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THE GOSPEL ACCORDING TO MARK 
or 

DOES IT REALLY END THERE? 
Mark 1:1-15 

 
 

 Two weeks ago, I talked with you about how each of the four Gospel writers – 
Matthew, Mark, Luke and John – painted their individual portrait of Christ by a different slant 
of light … by the light given to them.  And how different and how beautiful each of the 
Gospels is.  We examined Matthew’s portrait of Christ, his view of the meaning of the Good 
News.  Today we look at Mark’s portrait. 

 
 Mark’s Gospel is an original!  The original Gospel.  No one had written one before Mark.  
The life, death and resurrection of Jesus demanded a new kind of dialogue.   
 Novelist Reynolds Price calls Mark “the most original narrative writer in history.” (Three 

Gospels, p. 17.) 
 John Drury calls it a “folktale, a popular story loved by ordinary folk.” (John Drury, The 

Literary Guide to the Bible, (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 
1987), p. 402.) 

 It is short, fast and action packed.  One of its favorite words is “immediately” … Action 
follows fast upon action. 

 Mark was written in everyday “Street-Greek.”  To read it today in King James English 
conveys the exact opposite impression … the kind of eloquent writing style you would only hear 
in church, or the courtroom, or in a Shakespearean theater. 

 
 Each week in this series I use the cover art and a brief outline of the Gospel to 
introduce it.  Take a look at the cover art.  At the top is the first line of the Gospel and also its 
title: The beginning of the gospel (the Good News) of Jesus Christ, the Son of God.  At the bottom 
is Jesus’ declaration of why he is here … to proclaim the kingdom of God is near. 
 Now, you need to understand that the early Greek manuscripts were written without 
punctuation, without capital letters.  Any of those you see in our modern versions are 
supplied via the translator’s interpretation of the text.  For example, the phrase “son of God”: 
Capital “S” or small “s”?  YOU supply the answer out of your life and faith. 

 The main symbol for Mark’s Gospel has been a Winged Lion.  What does a lion convey 
to you?  Strength, action?  Yes.  And so does Jesus in Mark’s Gospel.  In C.S. Lewis’ Chronicles of 
Narnia, the main character is Aslan the lion, a Christ-figure who dies to save the lives of the 
children and who comes back to life.  Aslan is described as “Son of the Great Emperor across the 
Sea.”  C.S. Lewis once said of Aslan: “I wrote the first book and Aslan wrote the rest.” 
 Mark might have said the same about Jesus: I wrote the first sentence and JESUS wrote 
the rest. 

 



 You can read the Gospel of Mark at one sitting.  You should try it.  What a wild ride it is.  
And strange.  Novelist L.P. Hartley wrote: “The past is a foreign country.  They do things 
differently there.”  We see angels, demons, healings and exorcisms. 
 Scholars think it was written in Rome about 70 C.E.  In 130 C.E. a bishop named Papias 
wrote of this Gospel: 

 “Mark, having become an interpreter of Peter, wrote down accurately 
everything that he remembered, without however recording in order what was 
said or done by Christ.”   

 So this was Mark’s tale, his “good spiel” or Gospel about Jesus.  He had gotten a lot of it 
from PETER.  Both PETER and PAUL were executed in Rome as followers of Jesus.  These deaths 
may have loomed large in the background of this Gospel about a suffering son of God … who calls 
US to take up our own cross. 

 Matthew’s Gospel begins by naming Jesus, identifying his “Jewishness”: “Messiah, Son 
of Abraham, Son of David.”  In Mark, Jesus is the “son of God,” and JESUS defines what “son of 
God” means: A man, strong with the strength of God, doing God’s work on earth, and a man given 
an intimate relationship with God … as father and son. 

 We read together the first fifteen verses of Mark’s Gospel.  Can you see how quickly he 
gets to the ministry of Jesus at age thirty?  Mark seems almost in a hurry.  In fifteen short 
verses Jesus is preaching.  NO birth or infancy stories, NO miraculous birth or enlightened 
boyhood.  John the Baptist arrives in verse 2; Jesus arrives in verse 9.  His baptism is described 
in verse 10.  The temptations happen in verses 12-13 and BAM! in verse 14-15 we hear: 

 “Now after John was arrested, Jesus came to Galilee, proclaiming the good 
news of God, and saying, ‘The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God has come 
near; repent, and believe in the good news.’” 

 If you stopped for popcorn on the way in, you might have missed the first thirty years of 
Jesus’ life. 

 
 Let’s go back to his baptism.  For Mark, the Good News, the Gospel, is plainly and 
poignantly about the coming of Jesus into OUR history.  His BAPTISM is the first moment of 
revelation.  As Jesus is baptized, the heavens are “torn apart,” the Spirit descends upon Jesus as 
a dove, and a voice says, “You are my Son, the Beloved; with you I am well pleased.” 
 Jesus might have, could have, known this truth before; but for Mark this is the decisive first 
moment of REVELATION and EMPOWERMENT.  Jesus became God’s son THEN. 

    
 Isaiah, the prophet, described what it meant to be anointed and empowered by the 
Spirit.  Jesus quoted Isaiah’s very words to describe his own mission and calling in the world: 
 The spirit of the Lord God is upon me, 
  because the Lord has anointed me; 
 He has sent me to bring good news to the oppressed, 
  to bind up the broken-hearted, 
  to proclaim liberty to the captives, 
  and release to the prisoners;  
  to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favour.  (Isaiah 61:1-3) 

 And that’s just what Jesus did … full of the Spirit of God!   
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 Mark’s Gospel is dominated by stories of Jesus healing the sick and casting out evil 
spirits.  You see everybody healed: Men, women and children.  And you see him heal ALL the 
major parts of the body: Hands, feet, ears, eyes and mouths.  And the point for us to recognize is: 
There is NO PLACE the healing LOVE of God CANNOT GO.  Jesus is strong!  Strong with the power 
of God.  To use Drury’s words: He “changes lonely misery to social happiness at a TOUCH.” 

 Unfortunately most of us don’t see what’s going on, and our blindness limits the power of 
God in our lives. 

 
 Let’s go to the outline of the Gospel, what I call my “One Minute Mark.”  You’ll find it on 
the back of the bulletin. 
 You see the Introduction: “The beginning of the gospel [evangelion, good news, good 
tidings] of Jesus Christ, the son of God.”   
 And then note that Jesus’ life is divided into two parts.   
 Part One is about the power of Jesus and the blindness of the religious leaders, then 
the blindness of the world at large, then the  blindness of the disciples themselves.  This 
section ends with the highly symbolic healing of a blind man in the middle of Chapter 8.  Can 
YOU see who he truly is? 
 Part Two is about “The Mystery of the Son of Man: Journey to Jerusalem and Death.”  In 
this section Mark reveals what could never have been imagined: That the Messiah, the son of 
God, the Son of Man would suffer and be killed. 
 And it makes it very clear for us what it means and what is required of any who wish to 
follow One such as this.   
 The hinge and heart of the gospel is found in 8:27 to 9:1: “The Son of Man… is to go 
through many sufferings… If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and 
take up their cross and follow me.”  And let me tell you … with Peter executed, and Paul too … this 
was no trivial matter. 
 Part Two ends with Jesus’ suffering and death.  At his arrest Mark says of the disciples: 
“All of them deserted him and fled.”  Following Jesus is no easy matter, and most of the time we 
fail. 
 If the Gospel ended there it would not be “gospel”, evangelion, good news.  But Mark 
ends with the Resurrection – and proceeds to what looks like an unfinished conclusion.  More 
about this in a moment. 

 
 There are Two Great Dramas going on in this Gospel.   
 The FIRST is the one about Jesus as “son of God” and our blindness to this truth.  
This drama is epitomized for me in chapter 6 with these words: 

 “…and many who heard him were astounded. They said, ‘Where did this 
man get all this? What is this wisdom that has been given to him? What deeds of 
power are being done by his hands! Is not this the carpenter, the son of Mary and 
brother of James and Joses and Judas and Simon, and are not his sisters here with 
us?’ And they took offence at him.” 

 And Mark adds:  
 “And he could do no deed of power there.”  (Mark 6:2-5) 

 This is exactly what we face today in trying to convey to the world our understanding 
of Jesus.  THEY don’t get it … and sometimes WE, TOO, stumble over the paradox: HOW could 
Jesus be the “son of God” and Mary’s son; a carpenter with brothers and sisters yet also a “son of 
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God.”  HOW could the “son of God” have a sister?  HOW could the “son of God” have calluses?  
WHAT does he say when he hits his finger with his hammer?  And ultimately our stumbling 
keeps us from receiving the power of God Jesus brings to us. 

 Let me try to explain this paradox; how I see it today: In Jesus we experience BOTH 
“GENUINE HUMANITY” and “GENUINE DIVINE PRESENCE.”  It is the same “GENUINE 
DIVINE PRESENCE” that is in each of us … only perfectly, completely embodied in Jesus.   

 Okay, I agree, it doesn’t make any neat intellectual or scientific or philosophical sense.  
But can’t two notes of music sound at the same time, without taking anything away from the 
other?  Both played together, enhancing each other in the experience of harmony, tension 
and beauty? 

 Yeah, we like clear boundaries … HUMAN over here, DIVINE over there.  Physical here, 
spiritual there.  Clean here, unclean there.  And Jesus comes messing with our categories: 
Heaven is torn apart; the spirit comes.  Jesus touches the unclean making them clean.  Jesus 
comes, the DIVINE and the HUMAN residing together.  Showing US that maybe … JUST 
MAYBE … this is how God intends it for US, for this EARTH, for ALL.   

    
 W.H. Auden raises the question in his oratorio, For the Time Being; he makes our plea:  
 We who must die demand a miracle. 
 How could the Eternal do a temporal act, 
 The Infinite become a finite fact? 
 Nothing can save us that is possible: 
 We who must die demand a miracle.  
  (W.H. Auden: The Collected Poems (New York: Random House, 1976), p. 274.) 

 JESUS IS THE MIRACLE.   
 He is “GENUINE HUMANITY” and “GENUINE DIVINE PRESENCE.” 
   And in HIM the miracle happens again: WE are SONS and DAUGHTERS of God too, 
anointed and infused with the indwelling presence of God through the Spirit, made 
whole, doing God’s work in the world – which IS the meaning of discipleship. 

 We can’t get there all at once; at least I can’t … just ask Karen.  She sees my humanity 
in all its “completeness” and my divinity in all its “incompleteness.”  Look at the people around 
you … they all do a pretty good job at being human in spite of all their foibles and flaws.  It’s a 
little harder to see the “divine” in each other … BUT IT IS THERE.   

 Like I said, we all can’t get there at once, which is why I am encouraged by the miracle 
that ends Part One of Jesus’ life: The blind man that needed two touches by Jesus to be healed.  
It’s the only two-part miracle, miracle-in-progress we have in all the gospel accounts. 
 Jesus comes to this man, anoints the blind man’s eyes with his own saliva and says, 
“Can you see anything?”  The man replies, “I can see people, but they look like trees walking.”  
Then Jesus laid his hands on the man a second time and he could see clearly.  (Mark 8:22-25) 

 The miracle gives me HOPE … my healing doesn’t have to happen all at once to be at 
work in me.  My FAITH doesn’t need to be complete or perfect to BE faith. 

    
 It’s like the healing story in Part Two of my outline, where a man brings to Jesus his son 
who has suffered epilepsy from childhood.  Jesus says: “All things can be done for the one who 
believes.”  The man cried out the most honest and earnest words found in Mark’s gospel: “I 
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believe; help my belief.”  And Jesus said in effect, “That’s enough,” and healed his son. (Mark 
9:17-24) 
   We are all on a JOURNEY of FAITH, from unbelief to belief, from blindness to 
sight.  And Jesus says, “I’m with you all the way.” 

 
 The SECOND Great Drama of Mark is about coming to terms with a SECOND 
PARADOX … maybe this one is harder than the first.   
 If the FIRST is how the divine and human could mingle together in one man … the 
SECOND is how the son of God – or Son of Man, as Jesus described himself – could SUFFER and 
DIE. 
 Messiahs do not suffer; sons of God do not suffer.  But Jesus said, “the Son of Man…is to 
go through many sufferings and be treated with contempt…” (Mark 9:12)  Would YOU be willing 
to die for what YOU believe?  Jesus believed his revolutionary message of love and acceptance 
so completely, that he was willing to passively go to the cross and die to demonstrate just how 
ENCOMPASSING and COMPLETE his LOVE truly was. 
 And Jesus said, “If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and take 
up their cross and follow me.” (Mark 8:34)  Few did, at his arrest all the disciples deserted him 
and fled.  It’s left to a Roman centurion to see the truth … “to get it.”  When he saw Jesus dying 
on the cross, he said, “Truly this man was God’s son!” (Mark 15:34) 

 Which leads to the GLORIOUS end of Mark’s Gospel. 
 God answered Jesus’ death with RESURRECTION. 
 It is GLORIOUS, but in Mark it is also INCOMPLETE.   

 In Mark 16 the three women are at the tomb, an angel appears and says: “He has been 
raised … go, tell his disciples.”  (Mark 16:6-7) 
 And the earliest manuscripts of Mark end with these words: 
 “And they said nothing to anyone, for they were afraid.” (Mark 16:8) 

 Now actually the original Greek ends the verse with the preposition “for” (gar): “And 
they said nothing to anyone, they were afraid for...” 

 Did the Gospel really end there?  It made the early church so nervous that they rushed 
in, first, with a short version to end it [just a couple of verses] and then with the longer version 
we’re familiar with [verses 9-20], a Cliff’s notes kind of summary of resurrection appearances 
we have in other gospels. 

 SOME scholars say Mark meant it to end there.  If so, the message to me is: The end of 
the gospel is always OUTSIDE the gospel.  YOU supply the end.  YOU write the end with 
your OWN life and faith. 

 OTHER scholars think the end was broken off the original manuscript.  On those 
ancient rolls of papyrus the beginning and end were most prone to be damaged and broken 
off. 
 I kind of like this thought, too.  It says, “We don’t have the whole story, but we have 
enough!”  The last word of the Gospel is NOT that we deserted him and fled; the last word of 
the Gospel is NOT the women’s terror.  The last word happens OFF the page: A RISEN CHRIST 
coming back to LOVE us, to CALL us, to show us how to LIVE and LOVE again. 

 It happens ALL the time.  
 That’s why we call it GOSPEL.   
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 GOOD NEWS. 
Amen and Amen. 


