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THE GOSPEL ACCORDING TO  
SAINT MARK 

 
Notes for a talk given by Mgr. Peter Magee 

Tuesday, 19th December 2023 
 
1. “Gospel”: Message whose power comes from the Person of 

Jesus: his deeds, words, silences. Jesus anointed in the Spirit, 
thus Gospel inspired by the Spirit. Gospel intended for 
proclamation to draw people through Spirit into faith and 
life in Jesus. Throws light on past and future. Mediated 
through Apostolic Church, eye witnesses. Oral traditions 
conserved by witnesses, then committed to writing by 
communities. Aim is again oral. Gospel is heart of Bible; 
passion and resurrection are heart of Gospel. Saving deeds. 
The Eucharist is the memorial of saving deeds in 
Sacrament. Gospel is their memorial in Words. Both draw 
life from them. 

2. “According to Mark”: anonymous tradition? No. 
a. Identity of this person: Paul, Peter 
b. Role: “secretary” or “scribe” 
c. The person and the tradition behind him: 

i. Apostolic: Bishop Papias (100 ad) quotes an 
older contemporary called Elder John – Mark 
wrote accurately what he heard Peter say in 
proclamation and teaching. Asia. 

ii. Text from 160 ad: Mark wrote his Gospel in Italy 
after Peter’s death. Rome. 
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iii. St. Irenaeus in 175 ad: Mark wrote the Gospel 
after death of Peter and Paul. He was interpreter 
of Peter and wrote Peter’s teaching. Lyon 

iv. Document of 180-190 ad: Mark recorded Peter’s 
preaching. Rome. 

v. Tertullian and Clement of Alexandria added 
more around 200ad. 

d. Can this Tradition be detected in the Gospel itself? 
i. Structure of Mark mirrors Acts 10:36-41, Peter’s 

preaching in the house of Cornelius 
ii. Peter’s own voice in the first person can be 

detected in some parts of Mark: episode healing 
his mother-in-law; episode where Jesus has gone 
to pray alone and the disciples come and find him; 
other episodes which seem to like sermons given 
by Peter recalling events such as the calming of the 
storm, healing of the deaf man. 

iii. Mark did not get his material for his Gospel from 
anonymous tradition but from one already 
imprinted with Peter’s testimony. 

e. But Mark selected, arranged and structured the 
tradition. They show he was a historian and theologian 

3. Context which occasioned the Gospel of Mark: 
a. Primarily for the persecuted Church in Rome and 

Italy, hence 60-70ad. 
b. Nero and the burning of Rome. Despot in relation to 

aristocracy: heavy taxation of childless couples, 
confiscation of wealth, invitations to suicide at public 
banquets. Christians had been left alone: accused of 
hating humanity because avoided public feasts and 
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banquets, Changed with the fire which many 
attributed to Nero’s orders. Gangs murdered those 
trying to put it out. Nero did make some effort to help 
those affected but suspicion against him did not die. 
So, the Christians were blamed as scapegoats. 
Christians condemned. Colosseum, etc.. 

c. Introduced the Christian community to martyrdom. 
In 1 Peter, the apostle writes of trial by fire. Mark’s 
Gospel sough to address how the Christian faith is to 
be lived in a context of suffering and martyrdom. He 
sought to show the similarity of situation faced by Jesus 
himself and the Christians of Rome. His Gospel is a 
pastoral response to this situation. We will all be salted 
by fire. 

d. Driven into the catacombs, they read of the Lord 
driven into the desert with the wild beasts, as those who 
devoured them in Rome. Like Jesus, they were 
misrepresented to Roman authorities, falsely accused. 
Betrayal by friends, betrayal by Judas. Jesus had 
spoken openly of persecution to be expected in the 
Christian life and warned of those who would fall away 
in persecution because they had no root in them or 
were enchanted by the world. Experience of 
abandonment by fellow Christians, so Jesus by 
disciples who fled. Jesus had warned that association 
with him would lead people to being handed over to 
authorities to be beaten and killed. Betrayal would 
even be in the family. But in these situations, he would 
strengthen them to bear witness to him. The Cross was 
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a real punishment for Roman martyrs. The mockery, 
scourging and other tortures were theirs. 

e. But Mark’s Gospel left no doubt of the sovereign and 
final authority of Jesus. Pilate himself marvelled at 
Jesus’ dignity and it was a Roman centurion who said 
upon Jesus’ death, truly this man was son of God. Jesus’ 
resurrection was the vindication the Roman Christians 
could also hope for. Even if some denied him at first, 
as did Peter, forgiveness was possible. 

4. Style and literary method: Mark chose ways to address the 
real situation of the martyred Church in Rome. 

a. What was needed was not words about the past of 
Jesus, but how Jesus was now present through his 
Word and could be heard today. He uses the historical 
present tense a great deal (though our translations have 
put things in the past!) - 151 times. 

b. His style is simple and straightforward and his 
language more popular than Luke or Matthew. 

c. He often uses the word “immediately” to lend a sense 
of vividness and excitement to the action. 

d. He prefers direct speech where possible. 
e. All these techniques serve to make Jesus the 

contemporary of those who hear or read the account: 
Jesus manifests his presence and authority among his 
people. 

f. Vividness is shown in concrete details. The emotional 
response of the listeners in the drama of salvation. The 
stunned reaction of the people or fear and amazement 
of the disciples, but also the indignation, stern anger, 
godly sorrow or exasperation of Jesus. Gives colour 
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and movement and puts the listeners on the scene 
where they can visualize and feel what the Evangelist 
describes. 

g. At times, Mark seems to address the listener directly to 
draw them in. He interrupts things by parenthesis to 
underscore the significance of actions, e.g. the healing 
of the paralytic (“to prove to you that the Son of Man 
has authority on earth”). At other times, he has Jesus 
address the listener: “what I say to you I say to all!” 
Rhetorical questions: who is this that the winds and sea 
obey? Mark wants the listener to stand where Jesus 
stood, stands. Sometimes he presents two contrasting 
episodes one after another to force the listener to make 
a decision: for example, his exorcism in a synagogue is 
followed by a visit from his family who think he is 
possessed. So which is it? The thrust is towards 
drawing the listener to profess faith in Jesus and to 
choose Him over even life itself 

 
5. How does Mark structure his Gospel?  

a. The Gospels are not randomly thrown together, but 
are very carefully laid out to lead the reader to faith in 
Jesus.  

b. Various divisions depending on perspective or reader. 
c. Mark uses two keys to structure his Gospel: 1) he maps 

out the geography of Jesus’ ministry, i.e. where it started 
(Galilee) and where it ended (Jerusalem); and 2) he 
shows how the authority of Jesus (i.e. his divinity) 
gradually asserts itself as the Gospel reaches its climax 
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in his Death, Resurrection and Ascension. The table 
below gives an idea of Mark’s structure:  

d. The table below gives an idea of Mark’s structure: 
 
 
Theme Chapter & Verse 
I] Prologue 1:1-15  
II] Jesus’ authority 
is first revealed in 
Galilee 

1:16 - 3:6 

III] Jesus is 
rejected in Galilee 

3:7 - 6:6 

IV] Jesus is 
misunderstood by 
his disciples in 
Galilee and 
beyond 

6:7 – 8:21 

V] Jesus instructs 
his disciples on the 
way to Jerusalem 

8:22 – 10:52 

VI] First part of 
Passion Week in 
Jerusalem 

11:1 – 13:37 

VII] Jesus’ Death 
in Jerusalem, 
Resurrection and 
Ascension 

14:1 – 16:20 

 
e. Another way: Mark has Jesus hit the ground running. 

Power and authority are startling, new, unambiguous: 
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in word, in exorcism, in healings, in multiplication of 
loaves. Reaction of people is astonishment, wonder, 
expectation. Jesus reticent about declaring his divine 
identity due to politics. But then, halfway through 
chapter 8, sudden change: puts disciples on spot. Who 
do you say I am? They answer correctly as to His 
identity, but as to what it means in real terms, Jesus has 
to correct them. His victory will not be political but 
much greater and through suffering. Leads to Passion, 
Resurrection, Ascension. 

6. What is Mark’s Theology? 
a. The main theme is the Kingdom of God. Already in 

the Prologue, Jesus proclaims the Kingdom: “The time 
is fulfilled, and the Kingdom of God has drawn near. 
Repent and believe in the Good News.” To the Jews 
at that time, the Kingdom of God meant the final and 
public manifestation of God’s dominion at the end of 
history, and its recognition and acceptance by all 
creation. So, in those words spoken by Jesus, that final 
phase of history has begun with his arrival, even 
though it is still mainly hidden.  

b. Much of Jesus’ teaching, e.g. the parables about the 
Kingdom of God, aims at explaining to those who 
want to listen what the Kingdom is like, and so help to 
prepare them for its coming. It is with reference to the 
Kingdom that Jesus gradually reveals who he is to 
those who believe in him (we call the understanding of 
the person of Jesus in the light of faith in him 
“Christology”, the knowledge or study of Christ). Our 
response to him, our discipleship of him is, in Mark’s 
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teaching, likewise related to the Kingdom, since the 
Kingdom is coming and has come in Jesus.  

c. The greatest parable of the Kingdom is Jesus himself. 
To watch and observe and imitate him is to allow the 
Kingdom to grow and develop in us. Mark recounts a 
big number of exorcisms and miracles by Jesus, and 
clearly was deeply impressed by Jesus the “wonder-
worker.” But the climax of this Gospel, as of the other 
three, is the crucifixion, death and resurrection of 
Jesus. Without this, the miracles make little sense and 
would only be the passing kindnesses of a good man, 
however holy. The true miracle is our deliverance from 
death. The true exorcism is the casting out of sin.  

d. Mark uses a number of titles to identify Jesus. Each of 
them has its roots in the history of the Jewish faith. All 
of them point to that person foretold long ago as the 
One who would fulfil all of Israel’s hopes. Since all of 
these titles find their completion in Christ, they are 
called “Christological titles.” For example: Messiah, 
Son of God, Son of Man, Lord, Son of David. By using 
these titles throughout the Gospel, Mark is preparing 
the reader or hearer to believe in Jesus as God. Mark 
shows that Jesus was careful during his public ministry 
to avoid premature claims to be the Messiah. Many in 
Israel sought a political Messiah. Jesus was not that. 
His messiahship was revealed in his Passion, Death 
and Resurrection.  

e. The second main theme: To respond to Jesus is to 
become his disciple. Mark portrays discipleship as 
“being with” Jesus and as sharing in his mission of 
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preaching and healing. Discipleship is a journey, often 
beginning with enthusiasm but affected, too, by 
weakness and failures. Mark is very realistic in his 
depiction of the disciples, but gives the last word to the 
mercy of Jesus who patiently gives those who wish it a 
second chance, Fidelity needs both grace and freedom. 
Only Jesus is perfect.  
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