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THE THECLCGY OF HM4&RK

The Gospel of Mark hes come into its own in the last century, since
its priority to the other Gospels wes established. At first it received
importence ss & historical document devoid to e great extent of theolo-
gical content. Todey, however, the book is believed to contain not only
historical facts, but to be clethed with the general theological outlook
germene to the primitive Christian communityol Mark takes for granted
the primitive Christien trsdition asbout Jesus end the spostolic fsith-2
Or es Branscomb puts it: "Faith end theology hed salreedy been combined
in this tradition, end what is often described as Merk's theology is
really the early Christian belief as to the historical facts."3 Thus
Mzrk gives the historic origins of the Christisn fgith but not spart frow
the theology of primitive Christienity.

It is our purpose in this paper to consider in broad outline the
nature of the theological or doctrinal content of the Gospel of Meark.

We shsll rely for our preseﬁtation on first-hend study of the book itself
and on the works of such scholars as R. H. Lightfoot, Frederick C. Grant
and others.

The chief theme of the Gospel of Mark is the crucified Messish =s the
1

Today it is no longer possible to meintein that there cen be any writing
of history without & certain degree of interpretsticn. The selection of
the facts end the way they are put together revesl the presupposition of

the writer. This is exsctly whet we have in Mark: historical facts plus
interpretetion.

2 Frederick G. Grent, The Eesrliest Gospel (New York: Abingdon-Cokesbury
Press, 1943), p. 148.

2 Quoted by Grent, ibid.



fulfillment of God's promise to his people.l Of Jesus' teechings Merk
gives very few. ’Only in chepter 4--the sc-cslled "Psrcble Chepter"--and
in Chepter 13--the so-cclled "Little Apocslypse'--:re there considerzble
smcunts of tesching. However, he considers st length--directly eud more
often indirectly--Jesus' M2ssiehship end its nature.

In fact this gospel =dmits us to the knowledge of Jesus' wessish- -
ship from the very beginning. The title of the bock is: "The beginning
of the gospel of Jesus Christ, the Son of God."? Immedistely we sre intro-
duced to the ministry of John the Beaptist. He is the forerunner, the one
who prepsres the way for the coming one. "ifter me," he seys, "comes he
who is mightier than I, the thong of whose sandalva am not worthy to stoop
down end untie."?

Soon the mightier one eppears on the scene to be baptized by John.
It is none other than Jesus of Nazareth. A very significant event takes
plece at thias time. While Jesus was being beptized the hesvens were opened
end the Spirit like a dove descended upon him. 4nd a voice frow hesven
spoke: "Thou art my beloved Son; with thee I am well—pleased."4 "The
werds imply the perfection, divinity, and siniessness of Him to whom they
are addressed."” Then follows the journey tc the wilderness where 3stan

tempted him.

1 R. H. Lightfoot, The Gospel Mesgscze of St. Merk (2d. ed; London:
The Oxford University Press, 1952), p. 31.

2
Merk 1:1

5 Merk 1:7
% Merk 1:11

> Lightfoot, op. cit. p. 32.
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This brings us down to verse thirteen of chepter one, the end of the
prologue. In this section we are told about Jesus Christ, the Zon of God,
the one Qith whom the Father is well-pleased. Thé resder knows frow the
start whst is the nszture and the office of the one who is geing to be tthe
subject of the narrstive. He is the Mescsigh, the 3on of Ged. The suthcr
puts in his hands the key which reveals the meening of the story about to
be told.l

The sccount of the temptation casts a forward look. Just s Isreel
was tempted forty yeers in the wildernes- end failed, sc now the Messish
is tempted for a pericd of forty deys. GEBut the outcome is & complete tri-
umph over the forces of evil. This victory in the wilderness foreshsdows his
finel victory at the cross end resurrection, 2 victory won in & most psra-
doxical manner. Emerging victorious He now can proclaim his uncompromising
end unqualified mes-age, saying: "The time is fulfilled, ond the kingdom
of God is at hand.">

_ I sgree with the thesis propounded by Lightfoct in relstion to the
prologue of the Gospel of Merk. He rejects as arbitrary the major bresk
thet Westcott and Hort made in their famous Greek New Testement between vers-
es 8 and 9, implying thereby thst the ministry of ocur Lord commences with

his baptism and the tempt=tion. The prologue, therefore, extends from vers-
es 1-15. The purpose of the author is to give to the reader the standpoint
from which the content of the book is to be understood. In this respect
Mark's prologue is similar to John's. Enslin is in full agreement with this
treatment of the orologue to Mark. "The whole opening section (1:1-13)," he
seys, "is to be regarded as e unit end serves a deliberaste purpcse not un-
like thet of the more femous Johannine prclogue. These verses have the de-
liberaste purpose of letting the rezder know, before the story starts, who
Jesus is: he is divinely acknowledged as the beloved 3Son of God; it is he

who is the grester successor of whom the Beptist is to speak." Morton 3.
Enslin, "The Artistry of Merk," Journal of Biblical Literature (Vol. LXVI,
1947), pp- 393-394.

2 Mark 1:15
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A crucified Messish wes both for the Jew and Gentile, & contradiction
in terms, or es Psul put it, & stumbling-block znd foolishness to esch one
respectively.1 This is truly the supreme paradox of Christian feith. Yet
it is exactly whet Merk proclsims in this Gospel. Even in the first half
of the book the shadow of the cross is never too far sway.

Mark, however, does not apply the actual title of Messiah to the Lord
too often. It occurs seven times in the best manuscripts.2 The terms Je-
sus Christ (1:1) as they sppear in the title to the gospel are considered
a proper neme.” Peter uses the word in his confession (8:29). The disci-
ples ere ssid to belong to Christ in 9:41. In 12:35 Jesus contrests the
reletionship between Devid aﬁd the coming Messiah but does not refer to
himself as the Messiash. In 13:21 Jesus again refers to the coming Messiah
but warns his disciples not to pay any sttention to those thst clsim to be
messigchs. In 14:61 and 15:32 the title is spplied to him by his adverss-
ries. Mer: uses other terms to explsin the Lord's nature snd his function,
nemely, Son of God, Only Son, Holy Cne of God, 3on of Man. A4ll of these,
however, point in different ways to his messiahship.

The Lord's meésiahship end his coming crucifixion are not apnarent
either to the disciples or to his opronents. In the first hslf of the book
his messishship is unknown to all except to the demons, who are believed to
possess an uncanny knowledge of the supernstural.

In the lstter part of the Gosocel, starting with Peter's confession at
Ceesares Philippi, the disciples parteke of the mescienic secret. Jesus

1 I Qor. 1:13

Lightfoot, op. cit., p. 35.

> Ibid.; also Frederick C. Grant & Helford E. Luccock, The Gospel sc~

cording to Mark, Vol. VII of Interpreter's Bible (Neshville: Abingdon-
Cokesbury Press, 1951) p. 641.




now begins to make & series of statements in which He sffirms repeatedly
that He must die and rise sgein, saying in the last instence thet He will
be handed over to the Gentiles. The disciples are led step by step into
the mysterious idees of suffering, crucifixion, and resurrection. Never~
theless, they remsin somewhet uneware end obtuse to the meaning of all
thet is going to happen. 4ll the rest of the people remain outside the
knowledge of his messishship till the very end when Christ himself con-
fesses it before the High Priest (14:62).

The firet helf of the book up to Peter's confession at Ceeseres Phi-
lippi (8:27-30) is devoted to the presentation of the mighty works and acts
of power of Jesus. There are twelve of these mighty works end ascts of power
in Merk. Ten of these occur before Peter's confession. These mighty acts
are obviously to Mark tokens of the Lord's mescishship, but he is careful
to point out that they were not regarded as such when they took place. They
produced amazement snd awe but no acknowledgment of his messiehship. When
the demons confess him as the Holy One, or by sny other name, they are
gilenced.

"Pert of St. Meri's purpose may be to emphesize thet the Lord's con-
duct, in spite of the greet impression which He made, wes wholly free from
any effort to arouse public excitement, which indeed He did the utmost to
suppress; end thet it gave no colour whatever to & charge of sediticus mes-
sienic activity," observes Lightfoot.1 At eny rate, this picture of a
Messieh thst does not draw attention to himself §E§§;Q§L3211 with the sall-
importent theme of the book of a suffering snd crucified Son of man.

Another important theme of the first part of the book =nd one which

1
QEO Cit-, Pe 57.



becomes psremount et the end, is the opposition of the Jewish leaders to
Jesus. In 2:1 to %:6 we find 2 series of conflict stories thet grow in
intensity end culminate in & decision on the pert of the Pherisees and the
Herodians to destroy Him. In chepter 3 scribes come from Jeruselem for the
first time and eccuse Jesus of being possessed by Beelzehub and:kealing in
his name. Agzin in chepter 6 the theme of opposition crcps up. On the one
hend, we lesrn of Jesus'rejection by his own country. This could be taken
as & pointer to the final rejection by the nstion at lsrge. OCn the other
hend, we leern of the deasth of John the Bzptist, the forerunner. Lster in
the story Jesus spesks of the desth of John the Beptist in relation to whst
the Son of msn should suffer.l

Two more conflict stories eppe=zr before the confession &t Caessres Phi-
lippi. 1In chapter 7 the Pharisées put forth the gquestion ofceremonisl puri-
ty end drsw from Jesus a most scething remsrk, in which he calls them hypo-
crites. In chapter 8 they ssk for e sign. Jesus' enswer is brief and sharp:
"Why does this generation seex for a sign? Truly, I sey to you, no sign
shall be given to this generation."®

Peter's confession of the messishship of the Lord is cbviously & turn-
ing point in the gospel. From there on the crowd remains semewhat in the
beckground until the very end, the mighty =cts are limited to two, and the
intense opposition of the scribes and Pharisees does not appear until the
final end fatal week, except when they pose the question of divorce in chap-
ter ten. Teachings now become more prominent, but they are given chiefly to
the disciples. However, only swe, religiocus fear end smazement are evoked

1 Mark 9:13

2 Merk 8:12



in the disciples by the nsture of the new teachings.

When Peter declsres in the name of &ll the disciples thst Jesus is the
Messish, Jesus charges them to tell no one. From there on until the middle
of chepter ten (10:3%), our Lord spesks repeatedly to his disciples concern-
ing his coming pession, crucifixion, and resurrection. In order to heve
the complete picture before us, we shall quote the three momentous predic-

tions sbout the passion.

8131-%33. And he began to teach them that the Son of man
must suffer meny things end be rejected by the elders and chief
priests and the scribes, end be killed, and after three days
rise again. And he said this pleinly. 4&nd Peter took him, and
began to rebuke him. But turning and seeing his disciples, he
rebuked Peter, and seid, "Get behind me, Setan! For you are not
on the side of God but of men."

9:30b-32. And he would not have any one know it; for he wsas
teaching his disciples, eaying tc them, "The Son of man will be
delivered into the hsnds of men, and they will kill him; and when
he is killed, after three days he will rise." But they did not
understand the saying, and they were afreid to ask him.

10:32d-34. And taking the twelve again, he began to tell
them what was to heppen to him, saying, "Behold, we are going up
to Jerusslem; and the Son of men will be delivered to the chief
priests snd scribes, end they will condemn him tc desth, and de-

liver him tc the Gentiles; and they will mock him, end spit upon

him, ?nd scourge him, end kill him; and after three days he will
rise.'

These three pssseges give us the besic theme thst runs from 8:31 up
to the very end of the story. It is the theme of the suffering, crucified
and resurrected Messiah. PFirst we heer it from the lips of our Lord; then
during the last week of his life the events of the passion, crucifixion,
end resurrection take place. We are no longer dealing with teechings but
with historical events, not devoid, of course, of interpretetion, as it

wes pointed out at the beginning.

Also we see in these ssyings the reaction of the disciples to this



kind of teaching. Peter misunderstends completely the connection of the
Son of man end the will of God. The disciples as a whole did not under-
stend the meening of this new revelastion concerning our Lord's messish-
ship and were afraid to ask him. Besides, Jesus did not want anyone to
know asbout this new teaching.

It is important to reslize that et no time do we get the impression
that Jesus is & martyr, a pewn of the circumstances and prejudices of the
Jews. On the contrary, according to Merk, Jesus sees the cross as part of
the way of obedience to the divine will. It is &ll sccording to the Scrip-
tures. The rensom saying epitomizes the meaning of his sacrifice: "For the
Son of man alsoc came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life as
a rsnsom for many."l

The usage of the term Son of men strikes the reader as he reaches
this point in the narrstive, anc before we go any further a few words
should be said concerning its possible meaning.

In the New Testament the term occurs outaide the Gospels only in Reve-
lation 1:13 and 14:14, where the expression "one like a son of man" is
used following Taniel 7:13, end in Acts 7:56, where the mertyr Stephen
claims to see the Son of man standing at the right hand of God. The use
of the term is almost limited to the Gospels and is only used in sayings
of Jesus. It occurs eight times in G; fourteen times in Mark; eight in
the special meterial of Matthew; seven in thet of Luke and twelve in John.
It never occurs in Peul.?

1 Merk 10:35

2 Grent, op. cit., p. 642.



Of Marx's fourteen uses of the term two occur in 2:10, 28.1 The
remaining occurrences eppear in the second half of the beck, newmely,
8:31, 3%8; 9:9, 12, 31; 10:33, 45; 13:26; 14:2le, 21b, 41, 62. Thus be-
tween 8:27 and 16:8 the term is used in twelve contexts. Nine of these
gppesr in connection with service, suffering, and derth. The other three
refer pointedly tc the future coming of the Son of men in power and glory.

The term emphasizes on the one hend Jesus' coanection with humenity.2
It brings to mind the words of Psalm 8: "Whet is man thst thou art mindful
of him, and the son of man thst thou dost cere for him," and slso its use
in Ezekiel, where it is emplojed to emphasize the prophet‘é humility end
humenity in contrast with God.

Its significence in the New Testament, on the other hand, is ccnnected
with its use in Daniel 7:13 where it is said: "There came with the clouds
of heeven one like unto a son of mean."’ In.this context in pre-Christien

In relation to thése two sayings Grant ssys the following: "Cf
Mark's fourteen uses of the term, those in 2:10, 28 have been thought to
mean 'man' ('wan can forgive sins;' 'men is lord of the sabbsth'); but this
seems improbesble--not only thet Merk should uee the term in & different
sense here, but that such doctrines should hesve been preopounded in the tre-
dition, or by Jesus himself." Ibid.

2 Lightfoot, op. cit., p. 41; Grant, op. cit.

3 Legrange rejects this identificetion of the term 3on of man with
the celestial 3on of man of Deniel. He says: "5i 'le Fils de 1'homme’
aveit eu clairement ce sens, Jésus aureit donc, d&s le début, proclemé ss
messianité en termes découverts, ce gui efit §té en opposition avec toute
sa conduite..." In the Petrine confession he sees no trenscendental me=n-
ing. "4u titre glorieux de Messie," he seys, "Jésus oppose celui de Fils
de l'homme, comme celui qui convensit > ~ = ° « ° o o it & ses douleurs
et & sa mort. Il est impossible de suppose qu't cc .cuent il voulait faire
allusion au Fils de l'homme de Daniel. ... Il me semble decnc que lorsque Jé-
sus se nomme Fils de l'houme, il entend simplement 'l'homme que je suis',
p?ur.asFirerfé'atti?tion Bur sa personne, sens prendre ouvertement, et pour
ainsl dire officiellement, le titre de Messie." M.-J. Lagrence, Evangi
selon Saint Merk (Peris: J. Gabelda et Cie., ed., 1947) g- Ci.’ Tizfgiégms
to us to be an oversimplification. However, he allows for the following

(Concluded at foot of pege 10.)
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Judeism the term conteined the concept of an idesl or supernetursl Power.
To this power is committed the task of estsblishing & divine kingdom on
earth. Thus ssys Lightfoot: "In spite of the term's appsrent emphesis on
humanity, its technicel Jewish use had resulted in an equel emphesis on
the connection of the Son of man with God as sgesinst the nations of the
world; therefore it tended to suggest the fundsmental contrast between God
end the world, and, above.sll, between God and ainners."1

Menson sees in the Son of man term found in the Gospels "the final
term in & series of conceptions, &1l of which are found in the 0ld Testa-
ment."2 These are the Remnant (Issieh), the Servent of Jehovsh (II Isaieh),
the "I" of the Psslms, end the Son of men (Dzniel). He sees in the Son of
man of the Gospels another embodiment of the Remnant ides. "In other words,"
he says, "the Son of men is, like the Servant of Jehovesh, and ide=l figure
end stends for the manifestation of the Kingdom of God on earth in = peo-
ple wholly devoted to their heavenly King.“5 Then he asks the-question
of why dees—it happen-that in the Gospels the term Son of men is so often

us b . Y

.eand so obviously a2 designation of Jesus himself end finds the anawerﬁln
the outcome of the prophetic ministry of Jesus. He concludes:

) (Gontinueq from page 9) stetement: "Rien n'emp&che d'estimer que Jésus se
réservait de développer au moment voulu ce nom de Fils de l'homze en le rat-
tachent & la vision de Daniel.” Ibid., p. CLI. Yet this involves to some
degree a theory of psychological interpretstion of the messiasnic conscious~

ness of Jesus which may be more a reaeding into the Markan text of our own
questions rether than true exegesis.

1 Lightfoot, op. cit., p. 41.

2 T. W. Manson, The Tesching of Jesus (2nd ed.; London: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 1959) p. 227.

3 Ibig.



"His mission is to creste the Son of men, the Kingdom of the saints !
of the Most High, to reaslize in Isreel the ideal contained in the term. [)
This tusk is attempted in two ways: first by public appeal to the people f &“g
through the medium of persble snd sermon and by the mission of the disci- 5

~ !
ples; then, when this sppeal produced no asdequate response, by the conso- ; ) §7§~

lidetion of his own band of focllowers. Finelly when it becomes spperent

that not even the disciples are reedy to rise to the demands of the ideal,
he stands alone, embodying in his own perscn the perfect humen response to r\i

d-"l

the regel cleims of Go
Picking up again our mein thread, it is obvious that there eppesrs

in the second part of Merk an identification of the Son of men with the

suffering servant of Iseizh 40 to 55, to—sey the leestw Fhe Messiah is
_effid
thrus—identified with the suffering servant. The term employed to cgj}y

eut-this identification is the Scn of man, a quité unique usage of the

term.2

4lso in this second part Mark interweaves the theme of suffering and

glory. DNowhere is this seen more clearly than in the plecing of the

1 T. W. Menson, op. cit., pp. 227-87

Grent sees in the term Son of men as used in the Gospels an
originel creation of the Christien community. He says: "It must be re-
cognized that we heve in this conception a pure crestion of Christizn
thought, the consequence of continual reflection upon the cereer of Jesus,
who is seen in the blaezing splendor of his risen, glorified, exalted
state 'at God's right hand,' from whence the heavenly Son of men wes
expected to come." Grent, op. cit., p. 642. He is not sure, however,
whether Jesus referred to himself in this way. Ibid.
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transfigurction experience six days after Peter's confession.t Next to
the first proclametion of the pession is pleced the account of an event

in which three of the disciples beheld Jesus in the splendor of his super-
netural being. The disciples now hesr the voice from hesven that only
Jesus had heard at his beptism esnd therefore receive divine confirmation
to the insight thst Peter had obtained st Ceesarea Philippi. The event
also points forwerd to the fineal victory, though that viclory is to come
only through the valley of the shadow of desth.

As hes been repeastedly pointed out, the theme of the Gospel is the
doctrine of the crucified Messigh. TLivine testimony is given to Jesus'
messiahship et his beptism end the trensfigurstion experience, and is also
witnessed in his mighty acts. But Jesus being the crucified Messieh, Merk
gives us the trend of events that led to the final clash between our Lord
end the leaders of his nation and which resulted in his crucifixicn.2

1 Lightfoot warns egainst a hasty acceptence of the view that the
trensfiguration wes originelly & resurrection appesrance, even though )

those that sponscr such a view have the greet name of Wellhausen behind
them. "In the first plece," he sasys, "all accounts in the gospels of /

appearences of the risen Lord begin in His absence. 4ifter His arrival N
He spesks, and His words sre an essential element in the process of mak- '\Qk‘
ing Himself xnown to His hearer or hesasrers; sometimes also he acts; )
whereas at the Trensfigurstion He is present from the beginning, and . §L/\
silent throughout. A4gain, from the story of the draught of fishes in John <
21, and its sequel in the restorstion of Peter, we know whet is the con- )
tent of e Resurrection appesrance in which St. Peter was concerned; and ‘.§

this story in John 21, in view of the recent denizl of the Lord by Peter, kgf
neturelly has indirect reference to the denial, in the fact of his three- 5\
fold restoration snd commission. But in the story of the Transfiguration,§ 3,\§
St. Peter is simply one along with St. James and St. John; he is in no *Q% h
way singled out, either for rebuke or restoretion. 4&nd thirdly, why [ ’
should Moses and Elijeh appesr in a vision of the risen Lord?" Lightfoot,

op. cit., p. 46.

2
Ibid., p. 43.
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In the story of the psssion the evengelist sets before us certain
ewphases thet reveel his mind. The reeder gets & vivid impression of the
complete dereliction and absndonment of our Lord. The chief priests plot
sgeinst h.m, Judes conniving to hand him over to them. The disciples
desert him, Peter, their leader, openly/détraying him. The Senhedrin
condemns him and delivers him over to Pilate, the representativé of the
Gentile power. Pilste, making & mockery of justice, turns .im cver to be
crgcified. And if ell of these were little, there is finally the nadir
of abendonment: the sense of the Fether's presence is withdrawn.

There is here indeed radical obedience end utter dereliction. The
onéfwho while he lived geve life, lighf, end health is now utterly aban-
dened. 4And yet his future power depends on his present statg,as the pas-
sages from 8:29 clearly indicate end both the evangelist and the reeaders
knewe. .

There are two passages in particular thet show how Mark saw the death
of Christ. The first is the enigmatic and theologically pregnant verse
that appears in 15:38: "4nd the curtain of the temple was torn in two,
from top to bottom." Lightfoot believes that the reference in this verse
is to the veil that the author of the epistle to the Hebrews cszlls the
second veil (Hebrews 9:5)~1 It is es if Mark were saying to us that now
the wey is opened to the very presence of God through the one who has just
died on the cross. There are now no berriers between God and man.

The other peassage which is theologically significent is the confes-

sion of the Romen centurion. When he sew thet Jesus had bresthed his

1
Lightfoot, op. cit., pp. 55-6.
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last, he exclaimed: "Truly this men was a son of God."! The reader is im-
mediately reminded of the momentous former occasions when the term was em-
ployed in respect to Jesus. At the time of his beptism the voice from
heaven spoke, ssying, "Thou art my beloved Son; with whom I em well-pleased-"2
Agein on the occesion of the transfiguration e voice ceme out of the cloud,
seying: "This is my beloved Son; listen to him."> In the former occession,
Jesus alone heard the voice; in the latter, the entire event, including
the voice from heaven, is directed towards the three disciples present,
thus meking them aware of the unique Sonship of Jesus. In the passage
under cconsideration the words come from the lips of a men, and this one

is a Gentile. It is a fitting conclusion to the gospel of Jesus, the cru-~
cified Messiah, whom God procleims to be his Son but now begins to be
recognized by men, even in his humiliation.

» 1 Merk 15:39. Legrange thinks that this confession does not cerry
too much weight in the overall theologicazl picture of the book. He simply
says: "La confession du_centurion a bien peu de veleur asuprds de ces au-
gustes affirmations. the other places_where the term Son of God is used:
at the beptism and the transfiguratioq¥7 Elle indique seulement 1'impres-
sion que la mort de Jésus & feaite sur un 8me de conne volonté." Legrange,
op. cit., p. CXLVII. I seriously doubt whether Merk would put those words
in the mouth of a Roman centurion just to express good will. The very
pathos of the story demands a deeper interpretetion.

2 Mark 1:11

5 Mark 9:7
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