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  Dedication to William Lane





  For more than thirty years I have lived proudly in the shadow of William Lane. As much as any human being can owe another I owe to Bill, who poured his life into me. I trust he would have approved of this book on Mark, though perhaps he might not have agreed with all of it. In this series, I propose to carry on his method of “engaging with the text of Scripture at the level of the informed imagination.”




  His commentary on the Gospel of Mark is recognized as the best work of its kind in the English language, so it is with a measure of fear and trembling that I approach the task. I believe he would be most honored if I avoided merely regurgitating what I learned from him and tried in a small way to advance some new ideas. So this small effort is dedicated to you, Bill, with deep gratitude for putting the pieces of my life together, for pouring your best self in to me for twenty-six years. Thousands of your students still miss you every single day.




  May the Lord receive glory from this gift to the church.




  Michael Card, Chang Mai, Thailand




   




  Bill’s inscription in my copy of his Mark commentary, dated 1978:




  

    Mike:




    I appreciate deeply the privilege of having been able to work with you on the text of Scripture. You know how important it is to develop a listening stance, as one who needs to be made wise by the wisdom of God. As I listened to Mark I heard the call to service, that Jesus, the servant Lord, may become visible within a world that desires to be served. I welcome your participation with me in the order of service to which we have been called by our Lord.




    With respect and affection,




    William L. Lane




    Mark 10:42-45


  




  Less than a year before his death, on July 31, 1998, seeing his commentary sitting on my shelf, Bill asked if he could re-sign it:




  

    Michael:




    I couldn’t help but notice how our relationship some twenty years ago was not nearly as close as it has become. Which one of us could have guessed what riches the Lord would lavish upon us over the course of more than two decades! I thank God for you, and for all we have shared and continue to share, by way of our ever-deepening friendship, mutual respect and shared awe in the presence of our majestic God. What joy to be able to share from the Gospel of Mark with you and Susan and the children in the front row.




    With deepest appreciation and a brother’s love,




    Bill
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  The Biblical


  Imagination




  “Follow Me,” Jesus told them, “and I will make you fish for people!”




  Mark 1:17




  





  Of all the mysterious moments, he seems most approachable at this particular one, most inviting, most available, most human. We imagine the would-be disciples looking up from their nets and fish, smiling at Jesus’ creative figure of speech. It is a warm Galilee spring day. It is silent; not even the sound of a bird can be heard. The sand is warm between the fishermen’s toes. It is an inviting moment, almost cozy.




  You and I have imagined this scene during a hundred sermons. The excitement of the disciples’ hearts resonates in ours. If we had been there on that a.d. 29 morning, we would have left everything too. If, like me, this is how you first imagined that long-ago moment, then, like me—you would have been completely wrong.




  “We imagine.” What do we mean when we say those words? More importantly, what are we really doing when we imagine? As created beings, one of our greatest treasures, perhaps the dearest fingerprint of God on us, is our ability to imagine. But inevitably, whenever I speak about the “biblical imagination” someone will object, “Isn’t the imagination a bad thing? Doesn’t the Bible say our imaginations are evil?”




  It is a pervasive opinion, and there are understandable reasons for it. I think it is founded on the fact that whenever the King James Version of the Bible uses the word “imagination,” it does so in a negative sense (e.g., “Every imagination of the thoughts of his heart was only evil continually” [Gen 6:5]). Clearly, if we are going to speak of a “biblical imagination,” we need to address this valid concern.




  In the Old Testament, the King James Version uses the term “imagination” seventeen times (Gen 6:5; Deut 29:19; Prov 6:18; Jer 3:17; Lam 3:60). In four of those references, the Hebrew word “heart” (lav) is used. Literally, the Old Testament speaks of the “conceptions” of the heart (Gen 6:5), the stubbornness of the heart (Deut 29:19; Jer 3:17) and the evil plots of the heart (Prov 6:18). In the Old Testament, plots and evil schemes happen in the heart. There is no singular word for “imagination” in Hebrew.




  In the New Testament, the word “imagination” appears three times in the King James (Lk 1:51; Rom 1:21; 2 Cor 10:5). In these references, two of the three also refer to the heart (kardia). In the first reference, Mary is singing. She rejoices at the radical reversal her baby boy will bring to the world, singing literally, “By his strong arm he has thoroughly scattered the arrogant intelligence of their hearts” (Lk 1:51, author’s translation). In Romans 1, Paul speaks of the coming judgment of God, saying of the wicked, “Their reasonings were futile and the understandings of their hearts were darkened” (Rom 1:21, author’s translation). In the final New Testament reference in which the King James uses the word “imagination,” the word “heart” (kardia) does not appear, but it is safe to say it is implied.




  In the New Testament as in the Old, the heart is a place of dark reasonings. The problem, then, is not in the word “imagination.” The problem is in the heart. The Word of God seeks to recapture and redeem our hearts for God’s glory. Is the heart wicked? Without a doubt, yes! Should our hearts be involved in understanding the Bible? Without a doubt, yes!




  Back to the original question. When we imagine, what are we actually doing? I don’t pretend to fully understand the mystery of the human heart, but I believe that when we imagine, something is taking place in our hearts. Our minds are working with our hearts to create images (hence image-nation). But the heart and mind must work in concert; they must be connected by a bridge. This bridge is the imagination. It connects the heart and mind. It seeks to reintegrate and reconnect after the fragmentation brought about by the Fall. An imagination that has been surrendered to God for this process of listening to the Scriptures is what I call the “biblical imagination.”




  (Before we move on to the next point, you might want to put this book down and think about what’s been said thus far. Take time to turn it over in your own heart, to go back to the biblical references above to confirm this notion of the surrendered heart and the biblical imagination.)




  Finally, let’s discuss what the word “informed” means. In this Biblical Imagination Series we speak of “engaging with Scripture at the level of the informed imagination.” This was the approach of my friend and mentor, the late William Lane. It is an approach that shaped everything he did, from the writing of two major commentaries to how he lived out his daily extraordinary life. An informed imagination is willing to do the homework, refer to the commentaries. Because, unlike God, we must create from something.




  I opened above with a cozy account of Jesus calling his disciples from Mark 1:17. I began by painting the scene—that is, by imagining it as you and I have probably done many times before. It is an attractive picture, but not necessarily a biblical one. You see, it was imagined by an uninformed imagination. Let’s retell the same scene from a more biblically informed perspective.




  Jesus has recently returned from his ordeal in the wilderness where, as only Mark tells us, he was “with the wild beasts.” Perhaps in his countenance there is still some reflection of this intense period of temptation. Also, he has just discovered that his cousin John has been thrown into prison by the bloodthirsty Herod Antipas. It doesn’t require Jesus’ prophetic imagination to know that John’s life will not last much longer. We will see in Mark an ever-present shadow of the prospect of persecution. That shadow looms large over this opening scene. It is not cozy. It is ominous.




  Finally, there is the business of Jesus’ creative appeal to the tired fisherman, that he will make them “fishers of men.” Once we spend some time with the Jesus of the Gospels, we quickly learn that almost everything he says is rooted in the Old Testament. He breathes the Torah. This opening appeal is no different.




  Jesus’ statement refers to the book of Jeremiah, the weeping prophet. (I have sometimes wondered if people mistook Jesus for Jeremiah because he was so open with his tears; see Matthew 16:14.) The passage in Jeremiah is the prelude to a song about the day of disaster. God says, “But now I will send for many fishermen . . . and they will catch them” (Jer 16:16 niv).




  This passage is about judgment and destruction. This is the background to Jesus’ words in the first chapter of Mark. It is not a cozy scene but one shadowed by the serious nature of the mission to which the disciples will soon be called. Jesus’ words are neither warm nor inviting. They are ominous and powerful. The task of fishing for men and women is deadly serious business. Once we have done our homework, we return to the passage with an informed imagination. Only then does it come to life. (Even the image of the sand between the disciples’ toes is wrong. The shore of Galilee is extremely rocky. Neither would it have been a silent moment. Galilee is the major flyway between Africa and Europe. The sound of birds is always present!)




  I agree with those who would be cautious of using the word “imagination,” for with an uninformed imagination, Jesus is merely a figment. But when the imagination is surrendered along with the heart and mind, it becomes a unifying bridge that opens the Scriptures in new and exciting ways.




  This volume is the second in a series that intends to overview all four Gospels. It is an attempt to model this approach of “engaging with the Scriptures at the level of the informed imagination.” It is not an academic commentary, although I make use of the best academic commentaries. Neither is it a devotional commentary, though I hope it leads to a deeper devotion in those who read it. I intend to take seriously the author of each of the Gospels insofar as their individual backgrounds shape the text. We will compare what is unique about each account, always mindful of the flow of Jesus’ ministry. I also hope to present relevant historical backgrounds where they are illuminating. Most of all, I hope these books will be seen as an invitation to an ongoing conversation, hopefully to many conversations.




   




  Jesus, I struggle sometimes thinking that you are somehow a figment of my imagination, that somehow I have dreamed you up from bits and pieces of the Bible. But I want to know you in reality, Lord. I ask—we ask—that you give us the discipline to listen to your Word with all of our hearts and all of our minds. That you would renew and reveal your true self from your Word and shatter our many illusions. Give us eyes to see, make our hearts resonate—not with a figment of our imaginations but with a real person revealed in our hearts and minds. Amen.




  Introduction




  





  Who Is Mark?




  It was the third time Peter had been in prison. Before, he had only been held for questioning. This final imprisonment would have ended in his death—except that an angel intervened. The angel prodded the sleeping Peter, who was not quite awake as he wandered out of the prison, past the guards and through the iron gate that eerily opened all by itself. Peter thought it was a dream until the angel disappeared and he was left dangerously exposed in the middle of the street. What to do now? Where should he go?




  He ran to the only place he could think of, pounding on the outer door, pleading to be let in. The slave girl Rhoda recognized his familiar voice. He was well known to the entire household; perhaps he had first come with Jesus and experienced their last supper together. The fledgling church met in this house for prayer. In fact, they had been praying for Peter that very night even as the luminous angel was answering their prayers. The owner of the large two-story house within the walls of Jerusalem was named Mary. In Acts 12, we hear the name of her son for the very first time: John Mark. He was an extraordinary young man.




  The name Marcus means “hammer”; it is a good Roman name. He is mentioned only eight times in the New Testament (see appendix D), but these references tell us all we need to know about him and more. His home might be considered the first church. How appropriate that he should write the very first story of the life of Jesus, the very first Gospel, a completely new literary form.




  Mark was a cousin of Barnabas, one of the first missionaries and a leader in the early church. It has been said of Barnabas that he believed in the work God was doing in a person’s life. He was the first person to recognize that Paul’s conversion had been genuine (Acts 9:27). He surely believed in young John Mark, who traveled with him and Paul on their famine relief mission (Acts 11:27-30; 12:25) as well as on their first missionary journey (Acts 13:5). In Acts 13:13, for reasons we will never know, Mark called it quits and left the two leaders on the mission field in Perga, just before they would have headed into the mountainous interior (Acts 15:37, 39). Barnabas stood by his young cousin when no one else did. When he and Paul were setting out on the second missionary journey, he stood with Mark against Paul’s judgment (Acts 15:36-41). Later, Mark regained Paul’s trust and became a close partner in his work toward the end of his life (Philem 24; 2 Tim 4:11).




  Present at the birth of the church in his own home, cousin to Barnabas, fellow worker with Paul, above all Mark is known for his relationship with Peter. The earliest church fathers agree with one voice that Mark wrote his Gospel while he was a companion of Peter, that Mark’s Gospel is in a sense the memoir of Peter—Peter’s spiritual remembrances (see appendix A).




  As Luke remained with Paul till the bitter end (2 Tim 4:11), so it is believed that Mark stayed faithfully by Peter’s side until his death. In one of his final letters Peter says as much, referring to Mark tenderly as “my son” (1 Pet 5:13). In his final letter Peter promises he will “make every effort that after my departure [read: death] you may be able to recall these things at any time” (2 Pet 1:15). I imagine him looking up from the parchment as he writes these words, perhaps smiling across the room at his “son” Mark, who might have already begun writing his Gospel.




  Mark is the shortest Gospel but not necessarily because of any lack of detail. In fact, when Matthew borrows from Mark he always shortens the stories to make room for his theological agenda of portraying Jesus as the fulfillment of the Torah. Mark has no agenda besides telling the story of Jesus. He is simply recording what Peter remembers. And the simplicity of his story is an invitation to savor each and every detail.




  Peter’s fingerprints are all over Mark’s Gospel. Only Mark tells us that the Sabbath was made for man (Mk 2:27) and that Jesus declared all foods clean (Mk 7:19). These details would have loomed large in the memory of the man who was told to “kill and eat” (Acts 10:13). The numerous references to Jesus’ emotions have come down to us from his highly emotional best friend Peter. Only Mark tells us that Jesus’ family thought he was “out of his mind” (Mk 3:21)—a detail only an intimate friend would have shared.




  Above all, only Mark gives us the literal voice of Jesus. Again and again he records Jesus speaking in his own native Aramaic tongue (Mk 5:41; 7:11, 34; 14:36). It is as if Peter could still hear Jesus speaking as he recounted the stories to Mark. If we want to hear the literal voice of Jesus, we must learn to listen to Mark.




  Mark, responding to the needs of his community, records Peter’s memories of Jesus. There is an urgency; Peter is armed by Jesus with the knowledge of his own death and sees his life coming to a close. Mark is not a self-conscious writer like Luke, who spoke of the details of his own task (Lk 1:1-4). Mark simply acts as a mirror for his spiritual father. His brevity demands our attention. In his Gospel, everything matters. Perhaps without knowing it, he is teaching us how to listen to the very voice of Jesus. Selflessly, he never mentions his impressive credentials; in fact he never even mentions his own name. When we listen to his Gospel, we place ourselves at the feet of Jesus’ closest earthly companion.




  Major Themes




  The So-Called Messianic Secret




  The “messianic secret,” an idea championed by William Wrede in the 1960s, was considered a major theme in Mark’s Gospel for years, but recently it has lost favor. For one thing, this theme is not exclusive to Mark. Matthew gives us four examples (Mt 8:3-4; 9:29-31; 12:15; 17:9). Luke provides three (Lk 4:41; 8:56; 9:21).




  While it is true (and also fascinating) that Jesus occasionally charged people to keep secret either something he had done or his identity as the Messiah, Wrede was wrong to propose that this theme was Mark’s literary invention. Of the twenty-one miracles in Mark’s Gospel, only six involve a command for secrecy from Jesus. On at least one occasion Jesus orders a person he has healed to go and spread the news (Mk 5:1-19). Though Jesus is sometimes guarded about revealing his true identity, clearly he did not come to make a secret of it. So what is really going on?




  The first occurrence of Jesus’ request for secrecy helps explain many of those that follow. In Mark 1:40 Jesus has just healed a leper. In verses 43 and 44 he sternly warns the man, “See that you say nothing to anyone.” But how could anyone be expected to keep something so wonderful a secret? Instead, says Mark, the healed man “went out and began to proclaim it widely and to spread the news, with the result that Jesus could no longer enter a town openly. But He was out in deserted places” (Mk 1:45).




  Jesus understands the nature of human beings, that they would easily become hyperfocused on his giftedness. Which is precisely what happens. As a result of the man’s inability to keep quiet, Jesus’ real ministry of preaching the good news is severely hampered. Does he want to keep his Messiahship a secret? No, but he intends to be selective about whom he will reveal himself to until the work of his Father is completed.




  This selectivity is most clearly evident in one of the last occurrences of the so-called messianic secret. In Mark 8 Peter makes his great confession: “You are the Messiah!” (v. 29). It is a watershed moment in their time together. At last the question “Who is this man?” has been conclusively answered. But the words have scarcely left Peter’s lips when Jesus warns his disciples “to tell no one about Him” (Mk 8:30). Immediately in the following verses Jesus begins to explain to them what it really means to be the Christ. He has to “undeceive” them.




  Jesus commands his disciples to be silent about his identity as Messiah because they are only gradually learning what the term means. But he does reveal it to them, deliberately and selectively. Jesus instructs those he has healed to be silent in order to prevent the ever-growing mob from inundating his ministry. When he encounters people who are forced to confess his divine character because of demon possession, he commands them to be silent as well; he does not want his identity heard from the lips of demoniacs.




  The Fiery Trial




  “Loved ones, do not think it is strange, the fiery ordeal you are suffering.”




  1 Peter 4:12 (author’s translation)




   




  In the hot early-morning hours of July 19 in a.d. 64, the city of Rome was preparing to celebrate a religious festival dedicated to Caesar. The climax of the festival would be a series of chariot races at the Circus Maximus, an arena featuring the largest wooden structure ever built. It was perched atop massive arcades of stone and could comfortably seat more than two hundred thousand people. Later it would be expanded to hold three hundred thousand.




  From the northeast corner of the stadium, a column of smoke began to slowly rise from underneath the wooden superstructure. Fanned by an unusually strong wind, the fire quickly spread, engulfing the entire arena and quickly spreading to the surrounding tumbledown houses. At first the police tried to battle the blaze with buckets of water, but they soon gave up.




  The first day the fire spread throughout the flat portion of the city. On the second day the wind shifted, driving the flames up into the hills. For five days the fire burned out of control until it reached the surrounding fields and firebreaks—buildings knocked down by Roman soldiers to hem in the fire. Later that day the fire mysteriously broke out again and spread into previously untouched areas of the city. The second fire seemed to have been deliberately set on the property of Tigellinus, the captain of the Praetorian Guard. People became suspicious.




  The fire burned for two more days until finally it was exhausted. Of the fourteen regions of the city of Rome, three were laid flat by the flames and seven more were virtually destroyed. Only four were untouched. The flames had been so hot they melted the marble of the temples. Scientists have since determined that the temperature of the firestorm reached eleven hundred degrees Fahrenheit.




  In the refugee camps surrounding the city, stories began to circulate about mysterious groups of men who were seen moving through the city, tossing lit torches into open doorways. When townspeople tried to stop them they replied, “We are under orders to allow the flames to spread.”




  The suspicions of the public quickly focused on Nero. In the days following the fire he did his best to appear benevolent and supportive, lowering the price of grain and volunteering to clear the rubble at the city’s expense, but he was not able to shift the blame away from himself. Roman historians Tacitus, Suetonius and Cassius Dio all determined that Nero had ordered the city burned to make room for a personal building project. Though the tradition that he fiddled while Rome burned cannot be true (the fiddle had not yet been invented!), it is true that he was in Antium, his hometown, singing a song about the destruction of Troy when the fire broke out. Two days later, when he finally sailed back to his burning city, people overheard him commenting on the beauty of the flames. (Tacitus and Suetonius have the most to say about Nero’s involvement in the great fire of Rome. See appendix C.)




  It is this fire and subsequent persecution that Peter refers to in his first letter (1 Pet 4:12). If we read the first half of the book closely, suffering seems a real but remote possibility. This first section closes with an “amen” (1 Pet 4:11), possibly marking the letter’s original ending. Then something horrendous appears to have happened. Peter picks up his pen once more. By the time he writes the second half of his letter, he is forced to use a code word for Rome: Babylon (1 Pet 5:13). For the rest of the letter it is almost as if Peter is whispering. The persecution reported by Tacitus has become a reality for the flock Jesus entrusted to Peter. During this time Mark, Peter’s “son,” is with him (1 Pet 5:13), perhaps already writing his Gospel, a book William Lane referred to as a “pamphlet for hard times.” Both Paul and Peter will eventually die in the first wave of persecution after the fire.




  The Gospel of Passion: The Emotional Life of Jesus




  How do I make sure Jesus isn’t just a figment of my imagination, a puzzle of pieces made up out of my southern white Christian American background? If that imaginary Jesus were to come face to face with the Nazarene of the Gospels, who would win? How would I know the right one won?




  Mark’s Gospel offers a perfect solution. More than any other Gospel it presents the emotional life of Jesus, lifted from the imagination of Peter, himself no stranger to the emotional. The Jesus of Mark seldom resembles the “gentle Jesus, meek and mild” I grew up loving and wanting to follow. Of course we do find the compassionate Christ in Mark (Mk 1:41; 6:34; 8:2), but often we encounter the unfamiliar angry, irritated, impatient and indignant Jesus. Mark’s picture of Jesus is more human than the theologically correct “fully human” Jesus in my mind.




  In Mark 9:19, exasperated, Jesus asks the dim disciples, “How long must I put up with you?” A dozen commentaries explain away this moment, putting Jesus back in his safe, traditional place. Mark will have none of it, and we are left standing alone before an emotional Jesus, afraid he might say the same thing to us. When Peter is rebuked (Mk 8:33), Mark means for you and me to feel Jesus’ disdain as well.




  A revealing way to analyze and compare the emotional portrayals of Jesus in the Gospels is to simply count adjectives, to look at the “adjectival evidence” (see appendix B):




  

    	Matthew uses only four adjectives in six scenes to describe the emotions of Jesus.




    	Luke provides one more, making a total of seven scenes that utilize an adjective to describe Jesus’ emotions. But Luke does not shy away from portraying the emotions of everyone around Jesus. In a staggering thirty-four separate scenes he uses a number of adjectives to describe the emotions of everyone from Mary to Peter to the Pharisees.




    	John presents the least emotional Jesus, with only four adjectival references.




    	Mark presents fifteen separate scenes that utilize a number of adjectives to paint the most varied image of the emotional life of Jesus. Mysteriously, after Mark 14:34, the adjectives disappear and Jesus seems almost emotionless.


  




  In Mark’s Gospel we should be prepared to meet a Jesus who shocks us and fails to meet our expectations. This was the experience of everyone who came close to him. Even as I write these words I have a deep appreciation for Mark’s trust and willingness to present the unveiled emotional life of Jesus.




  One note: In order to contrast and compare the four Gospels, it is necessary to speak in terms of Mark’s Jesus or Luke’s Jesus. Certainly they are one and the same person. The different perspectives of the Gospel writers provide a four-dimensional image of this infinitely complex and yet profoundly simple man.
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  Mark 1




   




  The Good News of Jesus— Christ and God’s Son




  1:1 Title and outline.




  The Overwhelming Significance of John




  1:2-8 The ministry of John the Baptist.




  In the Wilderness




  1:9-13 The baptism and temptation of the Son.




  His First Words




  1:14-15 Jesus’ message.




  1:16-20 His first disciples.




  Initial Unhindered Success




  1:21-28 The beginning of the ministry.




  Why He Has Come




  1:29-39 His purpose to preach.




  An Emotional Window




  1:40-45 A look at his complex emotions.




   




  The Good News Of Jesus— Christ and God’s Son




  1The beginning of the gospel of Jesus Christ, the Son of God.




  When we listen to the text of Scripture with our heart and mind fully engaged, we should almost hear the tone of the author’s voice. When I listen to the opening verse of Mark, I hear an enthusiastic young man who is almost out of breath.




  He is speaking to us from the midst of a crisis in Rome, which is reason enough for the sense of immediacy and haste that permeates his Gospel. He is recording for us the living memories of Simon Peter, known to be exceedingly emotional himself. As we strive to listen together to Mark’s voice, to his concentrated telling of the miracle that is Jesus of Nazareth, we will constantly be reminded of his urgency by his frequent use of the historical present tense (over a hundred and fifty instances), by his repeated use of the word “immediately” (eutheos) and by his frenetic use of “and” (kai) to string together his ideas.




  His literary voice is simple and urgent. He has no time for personal or theological agendas, no inclination toward prosaic language. From the outset, let’s tune our ears to the earnest urgency of Mark.




  Some have wondered if Mark intended verse 1 to be a title for the book. He would have known that the phrase “the beginning” would remind his few Jewish readers in Rome of Genesis 1:1, “In the beginning . . . ,” and the opening of the Old Testament. As the first words of Genesis spoke of the promise of a new beginning, a new creation, so Mark begins his Gospel with the same hope. His story is about everything made new.




  In referring to the story of Jesus as a “gospel,” Mark would have caught the attention of his Roman listeners. The word “gospel” or “evangel” was a thoroughly Roman term connected to pagan festivals and the cult of the emperor. It means “good news.” An inscription celebrating the birth of Octavian reads, “The birthday of the god was for the world the beginning of ‘joyful tidings.’”[1] Mark’s first hearers would have immediately understood that he was referring to good news that was a cause for celebration, a historical event that would introduce a radically new situation to the world.




  The use of the word “gospel” in association with the life of Jesus was nothing new. Paul, whom Mark had accompanied on his first missionary journey, used the word more than eighty times in his letters. Yet the word is being reborn in Mark’s Gospel. He is the only evangelist to refer to his work by that term. Though Matthew and Luke both use “gospel” in the body of their writings, never do they refer to their books as such. In fact, Paul, Matthew and Luke always use the phrase “the gospel.” Mark is the first person to present “a Gospel.” In verse 1 we are witnessing the birth of a new literary form, the telling of the story of a life, which is at the same time a testimony. It is one of the most extraordinary sentences in the New Testament.




  More than a title, verse 1 also presents Mark’s broad outline. His account is simple and straightforward, comprising only two parts. Both sections establish the twofold identity of Jesus as Christ and God’s Son.




  The first section, from Mark 1:1 to 8:30, presents Jesus as the Messiah, the Christ. With Jesus’ baptism, Mark begins to tell the story of the first disciples and Jesus’ early ministry. A common thread throughout is the disciples’ confusion over who Jesus is. It comes to a finale when Peter confesses Jesus as the Messiah. Being the faithful Jew he was, Mark lived in the hope and expectation of the appearance of the Messiah. He would have heard such rabbinic teachings as “He who, when he prays, does not pray for the coming of the Messiah, has not prayed at all.” The appearing of Jesus promised to fulfill his spiritual, political and economic hopes. It would be the solution to every problem, the answer to every question. At least that is what Mark and his contemporaries believed.




  The second section begins with Mark 8:31 and comes to a dramatic conclusion with the confession of the centurion at the crucifixion, who declared in Mark 15:39, “Truly this man was the Son of God” (asv). In the course of Mark’s narrative, we will gradually discover that Jesus is truly the Messiah and uniquely the Son of God. Mark takes us on a long, disturbing journey. If we listen with fully engaged imaginations, we will find ourselves at the end of his Gospel with the women outside the empty tomb. There we will be forced to make our own personal decision about who Jesus truly is.




  The Overwhelming Significance of John




  2As it is written in Isaiah the prophet:




   




  Look, I am sending My messenger ahead of You,




  who will prepare Your way.




  3A voice of one crying out in the wilderness:




  “Prepare the way for the Lord;




  make His paths straight!”




   




  4John came baptizing in the wilderness and preaching a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins. 5The whole Judean countryside and all the people of Jerusalem were flocking to him, and they were baptized by him in the Jordan River as they confessed their sins. 6John wore a camel-hair garment with a leather belt around his waist and ate locusts and wild honey. 7He was preaching: “Someone more powerful than I will come after me. I am not worthy to stoop down and untie the strap of His sandals. 8I have baptized you with water, but He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit.”




  The first voice we hear in Mark’s Gospel is not Jesus’ voice but Malachi’s. Mark quotes the prophet’s veiled prediction of the ministry of John the Baptist, a promise found in the closing words of Malachi (Mal 3:1; 4:5-6). In a single breath, we have both the final promise of God in the Old Testament and its fulfillment in the opening of the New.




  When we meet him in Mark, John is standing in the Jordan with his camel-hair coat, preaching repentance. Repentance—it is the only way the people would be prepared to meet the one who was coming to forgive their sins. That is how John “prepares the way” for Jesus. In the course of the story we will meet men and women who have come to Jesus with repentant hearts because they had, no doubt, heard the preaching of John.




  The prophetic voice abruptly shifts. Now it is Isaiah’s voice we hear in the wilderness. It is crying out in the Baptist’s hoarse words that the path, which was crooked, will be made straight. It will no longer be a meandering passage that twists and turns; from now on the way will lead straight to Jesus, the Messiah.




  John is all that is old and everything that is new. He stands with one foot in the Old Testament and the other firmly planted in the New. It is impossible to overstate his significance. He was so famous in his time that he merited mention in the writings of Josephus (see appendix C). In every Gospel the story of Jesus’ ministry begins with that of John. When Peter and Paul present their accounts of the life of Jesus, they will begin with John as well (Acts 1:22; 10:37; 13:24-25). The prophetic voice of God, silent for four hundred years, has begun to speak once more in him. He will become the focus of Herod Antipas. Mark, so known for his brevity, will give a peculiarly lengthy account of John’s death (Mk 6:14-29).
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