Bible Study – 8 August
THE GOSPEL OF MARK

Until the 20th c. Mark was regarded as a digest of Matthew, and was therefore neglected.  In fact it is the basis of Luke and Matthew, who blended it with another source “Q” (comprising some 335 verses which Matthew and Luke share.)   
Some view Mark as artless and unsophisticated, with its broken Greek.  Yet many disagree, e.g. Helen Gardener:
“Reading the gospel is like reading a poem.  It is an imaginative experience.  It presents us with a sequence of events and sayings which combine to create in our minds a single complex and powerful symbol, a pattern of meaning.  Reading St Mark is quite unlike reading a series of entries made by a compiler of annals, or a collection of separate anecdotes.” (Gardner, The Poetry of Mark, cited in Donahue and Harrington “D&H” 12)
Author
We do not know who wrote Mark.
In the 4th c. Eusebius (Hist Eccl. 3.39.15) quotes the view of Papias, two centuries earlier, that “Mark, having become the interpreter of Peter, wrote down accurately whatever he remembered of what was said or done by the Lord, but not in order.”  Irenaeus, also in the 2nd c., refers to “Mark, the disciple and interpreter of Peter.” 
In 1956 Vincent Taylor identified Mark as the “John Mark” named in the Acts of the Apostles, Paul’s missionary companion (The Gospel according to St Mark 26).  According to Acts 12:12 the “house of Mary, the mother of John whose other name was Mark” was a centre for the Christian community in Jerusalem in its early days.  
Place and date of writing
Generally held to be 60-70AD, for the use of the Church in Rome.  
“[A]fter the death of Peter himself, he [Mark] wrote down this same Gospel in the regions of Italy” (2nd c. Anti-Marcionite Prologue in D&H 41)
Irenaeus (also 2nd c.) says that Mark wrote the gospel after the death of Peter and Paul—both of whom are believed to have been martyred after the fire of Rome in 64AD.  
References to the destruction of the Temple in Mark 13 suggest a date shortly before or shortly after its destruction by Rome in 70.
Some themes 

i. The reign of God vs the reign of the Accuser (Satanas);
ii. Binding Satan, the “Strong Man”;
iii. A priestly people called out of every nation;
iv. Seeing secrets;
v. The Messiah as Suffering Servant and “Son of Humanity”


Chapter 1

1:1-13	Prologue
“Gospel” – a good (eu-) proclamation (aggelion)
Isaiah (40:9; 52.7)—“How beautiful upon the mountains are the feet of the messenger who announces peace, who brings good news (euaggelizomenos agatha), who announces salvation, who says to Zion, ‘your God reigns’” 
“Son of God”
A range of possible meanings:
(1) The people Israel, God’s chosen people: Hosea 11:1; 
(2) the king, as representative of the nation, as 1 Sam 10, 2 Sam 5:1-13, Pss. 2, 89;
(3) the house or line of David generally, as 2 Sam 7:12-14, 
(4) [bookmark: _GoBack]or a more mystical idea, such as the Son of Humanity in Daniel 7 or the Suffering Servant in Isaiah 53, or another “Lord” to whom David himself is subject, as in Ps. 110.
Often in opposition to the emperor, also said to be the “Son of God”—Caesar Divii Filius Augusti

	Baptism by John
My messenger: qv. Malachi 3.1; Isaiah 40:3
Clothed in camel’s hair with a leather belt: A dress like Elijah’s in 2 Kings 1:8.  The “hairy mantle” is a sign of a prophet. (Zech 13:4)
Heavens tear open: “In ancient cosmology the tearing open (schizomenous) of the heavens could symbolise the possibility of divine-human communication (Ezek 1:1; John 1:51)”. (Donahue & Harrington 65)  It might foreshadow the tearing of the veil of the Temple later in Mark. (ibid)
[bookmark: 1]A spiritual event? The Venerable Bede, in Marc i, 14 says: “But the heavens are opened, not by the unclosing of the elements, but to the eyes of the spirit, to which Ezekiel in the beginning of his book relates that they were opened.”
A voice from heaven: Origen (3rd c.) said that this voice, alike with that on the mountain of transfiguration, sounded spiritually—to the ear of the soul: 

“For the divine voice is of such a nature, as to be heard only by those whom the speaker wishes to hear it. And I maintain, that the voice of God which is referred to, is neither air which has been struck, nor any concussion of the air, nor anything else which is mentioned in treatises on the voice; and therefore it is heard by a better and more divine organ of hearing than that of sense. And when the speaker will not have his voice to be heard by all, he that has the finer ear hears the voice of God, while he who has the ears of his soul deadened does not perceive that it is God who speaks.” (Contra Celsum 72)

You are my beloved Son: cf. Psalm 2:7

Anointing with the Spirit: Isaiah 42:1-4

Like a dove: An allusion to the Creator Spirit of Genesis 1:2 (creation) or Gen 8:2 (new creation after the flood).

Jesus’ temptation in the wilderness
In the wilderness forty days: Recalls Israel’s testing in the Egyptian desert 40 years—and also the fast of Moses forty days in the desert of Sinai (Deut 9:18) and the fast of Elijah (1 Kings 19:8).
Tested by Satan: Satanas means “the adversary” or “the accuser” (qv Job 6:6-12) who binds in chains of language and law—in chains of accusation.
Wild beasts: The beasts seem to symbolise the powers of evil: see Daniel’s vision of the four beasts—“In my vision at night I looked, and there before me were the four winds of heaven churning up the great sea. Four great beasts, each different from the others, came up out of the sea.” (ch.7)

1:14-15	Jesus’ ministry in Galilee 
Now is the time: “Time” (kairos) is a fateful time of opportunity or decision—“now is the moment!”  It is not merely linear time (chronos).
The reign of God (basileia tou theou): This phrase must be understood with reference to the parable of the growing seed, which we shall consider later.  A word-study suggests basileia is not a place but an activity—God’s reigning.
The kingdom as Love? Origen in Matt, tom. x, 14: “…by the kingdom of God is to be understood that in which God reigns; and this … is in the region of the living, where, seeing God face to face, they will abide in the good things now promised to them; whether by this region one chooses to understand Love, or some other confirmation of those who put on the likeness of things above, which are signified by the heavens.  For it is clear enough that the kingdom of God is confined neither by place nor by time.”

Exorcism in Nazareth Synagogue
1:21-34	Scribe (grammateus) includes teachers of scripture and even lawyers.  They are particularly associated with Jerusalem.
	An unclean spirit (pneuma akatharton) is an unholy spirit, i.e. a spirit of disorder, of chaos.
	Rebuked (epitimesen) is a judicial word meaning “lay a strong charge or penalty on.”  This has to do with Jesus’ work of binding the powers: he binds them, as they bind others.  Jesus rebukes demons (3:12), the wind (4:39), Peter (8:30,33) and an unclean spirit (9:25).    
	Be quiet: literally be muzzled or tied shut.  Be bound!  Jesus binds the Accuser in silence.
	He would not allow the demons to speak: Their recognition of Jesus as the Holy One of God means they are bound—and thus speechless.
1:35-45	deserted place (eremos) and very early—Jesus goes away from the crowds, with their accusatory force, in order to regather himself in prayer
	Cleansing the Leper
	A leper: A leper is not a sufferer of Hansen’s disease, but of any skin disease.  
They are excluded from society: Leviticus 13, especially vv.45-46 “The person who has the leprous disease shall wear torn clothes and let the hair of his head be dishevelled; and he shall cover his upper lip and cry out, ‘Unclean, unclean.’ He shall remain unclean as long as he has the disease; he is unclean. He shall live alone; his dwelling shall be outside the camp.”
	[Jesus’ power to heal associated with God] God is the healer and preserver of health: Exodus 15:26, “‘If you will listen carefully to the voice of the LORD your God, and do what is right in his sight, and give heed to his commandments and keep all his statutes, I will not bring upon you any of the diseases that I brought upon the Egyptians; for I am the LORD who heals you.’” 
	Go to the priest: to give thanks for one’s purification.  The priest does not heal (which God alone can do); he only offers thanks for God’s healing.  Lev. 14 prescribes the sprinkling of fowl’s blood and the sacrifice of a lamb.
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