
from the cross: “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” (15:34). On 
Easter morning some women come to the tomb in which his body was placed, 
and they are told that he has been raised from the dead (16:1–8).

Historical Background

Most scholars think that the Gospel of Mark was the first Gospel written and 
that it probably was produced sometime between 65 and 73, around the time 
of the Jewish war with Rome, and just after the Roman persecutions that took 
the lives of Peter, Paul, and many other Christians. Perhaps the deaths of those 
believers prompted the author to put into writing what had formerly been the 
subject of Christian preaching. Indeed, many readers notice that the basic 
outline of Mark’s Gospel resembles brief accounts of Jesus’s ministry offered 
by preachers such as Peter and Paul in the book of Acts (see Acts 10:36–41; 
13:24–31).

The book is anonymous, and we can only guess at the identity of its author. 
By the beginning of the second century, however, Christians were writing “ac-
cording to Mark” on manuscripts of the book. That offers us a pretty good 
clue to the author’s identity, but “Mark” was a very common name (accord-
ing to some, the single most common male name in the Roman Empire at 
the time). Nevertheless, around the middle of the second century, a Christian 
leader called Papias further identified the “Mark” who wrote this Gospel as 
“Peter’s interpreter,” indicating that he based his narrative on Peter’s own re-
membrances (see box 7.1). The strong implication of Papias’s remarks is that 
the author should be identified with the “Mark” who is mentioned in 1 Peter 
5:13 as having been with the apostle Peter in Rome. Scholars don’t quite know 
what to make of this tradition: it could be accurate, but the Gospel of Mark 
actually offers a less flattering portrait of Peter than does any other Gospel, 
and it also contains fewer stories about Peter or about matters that Peter would 
have witnessed than do any of the other Gospels.

Box 7.1

Papias on the Gospel of Mark
Papias, a second-century Christian, reports the tradition that he heard regarding the Gospel of 

Mark:

The elder also used to say: “Mark, who had been Peter’s interpreter, wrote down carefully, but not in 

order, all that he remembered of the Lord’s sayings and doings. For he had not heard the Lord or been 

one of his followers, but later, as I said, one of Peter’s. Peter used to adapt his teaching to the occasion, 

without making a systematic arrangement of the Lord’s sayings, so that Mark was quite justified in writ-

ing down some things just as he remembered them. For he had one purpose only—to leave out noth-

ing that he had heard, and to make no misstatement about it.”

Eusebius, History of the Church, trans. G. A. Williamson (London: Penguin, 1965), §3.39.15.
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