say to him . . .”). Mark does this 151 times, enough to drive a grammar teacher
mad. Still, as many scholars note, the effect of writing this way is to “make the
past come alive.” Mark draws his readers into the action, reporting history as
though it were occurring now rather than then.
Mark exhibits a special knack for storytelling in other respects as well. He
makes notable use of a rhetorical technique known as “intercalation,” wrapping one story around another to make what some pundits call a “literary
sandwich.” Four examples of this technique are presented in box 7.5. The
rhetorical effect seems to be to invite the reader to look more closely at the two
stories, to compare and contrast them. Thus the story of Jesus cursing the fig
tree helps to interpret the account of his purging of the temple: like the fig tree,
the temple no longer bears fruit (i.e., it does not produce what God intended
it to produce), and so, like the fig tree, it is doomed.
The ending of Mark’s Gospel is also distinctive—indeed, quite striking. It
is Easter morning, and a group of women have come to the tomb to anoint the
body of Jesus. A young man (probably an angel) tells the women that Jesus is
risen and that they are to convey this message to his disciples. Then Mark’s
Gospel comes to a close with this sentence at 16:8:
They went out and fled from the tomb, for terror and amazement had seized
them; and they said nothing to anyone, for they were afraid.
EXPLORE 7.8
Three Prominent
Rhetorical Devices in
Mark’s Gospel

This seems like an odd way to end a Gospel. One might well ask this: If the
women really “said nothing to anyone,” how did the disciples find out about
the resurrection? And did anyone ever actually see the risen Jesus?

Box 7.5

Intercalation in the Gospel of Mark
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Jesus’s family sets out to seize him (3:21).
Religious leaders accuse Jesus of using the power of Beelzebul (3:22–30).
Jesus’s family arrives and is rebuffed by him (3:31–35).
Jesus goes to heal the daughter of Jairus, a synagogue ruler (5:22–24).
A woman with hemorrhages is healed by touching Jesus’s garment (5:25–34).
Jesus raises the daughter of Jairus from the dead (5:35–43).
Jesus sends his disciples out on a mission (6:7–13).
Mark gives an account of how Herod killed John the Baptist (6:14–29).
The disciples return with a report of their mission (6:30).
Jesus curses a fig tree for not bearing fruit (11:12–14).
Jesus attacks the temple, calling it a “den of robbers” (11:15–19).
The fig tree that Jesus cursed has withered and died (11:20–21).
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