An Introduction to the Gospel of Mark


The gospels are our primary and privileged sources about Jesus. Mark’s Gospel occupies a special standing among the other Gospels because it is the first written Gospel. In fact, the other two synoptic gospels, Matthew and Luke are indebted to Mark. They used Mark as their source in writing their Gospels. If in our bible the Gospel of Matthew is the first writing in the New Testament, it is because the early Church used it very often than the other three Gospels. There are also biblical scholars who think that even John’s Gospel depended on Mark or on any of the other Gospels (Gundry, 1994: 254). Perhaps with the Mark’s Gospel, the earliest of the Gospels, the closest to the eyewitness recollections of Jesus’ earthly ministry,  students who are learning for the first time the Gospels can latch on to a fitting starting point in their quest to know personally Jesus of Nazareth.

1. Who is the author of the Gospel of Mark?

 We do not have a direct evidence as to the identity of the author of Mark’s Gospel. This Gospel never refers to Mark as the author. The author is anonymous. The title “According to Mark” was added to the Gospel some time after the original writing, around second century A.D. There is a person named Mark or John Mark who appears as the companion of Paul and Barnabas in Acts and the Epistles (see Acts 12:25), but he seems unlikely to be the author (Donahue-Harrington, 2002:39). Early tradition, however, suggests that the author of this Gospel is linked to Peter. There is a reference to Mark in 1 Peter 5:13: “Your sister church in Babylon…ends you greetings; so does my son Mark.” “Babylon” is a code-name for Rome. This First Letter of Peter was probably not composed by Peter but by a member(s) of Peter’s community, written after his death in Rome. Already very early in the second century, the Church Father Papias taught that Mark wrote down in his Gospel what he heard from Peter’s reminiscences of Jesus’ life and teachings. The early Church Fathers Irenaeus, Clement of Alexandria, Origen, and Jerome likewise affirmed Mark’s association with Peter (Donahue-Harrington, 2002: 41). 

2. Where and when was Mark’s Gospel written, and for whom?

The early tradition’s link of Mark’s Gospel to Peter and to Rome, as shown above is impressive. Rome, therefore, is the best candidate for the place of the composition of Mark’s Gospel (but see Hendrickx, 1997: 59-60, textbook p. 70).  Earliest sources tell us that Mark wrote down this Gospel after the death of Peter and Paul. These apostles suffered martyrdom (the tradition has stories of Peter crucified upside down; Paul was beheaded) in the persecution after the great fire of 64 c.e. (under Nero).  This would place the composition of Mark’s Gospel in the late 60’s or early 70’s of the first century c.e.  It is not clear, though, whether it was composed shortly before or shortly after the destruction of Jerusalem Temple in 70 c.e.
The Gospel addressed the community of Christians in Rome who were suffering persecution from outside, betrayals and divisions from inside. This difficult situation is reflected in the “predictions” of Jesus to his disciples in Mark 13:9-13: “they will be hand you [disciples] over to courts…will stand before governor and kings because of me [Jesus]” (v. 9).  Moreover, “[b]rother will betray brother to death, and a father his child, and children will rise against parents and have them put to death” (v. 12). There is a solid evidence that Christian community in Rome faced brutal executions. A Roman historian, Tacitus wrote around 115 c.e. that Nero blamed the Christians for the great fire in Rome in 64 c.e. which he himself had set. Tacitus described the process of the arrests and executions of Christians in this fashion:

First, then, the confessed members of the sect were arrested; next, on evidenced furnished by them a huge multitude was convicted not so much on the count of arson as hatred of the human race…they were covered with wild beasts’ skins and torn to death by dogs; or they were fastened on crosses, and when daylight failed were burned to serve as lamps by night” (quoted from Donahue-Harrington, 2002: 43).

It was the “worst of times, the winter of despair.” But it was also the “best of times, the spring of hope”—to borrow the dramatic opening line of Charles Dickens’ A Tale of Two Cities The two eminent Jesuit biblical scholars, John Donahue and Daniel Harrington describe, in view of the impact of Mark’s Gospel, this anguish and hope of the persecuted Christians in Rome in this way:

“The shadow of the cross, opposition from the powerful leaders, divisions among Jesus’ followers, persecutions, and betrayals—all these themes in Mark’s Gospel would have been especially meaningful to an early Christian community that had suffered for the name of Jesus and was expecting more suffering” (2002: 43).

3. The outline of Mark’s Gospel

The late Fr. Herman Hendrickx, CICM (died April 2002, Manila) suggested to divide the Gospel into two major parts. The first part, chapter 1:14 to chapter 8:26 prepares to answer the question of Jesus to Peter, “Who do you say that I am? (8:29). The second part, chapter 8: 31-chapter 15:39 demonstrates the implications of the answer of Peter. Hence, these two parts are linked or “hinged” by the so-called “confession of Peter” (8:27-30)—Peter’s response to Jesus: “You are the Christ” (8:29). For Henrickx and some other scholars consider the confession of Peter as the “turning point or the pivotal point of  the gospel” (1997:64; textbook, p. 71).

For our study, we can maintain, like Donahue-Harrington, the traditional outline of Mark organized around the motif of a journey to Jerusalem in three stages (or sections). The midpoint of the journey, which is also the theological centerpiece of the gospel, expressed the 10:45: “For the Son of Man came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life a ransom for many.” We too, like the disciples, “walk” with Jesus from Galilee to Jerusalem. In the process of “being with him” in this journey, we gradually come to know personally who he is and what he has done for us. The outline that we follow then is as follows:

Prologue: The beginning of the “good news” (1:1-13)

I. In Galilee: Jesus as the anointed Son of God proclaims the nearness of God’s kingdom I
in powerful works and deeds (1:16-8:26).

II. On the way to Jerusalem: Jesus, as God’s son, is the Son of Man who must suffer, die and rise again; his life is a ransom for many (8:27-10:51).

III. In Jerusalem: Conflict of kingdoms; farewell address of Jesus; passion, death, and resurrection (11:1-16:8).

Epilogue: The apparitions of the Risen Christ (16:9-20). 

(Note: this epilogue part, verses 9-20, do not belong to the original Gospel of Mark, see the explanation of Hendrickx, 1997: 61-62; textbook, p. 71).
