The Gospel Writers

This is the first of four articles that look at the writers behind the four gospels in the New Testament.


 Part 1 – The Gospel According to St Mark

In contrast to their order in the New Testament, the first of the four gospels to be written was that according to Mark.  It was probably written between AD 65 and 75, at least thirty years after the death and resurrection of Jesus.  Mark’s gospel was not the earliest book of the New Testament to be written.  Paul’s letters to the churches he founded were written much earlier.

Mark was not a disciple of Jesus and we are not really sure of his true identity.  Some think he was the young man who ran naked from the Garden of Gethsemane (Mark 14:51) or the companion of Barnabas and Paul on one of their journeys (Acts 12:25) or the friend of the writer of 1 Peter (1 Peter 5: 13) However, as Mark was the most common name in the Roman Empire at that time, we have no way of definitely identifying him.  It appears that he was most probably a member of a Christian community in Rome and that he very likely knew the disciple, Peter, very well.

Before Mark wrote his gospel, stories about Jesus circulated in the Early Church both orally and in writing.  The main source of these would, of course, be the disciples.  The reason Mark decided to bring these together into a gospel was, probably, the passing of many of the original twelve disciples, in many cases through martyrdom.  Mark took these stories and wove them together into his gospel.  Rather like a seamstress making a bedcover out of different coloured or patterned squares of cloth, Mark assembled them in the way he felt they would go together best, acting both as an editor and writer.

Mark’s gospel is very short - you can read it all in a couple of hours.  It is not a life story of Jesus and has little chronology except for the last week of Jesus’ life, to which Mark devotes a quarter of his gospel.  It starts with Jesus, as a man, being baptised by John the Baptist and ends abruptly at chapter 16 verse 8 with the women fleeing from the empty tomb.  The rest of chapter 16 - verses 9 to 20 - is an addition to the gospel, written by someone else at a much later date.  Scholars are divided in their opinions as to whether Mark originally finished his gospel on such an abrupt note.  Some think Mark’s original ending was lost, others that he died before he could complete it while others feel that was the way Mark intended to end it, leaving the reader to draw the conclusion, through faith, that Jesus had been raised from the dead.  What do you think?

By writing the first gospel, Mark paved the way for the others.  Indeed, as we shall see, his gospel acted as a blueprint, particularly for the writers of Matthew and Luke who copied great chunks of Mark’s gospel into their own writings.
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