‘The presentation of Jesus in the Gospel of Mark has been profoundly influenced by the authors reflections on the Jewish scriptures.’ Discuss.

Introduction:
When it comes to the way in which the Gospel of Mark is not only read but the way in which Jesus is presented within this text is also significant. With this, it can be noted multiple times throughout the gospel of ways in which it is clear that different aspects of the way in which Jesus lead his life all have some connections to the Jewish scriptures. It can be noted also that the way we can explore the Gospel of Mark is significant when it comes to understanding and interpreting what is said, where the actions and words of Jesus are also important to the way in which Jesus is presented in the gospel and the influence of the Jewish scriptures in multiple areas of the text. With this, my aim for this essay will be to explore the different ways in which Jesus is presented within the Gospel of Mark and further analyse this through reflections on the Jewish scriptures that are significant to the way in which Jesus is presented.

Section 1:
It is instantly evident during the opening of the Gospel of Mark where it states that “the beginning of the good news of Jesus Christ, the Son of God” (Mk. 1:1), this instantly opens with a clear connection with the creation narrative in Genesis 1 where it also opens with ‘the beginning.’ This I find is very significant of the author of Mark to have put as an opening of this gospel where it instantly harks back to the Hebrew Bible with links that can be identifiable by many early Christians of the time of Jesus as they would have been knowledgeable on the texts of the Hebrew Bible. Ian Boxall states clearly that the “primary focus may be on the authors role in shaping the material for ancient audiences,”[footnoteRef:1] As we continue through the Gospel of Mark we uncover more similarities and connections with the Hebrew Bible, where there are many links with the laws of purity within Judaism, especially in this first instance with that of water. With this, it can be explored in Mk.1:4-11 which is significant in highlighting John the Baptists words of the baptism of his followers ‘for the forgiveness of sin’ through this interaction of the body with water, as well as that of Jesus. Ian Wallis also highlights on this notion of the baptism of Jesus, where it is stated that “the ‘passing through the waters’ was, of course, at the heart of God’s first act of salvation at the Exodus when the people of Israel were delivered from slavery through the Red Sea.”[footnoteRef:2] This understanding of the purity of water and also the way in which Judaism regards the purity of water is significant for this aspect of reading the Gospel of Mark where we can also see that Jesus has been baptized, with this importance that relates to his Jewish roots but also the beginning of Jesus’ teachings. Hermann Lichtenberger also comments on the ritual purity of water, where he states that “the water rite for re-establishing ritual purity after defilement (contact with the dead, sexually related impurity) was the common property of ancient Judaism in all its manifestations.”[footnoteRef:3] With this, Lichtenberger highlights clearly this understanding of ritual purity through the use of water, where this is also adapted by John the Baptist when it comes to using water for the ‘washing away of sin.’  [1:  Ian Boxall, ‘SCM Studyguide to the Books of the New Testament,’ p.99. ]  [2:  Ian Wallis, ‘A Journey Through Mark’, p.2.]  [3:  Hermann Lichtenberger in James D.G.Dunn, ‘Jews and Christians: The Parting of the Ways, AD 70 to 135,’ p.86.] 

This notion of ritual purity is highlighted on numerous times within the Gospel of Mark, which can be seen in different areas of the gospel including Mk.1:40-45, 5:25-34, 7:1-13 and 14:3-9. Each of these verses highlight different ways in which the purity laws are explored by Jesus and in some cases, such as the haemorrhaging woman in Mk.5:25-34, where he not only meets with the woman but has healed her suffering through the touch of his robe. Wallis goes on to highlight how she was, according to Jewish law, “perpetually in a state of ritual uncleanness, (Lev.15:25-30) and, as a consequence, a social outcast.”[footnoteRef:4] With this, we can see in many different ways where Jesus would not only discuss with ‘social outcasts’ that were considered as such within Jewish purity laws but would also be seen as a healer or of one who would help those in need of guidance in such a way that they could then be integrated back into a ‘normal’ life in the society that would have previously excluded them. It is interesting to note on this topic where J Duncan Derrett highlights that “this particular instance of loss of blood is the one chosen to cover all cases. It will be remembered that in all ancient cultures that menstruation is harmful/ vital magic,”[footnoteRef:5] where this is significant in understanding that although menstruation is a taboo topic within society, this is the case within Judaism also. It is evident then that through Derretts use of the words ‘harmful’ and ‘vital magic’ this shows the reality for many women: where menstruation is seen as a terrible thing to happen and ‘unclean’ but on the other hand is essential for the creation of new life.  [4:  Ian Wallis, ‘A Journey Through Mark’, p.12.]  [5:  J Duncan Derrett, ‘Mark’s Technique: The Haemorrhaging Woman and Jairus’ Daughter,’ p.475.] 


Purity is a key theme that can be evidenced much in the Gospel of Mark, where we can further explore such themes of the purity of food and also those that eat with Jesus. With this, Mk.2:15-17 highlights such a meal that Jesus participates in where it mentions that ‘as he sat at dinner in Levi’s house, many tax-collectors and sinners were also sitting with Jesus and his disciples- for there were many who followed him.’ This highlights significantly how Jesus allowed all to following his teachings, even those who were not liked within society or even excluded mainly from society, where he welcomed anyone.  Willis also comments on this where he mentions that “it seems that [Jesus] communicated the experience of forgiveness- whether from the constraints of sin or disease- prior to and in order to enable response to God.”[footnoteRef:6] With this, Willis makes a good point where he highlights Jesus’ main objective: this was to welcome all and that anyone could be freed from sin through the teachings of Jesus. This further extends to the laws on food which are discussed greatly in Leviticus, whether items are ‘clean’ or ‘unclean’ and can be consumed or not. This can be seen where Jesus states: ‘then do you also fail to understand? Do you not see that whatever goes into a person from outside cannot defile, since it enters, not the heart but the stomach, and goes out into the sewer?’ (Mk.7:17-19) This is where Jesus continues to explain that it is rather the inside acts of the heart that that evil intentions can arise in people, such as envy, pride, deceit to name a few, where this is also the point that Jesus makes in claiming that all food is ‘clean’. Jesus does however keep to some of his Jewish beliefs on the food laws which can be seen in Mk.5:1-13, where this passage sees a delusional man who Jesus removes and unclean spirit from but chooses to place this unclean spirit within a herd of swine. This goes back to Leviticus 11 where God states to Moses and Aaron the clean and unclean foods, which includes this notion of the uncleanness of the pig as mentioned in Lev.11:7-8. The way that Jesus places this unclean spirit within the ‘unclean’ animal further highlights this act as one of Jesus staying within the Jewish food laws.   [6:  Ian Wallis, ‘A Journey Through Mark’, p.5.] 


What is also interesting to explore is the different instances that are seen throughout the Gospel of Mark where Jesus not only attends Sabbath meals but also goes against Sabbath rules that are followed specifically in Judaism. This can be seen in multiple cases within the gospel which include the following passages: Mk.2:23-28 and 3:1-6, where these two passages are evident in the way that Jesus was following his Jewish upbringing by observing the Sabbath but was going against some of the particular rules as stated as the Melachot or forbidden acts on the sabbath, such as Jesus ‘picked the heads of the grain.’ What can also be highlighted is the significance of the passage of the ‘growing of the seed.’ Stephanie Crowder highlights that “the Gospel writer is intentional in that Jesus’ first acts of power occur on the day set aside to honour the provision of God. God through Jesus provides for the physical needs and wellbeing of God’s people.”[footnoteRef:7]  With this, she clearly highlights the understanding for this as being of great importance to the early Christians and also in this further ‘proof’ of Jesus doing the works of God on earth. Within Mark 4:26-34, this signifies the importance of such a ‘seed’ or in this instance the mustard seed that is planted and can become much more with time. This use of the ‘seed’ can be further seen within the Hebrew Bible, in Genesis 17 with Abraham and Genesis 26 with his son Isaac, where it is mentioned by God of their future ‘offspring’ who shall be numerous and obey the laws of God. This term ‘offspring’ is also seen as ‘seed’ which links back to this notion of familial lineage within Judaism, who have followed from the seed of Abraham, where Jesus also uses the notion of planting this ‘seed’ for the many followers that will come from him as did his ancestors.  [7:  Stephanie Crowder ‘Sociology of the Sabbath in the Gospel of Mark’ in Soundings in Cultural Criticism: Perspectives and Methods in Culture, Power and Identity in the New Testament, p.78.] 


	It is also worthy to note on the later aspect of the Gospel of Mark, where we see two significant parts of Jesus’ teachings and life: the first in Mk.11:29-31 and the second can be seen in Mk.14:12-21. In the first passage, we get a sense of Jesus’ beliefs in this notion of ‘One God’ where he clearly recites aspects of the Shema, which can also be seen in the Hebrew Bible in Deuteronomy 6:4-8. Where Jesus uses his knowledge on this declaration, one that is significant within Jewish belief and practice, the Shema is significant in the way it declares the belief and acknowledgement of One God and how this belief is further emphasised within Jewish practices. The second aspect, which is mentioned in the passage of Mk.14:12-21, is very significant in the way that the author of Mark uses the feast of Passover as Jesus’ ‘last supper’ with his disciples. During this meal, Jews would eat unleavened bread and also share a sacrificial lamb as a part of the meal. Mark uses this as a way of foreshadowing of the sacrifice that is to be made of Jesus as the ‘lamb’ of God. With this, it is evident also that where Jesus had already proclaimed three times of his eventual death as a sacrifice for humanity, it is this shared meal that relates Jesus with his Jewish roots and also the plaque that is placed with Jesus as he is on the cross: ‘the King of the Jews.’ What can also be highlighted here is the use of the passion narrative, where Ian Boxall explains that “[the passion narratives] seem to be shaped by creative interplay between historical memory and Old Testament scripture, reflecting early attempts to make sense of Jesus’ suffering and death.”[footnoteRef:8] This statement is evident when it comes to reflecting on this aspect of Mark’s Gospel, where we also see this use of Hebrew scripture to highlight the significance and also the meaning of Jesus’ death to early Christians. [8:  Ian Boxall, ‘SCM Studyguide to the Books of the New Testament,’ p.133.] 

	Throughout the Gospel of Mark, it is evident that there are multiple links and connections that can be found when it comes to the presentation of Jesus in this gospel. There can also be the clear links that have been used by the author to further explore both Jewish tradition but also this change that is brought with Jesus’ teachings and ideology. 

Section 2:
	James D.G. Dunn makes a very clear comment on the way in which Christ has been perceived across the Gospel texts, where it could be argued that Jesus’ aim was to change Jewish belief and practices in order to create a more open and welcoming order in the ancient world. With this, however, Dunn states that “it is not Christ against ‘Judaism.’ But Christ within (second temple) Judaism, as the climax of the heritage enshrined in the Jewish scriptures.”[footnoteRef:9] With this, it can further be highlighted how this knowledge that Jesus was teaching with his previous knowledge of Jewish laws and customs, as was his way of life, therefore it was an obvious comparison to make when it came to Jesus linking much of his life to that of what he had grown up with. It can also be seen where the majority of early followers of Jesus were more than likely of Jewish origin also, where these references to the Hebrew Bible would have been understood and followed by many of Jesus’ early followers. Stephanie Crowder also highlights an important point, where she states that “not only does the gospel point to political turmoil, but the writer shows intra-Jewish conflict as Jesus and his disciples challenge cultural traditions.”[footnoteRef:10] This is a clear point that she makes which further highlights, where I have noted previously, of Jesus’ attempts at going against what Jewish faith has taught him and by doing this, builds his own path for the foundation of what will come to be known as Christianity. Bauckham also makes valid statement where he mentions that “supposing the Gospels were written for general circulation and therefore envisage the range of audiences their authors might expect them to acquire in the churches of the late first century… every aspect of a Gospel should be equally relevant to all readers or hearers.”[footnoteRef:11] This further signifies the way of the ancient world where much of the teachings of Jesus were not only of influence partly from Jewish laws and beliefs but that these teachings would be understood and used by both gentiles and Jewish-Christian converts.  [9:  James D.G.Dunn, ‘Jews and Christians: The Parting of the Ways, AD 70 to 135,’ p.211.]  [10:  Stephanie Crowder, ‘Sociology of the Sabbath in the Gospel of Mark’ in Soundings in Cultural Criticism: Perspectives and Methods in Culture, Power and Identity in the New Testament, p.75.]  [11:  Richard Bauckham, ‘For Whom Were The Gospels Written,’ p.24.] 

Conclusion: 
Where there has evidently been a clear link between what we can see as the works of Jesus and his beliefs within the Gospel of Mark, this has also been evident of the many different ways in which the use of the Hebrew Bible beliefs and practices also. Through the teachings of Jesus, the author of Mark has aimed this text largely on both Jesus’ historical roots, to Judaism, but also with his changing of opinions and beliefs that would later form the foundations of early Christianity to be followed in the way of Jesus. Where we can also see the use of biblical passages from the Hebrew Bible that aided Jesus in his teachings, the use of the parables throughout the Gospel of Mark further highlights this change in narrative from strictly Jewish thought and ideology to the ideas and teachings of God through Jesus. It is also important to have highlighted the constant use of purity laws within this Gospel as not only was this important for early Jewish belief but also how Jesus challenged such beliefs in different ways. 
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