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THE HERALD IN THE WILDERNESS. Ch.1:1-8

in verse 1 should be understood as the content of Christian proclama-
tion. The superscription indicates that Mark’s primary concern is to
delineate the historical content of the primitive Christian message of
salvation. It also suggests the general plan of his work by anticipating
the crucial points in the history he relates. The recognition that Jesus is
the Messiah in Ch. 8:29 is the point of transition to the second half of
the Gospel where Mark clarifies what it means for Jesus to be the Mes-
siah. The climax is reached in Ch. 15:39 with the affirmation that Jesus
is the Son of God. It is evident that the first line of Mark’s Gospel
invites the reader to consider every aspect of the Gospel from a distinctly
Christological perspective. 2¢

The primary reference in Ch. 1:1 is to the ministry of John and the
fulfilment of the hope of Israel. This hope is distinctly eschatological in
character; the forerunner announces the coming of the Messiah who
introduces the new age of redemption promised through the prophets.
For this reason the transition from Mark’s initial verse to the day of the
Lord is not as abrupt as is sometimes supposed. The coming of John
signaled both the beginning of the joyful tidings of salvation and the
intrusion of the rule of God.

2-3 The citation formula, “even as it is written in Isaiah the prophet,”
indicates that the proper context for understanding the gospel is the
promise of future salvation found in the latter half of Isaiah. The citation
which follows is a composite quotation from Ex. 23:20; Mal. 3:1 and
Isa. 40:3, passages which evoke the image of the forerunner Elijah. In
the exegetical tradition of the rabbis these texts had already been com-
bined, in the conviction that the “messenger of the covenant” (Ex.
23:20) is Elijah (Mal. 3:1; 4:5).2 Mark’s first statement is from the
Law, and agrees verbatim with the text of Ex. 23:20 in the Septuagint.
It is enriched by a formulation originating in the Hebrew text of Mal.
3:1, although the first person has been altered to the second in the
interest of the messianic interpretation of the passage. This fused text
may have been selected from a-testimony-collection in which the con-

24 Cf. R. P. Meye, Jesus and the Twelve. Discipleship and Revelation in Mark’s
Gospel (Grand Rapids, 1968), p. 30: “Mark and the community in which his work
originated worshipped Jesus as the Son of God. The narrative of Mark’s Gospel
and its origin with the worshipping Church, as well as its continual use by the
worshipping Church, makes this abundantly clear.”

25 Cf. Exodus Rabba 23:20, The identical words, “Behold I send my messenger,”
in Ex. 23:20 and Mal. 3:1 furnished the exegetical ground of the conflation.
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flation had already taken place.2¢ The second statement introduces a
word from the Prophets, and agrees with Isa. 40:3 LXX, with the single
alteration of “the paths of God” to ‘‘his paths.” By this change the text
becomes applicable to Jesus, who was known in the early church as
“the Lord.”

The integrity of the mixed citation in Ch.1:2 has often been questioned.
It fails to satisfy the formula of citation which specifies “the prophet
Isaiah” but agrees in form with a quotation introduced in a different
context by Matthew and Luke. For these reasons it is commonly regard-
ed as a very ancient gloss, interpolated into the text at so early a stage
that it has left its mark upon the entire manuscript tradition. 2* Opposed
to this conjecture is not merely the consistent witness of the manuscript
tradition, which lends no textual support to the omission of verse 2,
but the important fact that the three OT passages, blended in this
fashion, are all related to the wilderness tradition and have a signif-
icant function in the prologue itself. Ex. 23:20 contains God’s promise
to send his messenger before the people oa a first exodus through the
wilderness to Canaan. In Isa. 40:3 the messenger announces the second
exodus through the wilderness to the final deliverance prepared for
God’s people. In both the citation from the Law and from the Prophets
the theme of an exodus through the wilderness is dominant and appropri-
ate to Mark’s conception and purpose. The blended citation functions
to draw attention to three factors which are significant to the evangelist
in the prologue: the herald, the Lord and the wilderness. In the verses
which immediately follow, the significance of each of these elements is
emphasized by Mark, 28 who sees in the coming of John and Jesus to

26 Ppre-Christian testimony texts were provided for the first time by the dis-
coveries in Cave Four at Qumran. For 4QFlorilegium and 4QTestimonia see A.
Dupont-Sommer, The Essene Writings from Qumran (Cleveland, 1962), pp.310-317.

27 E.g. M. J. Lagrange, L’Evangile selon Saint Marc® (Paris, 1947), p.4; J. B.
Colon, “Marc (Evangile selon Saint),” DB Suppl V (1957), col. 838; J. A. T. Robin-
son, “Elijah, John and Jesus. An Essay in Detection” in Twelve New Testament
Studies (London, 1962), p. 34 n. 14, This surmise is due to the fact that Mt. 3:3
and Lk. 3:4 cite only the text of Isaiah in the context of the Baptist’s activities,
while the mixed quotation occurs in a different context, Mt. 11:10 and Lk. 7:27.
That a citation from a testimony collection would be introduced by a reference
to Isaiah is also felt to be questionable.

28 E. Lohmeyer, op. cit., p. 10 sees verses 4-8 as a line by line commentary on
the biblical citation. By restricting the interpretation to the account of John’s
activity, however, Lohmeyer fails to consider adequately the reflection upon the
Lord in the wilderness which is central to the citation. Cf. U. Mauser, op. cit.,
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the wilderness the fulfilment of the promised salvation of which the
prophet Isaiah had spoken. In stressing the element of fulfilment at the
beginning of his account Mark conforms the narrative to the apostolic
preaching, in which the theme of fulfilment was of strategic impor-
tance.?® The authenticity of verse 2 should be accepted.

4-5 John the Baptist is a crucial figure in the history of revelation and
redemption. In retrospect, his appearance in the wilderness was the
most important event in the life of Israel for more than three hundred
years. The absence of a prophet throughout this period had been inter-
preted to signify that the prophetic task was accomplished. Yet men
clung to the hope that the “faithful prophet” would appear, the Prophet
like Moses, whose coming would signal the events of the “last days”
(Deut. 18:15-19; I Macc. 4:42-46; 14:41; 1QSix. 11). The very fact of
John’s appearance was an eschatological event of the first magnitude,
and signified that the decisive turning point in the history of salvation
was at hand. It was John, the preacher of radical repentance, who
initiated the messianic crisis. To speak of the gospel of Jesus is to speak
of the good news which began with John. *

Precisely because the Baptist belongs so intimately to the gospel, it
is difficult to recover John as a person. The discovery of an Essene
center at Khirbet Qumran in the Judean wilderness has led to the
conjecture that John may have spent a period of time there. 32 The

p.82: “The wilderness in Mark 1:3 carries with it the full weight of a great religious
tradition embracing high hopes and promises as well as the deep shadows of judg-
ment and despair, and this is imposed upon the succeeding verses, moulding them
as counterparts of Israel’s experience in the desert.” Mauser explores this old
biblical tradition on pp. 15-52.

29 E.g. Acts 2:16-21, 25-31, 34-36; 3:18, 21-26; 8:30-35; 10:43 et passim. Cf. C.
H. Dodd, According to the Scriptures. The Substructuré of New Testament Theol-
ogy (London, 1952).

30 It is possible that the reference to “Isaiah the prophet” in Mk. 1:2 is not
intended to introduce the quotation which follows but indicates the context in
terms of which John’s own self-understanding may be grasped. John knows that
he has been called by God, and his fundamental primer for understanding what
this means is the prophecy of Isaiah. John needed no instruction apart from the
words of Isaiah; his message was constantly found as he reflected on Chs. 1:10ff,;
2:9ff.; 4:1; 6:10f.; et passim.

31 On the theological interpretation of John in the Gospels see W. Wink, John
the Baptist in the Gospel Tradition (Cambridge, 1968), especially pp. 1-17 for a
treatment of Mark.

32 Cf. W. H. Brownlee, “John the Baptist in the New Light of Ancient Scrolls,”
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documents from Qumran indicate that John shared many ideas in
common with the Covenanters, among them an appreciation of the
biblical traditions centering in the wilderness, a vivid sense of crisis
heightened by messianic expectations, and a strong anticipation of the
Holy Spirit. Both the Baptist and the men of Qumran appealed to Isa.
40:3 to explain their presence in the wilderness. 3 A careful comparison
of the Qumran Covenanters with John the Baptist, however, reveals
differences so extensive as to make the possibility of contact un-
important. If the Baptist was ever associated with the community he
broke with its tradition and found his destiny along wholly different
lines. His mission was shaped by the summons of God which came to
him in the wilderness.

From Mark’s perspective, John is important not for his own sake
but as the beginning of the unfolding drama of redemption which centers
in Jesus of Nazareth. The brevity of his presentation of John serves to
project into sharp relief two features of the Baptist’s ministry which
were of special significance to him: (1) John’s career was the result
of divine appointment in fulfilment of prophecy; (2) John bore witness
to the supreme dignity and power of the Messiah, whose coming was
near.

The citation of Isa. 40:3 in verse 3 explains John’s advent: the herald
of the Lord will cry in the wilderness. From the point of view of transi-
tion Ch. 1:4 is tied to Ch. 1:3 by means of the identical phrase “in the
wilderness” in both verses. Mark’s interest in the wilderness is not
primarily geographical; the reference to the lower Jordan River valley
fails to provide any specific information about the locale in which the
Baptist ministered. But the evangelist has preserved the emphasis upon
the wilderness which he found in his sources and has allowed it to shape
his own theological understanding of the gospel. The historical tradition
that John appeared in the wilderness establishes the relevance of the
citation from Isaiah and provides the key to Mark’s concentration upon
wilderness motifs throughout the prologue.

in The Scrolls and the New Testament, ed. K. Stendahl (New York, 1957), pp. 33-
53; H. H. Rowley, “The Baptism of John and the Qumran Sect,” in New Testament
Essays, ed. A.J. B. Higgins (Manchester, 1959), pp. 218-229; J. Pryke, “John the
Baptist and the Qumran Community,” Rev Qum 4 (1964), pp. 483-496.

23 On the citation of Isa.40:3 in 1QS viii. 12-16 see the commentary of P.
Wernberg-Mgller, The Manual of Discipline (Leiden, 1957), pp. 34, 129; U. Mauser,
op. cit., pp. 58-61. The interpretation of Isa.40:3 at Qumran relates to the study
of the Law and obedience to its mandates.
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Briefly and concisely verses 4-8 describe the Baptist’s ministry. Mark
focuses attention on three elements in John’s ministry, each of which
is related to the OT prophecies with which he has prefaced his Gospel:
(1) John was a man of the wilderness; (2) he performed his ministry
of baptism in the wilderness, and so prepared the way of the Lord;
(3) he announced one greater than himself who was to come after him.
Each detail of the five verses is related to one or more of these three
emphases.

Those who heard John would not have failed to recognize the familiar
prophetic call to repentance. But in response to his preaching John
called for an action which was wholly novel — baptism in the Jordan
River. It has been conjectured that John’s baptism was derived from the
Jewish practice of baptizing proselytes, 3¢ or from the rites of initiation
practiced at Qumran. 33 No clear line of dependence can be shown in
support of these theories. Baptism appears rather as a unique activity
of this prophet, a prophetic sign so striking that John became known
simply as “the Baptizer.”

The absence of qualifying clauses makes it difficult to ascertain the
exact nuance in the phrase, ‘‘a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness
of sins.” 3¢ The biblical concept of repentance, however, is deeply rooted
in the wilderness tradition. 37 In the earliest stratum of OT prophecy, the
summons to “turn” basically connotes a return to the original relation-
ship with the Lord. This means a return to the beginning of God’s
history with his people, a return to the wilderness. Essential to the
prophetic concern with repentance in Hosea, Amos and Isaiah is the
concept of Israel’s time in the wilderness as the period of true sonship

3¢ For a discussion of this position see J. Jeremias, “Der Ursprung der Johannes-
taufe,” ZNW 28 (1929), pp. 312-320; T. M. Taylor, “The Beginnings of Jewish
Proselyte Baptism,” NTS 2 (1956), pp. 193-198.

35 Cf. J. A. T. Robinson, “The Baptism of John and the Qumran Community,”
HTR 50 (1957), pp. 175-191. For an opposing point of view see H. H. Rowley, op.
cit., pp. 218-229.

36 Cf. U. Mauser, op. cit., pp. 84-89 for a brief summary of several points of
view and a more extensive analysis of the interpretations of E. Lohmeyer (John’s
baptism was a sacramental act which conferred forgiveness) and of C. H. Kraeling
(John’s baptism was an act symbolic of repentance which could mediate forgive-
ness without conferring it). See E.Lohmeyer, “Zur evangelischen Uberlieferung
von Johannes dem Taufer,” JBL 51 (1932), pp. 300-319 and his commentary, pp.
13-19; C. H. Kraeling, John the Baptist (New Haven, 1951), pp. 69-122.

37 Cf. E. Wiirthwein, TWNT IV (1942), pp. 976-985; U. Mauser, op. cit., pp.
46-52; and especially H. W. Wolff, “Das Thema ‘Umkehr’ in der Alttestament-
lichen Theologie,” ZThK 48 (1951), pp. 129-148.
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to God, a status into which the Lord is going to lead his people once
again in a future time. Although there is no trace of this understanding
in orthodox Jewish circles in the first century, 38 the theology of the
Qumran Community indicates that this strand of the prophetic tradi-
tion was kept alive in sectarian Judaism. 3° The correlation between the
wilderness and repentance was not John’s innovation and must have
been understood by his contemporaries. John’s call to repentance and
his call to come out to him in the wilderness to be baptized are two
aspects of the same reality. It is a call to renew sonship in the wilder-
ness. The peculiar urgency in the call lies in the fact that the crisis of
God’s final act is close at hand.

The same correlation should be seen between baptism and the wilder-
ness. The summons to be baptized in the Jordan meant that Israel must
come once more to the wilderness. As Israel long ago had been separated
from Egypt by a pilgrimage through the waters of the Red Sea, the
nation is exhorted again to experience separation; the people are called
to a second exodus in preparation for a new covenant with God. Both
John’s call to repentance and his baptism are intelligible as aspects of
the prophetic tradition which expected the final salvation of God to be
unveiled in the wilderness.

Repentance in John’s proclamation is conditioned by the action of
God, who is about to enter history in a definitive fashion. The opportu-
nity ¥ and urgency for repentance lie in the fact that the one who will
baptize with the Holy Spirit is close at hand. As the people heed John’s
call and go out to him in the desert far more is involved than contrition
and confession. They return to a place of judgment, the wilderness,
where the status of Israel as God’s beloved son must be re-established
in the exchange of pride for humility. The willingness to return to the
wilderness signifies the acknowledgment of Israel’s history as one of

38 Cf. J.Behm, TWNT 1V (1942), pp. 991-994, where the evidence is analyzed.

39 Cf. K. G.Kuhn, Konkordanz zu den Qumrantexten (Géttingen, 1960), pp.
217f. s.v. :nw. The texts are gathered and discussed by U. Mauser, op. cit., pp.
58-61.

40 H. W. WOolff, op. cit., pp. 138-143 points out that in Amos, Hosea and Isaiah
“return” is never used in prophetic admonitions, but exclusively in proclamations
of rebuke because the people will not return, or of the promise of a future time
when opportunity to return will again be provided by God. Israel has forfeited the
opportunity of returning (e.g. Hos. 5:4), but that possibility will be restored by a
future divine action (e.g. Hos. 3:4£.). The nation does not have the opportunity
to repent and return to God at any time, according to these prophets. Only God
can provide the situation of judgment and grace in which repentance is possible.
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disobedience and rebellion, and a desire to begin once more. John’s
proclamation of the forgiveness of sins provides the assurance that God
extends grace as well as judgment. ! It is in the context of judgment
and grace that the people of Jerusalem and Judea go out to the wilder-
ness to be baptized by John.

6 The reference to John’s clothing and diet serves to emphasize that
he is a man of the wilderness. Both his garb and his food are those
familiar to the wilderness nomad, and characterize life in the desert. 42
The reference to the leather girdle about the Baptist’s waist recalls a
characteristic feature of another man of the wilderness, the prophet
Elijah (II Kings 1:8). The explicit identification of John with Elijah,
however, is not made until Ch. 9:9-13,

7-8 John’s message is telescoped to focus upon a single theme, the
proclamation of a person still to come who will baptize the people with
the Holy Spirit. In referring to this new Baptizer, whose dignity over-
shadowed his own, John avoided traditional messianic terms. The an-
nouncement is framed in accordance with Israel’s expectation either of
the eschatological coming of God himself or of his appointed represen-
tative. The formulation, “the Coming One,” echoes Mal. 3:1f.; 4:51.
with its warning concerning the Lord who comes suddenly in sifting
judgment, or Ps. 118:26 with its ascription of praise to “him who comes
in the name of the Lord.” 43 The precise identity of the Coming One
remained hidden, apparently, even from John. “To come after some-

41 Cf. U. Mauser, op. cit., p. 89: “This reduction to nothing is a divine judg-
ment, acknowledged by the people of Judea and Jerusalem in the confession of
their sin, but it is also the starting point for a new history of grace.” On this
response of the people see below on Ch. 1:9.

42 Cf, C.H. Kraeling, op. cit., pp. 10f., 14f. The desert nomad does not
hesitate to eat small insects, including locusts. Locusts are listed among clean
foods in Lev. 11:21f.

An interesting parallel is offered by the first century A.D. Martyrdom of
Isaiah 2:8-12. Isaiah withdraws from Jerusalem to Bethlehem because of the law-
lessness of the people, but the men of Bethlehem are also wicked. With a company
of men he withdraws further south into the Judean desert, settling “on a mountain
in a solitary place” (Ch.2:8). Isaiah and his companions are “clothed with garments
of hair”’ (Ch. 2:9) because they are all prophets. Their food consists of wild herbs
(Ch. 2:11). They spent two years in the wilderness lamenting over the sins of the
people (Ch. 2:12). For the hairy mantle as the garb of a prophet see Zech. 13:4.

43 Cf. J. Schnelder, TWNT 11 (Eng. Tr. 1964), pp. 668-671; S-BK IV.2 (1928),
pp. 872 ff.
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one” is technical terminology for discipleship among the scribes and
rabbis of the first century, and this usage is reflected in Jesus’ summons
to men fo come, or follow after him (cf. Ch.1:17). It is possible, there-
fore, that John is saying, “He who is coming is a follower of mine.” #*
Yet he affirms that he is not worthy of performing the most menial task,
from which even the Hebrew slave was released, the removal of the
master’s sandals. 45 In no stronger manner could the mystery and the
dignity of the Coming One be emphasized.

The reference to the bestowal of the Spirit is appropriate to the
wilderness context of John’s proclamation. ¢ Isaiah describes Israel’s
trek in the wilderness as a march under the guidance of the Spirit of
God (Isa. 63:11); it was the Spirit who gave the people rest in the wilder-
ness (Ch. 63:14). As the first exodus had been a going forth into the
wilderness under the leadership of God’s Spirit, the prophet announces
the second exodus as a time when there will be a fresh outpouring of the
Spirit (Chs. 32:15; 44:3). With this concept in mind John calls the
people to the wilderness in anticipation of the fulfilment of the prophetic
promise. It is this note of anticipation*” which Mark emphasizes by
reducing John’s message to two statements, both of which point forward
to something to come. They affirm that John is the forerunner of the
Messiah (Ch. 1:7) and that his baptism is a preparation for the messianic
baptism to come (Ch. 1:8).

By introducing his Gospel with an account of the ministry of John,
the evangelist re-creates for his own contemporaries the crisis of decision

44 Cf. K. Grobel, “He that cometh after me,” JBL 60 (1941), pp. 397-401;
O. Cullmann, “6 dmlow pouv &pyoduevog,” Coniectanea Neotestamentica (Ziirich,
1947), pp. 26-32. H. Seesemann, TWNT IV (Eng. Tr. 1967), p. 290 dissents, finding
in émicw simply an indication of time.

45 E.g. Mekilta to Ex. 21:2 (ed. Lauterbach, Vol. IIT, pp. 5£.): “A Hebrew slave
must not wash the feet of his master, nor put his shoes on him, nor carry his things
before him ... But one’s son or pupil may do so.” TB Ketuboth 96a: “All services
which a slave does for his master a pupil should do for his teacher, with the excep-
tion of undoing his shoes.”

46 Jsa.32:15; 44:3; 63:10-14. On these passages see E.Schweizer, TWNT VI
(1959), pp. 363, 368, 3821. On the function of Spirit-baptism see J. E. Yates, “The
Form of Mark i. 8b. ‘I baptized you with water; he will baptize you with the Holy
Spirit,’” NTS 4 (1958), pp. 334-338.

47 Cf. W.Wink, op. cit., p.6: “John does not fully belong to the time of fulfilment,
for his message as recorded by Mark is entirely prophetic. John is distinguished
from the time of the Old Testament in terms of fulfilment (1:2£f.) but from that
of Jesus in terms of anticipation (1:7f.). The messenger of victory is not the
victor.”
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with which John had confronted all Israel. It is not enough to know
who John was, historically. What is required is an encounter, through
the medium of history, with that summons to judgment and repentance
which John issued. Because the church recognized John’s role in redemp-
tive history as the pioneer of the kingdom of God, it accorded him a
prominent place in the Gospel tradition. It refused to allow his memory
to slip uninterpreted into the past, but made his witness a part of the
continuing Christian proclamation. John was the first preacher of the
good news concerning Jesus.




image1.tif
CHAPTER 1

1. PROLOGUE TO THE GOSPEL. Ch.1:1-13

The reason for designating as prologue Ch. 1:1-13 is that these verses
supply the key to the entire Gospel by introducing the central figure of
the account. In accordance with the prophetic word, Jesus appears in
the wilderness of Judea, summoned by the call of John the Baptist. His
baptism and sojourn there constitute his first public acts and provide
the foundation for his subsequent ministry. The Gospel of Mark will be
the account of Jesus’ trial, throughout which he decisively encounters
Satan and receives help from God. This is what it means for Jesus to
go out to the wilderness.?

The motif of the wilderness dominates the prologue. The prophetic
note of the voice of one crying in the wilderness (Ch.1:3) serves to
introduce John the Baptist, whose ministry in the Jordan valley attracts
Jesus of Nazareth (Ch.1:4-8). The situating of John “in the wilder-
ness” (Ch.1:4) binds the account of his ministry to the prophetic
announcement of Ch.1:2-3. Mark relates the baptisms in the Jordan
to the wilderness, for the lower Jordan valley is part of the wilderness
scene and was called “desert” in both the Old and New Testament
periods. 2 Subsequent to the baptism of Jesus the wilderness remains
prominent as the arena where he was tempted (Ch.1:12-13). Thus in
Ch. 1:1-13 the wilderness is the location common to the several events
related, and serves to underline the unity of the initial section. 3 In Ch.
1:14 the locality changes: Jesus leaves the wilderness and returns to
Galilee to begin his ministry following the imprisonment of John.

Theological and literary considerations confirm this analysis of Ch.
1:1-13. In the building of his Gospel Mark frequently groups together

1 See especially U. Mauser, Christ in the Wilderness (Naperville, Ill., 1963),
pp. 77-102; J. M. Robinson, The Problem of History in Mark? (London, 1962),
pp. 21-32. The argument that the prologue should be extended to Ch. 1:15 can be
seen in Q. ]. F. Seitz, “Preparatio Evangelica in the Markan Prologue,” JBL 82
(1963), pp.201-206; idem, “Gospel Prologues: A Common Pattern?” JBL 83
(1964), pp. 262-268; L. E. Keck, “The Introduction to Mark’s Gospel,” NTS 12
(1966), pp. 352-370.

2 Cf. C.C.McCown, “The Scene of John’s Ministry,” JBL 59 (1940), pp. 113-
131; and especially R. W. Funk, “The Wilderness,” JBL 78 (1959), pp. 205-214,
where the biblical material is supplemented by the relevant texts from Qumran.

3 U. Mauser, op. cit., pp. 77-79.

39




image2.tif
THE GOSPEL ACCORDING TO MARK

traditions by the use of key-word association.* As a result, larger sec-
tions in Mark can be identified by the recurrence of basic words and
phrases. In Ch.1:1-13 the primary unifying term is “wilderness.” But
thefe is also repeated reference to the person of the Spirit within this
section (Ch. 1:8, 10, 12). The allusion to the one who baptizes with
the Spirit in the summary of John’s message (Ch. 1:8) prepares for the
reference to the Spirit at Jesus’ baptism, and binds Ch. 1:4-8 to Ch.
1:9-11, while the role of the Spirit in the temptation (Ch.1:12-13)
associates this unit with the previous ones. The fact that the Spirit is
introduced into the record only rarely beyond the prologue suggests
that Mark has consciously unified his opening statement by a threefold
reference to the Spirit.

The most striking characteristics of the Marcan prologue are its ab-
ruptness and its silences. This is surprising because the one introduced
is not an ordinary person but the Son of God, acknowledged by the
heavenly voice, who in the initial phases of his public ministry provokes
wonder and astonishment by the authority of his teaching and the power
of his mighty acts. The evangelist makes no attempt to provide an his-
torical explanation for John’s presence in the wilderness or for Jesus’
appearance before John. The prophetic voice and the Son of God
appear, veiled in mystery from the very beginning. Yet their appearance
in the wilderness is full of meaning for men precisely because the veil
has been removed and the significance which it has in the divine plan
of redemption has been disclosed. This Mark declares in the opening
verse of his account. Accordingly, with a few broad strokes the prologue
associates Jesus with the preaching and baptizing activity of John, and
with trial in the wilderness. It indicates that the Messiah, who is divinely
chosen and qualified for his ministry, has come. The accent falls upon
the disclosure that Jesus is the Messiah, the very Son of God, whose
mission is to affirm his sonship in the wilderness. His encounter with
Satan provides the background for the delineation of the conflict be-
tween the Son of God and the forces of Satan which is so prominent an
element in the Marcan narrative of Jesus’ ministry.

¢ See especially 1. Sundwall, Die Zusammensetzung des Markus-Evangeliums
(Abo, 1934).

5 Apart from the prologue “Spirit” occurs only in Chs. 3:29; 12:36; 13:11. See
J. M. Robinson, op. cit., pp. 28 f.; U. Mauser, op. cit., p. 79.

6 So N.B. Stonehouse, The Witness of Matthew and Mark to Christ (Phila-
delphia, 1944), pp.6-21; cf. R.H. Lightfoot, The Gospel Message of St. Mark
(Oxford, 1950), pp. 15-20; T. A. Burkill, Mysterious Revelation. An Examination
of the Philosophy of St. Mark’s Gospel (Ithaca, N.Y., 1963), pp. 9-23.
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1. THE HERALD IN THE WILDERNESS. Ch.1:1-8

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

2 Even as it is written in Isaiah the prophet,®
Behold, I send my messenger before thy face,

Who shall prepare thy way;

3 The voice of one crying in the wilderness,
Make ye ready the way of the Lord,:
Make his paths straight;

4 John came, who baptized in the wilderness® and preached the
baptism of repentance unto remission of sins.

5 And there went out unto him all the country of Judea, and all
they of Jerusalem; and they were baptized of him in the river
Jordan, confessing their sins.

6 And John was clothed with camel’s hair, and had a leathern
girdle about his loins, and did eat locusts and wild honey.

7 And he preached, saying, There cometh after me he that is

7 While the words “the Son of God” are included by most modern translations
(ASV, RSV, NEB, Jerus. Bible) they are reduced to the apparatus of the critical
editions of the Greek text [Westcott and Hort, Nestle, S. C. E. Legg, Novum Testa-
mentum Graece: Evangelium secundum Marcum (Oxford, 1935), K. Aland, Synop-
sis Quattuor Evangeliorum (Stuttgart, 1964)]. The reading vioD 0g00 is supported
by BDW pc (latt), uiod 100 8ol by & A A ¢ pm (latt) syp sa bo, together con-
stituting the vast majority of manuscripts. The words are missing from & © 28
255 1555* sypal geol armpt Irenpt Or. N. B. Stonehouse well remarks: “if these
words are a gloss, they represent the action of a scribe who enjoyed a measure of
real insight into the distinctiveness of Mark’s portrayal of Christ” (op. cit., p. 12).
In six other instances in Mark Jesus is designated Son of God. There is good
presumptive reason for judging that “Son of God” in Ch. 1:1 is an integral part
of the text since Mark’s superscription affords an indication of the general plan of
his work: Peter’s acknowledgment of the messiahship of Jesus in Ch. 8:29 has its
Gentile counterpart in Ch. 15:39, where the centurion confesses that Jesus is the
Son of God. Moreover, since the text of Codex Sinaiticus may be based upon that
of papyri which Origen took with him from Alexandria to Palestine, the two chief
witnesses for the omission (x and Origen) are, perhaps, reduced to one. It is better,
accordingly, to suppose that “Son of God” was omitted unintentionally in manu-
script transmission.

8 The reading of the AV, “as it is written in the prophets,” supported by §
AW ¢ pm, represents an alteration of the earlier reading (§ D pc) in recognition
that only Ch. 1:3 is a citation from Isaiah.

9 RSV “John the Baptizer appeared in the wilderness.”

10 RSV “for the forgiveness of sins”; NEB “a baptism in token of repentance,

for the forgiveness of sins.”
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mightier than I, the latchet of whose shoes! I am not worthy
to stoop down and unloose.

8 I baptized you in water; but he shall baptize you in the Holy
Spirit.

1 The opening words of Mark’s Gospel form a superscription which
indicates the character of that which follows in Ch.1:1-13.22 They
emphasize that the good news concerning Jesus the Christ was insep-
arably bound up with the preparation provided by John the Baptist,
whose ministry served to summon Jesus to the wilderness. Mark’s inten-
tion is grasped by reading verses 1-4 as a single sentence: the good news
concerns Jesus the Christ, but it begins with the wilderness prophet
John. The word “beginning” has biblical overtones which lend an awe-
some ring to the opening phrase, and serves to recall that it is God who
initiates redemption on behalf of men. 1> What Mark celebrates is not
merely the prophetic activity of John the Baptist but the redemptive
activity of God in providing salvation for men. The prophetic testimony
cited in Ch. 1:2-3 finds its fulfilment both in the ministry of John and
in the coming of Jesus into the wilderness. The emphasis thus falls
upon the unity of God’s action in its historical unfolding; the whole
complex of events from the appearance of John to the beginning of
Jesus’ ministry is a single movement, the beginning of the gospel.

The term “‘gospel” or “evangel” was not a word first coined among
the Christians. On the contrary, the concept was significant both in
pagan and Jewish culture.* Among the Romans it meant “joyful
tidings” and was associated with the cult of the emperor, whose birth-
day, attainment to majority and accession to power were celebrated
as festival occasions for the whole world. The reports of such festivals
were called “evangels” in the inscriptions and papyri of the Imperial

11 RSV “the thong of whose sandals.”

12 Cf. N. B. Stonehouse, op. cit., pp. 7-10. C. E. B. Cranfield, The Gospel ac-
cording to St.Mark2 (Cambridge, 1963), pp. 34 f. surveys ten different interpreta-
tions of verse 1, which indicates the complexity of the question, but lends his
support to the position adopted here.

13 Cf. E.Lohmeyer, Das Evangelium des Markus®é (Gottingen, 1963), p. 10
who recalls not only Gen.1:1 and John 1:1 but Hos. 1:2 LXX, &pyx¥ Adyov
kuplov mpdg *Qofie; Prov. 1:1; Eccl. 1:1; Cant. 1:1.

14 On the concept “gospel” see J. Schniewind, Euangelion. Ursprung und erste
Gestalt des Begriffs Evangelium (Giitersloh, 1927-31); G. Friedrich, TWNT 11
(Eng. Tr. 1964), pp. 707-737; R. Asting, Die Verkiindigung des Wortes im Ur-
christentum (Stuttgart, 1939), pp. 300-457.
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Age. A calendar inscription from about 9 B.C., found in Priene in
Asia Minor, says of the emperor Octavian (Augustus): “the birthday
of the god was for the world the beginning of joyful tidings which have
been proclaimed on his account” (Inscr. Priene, 105, 40).15 This in-
scription is remarkably similar to Mark’s initial line and it clarifies the
essential content of an evangel in the ancient world: an historical event
which introduces a new situation for the world. In this perspective the
Roman would understand Mark’s proclamation of Jesus the Messiah.
Beginning with the inauguration of Jesus’ public ministry, Mark an-
nounces Jesus’ coming as an event that brings about a radically new
state of affairs for mankind. 16

There is, however, another aspect to the meaning of “gospel.” Mark’s
own understanding of what constituted “joyful tidings” drew heavily
on the prophetic tradition of the Old Testament, as the twofold citation
of Ch. 1:2-3 makes clear. The explicit reference to Isaiah indicates that
the gospel receives its proper interpretation only in the light of the
coming salvation promised in the prophetic word. Especially in Isaiah
the Hebrew terms signifying ‘“‘good news” concern the announcement
of future salvation, or of the time of salvation.!? In this context to
proclaim salvation on God’s authority is itself a creative act; in a sense
it inaugurates the reality of which it speaks. 18 This fact points up the
difference between the biblical concept of joyful tidings and that found
in the imperial cult. For the Roman an evangel was retrospective, a

15 For this and related texts see G. Friedrich, op. cit., pp. 724f. Bibliography
on the Priene inscription is listed in n. 35 to Friedrich’s discussion.

16 Cf. E. Stauffer, New Testament Theology (New York, 1956), pp. 157-159.
G. Friedrich, op. cit., p. 725 rightly comments on the parallel between “evangel” in
the imperial cult and the Bible: “Caesar and Christ, the emperor on the throne
and the despised rabbi on the cross, confront one another. Both are evangel to
men. They have much in common. But they belong to different worlds.”

17 Cf. G. Friedrich, op. cit., pp. 707-710, 714-717, 721, 726 f. The connection
between 93 and Gl 2 in the OT and edayyehifopat and edaxyyéhiov in the
NT has been found in the preservation of the Semitic terminology of the OT in
the Galilean Aramaic of the Palestinian Syriac Version of the Gospels. See J. W.
Bowman, “The term Gospel and its cognates in Palestinian Syriac,” in New Testa-
ment Essays. Studies in Memory of T.W.Manson, ed. A.J.B. Higgins (Manchester,
1959), pp. 54-67.

18 This has important implications for the ministry of John and Jesus, both of
whom proclaim “the gospel.” Cf. A. Schlatter, Das Evangelium nach Matthius
(Stuttgart, 1929), p. 175: “John did not only prophesy; he was himself prophesied.
He gave the people not simply hope for the future; with him began the fulfillment
of this hope.”
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reflection of the joyous event which has already taken place. In the
prophetic word there is a distinctively forward-looking eschatological
perspective. The messenger of joy will announce the beginning of the
time of salvation and thereby introduce it (cf. Isa. 52:7-10).

In keeping with this usage in Isaiah, Mark’s opening verses center
attention both on the earliest apostolic preaching about “Jesus the
Messiah, the Son of God,” and on the joyful tidings announced by
Jesus himself (Ch. 1:141£.). 1° In the initial phrase of Mark’s Gospel and
the summary of Jesus’ Galilean proclamation, the word “gospel” has
not yet come to mean a written document. It refers to a living word of
hope from the lips of an appointed messenger. 2

In Ch. 1:1 “gospel” is the technical term for Christian preaching,
and the words which qualify it should be understood objectively, “the
good news concerning Jesus the Messiah, the Son of God.” 2* Mark’s
Gospel as a whole gives an interpretive account of the historical appear-
ance of Jesus; it is concerned with his teaching far less than the other
Gospels. Consistent with this “Jesus the Messiah, 22 the Son of God” %

19 G. Friedrich, op. cit., p. 728 tends to disbelieve that Jesus actually used the
term “gospel” in Chs. 1:15; 8:35; 10:29; 13:10; 14:9; it is the evangelist who is
responsible for the term. Against this opinion see J. W. Bowman, Prophetic Real-
ism and the Gospel (London, 1955), pp. 64-68, who rightly notes that these refer-
ences reflect an early period when the gospel was something which Jesus heralded,
rather than something that he was himself.

20 Not until the second century did the term “gospel” come to designate a
particular kind of document. The transition from the one usage to the other
reflects the second century evaluation of the canonical Gospels as authoritative
proclamations of the one gospel concerning Jesus Christ.

21 Rather than “the good news which Jesus the Messiah proclaimed.” Cf. N. B.
Stonehouse, op. cit., p. 12.

22 Mark’s usage of the designation “Messiah” in Chs. 8:29; 12:35; 14:61 and
15:32 show that he is presupposing in Ch. 1:1 the traditional connotations of the
term. Accordingly, Xptoto0 in Ch. 1:1 is not a proper name but a titular designa-
tion, parallel to vioD B£00.

23 For “Son of God” in Mark see below on Chs. 1:11; 3:11; 8:38; 9:7; 12:6;
13:32; 14:36, 61; 15:39. It is widely recognized that the figure of Jesus in Mark’s
Gospel is altogether supernatural. Cf. E. Lohmeyer, op. cit., p.4: “The Son of
God is not primarily a human but a divine figure ... He is not merely endowed
with the power of God, but is himself divine as to his nature; not only are his
word and his work divine, but his essence also.” Cf. J. Bieneck, Sohn Gottes als
Christusbezeichnung der Synoptiker (Ziirich, 1951); W. Grundmann, “Sohn Gottes,”
ZNW 47 (1956), pp. 113-133. In the ultimate sense “Son of God” is a mysterious
term which Jesus alone can clarify. What Son means is determined by what Jesus
is, by what he does, by what he says, and it is this revelation which dominates
Mark’s Gospel.
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