to distinguish himself from God (10:18), and he is depicted as a man subject to
human weakness and frailty: he gets hungry (11:12), he does not know everything (13:32), and he is unable to work miracles for those who have no faith
(6:5; cf. Matt. 13:58). He exhibits a full range of human emotions, including
pity (1:41), anger (3:5), sadness (3:5), wonder (6:6), compassion (6:34), indignation (10:14), love (10:21), and anguish (14:34). He sometimes must struggle
to know the will of God (14:36), and at one point in the story he even seems
to change his mind, coming to a deeper understanding of God’s plan in light
of a woman’s clever remark (7:24–30). Of course, some of these elements are
present in the other Gospels also, and Mark certainly is not unique in portraying Jesus as a human being. All four Gospels attribute both human and divine
attributes to Jesus, but most readers find the humanity of Jesus to be displayed
with particular clarity in Mark’s narrative.
The Centrality of the Cross
In the nineteenth century the scholar Martin Kähler described Mark’s Gospel
as “a passion narrative with an extended introduction” (on passion narratives,
see “Passion and Resurrection Narratives” in chap. 5). The point of such a
remark may be that although the Gospel of Mark is only half as long as either
Matthew or Luke, the passion narrative in Mark is about the same length as it
is in the other Gospels. Thus a greater percentage of Mark’s total narrative is
taken up with his account of Jesus’s rejection, suffering, and death. But that’s
not all. In Mark’s Gospel, the plot to kill Jesus is introduced early (3:6); in Matthew, it is introduced considerably later (12:14), and in Luke, later still (19:47).
Thus most of Mark’s story may be read as a prelude to what happens at the
end, when Jesus dies on the cross. One long section of the story (8:22–10:52)
seems to be organized around Jesus’s predictions of his passion (8:31; 9:31;
10:33–34) and the disciples’ inability to grasp the significance of the cross for
human salvation and for their own discipleship (see box 7.6).
Since Mark’s Gospel usually is regarded as the first of the four to be written,
it is viewed as something of a transition between two major types of material
in the New Testament: Paul’s letters on the one hand, and the later Synoptic
Box 7.6

passion: in Christian
theology, a term for
the suffering and
death of Jesus Christ.
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The Way of the Cross
Jesus heals blindness (Mark 8:22–26).
Jesus predicts his passion.

8:31

9:30–31

10:32–34

The disciples misunderstand.

8:32–33

9:32–34

10:35–40

Jesus teaches the way of the cross.

8:34–38

9:35–37

10:41–45

Jesus heals blindness (Mark 10:46–52).

Major Themes in the Gospel of Mark
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