to the expectation that one-day a world of peace and harmony would be true again of all of God’s creation.


Jesus’ preaching announced that the time was fulfilled when God’s reign would burst into the world brining about all the promises God had made through the prophets.  People were called to embrace a change of mind and to trust that the good news had arrived and was being worked out according to God’s will.


Whether or not people come to understand their place and purpose in the world comes down to their view of Jesus.  If Jesus is rejected, the good news or salvation has been rejected.

Points To Be Made

1. Jesus is the essence of and the one through whom the good news came.

2. The events Mark wrote about are the fulfillment of OT promises, particularly as proclaimed in Isaiah.

3. John’s role as the promised Elijah figure signaled something great was happening.

4. The tearing of the heavens for the anointing of Jesus.

5. The distinctiveness of the working of the Spirit of God both in the life of Jesus and in the coming promise to God’s people.

6. The role of wilderness in God’s work among his people and in Jesus’ life.

7. The prefiguring of coming events as seen in Jesus’ relationship with wild beasts.

8. The reign (kingdom) of God in Christ Jesus entered the world.

9. The call for a changed mind set (repentance).
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