
In any case, church tradition has also identified the author of this Gospel 
with a person mentioned in the book of Acts and in some of Paul’s letters, a 
man who is sometimes called “John Mark” and who is said to have been part of 
the early Christian community in Jerusalem (see box 7.2). This tradition fares 
better among modern scholars, since John Mark was at times a companion 
of Paul and the ideology of this Gospel reflects numerous Pauline themes and 
priorities (e.g., centrality of the cross, election of the undeserving, evangeliza-
tion of gentiles). Indeed, Paul’s influence can be seen in this Gospel much more 
clearly than in the Gospel of Luke, whose author is also frequently identified 
as one of Paul’s companions.

Church tradition does exhibit a tendency to simplify matters, and so it is not 
surprising to find that the author of this Gospel is often identified as someone 
who fits all the possibilities above. Thus the John Mark we read about in Acts 
and in Paul’s letters is declared to be the same Mark mentioned as being with 
Peter in Rome. According to tradition, this is the person identified by Papias 
as the author of the Gospel. He had been part of the earliest Christian church; 
he had traveled briefly with Paul; he had served as Peter’s interpreter while the 
latter was in prison. What better person to write a Gospel?

Scholars do not discount the stated tradition completely, but they often prefer 
to stick to what can be known about the author from Mark’s Gospel itself. The 
author is obviously a devout Christian who believes in Jesus as the Messiah and 
Son of God (1:1), and he appears to be writing for people who already know 
the basic Christian message and are favorably disposed to it. The book does 
not have a defensive tone, nor is there any element of suspense regarding how 

Box 7.2

John Mark in the Early Church
The author of the Gospel of Mark has been identified popularly and traditionally with a 

Christian known as John Mark, who is mentioned in the book of Acts (12:12, 25; 13:5, 13; 

15:37–39). What do we know about this person?

• John Mark was a young Christian who lived in Jerusalem, where his mother hosted 

meetings of the early church. He would have had opportunity as a child to meet Peter 

and all the rest of Jesus’s disciples, in addition to Jesus’s mother and brothers.

• John Mark was a relative of Barnabas, and he accompanied Paul and Barnabas on 

their first missionary journey. The rigors of the trip, however, proved to be too much for 

him, and he returned home. Paul refused to let Mark go on the next trip, but Barnabas 

took him on a separate missionary venture.

• Mark, the cousin of Barnabas, is later mentioned as being with Paul when the latter was 

in prison (Col. 4:10; cf. Philem. 24; 2 Tim. 4:11). This suggests that John Mark and Paul had 

reconciled.

• It is not clear whether John Mark is the same “Mark” mentioned as being with Peter in 

Rome in 1 Peter 5:13.
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