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COMMENTARY ON THE USE OF OLD TESTAMENT SCRIPTURE IN THE GOSPEL OF MARK

The Gospel of Mark is the earliest of the three synoptic gospels that is subsequently used by Matthew and Luke as a basis for their narratives.[footnoteRef:1] There are several distinctive features of the Gospel of Mark. Mark's literary style lacks the sophistication seen in the other synoptic gospels[footnoteRef:2], perhaps reflective of the education level of the writer/redactor of the source or the intended audience. It is the only gospel to call itself a "gospel," meaning "good news."[footnoteRef:3] Mark portrays Jesus as the suffering servant—the servant that suffers for all humankind.[footnoteRef:4] Mark begins abruptly with the definitive proclamation that Jesus is the Christ and son of God. The gospel then immediately continues with the baptism of Jesus before launching into his ministry with no reference to Jesus' previous life. The gospel also ends abruptly with the death of Jesus (unamended version) and his resurrection (amended version). The gospel reads as a narrative with an underlying tempo of hurriedness.[footnoteRef:5] [1: Wayne Meeks, ed. The Harper Collins Study Bible. (San Francisco, CA:  Harper Collins, 2006) p. 1724. Print. NOTE:  All  biblical quotations in this essay are derived from this source.
]  [2:  Mark L. Strauss Four Portraits, One Jesus: A Survey of Jesus and the Gospels. (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2007), p. 173. Print.
]  [3:  Wayne Meeks The Harper Collins Study Bible, p. 1722. Print.
]  [4:  Mark L. Strauss Four Portraits, One Jesus: A Survey of Jesus and the Gospels, p. 173. Print.
]  [5:  Ibid.
] 


A feature that marks the uniqueness of the Gospel of Mark is how often Hebrew scripture is alluded to or quoted. Old Testament references occur 69 times in Mark, with over half attributed to the messianic prophets (Daniel 13% and Isaiah 28%).[footnoteRef:6] Most of the references concern Jesus' identity and mission (52%), points of law (23%), threats of judgment (15%), and warnings concerning discipleship (10%).[footnoteRef:7] The insertion of the Hebrew scriptures does not disrupt the fluidity of Mark's gospel when read as a narrative. However, the question arises as to why there is such significant emphasis on the Old Testament. One line of addressing this issue is to consider the possible author; circumstances under which the gospel is produced; the intended audience; and the purpose of the text. Using this as a roadmap, in this essay an argument is advanced that Mark's Hebrew scriptures establish, authoritatively substantiate, and define Mark's Christology to a group of financially disadvantaged, poorly educated, and Greek-speaking individuals. It is most likely that they were converts to or inexperienced with Christianity and had knowledge of or had experienced severe persecution of Christians by the Romans. The argument is structured around four specific themes that define Paul's Christology reinforced by presenting the Hebrew scriptures relevant to the theme: [6:  Rikk E. Watts Mark in G. K. Beale & D. A. Carsons eds. Commentary on the New Testament Use of the Old Testament. (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2007) p. 111. Print.
]  [7:  Ibid.] 


· Jesus fulfills the prophecies of the Old Testament as the promised Messiah.
· The Jewish religious leaders are hypocritical in their obsessive concern with the halaka.
· Jesus has become the new temple that will replace the cultic temple.
· Jesus reassures the receivers of this gospel that just as he will suffer, so will they, and they need to be faithful.

The argument will unfold by first exploring the authorship and historical backdrop when the Gospel of Mark was written and the most likely audience. Each of the four themes will be reviewed within this context, applying the related Hebrew scriptures. The essay will conclude with a description of Mark’s Christology as revealed in the analysis and a review of potential contradictions in this argument.

Authorship

The authorship of the gospel is unknown. There have been multiple suggestions. It is speculated that John Mark, a member of the primitive Jerusalem church, is the author. Another hypothesis is that the gospel is the memoir of the apostle Peter passed on by oral tradition and transcribed. If this is true, it provides a link to associate the gospel to the city of Rome where, at one point, Peter resided and was persecuted.[footnoteRef:8]  It is also speculated that the gospel is derived from the passion narrative in the Gospel of Peter, a Jewish leaflet, a collection of parables and miracle stories, material found in Q, and the Secret Gospel referred to by Clement of Alexandria.[footnoteRef:9] Vorster speculates that the author was informed about the story of Jesus by tradition and concludes that there is little evidence that Mark invented his gospel. Instead, the author appears to be a redactor/editor—a collector of traditions who relied on other resources to arrange a coherent story that would support the beliefs and veracity of the early Christian church. The "author created a new story with the aid of intertextual codes that helped him to communicate his point of view."[footnoteRef:10] (Voster, p. 392) Without knowing specifically who the author/redactor of the gospel may have been, it is appropriate to say that the writer intended to present the "good news" as believed by the early followers of “the way” of Jesus. [8:  Michael Coogan et.al. eds. The New Oxford Annotated Bible:  New Revised Standard Version with the Apocrypha. (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2010), p. 886. Print.]  [9: 
 W.S Vorster & J. Eugene Botha The Production of the Gospel of Mark:  Essay on Intertextuality in W.S. Vorster & J. Eugene Botha Ed. Speaking of Jesus: Essays on Biblical Language, Gospel Narrative and the Historical Jesus: Supplements to Novum Testamentum  (Leiden, Netherlands: Brill Publishers, 1999), Vol 92, p. 387. Print.]  [10: 
 W.S. Vorster & J.Eugene Botha, The Production of the Gospel of Mark: Essay on Interetexuality, p. 392.] 




Historical Background

The Gospel of Mark was written three to four decades after the death of Jesus, placing the production of the gospel somewhere between 60-70 CE[footnoteRef:11] and more specifically between 65 and 69 CE.[footnoteRef:12]  During this time, Judaism divides into many sects, but the most prominent were the Pharisees, Sadducees, and Essenes, of which the Pharisees were the largest. The primary concern of the Pharisees was scrupulous adherence to and observation of Mosaic law.[footnoteRef:13]   [11:  Amy-Jill Levine Visions of Kingdoms: From Pompey to the First Jewish Revolt in Michael D. Coogan, Ed. The Oxford History of the Biblical World (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2001), p. 374. Print.]  [12: 
 Steve Moyise Jesus and Scripture according to Mark’s Gospel  in Steve Moyise Jesus and Scripture: Studying the New Testament Use of the Old Testament (Grand Rapids, MI:  Baker Academic, 2010), p. 13. Print.]  [13: 
 Michael D. Coogan, Ed. The Oxford History of the Biblical World, p. 343.] 


Immediately after the crucifixion of Jesus, his followers began to teach that he had risen from the dead. The teaching center was in Jerusalem under the leadership of James, who would be the forerunner of the Jerusalem church.[footnoteRef:14] Simultaneously, Paul began to preach the message of Jesus to the Jews and Gentiles in the diaspora. James required that before a Gentile could become a follower of the way, they had to first become Jewish, as evidenced by practicing circumcision and adherence to the dietary laws. The Gentiles were reticent to do this. Paul met with James on two separate occasions, and James acceded to the requirement that the gentile converts follow these prescribed practices.[footnoteRef:15] These changes created a situation of contention between the Pharisees and the new followers of “the way.” The Pharisees did not believe that Jesus was the Messiah and fervently required that meticulous obedience to the Mosaic law was required, particularly those practices that made the Jews distinctive (i.e., circumcision and strict adherence to the dietary laws).  The belief in Jesus as the Messiah and the change in practices, without adherence to the halakah, made a distinction to the Jewish religious leaders that “the way” was heretical and definitely was not a sect of Judaism.  [14: 
 Ibid, p. 374.]  [15: 
 Ibid, p. 374.] 


The term “Christian” was beginning to be used for the followers of Jesus, as noted by the Roman historian, Tacitus. In addition, Jesus' disciples began to spread the gospel to Alexandria, Rome, and Antioch as wandering preachers.  The evangelization coincided with the reign of the Roman emperor, Nero. A common belief held by the Romans was that the Christians practiced superstition because they refused to worship the Roman gods, thereby placing Roman society in jeopardy. In the summer of 64 CE, a fire ravaged the city of Rome for nine days. The Christians were vulnerable to being singled out by Nero, who would blame them for the fire. In response, Nero's punishment for the Christians included persecution by covering them with the skins of wild beasts and torn to death by dogs, crucifixion, and being burned as human torches.[footnoteRef:16]  [16: 
 Ibid, p. 403.] 


Collectively, the early followers of Christianity, particularly the Gentile converts, were opposed by both the religious leaders of Judaism and the Roman Emperor, often leading to deadly suffering—a period of severe persecution. 

The intended audience for the Gospel of Mark

There is no clear consensus about the intended audience for the gospel. Circumstantial evidence provides some clues. First, Mark was written in Greek, the language of the Mediterranean world, whereas Aramaic was the primary language common to Jews. Furthermore, in the gospel, Aramaic phrases are interpreted for the readers, suggesting that the gospel was not intended for a Jewish audience in Palestine.   Mark also explains Jewish customs suggesting that the recipients of the Gospel were non-Jewish. It is hypothesized that the gospel was intended for an audience in Rome. Evidence supporting this belief is that Peter lived in and was martyred in Rome; Rome was the site of the persecution of the Christians under Nero; and, the Christians in Rome who suffered had been martyred in the most extreme ways.[footnoteRef:17] [17: Austin Cline Audience of Mark's Gospel" Learn Religions, Aug. 27, 2020, learnreligions.com/audience-of-marks-gospel-248657. Electronic.
] 


When Mark cites Jewish scripture, he translates it into Greek. Mark's language is more common than literary Greek, and in his gospel, he portrays Jesus as attacking the rich while praising the poor. The opponents of Jesus come from the urban elite, including scribes who were sages of considerable influence, chief priests, Sadducees, and the Sanhedrin. Collectively, this suggests that the writer or audience was generally uneducated, poor, and knowledgeable in only the Mediterranean languages.[footnoteRef:18]   [18:  Ibid.] 


Summarily, it may be assumed that the author/redactor of Mark was writing for a Greek-speaking, poorly educated, and unwealthy group that was not Jewish and who had been exposed to or had knowledge of a time of torture, suffering, and death for Christians. "We can safely say that the narrative world of Mark accurately re-creates the sharply stratified peasant society of his day."[footnoteRef:19] The central themes of Mark's narrative provide a path to understanding what he wanted to communicate to this disenfranchised audience about the Christology of Jesus.   It is reasonable to believe that he uses Hebrew scripture to prove that he is writing with authority and authenticity to inform and bolster a fledgling and suffering group of recipients.  He is also communicating to the followers that Jesus has suffered by his crucifixion and death.  In this way, Jesus is empathic and sympathetic to the retributions against his followers.	  [19: 
 Richard Rohrbaugh “The Social Location of the Markan Audience”, Interpretation 47 (4) 1993. p. 390. Print.] 




The major themes contained in Mark

· Jesus fulfills the prophecies of the Old Testament as the promised Messiah.

Mark's gospel hastily begins by declaring "the good news of Jesus Christ, the Son of God" (vs. 1:1), immediately establishing the authority of Jesus. The prologue relates to the prophecy about the Messiah taken from Exodus 23:20--"I am going to send an angel in front of you, to guard you on the way and to bring you to the place that I have prepared."[footnoteRef:20]  In vs. 1:2, Mark refers explicitly to the prophet Isaiah and quotes from Mal 3:1 about John the Baptist—"Behold, I send my messenger, and he will prepare the way before me. And the Lord whom you seek will suddenly come to his temple; and the messenger of the covenant in whom you delight, behold, he is coming, says the Lord of Host." [20:  Morna D. Hooker Isaiah in Mark’s Gospel in Steve Moysie & Maarten J.J. Menken eds. Isaiah in the New Testament: The New Testament and the Scriptures of Israel (New York, NY: 2005), p. 35.] 


Mark’s statement that Jesus Christ is the Son of God is verified when at the time of Jesus’ baptism, a voice comes from heaven, “You are my Son, the Beloved; with you I am well pleased.”  The declaration is a blend of quotes from Psalm 2:7 (“I will tell of the decree of the Lord:  He said to me, ‘You are my son; today I have begotten you.’”), and Isa 42:1 (“Here is my servant, whom I uphold, my chosen, in whom my soul delights; I have put my spirit upon him; he will bring forth justice to the nations.”).  Of note is that the verse from Isaiah extends the realm of Jesus’ domain beyond Israel to all lands. 

In 13:24-25, Jesus predicts the coming of the Son of Man, a term used for the Messiah: "But in those days, after that suffering, the sun will be darkened, and the moon will not give its light, and the stars will be falling from the heaven, and the powers of the heavens will be shaken."  Jesus' remark is related to Isa 13:10:  "For the stars of the heavens and their constellations will not give their light; the sun will be dark at its rising, and the moon will not shed its light" and Dan 7:13 "I saw in the night visions, and behold, with the clouds of heaven there came one like a son of man, and he came to the Ancient of Days and was presented before him."  Jesus predicts that "Then they will see 'the Son of Man coming out of the clouds" with great power and glory." (vs. 13:26)

Lastly, in chapter 14, Jesus appears before the high priest, chief priests, the elders, and the scribes when the high priest asks him, "Are you the Messiah, the Son of the Blessed One?" (vs. 61). Jesus responds, "I am, and 'you will see the Son of Man seated at the right hand of the Power' and 'coming with the clouds of heaven.'" In this way, Jesus confirms to the religious leaders his identity by paraphrasing Psalm 110:1--"The Lord said to my Lord: 'Sit at my right hand, until I make your enemies your footstool.'" 

These four examples identify Jesus as the Messiah, the Son of Man, the Son of God and the Son of the Blessed One, all terms that are used to describe the one to come as was predicted by the prophets and evidenced in the Hebrew scriptures.[footnoteRef:21] [21:  Mark L. Strauss, Four Portraits, One Jesus: A Survey of Jesus and the Gospels, pp.171-205.	] 


· The Jewish religious leaders are hypocritical in their obsessive concern with the halaka.

Throughout the Gospel of Mark, Jesus is in repeated conflict with the Jewish religious authorities. The conflicts are evident in the religious leaders testing Jesus' law knowledge. The portrayal is of Jesus upholding the law humanely and questioning the blind following of the halaka by the Pharisees and Sadducees.  Jesus accuses them of doing more harm than good by pedantic attention to the Mosaic law.[footnoteRef:22]  [22: 
 Steve Moyise, Jesus and Scripture according to Mark’s Gospel, p. 14.  ] 


In chapter seven, the Pharisees and the scribes see that some of Jesus' disciples are eating without washing their hands. Their actions are in disobedience to the tradition of the elders. They ask Jesus why his disciples do not follow the tradition of the elders. Jesus rebukes them by saying (v.6), "Isaiah prophesied rightly about your hypocrites, as it is written 'This people honor me with their lips, but their hearts are far from me; in vain do they worship me, teaching human precepts as doctrines.'" (Isa 1:10-20; Amos 5:21-24).  Jesus then goes on to tell the crowd, “Then do you also fail to understand? Do you not see that whatever goes into a person from the outside cannot defile, since it enters, not the heart, but the stomach and goes into the sewer?' (Thus, he declared all foods clean)." (vs. 18-19)

The Pharisees also test Jesus regarding the Mosaic Law about divorce, whereby a man could  simply write a certificate of dismissal (10:2-5). Jesus accuses the Pharisees of having hardened hearts and responds by quoting Gen 1:27 and 2:24, "But from the beginning of creation, 'God makes them male and female.'" "Therefore, a man shall leave his father and mother and hold fast to his wife, and the two shall become one flesh." (vs. 2-8). Jesus concludes the argument by saying, "Therefore what God has joined together, let no one separate" (vs. 9), thus prohibiting divorce. Jesus refutes the position of the Pharisees by using the exact Masoretic text that they claim to follow devoutly.

The Sadducees also challenge Jesus' understanding of the law. The Sadducees, who do not believe in resurrection, present a hypothetical situation to Jesus about a woman who marries multiple brothers, each of which dies and leaves no children. They query Jesus, "In the resurrection whose wife will she be? For the seven had married her." They ask this question based on the directive in Deu 25: 5 obligating a widow to marry her husband's brother (Mark 18:23). Jesus responds by accusing the Sadducees of neither knowing the scriptures nor the power of God.    He explains that marriage does not continue as the dead become like angels at the resurrection. He then challenges the Sadducees about "their" knowledge of the book of Moses, by saying "Therefore what God has joined together, let no one separate (vs. 9). There is an allusion to the story about the bush when God told Moses, "I am the God of Abraham, and the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob. " (Exo 3:6). Jesus concludes by telling the Sadducees that they are entirely wrong in presenting this unrealistic dilemma based on their ignorance about what happens at the time of resurrection (v. 27).

Jesus does not always rebuke the inquiring scribes. In chapter 12, one of the scribes asks Jesus which commandment is the most important? Jesus responds by citing the Shema, "Hear, O Israel: the Lord our God, the Lord is one; you shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind, and with all your strength," (Deu 6:4-5) He then adds "You shall love your neighbor as yourself. There is no other commandment greater than these.". . . "this is more important than all whole burnt offering and sacrifices." (vs. 31 & 33) referencing Lev 19:18, "You shall not take vengeance or bear a grudge against the sons of your own people, but you shall love your neighbor as yourself: I am the Lord."  The scribe responds by saying, "You are right, Teacher; you have truly said that 'he is one, and besides him, there is no other.'" This is a reference to Deut. 4:35. Jesus then condones the scribe for his wisdom.

Collectively, these examples illustrate Jesus’ disdain for the religious leaders who place meticulous conformation to the letter of Mosaic laws above considering the welfare of the people—blind obedience without contemplation and application.
 
· Jesus has become the new temple that will replace the cultic temple.

The temple in Jerusalem was the centerpiece for the Jewish faith and worship. It contains the Holy of Holies. It is sacred. It is the structure where once a year, on Yom Kipper, the high priest enters and makes a blood atonement by slaughtering a blemish-less animal to forgive the sins of the Jewish people.[footnoteRef:23]  In Mark 13:1-2, one of Jesus’ disciples remarks about the temple, “’Look, Teacher, what large stones and what large buildings!’ Then Jesus asked him, ‘Do you see these great buildings?  Not one will be left here upon another; all will be thrown down.’”  This foretells the destruction of the temple.[footnoteRef:24] Jesus alludes that he will become the new cornerstone as evidenced in the parable of the wicked tenants. [23:  Leonard J. Greenspoon Between Alexandria and Antioch:  Jews and Judaism in the Hellenistic Period  in Michael D. Coogan, Ed. The Oxford History of the Biblical World (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2001), p. 344. Print.
]  [24:  Michael D. Coogan ed., The Oxford History of the Biblical World, p. 1749.] 


In Mark 12:1-12, Jesus tells the parable of the wicked tenants whereby a man plants a vineyard, puts a fence around it, builds a wine press and a watchtower. He then leases tenants while he travels to another country. When the crops should be ripe, the vineyard owner sends slaves to collect his share of the produce, and the tenants beat each one and send them away empty-handed. He then sends his son, thinking he will garner more respect. The tenants murder him so they may have the son's inheritance. Jesus forewarns that the vineyard owner comes, destroys the tenants and gives others the vineyard. Jesus then says, "Have you not read this scripture: 'The stone that the builders rejected has become the cornerstone; this was the Lord's doing, and it is amazing in our eyes?'?" (Psalm 118:22-23). The religious leaders realize that Jesus is talking against them and want to have Jesus arrested. However, they do not comprehend what he means by “the stone that the builders rejected has become the cornerstone.”

Jesus later cleanses the temple and says, “’Is it not written, ‘My house shall be called a house of prayer for all nations? But you have made it a den of robbers.’”  This is referenced in Jer 7:1-11 where the prophet proclaims God’s judgement on Judah.  Jeremiah repeatedly says  “’This is the temple of the Lord, the temple of the Lord,  the temple of the Lord.’” (vs.4).  He chastises the hearers for making offerings to Baal, stealing, murdering, committing adultery and swearing falsely then appearing before the temple saying, “’We are safe!’”—only to go on doing all these abominations?” (vs. 10).

The religious leaders cannot comprehend that Jesus will be the new temple, as he foretells his death and resurrection three days later:  Mark 15:29 "Those who passed by derided him, shaking their head and saying, 'Aha! You who would destroy the temple and build it in three days, save yourself, and come down from the cross!"  (Psalm 22:7 "all who see me mock me; they make mouths at me; they wag their heads”).  They are unable to grasp that Jesus is not talking about the physical temple, but himself. 

· Jesus reassures the receivers of the gospel that just as he will suffer, so will they, and they need to be faithful.

In Mark 13:9-11, Jesus foretells the persecution his followers will bear: “’As for yourselves, beware; for they will hand you over to councils; and you will be beaten in synagogues; and you will stand before governors and kings because of me, as a testimony to them. And the good news must first be proclaimed to all nations.  When they bring you to trial and hand you over, do not worry beforehand about what you are to say; but say whatever is given to you at that time, for it is not you who speak, but the Holy Spirit.’” In vs. 14, Jesus provides instruction for his followers to seek refuge: "When you see the abomination of desolation standing where he ought not to be (let the reader understand), then let those who are in Judea must flee to the mountains."  (Dan 11:31 and 36).

In chapter 14, Jesus describes the apocalyptic event and tells his followers, "For in those days there will be suffering, such as has not been from the beginning of the creation that God created until now, no, and never will be." (v. 19)  Then he predicts the coming of the Son of Man when "he will send out the angels, and gather his elects from the four winds, from the ends of the earth to the ends of the heavens" (v. 27)  (Deu 30:4 "If your outcasts are in the uttermost parts of heaven, from there the Lord your God will gather you, and from there he will take you.")  Thus, Jesus reassures his followers that those who suffer will not only be protected by angels but gathered as part of the elect.

Finally, at the time of Jesus’ crucifixion, he reveals the degree of his own suffering and despair. "And at three o'clock, Jesus cried out with a loud voice, 'Eloi, Eloi, lema sabachthani' which means 'My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?" (15:33-34), a repetition of Psalm 22:1 "My God, my God, why have you forsaken me? Why are you so far from saving me, from the words of my groaning?"  Jesus experiences the same, if not a worse fate of those who follow him.

In the aggregate of these three scenarios, Jesus acknowledges to his followers how they will agonize and need to flee.   He also tells them that they will be rescued at the time of the apocalypse.  He demonstrates that he along with his disciples experiences extreme agony and feelings of abandonment at the time of his death.

Conclusions

From the evidence presented in this essay the authorship of the Gospel of Mark is unknown.  The most likely audience is Greek speaking, non-Jewish and from a disenfranchised background. A central theme of the gospel is the portrayal of Jesus as the suffering servant—an identity that is congruent with that of the receptive audience. Mark’ Christology reveals Jesus to be the Messiah who will replace the Masoretic law with compassion, caring and kindness.  Through his death and resurrection, Jesus will become the new temple—the new center of sacredness.  Despite this, the path to follow Jesus will be arduous, grueling, onerous, and demanding.  However, the followers must maintain faith that in the apocalypse they will be rescued as part of the elite. Lastly, of significant note is what Mark does not say.  Nowhere does Mark associate Jesus specifically as being divine.  Rather, he stresses the human qualities of Jesus consistent with a low Christology.  Mark uses references to the Hebrew scriptures to underscore and provide authoritative support about the Christology of Jesus as evidenced in the four themes of this essay. 
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