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

The Gospel of Mark maintains a reputation as one of the most influential of the synoptic Gospels, with scholars often claiming that Mark is the oldest gospel and was the main source for Matthew and Luke. Considering this reputation, it is important to consider what sources the Gospel of Mark was influenced by and how this affected the presentation of Jesus in his Gospel. It can be argued that Mark’s sources have, by extension, influenced the other synoptic Gospels. Mark’s reputation and authority amongst scholars, as the oldest and influential to the other gospels, suggests that Jesus’ presentation in Mark is important to consider. It is significant to study how Jesus is presented in Mark as it affects Christian thought, as well as what characteristics of Jesus the other gospels focused on. Mark’s ideas of Jesus as a healer and savior should be considered before understanding what possible influences lead to Mark’s focus on these characteristics. It should be noted that this idea follows the scholarly view that Mark was used as a source by Matthew and Luke and that this is not reflected in all scholarly ideas, as many debate what source the other Gospels used and whose Gospel came first. Certain scholars, such as Morna Hooker, argue that the Gospel of Mark was undoubtedly influenced by the Hebrew Bible and older Jewish notions of the messiah. This is seen through their insights into the links between Isaiah and Mark. However, others debate how profoundly the author of Mark was influenced by Jewish scripture, with arguments surrounding the Gospel of Thomas, Peter and early Christian beliefs surrounding Jesus. It is to be seen if the Gospel of Thomas influenced the author of Mark’s presentation of Jesus and what sources Thomas utilized. Before these arguments are assessed it is first important to clarify how the Gospel of Mark presents Jesus, his purpose as a savior and his divinity. This establishes what characteristics can be linked back to different influential sources. Both arguments should be equally evaluated to see how profoundly Mark was inspired by the Hebrew Bible, as well as what other possible sources have contributed to the presentation of Jesus. 
One of the primary ways that Jesus is presented in Mark's Gospel is as a healer. Throughout his gospel, Mark highlights several healing narratives from Jesus' ministry, including the cleansing of the leper (Mark 1:40), the man with the withered hand (Mark 3:1) and even the resurrection of a young girl (Mark 5:21). The repetitive emphasis Mark places on Jesus as a healer through numerous narratives suggests that this is an important notion to the character of Jesus in his gospel. It can be argued that Mark places importance on Jesus as a healer as it signifies his role and authority as the coming Messiah. This is supported through the ways that Jesus heals people, through only touching them or speaking to them. For example, the man with the withered hand is healed through holding Jesus' hand (Mark 3:5) and the young girl is resurrected as Jesus orders her to wake up (Mark 5:41). Mark is presenting Jesus as healer capable of things that the medicine could not, such as raising a girl from the dead. Furthering the notion that Mark uses healing narratives to present Jesus' role as the Messiah, Douglas Pett focuses on the restoration of sight to the blind man in Mark 10:46. Pett highlights how the blind man's acknowledgement of Jesus' role as the Messiah and the son of David is what allows him to be healed.[footnoteRef:1] This is supported in the text as Jesus directly states that the man's faith is what has healed him (Mark 10:52). Thus, Pett presents that Jesus’ role as a healer is significant to understanding how Jesus is presented in the Gospel of Mark. The blind man is healed through his faith in Jesus’ authority and role as the Messiah, suggesting that by healing Jesus’ role in Mark is clear. Healing in Mark is used to emphasize Jesus’ role and that Jesus as a healer is significant to understanding his presentation in Mark’s Gospel. Following the presentation of Jesus as a Messiah that is a great healer is the presentation of Jesus as a savior who will bring the kingdom of God in Mark. Mark’s Gospel contains a strong theme of how Jesus is seen as the savior. Daniel Johansson states this is Jesus most important presentation in Mark.[footnoteRef:2] This theme is seen throughout the multiple parables that Mark records. For example, the parable of the mustard seed, Ruben Zimmerman suggests, presents several themes regarding a new kingdom of God. They state that this parable and others symbolize the new hope and community of the kingdom of God that Jesus will bring.[footnoteRef:3] The work of Morna Hooker also highlights the relationship between the parables of Mark and Jesus’ presentation of a savior. Hooker explains that Mark uses parables to present Jesus as the good news and the promise of salvation.[footnoteRef:4] Through this presentation of Jesus, the author of the Gospel of Mark displays Jesus’ authority, as the Messianic savior and as a healer. This presents that Mark’s presentation of Jesus has two important roles, a healer and a savior with authority who will bring the kingdom of God. This is important to consider when discussing what sources influenced Mark as different aspects of Jesus’ presentation maybe impacted by different sources.  [1: D, E, Pett, The Healing Tradition of the New Testament, (Cambridge: The Lutterworth Press 2015), pp.46-48. ]  [2:  D, Johansson, ‘The Identity of Jesus in the Gospel of Mark: Past and Present Proposals’, Currents in Biblical Research, 9(3) (2010), p. 377.  ]  [3:  R Zimmermann, Puzzling the Parables of Jesus: Methods and Interpretations, (Minneapolis: Fortress Press 2015), p. 255.]  [4:  M, Hooker, ‘Isaiah in Mark’s Gospel,’ in Jesus and Scripture, ed. By M, Menken, and Steve Moyise, (London: T&T Clark 2005), p. 39.] 


Considering what has been established about the Jesus presented in the Gospel of Mark it can be seen how this relates to the Jewish Scriptures. When studying the influence of the Hebrew Bible on the Gospel of Mark's character of Jesus, Hooker expands on their earlier arguments. Hooker states that Jesus' presentation as the savior who will bring the kingdom of God is a clear influence of the Book of Isaiah. They state that there are several clear links throughout Mark to Isaiah, especially when considering how Jesus is presented. Hooker first states that Mark contains several theological themes that link to the imagery of the Messiah used in Isaiah, such as the “primary purpose of the Lord’s coming is to bring salvation.”[footnoteRef:5] This highlights that the Jesus’ presentation in Mark as the savior who will bring the kingdom of God is one that is also mirrored in Isaiah. It can also be argued that this theme of the Messiah bringing salvation is one that is presented in other parts of the Jewish scripture. This is further supported when considering the new covenant that Jeremiah presents in the Hebrew Bible (Jeremiah 31). This reflects the notion that the Messiah will bring new hope and salvation, suggesting that this common theme in the Hebrew Bible would have profoundly influenced the author of Mark as it is what many were expecting from Jesus. Hooker also relates several passages in Mark as direct quotations from Isaiah, such as the beginning of Mark’s Gospel.[footnoteRef:6] Mark’s Gospel begins with a quote from Isaiah, “As it is written in the prophet Isaiah” (Mark 1:2). It can be argued that there is debate whether the following quote was from the prophet Isaiah, as it can be suggested that the recording of Isaiah Mark studied may have been influenced by how Isaiah’s prophecies have been recorded and remembered. It can also be argued that there is debate surrounding if these quotes were from the book of Isaiah. Such as, Hooker’s work also explains that some references in Mark are “likely Isaiah.”[footnoteRef:7] However, it is important to note that the author of Mark has chosen to focus on the prophet Isaiah, suggesting that there is some influence from the prophet even if the text is not accurate to his book. Mark’s repetitive quoting of Isaiah throughout his narrative, for example Mark 12, suggests that the author of Mark placed a significant importance on relating his work back to the Book of Isaiah. Through highlighting the frequent quoting of Isaiah, Hooker presents that Isaiah was a strongly influential text for the author of Mark, as well as the Hebrew Bible by extension. The influence of Isaiah in Mark’s Gospel would spread to how Jesus is presented, as Isaiah’s importance in Mark centers around ideas of the Messiah and salvation. Isaiah and other Jewish texts can be seen to have profoundly impacted the way Jesus is presented in Mark as a savior  [5:  M, Hooker, ‘Isaiah in Mark’s Gospel,’ p. 39.]  [6:  M, Hooker, ‘Isaiah in Mark’s Gospel,’ pp. 35-37.]  [7:  M, Hooker, ‘Isaiah in Mark’s Gospel,’ p. 45.] 

as the author of Mark relates his ideas to the prophet Isaiah throughout his gospel. 

The Gospel of Mark is also seen to be influenced by the law held in the Jewish scriptures as well as the prophets. This is observed through the focus Mark places on Jesus and the Jewish law. Mark 12 contains narratives surrounding Jesus’ teachings on paying taxes and the commandments of Moses. Jesus teaches on paying the taxes the Romans have set (Mark 12:13) and which of the commandments given by Moses is the most important (Mark 12:28). This suggests that Mark places importance on Jesus’ relationship to the law as it amplifies his authority as the messianic savior. This is clear as in these stories followers seek out Jesus to answer their questions on the law, as a result Jesus is given authority by his followers. This is highlighted as they are trusting Jesus to provide these answers and respect the answers given, “no one dared to ask him any questions” (Mark 12:34). Through providing Jesus’ opinions on the laws presented in the Hebrew Bible, such as the commandments of Moses, it is clear that Mark’s presentation of Jesus is influenced by the law of the Jewish scriptures. This is further supported by Steve Moyise, who explains the influence of the Hebrew Bible’s law on Mark’s presentation of Jesus. Moyise provides the example of Jesus breaking the sabbath throughout Mark’s Gospel to question what this suggests surrounding ideas of Jesus’ authority. He questions if this means that Jesus has the authority to break sabbath, to suspend it or to decide what actions break the sabbath.[footnoteRef:8]  The law of the sabbath is seen in Exodus, where God explicitly orders that the sabbath day must be observed as well as the parameters of how the sabbath must be kept, “Remember the Sabbath day, and keep it holy” (Ex 20:8-11). Exodus highlights that the sabbath is a commandment directly from God that must be obeyed, as God provides how the sabbath should be observed. This continues to support the notion of Jesus’ authority as he is permitted to change rules set directly from God. Through this argument it is certain that Jesus’ authority is clear through his relationship with the law established in the Hebrew Bible. Jesus is allowed to alter in some way the law that are rooted in the tradition of the Jewish scriptures. Therefore, Mark’s Jesus is presented as someone with object authority over the matters of law that is rooted in the Hebrew Bible. Thus, it can be assessed that the author of Mark was influenced by the Jewish Scriptures as Jesus is linked to the laws of the Hebrew Bible and is given authority over them. The author of Mark links Jesus’ authority to laws made by God in the Hebrew Bible, suggesting that they were profoundly impacted by the Jewish scriptures. Mark’s author is purposefully connecting Jesus and the laws of the Hebrew Bible to present Jesus with authority over older laws and traditions, made even by God. This is not to say that Jesus is above God, however, presenting Jesus as a figure with this authority allows for him to be understood as the Messianic Savior. This is understood as the significance of Jesus having this authority over law is prominent in Mark’s Gospel. Mark’s Gospel continues to support this idea through several stories concerning law, presenting Jesus as an important figure with great authority. Moyise continues to support this as he notes that Jesus has been given the authority to discuss how to observe the food laws presented in the Hebrew Bible.[footnoteRef:9] The author of Mark’s presentation of Jesus is influenced by the Jewish scriptures as the author seeks to relate and contextualize Jesus amongst the Jewish scriptures. This highlights the importance of the Hebrew Bible in Jesus’ presentation as the author places importance on relating Jesus to the Jewish scriptures through his authority over the laws presented in them. Thus, it can be suggested that the author of the Gospel of mark was influenced by the Hebrew Bible as they present Jesus through his links to the older texts, suggesting that this was of great importance for the author.   [8:  S, Moyise, Jesus and Scripture, (London: SPCK 2010), p.15]  [9:  S, Moyise, Jesus and Scripture, p.17.] 


Mark’s presentation of Jesus can also be linked to the Gospel of Thomas, with scholars arguing that Marks Gospel contains links to the Gospel of Thomas’ parables and proverbs. This is seen as eight of the nine parables found in Mark are also found in Thomas.[footnoteRef:10] Thus, there is a clear link between Mark and Thomas. This suggests that, if Mark was influenced by Thomas as a source, this may have influenced how Mark presents Jesus in his Gospel as both are recordings of Jesus’ ministry. Steve Davis highlights how several narratives and parables in Mark are also seen in Thomas, such as Thomas 65 and Mark 12.[footnoteRef:11] The use of Thomas in Mark’s parables is significant as parables are one of the key methods that Mark uses to establishes his presentation of Jesus. Although there is a clear link between Mark and Thomas’ Gospels this argument presents several issues. Firstly, it is possible that Mark influenced Thomas instead. This is seen through John Horman’s work as he explains that Mark and Thomas may have even shared a Greek source in common, which he titles as N.[footnoteRef:12] This suggests that both may have drawn from a mutual source, or from each other, rather than Thomas impacting Mark singularly as an older source. There is also the notion that Thomas was influenced by the Hebrew Bible. Thus, if Thomas inspired Mark but was inspired by the Jewish scriptures himself, then by extension Mark is also influenced by them. This is supported by the notion that while the Gospel of Thomas is a list of sayings and parables, it has several connections to Psalms.[footnoteRef:13] This suggests that the Hebrew Bible has had a profound influence on the Gospel of Mark’s presentation of Jesus as the roots of his sources remain in the Jewish scriptures. The argument that Marks Gospel was inspired by Thomas’ Gospel is one that does not outweigh the influence of the Hebrew Bible. There is a connection between Mark’s Gospel and Thomas’, however it is unsure if this link is a common source between them both or if it is Mark inspiring Thomas. It is unclear if Thomas undoubtedly influenced Mark or if Mark inspired Thomas. It is also suggested that Thomas was also influenced by the Hebrew Bible, which furthers the argument that Mark was influenced by the Jewish scriptures. However, it should be noted that if Mark was influenced by Thomas, who in turn was inspired by the psalms of the Hebrew Bible, then this would not be Mark’s authors reflections on Jewish scripture. It could be argued that Mark’s reflections would be an extension of Thomas’ rather than solely Mark’s own. This is still fault to the argument that Mark and Thomas shared a Greek source. [10:  S, Davis, ‘The Use of the Gospel of Thomas in the Gospel of Mark’, Neotestamentica, 30(2) (1996), p. 310. ]  [11:  S, Davis, ‘The Use of the Gospel of Thomas in the Gospel of Mark’, p. 311.]  [12:  J, Horman, A Common Written Greek Source for Mark and Thomas, (Canada: Wilfrid Laurier University Press, 2011), p. 1.]  [13:  S, Davis, ‘The Use of the Gospel of Thomas in the Gospel of Mark’, p. 314.] 


Overall, the presentation of Jesus in Mark’s Gospel in undoubtedly profoundly influenced by the Hebrew Bible and the authors interpretations of Messianic ideas presented by the prophets. This is mirrored through the impact of Isaiah in the text, as Mark quotes Isaiah several times to express ideas surrounding Jesus’ role as the messianic savior. Through the work of the prophets, the author of Mark presents Jesus as a messianic savior, linking him to the Hebrew Bible’s notions of the Messiah. Thus, presenting Jesus as the fulfillment of the prophetic texts. This is not to discredit other influences that Mark has, such as possibly the Gospel of Thomas and early Christian oral traditions. However, the link between Mark’s notions of Jesus and ideas presented in the Hebrew Bible is clear, seen through links to Isaiah, Jeremiah and other messianic themes that are found throughout the Jewish scriptures. While it can be argued that other sources have greatly impacted the presentation of Jesus in Mark’s Gospel, the influence of the Jewish scriptures is arguably one of the most important and prominent. Mark quotes Isaiah throughout his Gospel, he is also clearly influenced by the themes of the Messianic savior seen in the prophet’s work. The influence of the Jewish texts on the author of the Gospel of Mark is further emphasized through Mark’s focus on Jesus’ authority in law. Jesus is presented as a figure with authority over the laws established in the Hebrew Bible, highlighting their impact on the author of Mark. Mark’s author places importance of the laws in the Hebrew bible as they purposefully present Jesus in relation to the Hebrew Bible’s laws throughout Mark’s Gospel. While Mark can be argued to have been influenced by other sources, such as Thomas and the other synoptic Gospels, the author of Mark is clearly profoundly influenced by the Jewish scriptures. Jesus’ role and narrative in the Gospel of Mark connects to ideas from the Hebrew Bible in a persistent way. Jesus’ presentation is linked to several aspects of the Hebrew Bible, such as the prophets’ messianic ideas, as well as the law commanded by God. Therefore, the author of the Gospel of Mark was profoundly influenced by the Jewish scriptures when considering their presentation of Jesus. Jesus is established in the Gospel of Mark as the Messianic savior, emphasized through the author of Mark’s focus on Jesus as a savior, healer, and authoritative figure. This presentation is closely linked to ideas found in the Hebrew Bible surrounding the Messianic savior. It is clear that the author of Mark was influenced by the Jewish scriptures as the links between the Gospel of Mark and the Hebrew bible are clear and purposeful.
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