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Welcome

The Bible is at the heart of what it means to be a Christian. It is the Spirit-inspired word of God for us. It reveals
to us the God who created, redeemed, and guides us still.
It speaks to us personally and as a church. It forms the
basis of our public liturgical life and our private prayer
lives. It urges us to live worthily and justly, to love tenderly
and wholeheartedly, and to be a part of building God’s
kingdom here on earth.
Though it was written a long time ago, in the context
of a very different culture, the Bible is no relic of the past.
Catholic biblical scholarship is among the best in the world,
and in our time and place, we have unprecedented access
to it. By making use of solid scholarship, we can discover
much about the ancient culture and religious practices that
shaped those who wrote the various books of the Bible.
With these insights, and by praying with the words of
Scripture, we allow the words and images to shape us as
disciples. By sharing our journey of faithful listening to
God’s word with others, we have the opportunity to be
stretched in our understanding and to form communities
of love and learning. Ultimately, studying and praying
with God’s word deepens our relationship with Christ.
The Gospel According to Mark, Part One
Mark 1:1–9:32
The resource you hold in your hands is divided into
five lessons. Each lesson involves personal prayer and
study using this book and the experience of group prayer,
discussion, and wrap-up lecture.
If you are using this resource in the context of a small
group, we suggest that you meet five times, discussing one
lesson per meeting. Allow about 90 minutes for the small
group gathering. Small groups function best with eight to
twelve people to ensure good group dynamics and to allow
all to participate as they wish.
Some groups choose to have an initial gathering before
their regular sessions begin. This allows an opportunity to
meet one another, pass out books, and, if desired, view the
optional intro lecture for this study available on the “Resources” page of the Little Rock Scripture Study website
(www.littlerockscripture.org). Please note that there is only
one intro lecture for two-part studies.
Every Bible study group is a little bit different. Some
of our groups like to break each lesson up into two weeks
of study so they are reading less each week and have more
7

time to discuss the questions together at their weekly gatherings. If your group wishes to do this, simply agree how
much of each lesson will be read each week, and only answer the questions that correspond to the material you
read. Wrap-up lectures can then be viewed at the end of
every other meeting rather than at the end of every meeting. Of course, this will mean that your study will last
longer, and your group will meet more times.
WHAT MATERIALS WILL YOU USE?
The materials in this book include:
• The text of the Gospel of Mark, chapters 1:1–9:32, using
the New American Bible, Revised Edition as the translation.
• Commentary by Marie Noonan Sabin (which has also
been published separately as part of the New Collegeville Bible Commentary series).
• Occasional inserts
highlighting elements of the
chapters of Mark being studied. Some of these appear
also in the Little Rock Catholic Study Bible while others
are supplied by staff writers.
• Questions for study, reflection, and discussion at the
end of each lesson.
• Opening and closing prayers for each lesson, as well
as other prayer forms available in the closing pages of
the book.
In addition, there are wrap-up lectures available for each
lesson. Your group may choose to purchase a DVD containing these lectures or make use of the audio or video lectures
online at no charge. The link to these free lectures is:
LittleRockScripture.org/Lectures/MarkPartOne. Of
course, if your group has access to qualified speakers, you
may choose to have live presentations.
Each person will need a current translation of the Bible.
We recommend the Little Rock Catholic Study Bible, which
makes use of the New American Bible, Revised Edition.
Other translations, such as the New Jerusalem Bible or the
New Revised Standard Version: Catholic Edition, would
also work well.
HOW WILL YOU USE THESE MATERIALS?
Prepare in advance
Using Lesson One as an example:
• Begin with a simple prayer like the one found on page
11.
8

• Read the assigned material in the printed book for Lesson One (pages 12–22) so that you are prepared for the
weekly small group session. You may do this assignment by reading a portion over a period of several days
(effective and manageable) or by preparing all at once
(more challenging).
• Answer the questions, Exploring Lesson One, found
at the end of the assigned reading, pages 23–25.
• Use the Closing Prayer on page 25 when you complete
your study. This prayer may be used again when you
meet with the group.

Meet with your small group
• After introductions and greetings, allow time for prayer
(about 5 minutes) as you begin the group session. You
may use the prayer found on page 11 (also used by
individuals in their preparation) or use a prayer of your
choosing.
• Spend about 45–50 minutes discussing the responses
to the questions that were prepared in advance. You
may also develop your discussion further by responding to questions and interests that arise during the discussion and faith-sharing itself.
• Close the discussion and faith-sharing with prayer,
about 5–10 minutes. You may use the Closing Prayer
at the end of each lesson or one of your choosing at the
end of the book. It is important to allow people to pray
for personal and community needs and to give thanks
for how God is moving in your lives.
• Listen to or view the wrap-up lecture associated with
each lesson (15–20 minutes). You may watch the lecture
online, use a DVD, or provide a live lecture by a qualified local speaker. This lecture provides a common
focus for the group and reinforces insights from each
lesson. You may view the lecture together at the end of
the session or, if your group runs out of time, you may
invite group members to watch the lecture on their own
time after the discussion.

Above all, be aware that the Holy Spirit is moving within and
among you.
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Palestine in the Time of Jesus
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The Gospel
According to Mark
Part One
LESSON ONE

Introduction and Mark 1
Begin your personal study and group discussion with a
simple and sincere prayer such as:

Prayer

Loving God, open my mind and heart to hear
your voice. Increase my understanding and
inspire in me a greater desire to follow Jesus.

Read the Introduction on pages 12–15 and the Bible text of
Mark 1 found in the outside columns of pages 17–22, highlighting what stands out to you.
Read the accompanying commentary to add to your understanding.
Respond to the questions on pages 23–25, Exploring Lesson
One.
The Closing Prayer on page 25 is for your personal use and
may be used at the end of group discussion.
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INTRODUCTION
Author
The actual author of the Gospel of Mark,
like those of all the Gospels, is unknown to us.
The manuscripts that survived date from the
fourth century; the names of the evangelists
were added sometime in the second century.
There is reason to believe that the early church
was less interested in knowing the actual authorship than in connecting the Gospel narratives with apostolic witnesses. They found the
names “Matthew” and “John” within their
respective Gospels, and the name “Luke” as
one mentioned by Paul as his traveling companion. For Mark they relied on a fragment
written by a second-century bishop named
Papias, who spoke of Mark as the “interpreter”
of Peter. This suggestion dovetailed with the
observation in Acts that Peter had visited the
home of someone in Jerusalem named “John
who is called Mark” (Acts 12:12). Some also
found support in the reference in the first letter
of Peter to “Mark, my son” (1 Pet 5:13). Not all
scholars accept these inferences, yet the link
with Peter is supported by internal evidence.
Audience
Since we do not know for certain who
wrote the Gospel of Mark, we also cannot be
certain of its intended audience. The link with
Peter has led some scholars to speculate that it
was addressed, like Peter’s first letter, to the
church in Rome. But there are many other bases
for speculating both about Mark’s Gospel and
Peter’s letter. Among them is the fact that Peter
is known in Acts as the head of the Jerusalem
church; an argument could be made that Mark
was a member of that early Jewish-Christian
community.
Language
Language offers some internal clues as to
both the author and his intended audience.
Mark’s manuscript, like the other Gospels, has
come down to us as a Greek text. Why, one
might wonder, would the evangelists have
written in Greek instead of in Hebrew or Ara12

maic, the Semitic idiom common in Galilee?
The most probable reason is that from the time
that Alexander of Greece conquered the Mesopotamian world, three centuries before the time
of Jesus, Greek was the language of educated
people. In fact, in the time of Alexander, the
Jews translated their Bible into Greek (the “Septuagint”). Educated Jews knew the Bible in
Greek as well as in Hebrew and Aramaic. There
is good evidence that when the evangelists
quote or refer to the Jewish Bible, they are following the Septuagint.
Mark’s Gospel is not written in fluent
Greek, however. The overall impression it
leaves is that of an author who thought in one
language and was trying to write in another.
Date and historical setting
The date of Mark’s Gospel is also a matter
of speculation. Most, although not all, scholars
believe that Mark’s was the earliest of the Gospels, written around 70 c.e. and followed in
the eighties by Matthew and Luke, and in the
nineties by John.
The year 70 was significant for all Jews, including the Jewish followers of Jesus, because
it was the year that the Romans destroyed the
Temple in Jerusalem. The destruction was the
traumatic end to the four-year revolt of the
Jews against Rome. The Temple had been destroyed once before by Babylon, six centuries
earlier, and the effect had been devastating.
The Roman destruction was also a watershed
in Jewish history.
This time the Temple was never rebuilt. The
leaders of the revolt (the Zealots), along with
the Temple leaders (priests and Sadducees),
disappeared or scattered. Judaism itself might
have disappeared had it not been for the Pharisees. The Pharisees’ reputation in the New Testament as rigid legalists is ill-deserved. They
were, in fact, a devout lay group who had developed a flexible and creative approach to the
interpretation of Scripture and had also fostered ways of bringing the prayers of the
Temple into Jewish homes. When the Temple
was lost, they provided the foundations for a
continuing and vital Judaism. As the ancestors
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of modern rabbinic Judaism, they deserve the
respect of modern Christians.
Why, then, are the Pharisees vilified in the
New Testament? The answer does not lie in the
time of Jesus. Indeed, many of the teachings of
Jesus are so close to those of the Pharisees that
some scholars have proposed that he is shown
arguing with them because he was a member
of their school. Judaism before the fall of the
Temple was tolerant of many different forms
of expression, and historical studies suggest
that Christianity did not begin as a consciously
separate religion, but as a new formulation of
the ancient Jewish faith. After the Temple fell,
however, Judaism regrouped, and the Pharisaic
leaders became less tolerant of diversity within
their ranks. In that new atmosphere, Jewish
followers of Jesus were regarded with suspicion and put out of the synagogues. The Christian-Jewish community responded with
anger. In the context of the post-seventies, the
Pharisees appeared hostile to Jesus, and it is
that hostility (and their own anger) that the
evangelists retroactively projected into their
accounts of Jesus’ time.
Modern Judaism and modern Christianity
may have developed along clearly different
paths, but readers of the Gospels need to
understand that Jesus and his disciples, as well
as the evangelists Mark, Matthew, and John
(Luke was Gentile), saw themselves as faithful
Jews. Matthew’s diatribes against “the scribes
and the Pharisees” and John’s scornful use of
“the Jews” must be understood in the context
of their own times, not that of Jesus.
The way each Gospel expresses its attitude
toward Jews and Judaism is one criterion for
dating it. John’s denunciation of “the Jews” is
one reason for placing his Gospel at the end of
the century. Luke’s way of distancing Christianity from Judaism (especially in Acts) suggests that he is not writing in its earliest
moments. The Gospels of Mark and Matthew,
on the other hand, are clearly composed in the
context of a deep regard for Judaism itself. So,
while all the Gospels are steeped in the Jewish
Scriptures, Mark and Matthew especially
present Jesus in the light of them.

The relevance of the “Old Testament” to
the New Testament
Christians reading the New Testament
today will miss much of its meaning and most
of its richness if they are unfamiliar with the
references to the “Old” or First Testament that
form its framework and substructure. This
commentary, therefore, tries to present the
reader with all the scriptural quotes, allusions,
and echoes that provide the basis of Mark’s
theological thought.
The most significant biblical background in
this Gospel comes from the Wisdom writings.
In Catholic tradition, there are seven Jewish
Wisdom writings: Proverbs, Psalms, Job, Ecclesiastes, the Song of Songs, Sirach, and the Wisdom of Solomon. Each of these works is distinct,
yet they share certain significant things in common. They are all set in domestic situations and
everyday life. Many of them use a pithy style of
speech. They are all focused on how to live a
wise and holy life. They all agree that “fear of
the Lord [in the sense of holy awe] is the beginning of wisdom” (Prov 9:10). Most important,
three of them (Proverbs, Sirach, and the Wisdom
of Solomon) imagine God’s Wisdom as a personified attribute that walks on earth and dwells
among human beings. God’s Wisdom was there
from the beginning and created the world and
all that is in it. God’s Wisdom is imagined as a
maternal figure—life-giving, nurturing and
healing, restorative and transfiguring. When
Mark wanted to communicate the significance
of Jesus, it was quite natural for him to present
him as God’s Wisdom made flesh.
Genre
A grasp of Mark’s overriding reference to
Scripture should keep the reader from regarding his Gospel as an eyewitness account or as
any conventional form of biography or history.
What Mark gives us is far richer. In keeping
with the Jewish practices of his time, Mark interprets Jesus in the light of the Hebrew Bible.
He uses Scripture as an interpretive framework. At the same time, he shows Jesus reinterpreting Scripture. Out of this two-way
exchange, Mark offers us a Wisdom book.
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I: The Preparation for the Public
Ministry of Jesus
CHAPTER 1

The beginning of the gospel of Jesus Christ
[the Son of God].
1

The Preaching of John the Baptist

As it is written in Isaiah the prophet:

2

“Behold, I am sending my messenger ahead
of you;
he will prepare your way.
3
A voice of one crying out in the desert:
‘Prepare the way of the Lord,
make straight his paths.’”

BEGINNING

Mark 1:1-45
1:1 Beginning
In the Greek text of Mark, the word “beginning” has nothing in front of it, neither “the”
nor “a”; the Gospel starts abruptly with the
simple word “Beginning.” By this device Mark
calls attention to this word and emphasizes it.
In this way he recalls the opening of the Hebrew Bible—“In the beginning”—the moment
of Creation. In Jewish tradition the word “beginning” was equated with Wisdom, because
in the book of Proverbs personified Wisdom
says, “The Lord begot me, the beginning of his
works” (Prov 8:22). So some Jewish teachers
paraphrased Genesis 1:1 to read, “In Wisdom
God created the heavens and the earth.” Mark’s
opening is thus rich in meaning, identifying
the gospel (or “good news”) of Jesus with Wisdom, and that Wisdom with a new Creation.
1:2-3 As it is written
Mark brings together here three voices from
the Hebrew Scripture. The messenger who
“goes ahead” suggests the angel God sent to
lead his people to freedom in the story of the
Exodus (23:20). The messenger sent to “prepare
the way” suggests the figure whom God promises through the prophet Malachi and who will
purge the people of their sins (Mal 3:1). The

John [the] Baptist appeared in the desert proclaiming a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins. 5People of the whole Judean
countryside and all the inhabitants of Jerusalem
were going out to him and were being baptized
by him in the Jordan River as they acknowledged
their sins. 6John was clothed in camel’s hair, with
4

continue

“voice of one crying out in the desert” is the
herald described by Isaiah who is to give “comfort” to God’s people (Isa 40:1). In just two
verses Mark sums up a biblical tradition
whereby angelic or human figures are sent to
draw the people to God through preparation,
through purgation, and through comfort. The
messenger here is John the Baptist, who appears, in the next verse, as Isaiah’s “voice . . .
crying out in the desert.”
1:4-8 John the Baptist
The description of John in 1:6 makes him
resemble Elijah, who is similarly dressed in the
Second Book of Kings (1:8). It was said that
Elijah never died but ascended to heaven in a
fiery chariot (2 Kgs 2:11). By interpreting John
as another Elijah, Mark indicates John’s greatness as a prophet. Elijah passed on his gift as
17
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a leather belt around his waist. He fed on locusts
and wild honey. 7And this is what he proclaimed:
“One mightier than I is coming after me. I am not
worthy to stoop and loosen the thongs of his sandals. 8I have baptized you with water; he will baptize you with the holy Spirit.”
The Baptism of Jesus

It happened in those days that Jesus came
from Nazareth of Galilee and was baptized in the
Jordan by John. 10On coming up out of the water
he saw the heavens being torn open and the Spirit,
like a dove, descending upon him. 11And a voice
came from the heavens, “You are my beloved Son;
with you I am well pleased.”
9

The Temptation of Jesus

At once the Spirit drove him out into the
desert, 13and he remained in the desert for forty
days, tempted by Satan. He was among wild
beasts, and the angels ministered to him.
12

continue

a prophet to a successor, Elisha; so here, Mark
introduces John as a prophet who will be succeeded by another—Jesus. In the Elijah-Elisha
stories, however, Elijah is pictured as the
greater prophet; here, John’s proclamation
about Jesus reverses that order. The ElijahElisha context places Jesus in the tradition of
the prophets, with their long habit of pressing
for religious reform.

“A voice proclaims: / In the wilderness
prepare the way of the Lord! / Make
straight in the wasteland a highway for our
God!” (Isa 40:3). How does this quotation
of Isaiah in Mark 1:2-3 differ from what
was originally written in Isaiah? A footnote
in the NABRE for Isaiah 40:3 states that in
its original context, this verse was “a
description of the return of the exiles from
Babylon to Jerusalem (Zion).”
18

1:9-11 The baptism of Jesus
The scene that Mark portrays reinforces the
idea that Creation is happening again: as in
Genesis 1, God’s spirit hovers over the waters.
In describing the opening of the heavens, Mark
uses an unusual word for that opening that
means “rend”* or “split apart”*; he uses the
word again near the end of his Gospel when
he describes the splitting open of the sanctuary
veil after Jesus’ death (15:38). The echoing
word links the two scenes, suggesting that
Jesus is opening up God’s dwelling place.
In a Jewish writing of the time (The Testament
of Judah) the heavens are opened “to pour out
the spirit as a blessing of the holy Father.” Here
God’s spirit descends “like a dove,” a term used
for the beloved in the Song of Songs. The idea
of God’s beloved becomes explicit here in the
“voice from the heavens” saying, “You are my
beloved Son; with you I am well pleased.”
The phrase “beloved Son” also brings to
mind the story of Isaac, where God asks Abraham to “take your son, your only son, your
beloved son” and offer him up as a sacrifice
(Gen 22:2; author’s translation). In ancient
Passover liturgy, Isaac’s sacrifice is referred to
as a voluntary act on Isaac’s part; Isaac merges
with the Passover lamb as it is said that Isaac’s
blood was placed on the doorposts so that the
angel of death would spare the Israelites. So
the echo here points to Jesus’ sacrificial death
and its saving consequences.
1:12-13 Temptation in the desert
As the baptism scene recapitulates the opening of Genesis, so the reference to temptation
for “forty days” in the desert encapsulates the
key experience of Israel in the book of Exodus.
There is no suggestion here, however, that
Jesus’ encounter with Satan involves a struggle.
Rather, Mark gives us a static picture, the
human figure of Jesus steadfast between “wild
beasts” and ministering angels. It is an icon of
original humanity, only this time not sinning.
*Author’s own translation from the original Greek. In sections where the same words appear multiple times, only
the first reference is noted.
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1:14-15 “The gospel of God”
Jesus’ ministry picks up where John’s
leaves off; “the gospel of God” suggests their
continuity. While we tend to restrict the term
“gospel” to the story of Jesus, Mark uses the
term to refer to the broader narrative of all
God’s deeds among his people; it is the gospel
or “good news” of God that both John and
Jesus proclaim. Jesus, like John, calls the
people to repentance. In both Greek and Hebrew the word translated here as “repent” carries the sense of “turning” or change of heart.
Jesus calls people to this change not as a warning but as a promise: it is the “time of fulfillment,” the time of God’s “kingdom.” In
biblical thought, God’s kingdom is not a particular place but a condition of living according to God’s will. While it tends to be projected
into the future, it can also denote a timeless
state of being. Similarly, the “time of fulfillment” is not restricted to a particular moment
but designates a realization of God’s presence.
Both these ideas are further unfolded in
Mark’s story.

The Greek word metanoia, used in Jesus’
call to “repent” (Mark 1:15), literally
means “to change one’s mind.” Pope
Benedict XVI has noted that this Greek
term is rich in layers of meaning, each of
which helps us understand how this
“change” should affect us as Christians.
Metanoia calls us to reject past behaviors
that are not in keeping with our new way
of life, to make amends for those past
behaviors whenever possible, and to
reform our lives (see Joseph Cardinal
Ratzinger, Principles of Catholic
Theology). Thus for a Christian, the
repentance Jesus requires is both a
change of heart and a radical conversion
that is manifested in action.

1:16-20 The call of the first disciples
In the ancient world, it was not customary
for teachers to seek their disciples; on the con-

II: The Mystery of Jesus
The Beginning of the Galilean Ministry

After John had been arrested, Jesus came to
Galilee proclaiming the gospel of God: 15“This is
the time of fulfillment. The kingdom of God is at
hand. Repent, and believe in the gospel.”
14

The Call of the First Disciples

As he passed by the Sea of Galilee, he saw
Simon and his brother Andrew casting their nets
into the sea; they were fishermen. 17Jesus said to
them, “Come after me, and I will make you fishers
of men.” 18Then they abandoned their nets and
followed him. 19He walked along a little farther
and saw James, the son of Zebedee, and his
brother John. They too were in a boat mending
their nets. 20Then he called them. So they left their
father Zebedee in the boat along with the hired
men and followed him.
16
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trary, teachers attracted disciples. Jesus’ action
here is therefore striking, for it suggests the
action of personified Wisdom, who, in the book
of Proverbs, does go about calling her followers. Wisdom calls those who are in need of
her—the “simple ones” (Prov 1:22; NAB). So
Jesus here calls simple fishermen. As Wisdom
promises her followers a higher life, so Jesus
promises his disciples that they will do a more
advanced kind of “fishing.”
The response of those called is equally striking. Without inquiry or hesitation, they leave
both livelihood and family. Their quickness to
respond is enhanced by a word omitted in most
translations: Mark says that “Straightway* they
left their nets and followed him” (1:18). As we
noted in the Introduction, the word “straightway” echoes the message of the voice crying in
the desert, telling the people to prepare for
God’s coming by making “straight” his “ways”
(1:3). The ready commitment of Simon and Andrew, James and John is thus shown to be the
19
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ideal response of anyone called by God. It is
worth noting that we never see any of these
disciples make this ideal response again.
Throughout most of Mark’s Gospel they are
singularly slow to understand or to follow
Jesus. But Mark sets up this opening scene to
suggest their ideal capabilities.

ing, it is important to notice how and for what
purpose they are linked together.
1) The casting out of “an unclean spirit”
(1:21-28). Although the NAB caption speaks of
the “cure of a demoniac,” Mark’s text does not
use the word “demon” here but “unclean
spirit.” The use of this term indicates the perception that possession by evil is an unnatural or
pathological state, a perception that predominates in Mark’s Gospel. In chapter 3, as we will
see, Jesus implicitly contrasts possession by an
unclean spirit with possession by God’s holy
spirit (3:29-30). Here in the synagogue, it is because he sees the man’s natural state to be a holy
one that Jesus heals the man by simply commanding the unclean spirit to leave him.
The unclean spirit, for its part, knows itself
to be destroyed by the simple confrontation of
“the Holy One of God” (1:24). It is significant
that Jesus commands the unclean spirit to depart with the same word that he later uses to
command the storm to “be still” (4:39).
The incident is enclosed in descriptions of
the people’s reaction to Jesus’ power. They
speak of his act of exorcism as “a new teaching” (1:27). Mark seems to imply that there is
something new in Jesus’ perception that possession by evil is reversible.
The word that Mark then chooses to describe the crowd’s state at seeing the cure (here
in verse 27 translated simply as “amazed”) is
also part of a pattern of three. Mark uses it
again to describe the feelings of the crowd that
sees Jesus immediately after his transfiguration
(9:15) and again to describe Jesus’ own disturbed emotions in Gethsemane (14:33). It
might best be translated as a state of “shock”
or enhanced consciousness.

1:21-45 Three miracles of healing
Studies of the structure of Mark’s Gospel
have shown that he likes to link events, teachings, and sometimes words together in a pattern of three. When he does so, the middle
event, teaching, or word always functions as
the key one, shedding light on the other two.
So here, at the conclusion of Mark’s opening
chapter, when we find three miracles of heal-

An exorcism is a type of miracle story that
relates the driving out of a demon from
someone who is possessed (see also
Mark 5:1-13; 9:14-29). Jesus’ reputation
for being an exorcist caused some to
accuse him of being allied to demons or
to the devil (Beelzebul), a charge that
Jesus denies (Mark 3:22-27).

The Cure of a Demoniac

Then they came to Capernaum, and on the
sabbath he entered the synagogue and taught.
22
The people were astonished at his teaching, for
he taught them as one having authority and not
as the scribes. 23In their synagogue was a man with
an unclean spirit; 24he cried out, “What have you
to do with us, Jesus of Nazareth? Have you come
to destroy us? I know who you are—the Holy
One of God!” 25Jesus rebuked him and said,
“Quiet! Come out of him!” 26The unclean spirit
convulsed him and with a loud cry came out of
him. 27All were amazed and asked one another,
“What is this? A new teaching with authority. He
commands even the unclean spirits and they obey
him.” 28His fame spread everywhere throughout
the whole region of Galilee.
21

The Cure of Simon’s Mother-in-Law

On leaving the synagogue he entered the
house of Simon and Andrew with James and
John. 30Simon’s mother-in-law lay sick with a
fever. They immediately told him about her. 31He
approached, grasped her hand, and helped her up.
Then the fever left her and she waited on them.
29

continue
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2) The raising up of Simon’s mother-in-law
(1:29-31). Short as this incident is, it is the
middle and therefore key event of these three
healings. Unfortunately, its full drama is obscured by the translation. The Greek word used
to describe the woman’s condition (1:30) is frequently used to describe someone already
dead, and the Greek word used to describe her
cure (1:31) is best translated “raised up.”* (It is
the same word used to describe Jesus’ own resurrection in 16:6.) Finally, the phrase translated
as “waited on them” would more accurately be
rendered “served”* or “ministered to”* them
(the Greek verb used is related to the word for
“deacon”). So translated, the incident distills
the essence of what Jesus is about: he takes a
dead woman by the hand and raises her up, not
only to new physical health but to a new spiritual status. Throughout the Gospel of Mark,
Jesus says repeatedly that he has come “not to
be served but to serve.” This woman is the first
person in the Gospel to act as Jesus does.
3) The healing of the leper (1:40-45). In his
first miracle Jesus heals a man within the synagogue; here he heals a man who has been ostracized from the synagogue because of his
illness. Jesus’ relation to the synagogue here is
complicated. On the one hand, by touching the
leper he violates a religious prohibition against
touching the “unclean”; on the other hand,
Jesus sends the man back to the priests and the
prescribed rituals for lepers. To complicate
matters further, Jesus tells the healed man to
“tell no one anything” (1:44) and yet suggests
that the man’s healed body will serve as a
“proof” or “witness.” And in fact the man does
become a witness, spreading the word of Jesus’
action. Jesus thus heals more than the man’s
body—he restores him to his community and
changes him from someone who was alone and
alienated to one who, it seems, cannot help
bearing witness to God’s healing power.

Mark exhibits a curious feature that
scholars have dubbed “the messianic
secret,” or perhaps more accurately, “the
secret of Jesus’ identity.” After some of

Other Healings

When it was evening, after sunset, they
brought to him all who were ill or possessed by
demons. 33The whole town was gathered at the
door. 34He cured many who were sick with various
diseases, and he drove out many demons, not permitting them to speak because they knew him.
32

Jesus Leaves Capernaum

Rising very early before dawn, he left and
went off to a deserted place, where he prayed.
36
Simon and those who were with him pursued
him 37and on finding him said, “Everyone is looking for you.” 38He told them, “Let us go on to the
nearby villages that I may preach there also. For
this purpose have I come.” 39So he went into their
synagogues, preaching and driving out demons
throughout the whole of Galilee.
35

The Cleansing of a Leper

A leper came to him [and kneeling down]
begged him and said, “If you wish, you can make
me clean.” 41Moved with pity, he stretched out his
hand, touched him, and said to him, “I do will it.
Be made clean.” 42The leprosy left him immediately,
and he was made clean. 43Then, warning him sternly,
he dismissed him at once. 44Then he said to him,
40

continue
his miracles, Jesus instructs the
recipient(s) not to tell anyone (e.g., 1:44).
They often abruptly ignore the command
and spread the news of Jesus’ miraculous
ministry! This may be a literary technique
to show how the characters in the story
fail to fully comprehend the true goal of
Jesus’ ministry and the true nature of his
messiahship. Jesus is destined to suffer
and die on the cross, a destiny that was
not expected of the coming messiah. It is
not until Jesus’ death that his identity can
be understood, and it is revealed by the
centurion (a Gentile) who stands at the
foot of the cross: “Truly this man was the
Son of God!” (15:39).
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“See that you tell no one anything, but go, show
yourself to the priest and offer for your cleansing
what Moses prescribed; that will be proof for them.”
45
The man went away and began to publicize the
whole matter. He spread the report abroad so that
it was impossible for Jesus to enter a town openly.
He remained outside in deserted places, and people
kept coming to him from everywhere.
Summary of the healing miracles (1:21-45)
In the first instance, the unclean spirit
within the man cries out upon being confronted
by Jesus’ holiness; in the second instance,
friends bring Jesus to the woman who is sick;
in this third incident, the sick man himself approaches Jesus and asks for help. Both the first
and last healings involve bringing someone
back to acceptance within the synagogue. In the
first, Jesus touches uncleanness within; in the
last, he touches uncleanness without.
The first and last healings involve people
who, because they are considered “unclean,”
are forced to live on the fringe of Jewish religious society. What point, then, is Mark trying
to make by placing the miracle of Simon’s
mother-in-law in between them? Is he not suggesting that the place of women in this society
is on a par with them? The woman, it may be
noted, does not even have a name; she is only
known by her relationship to a man—in this
case, not even her son but her son-in-law. Situated between a demoniac and a leper, the caricature of “the mother-in-law,” we might guess,
was an ancient joke. But Jesus, we have noted,
not only cures her but changes her: he “raises
her up.”* By his use of this language, Mark
signals to us that all of these miracles of healing
are forerunners of Jesus’ resurrection. Or to put
it another way, Jesus’ resurrection comprehends the raising up of all humanity.
1:32-39, 45b A rhythm of healing,
preaching, and prayer
In between the healing of the mother-in-law
and the leper, Mark tells us that Jesus continu22

ally healed the sick and drove out demons,
and, when he could, withdrew to a deserted
place to pray. Yet he also tells us that when
Simon and others came to tell him that everyone was looking for him, he returned to the
villages to preach, noting that this was his purpose. In this way, Mark indicates a tension in
Jesus’ life between outreach and withdrawal,
or a rhythm of action and prayer. In the last
part of the final verse, Mark suggests that this
division collapses and that even in the desert
Jesus is not away from the crowds that need
healing.
Summary of chapter 1
In chapter 1, Mark sets out the framework
for his whole Gospel: the traditions of Creation
and Wisdom. He indicates that in Jesus, God
is initiating a new beginning, a new creation.
Through Jesus’ connection with John and
John’s resemblance to Elijah, Mark suggests
that Jesus is not, however, breaking off from
Jewish tradition or the Jewish Bible but is acting in continuity with the prophets. Indeed,
Mark suggests in many ways that Jesus is reenacting the history of Israel. In the scene of
Jesus’ baptism, Mark shows Jesus to be God’s
“beloved son,” as Israel always named itself,
and like Isaac, who also represents Israel in
Jewish legend, to be a son destined for a sacrificial death that will be saving for many.
Through the brief scene of Jesus’ being tempted
in the desert, Mark recalls the Israelites’ experience of the Exodus.
Mark also shows that Jesus embodies the
Wisdom traditions. Through his dramatization
of Jesus’ calling of his disciples, he suggests the
figure of God’s Wisdom calling the simple to
be her followers. Through his presentation of
Jesus as a healer, Mark expands upon the idea
of Wisdom as one who seeks to restore God’s
creation. Although Mark describes Jesus as
teaching and preaching, what he actually
shows us is Jesus totally given over to making
people whole. Through the language of “raising up”* in a key miracle, Mark indicates that
he sees resurrection as the ultimate act of Wisdom’s way of restoration or re-creation.
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EXPLORING LESSON ONE
1. What do we know about the authorship of Mark and its intended audience?

2. What are some of the ways themes from the Old Testament are employed by Mark and
associated with Jesus?

3. Why is it important to read the Gospel of Mark as something other than a biography of
Jesus?

4. How does Mark’s use of “beginning” in Mark 1:1 echo the Old Testament?

5. How does Mark’s depiction of John the Baptist identify John as a prophet (1:4-8)?
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6. What connection is there between Jesus’ baptism (1:9-11) and the creation account in
Genesis 1:1-2?

7. As brief as Mark’s account of Jesus’ temptation is (1:12-13), what gives it a rich association
with the book of Exodus? (See Exod 16:2-3.)

8. Read again the account Mark gives of Jesus calling his disciples (1:16-20). When have you
sensed, or in what ways do you now sense, God’s call in your life?

9. a) Of the three healings in Mark 1:21-45, which one does the commentary discuss as the key
healing? Why is it key?

		 b) Which one of these healing stories resonates most with you? Why is it meaningful to you?
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10. In Mark 1:35-39 we see Jesus pursuing solitude in prayer as well as active engagement with
others. How do you balance action and contemplation in your own spiritual life?

CLOSING PRAYER

Prayer

“You are my beloved Son; with you I am well
pleased.” (Mark 1:11)
Jesus, beloved of God, mold us and fashion us so that
our lives reflect your goodness, your truth, and your
healing presence. We pray this day for those we love,
including . . .
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