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ISSUES IN MARKAN THEOLOGY

PARADOX IN THE CHARACTERIZATION OF THE DISCIPLES IN MARK'’S
GOSPEL AND DISCIPLESHIP

Introduction

William Wrede’s monumental work” at the turn of the century changed the whole
landscape of Markan studies. From that time onward, the author of the second gospel has been
recognized as a theologian in his own right. Although this trend was broken briefly between the
two World Wars by the focus on form-critical studies, it has resumed in the post war era by the
succession of redaction-critical and literary studies on the gospel. Recent development in
Markan studies focused mainly on the literary analysis of the story which yielded many fruitful
results.” This paper seeks to utilize methodology developed in Narrative criticism to study one
feature in the Markan story, namely the apparent contradiction in his characterization of the
disciples, and probe its significance for the understanding of Markan theology.

Discipleship in the Context of Markan Theology

Most recent scholars concur that there are two or three major themes for Markan
theology: Christology, discipleship, and perhaps eschatology.” The first two themes coincide
with the two major characters in the story and the third relates to the plot of the story. These
themes are interrelated to each other and cannot be easily separated. Mark’s presentation of
Jesus’ identity has important implications for discipleship while his portrayal of the disciples
certainly forms the setting against which Jesus must be understood.

? Wrede, William. Das Messiasgeheimnis in Den Evangelien. [The Messianic Secret].
trans. J. C. G. Greig. (Cambridge: James Clarke & Co., 1971)

3 Some representative works includes Ernest Best, Mark: the Gospel As Story
(Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1983), and Jack Dean Kingsbury, Conflict in Mark. Jesus,
Authorities, Disciples (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 1989)

* Matera lists the first two in his brief survey on issues relating to recent Markan
studies; Frank J. Matera, What Are They Saying About Mark? (New York, NY: Paulist Press,
1987).
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Character Analysis in Narrative Criticism

Rhoads and Michie summarizes well the role of character analysis in the narrative study
of the gospel,

Characters are a central element of the story world. An analysis of the characters
in Mark’s story inevitably overlaps with the analysis of the conflicts, since the
characters are so integrally related to the plot. Character analysis deals in part with
the actions of a character in the plot of a story. Yet characters are memorable apart
from the plot and deserve to be dealt with separately; . . .°

There are four major groups of characters in the Gospel narrative: Jesus as the
protagonist, the authorities as the antagonist, the disciples as a group wavers between the two
and perhaps typifies the readers, then there is the other minor characters who functions as foils
to bring out the narrator’s point of view.

Mark’s Characterization of the Disciples
The Problem

That the disciples form a major character in the book can be seen in the extensive roles
they play in the whole story. They were called at the very beginning of Jesus’ ministry. They
were chosen to be with Jesus and sent as His representatives. They were the target of much of
Jesus’ teaching. Although they fled from Jesus when the authorities came to arrest Him, they
play a role until the end when they were the recipient of the Easter message.

The main problem with the characterization of disciples within this narrative is that
they possess conflicting traits. They were on the one hand loyal to Jesus, willing to follow Him
and respond to His command. However, on the other hand, the narrator often cast them into a
rather negative light. They, as a group, fail to understand Jesus, argues amongst themselves
and fled when the authorities came.

Some explain this phenomenon by saying that the disciples are characterized as
“round” figures.® However, this “roundness” is not consistently developed throughout the
whole narrative. The positive characterization occurs mainly in the early part of the gospel and
becomes increasingly negative as the story goes on. I would argue, therefore, that the disciples
fit more into the mold of a dynamic character whose trait changes over the course of the story.
I would further argue, that the author of the Gospel of Mark uses this dynamic characterization
to create a tension within his readers. The reader is initially led to look favorably to the
disciples as examples to follow. They would identify themselves with the disciples as fellow

> David M. Rhoads and Donald M. Michie, Mark As Story: an Introduction to the
Narrative of a Gospel (Philadelphia, PA: Fortress Press, 1982), p. 101.

% Ibid., p. 123; Cf. Mark Allan Powell, What Is Narrative Criticism? (Minneapolis,
MN: Fortress Press, 1990), pp. 54-5.
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“insiders” and “family” of Jesus. Then suddenly the table is turned and the reader is challenged
to examine themselves in view of their initial identification with the disciples.”

The Exposition of Mark’s Characterization of Disciples

The Initial positive evaluation

From the beginning of Jesus’ ministry until the disciples’ return from their missionary
activities (1:16-6:30), the disciples are characterized mostly in a positive light.

The characterization of disciples begins in 1:16-20 with a positive valuation. They are
described as responding immediately to the call of Jesus to follow Him. Thus they are included
as beneficiaries to the Gospel of the Kingdom and called to participate in the proclamation of
this gospel.

Preach (knpioow) - John the Baptist (1:4); Jesus (1:14); disciples (3:14; 6:12). Related
to disciples as chosen and sent by Jesus.

Given opportunity to understand (4). Related to the theme of family and inside/outside.

The Failures in understanding

Beginning with the episode of the feeding of the five thousand, there is an increasing
dissociation between Jesus and the disciples which is explained by their failure to understand
(6:52; 8:21). This contrasts sharply with Jesus’ statement that the disciples are given the ability
to understand (4:11). The negative portrayal actually began in 4:13 where their inability to
understand necessitated further explanation by Jesus.

Their lack of understanding is further developed by the association of traits like “not
having faith” (4:40), “are afraid” (4:41; 6:51), having a “hardened heart” (6:52). Finally this
theme is summed up in 8:14-21.

This failure to understand forms a negative characterization because Mark’s use of
Isaiah 6:9-10 in 4:12 places those who don’t understand under Divine judgment.

Associated with the theme of the failure to understand is the action of “discuss”
(dLaroyiCopat). The two is tied together in the pericope in 8:14-21. A survey of the use of this

verb elsewhere in this Gospel shows that Mark has a negative valuation for this action (cf.
2:6,8; 9:33; 11:31).

The Failures in following

Of the three traits that identify John the Baptist with Jesus, preaching, baptizing, and
being handed over, the disciples only shared positively with the first one. The word “baptizing”
is used in a challenge to two of the disciples on the way (10:38,39). The term for “being handed
over” is used in the eschatological discourse as a warning to the disciples. Mark is clear in
proclaiming that sacrifice is the mark of discipleship (cf. 8:30ff), but he did not record any
action on the part of the disciples that suggests that they are ready for this.

7 This technique as applied to the discourse of the gospel story is discussed by R.
Fowler in his “The Rhetoric of Direction and Indirection in the Gospel of Mark,” Semeia 48,
(1989) 115-34.
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After the interlude of chapters 11-13 where Jesus’ conflict with the authorities and the
eschatological discourse are the main focus, chapters 14-16 returns to the previously developed
trend for the disciples’ failure. Now, however, it is their failure in action, or in some case, their
inaction, which is the focus.

One theme of their failure is “fear”. Although the word itself is neutral, it is often given
a negative connotation in Mark:

Fear = lack of faith (4:40-41; 5:33, 36; 6:50); lack of understanding (9:6, 32)
Fear -> rejection of Jesus (5:15); of John (6:20)
The opponents of Jesus fear (11:18, 32; 12:12)

This leads to the concluding characterization represented by the women’s fear (16:8).

Implications for the Discipleship in Mark

There have been two major schools of interpreting Mark’s dominantly negative
characterization of the disciples. One option is to see in Mark’s portrayal of the failure of the
disciples some kind of polemic against certain leadership characters in Mark’s church.
Another option is to see Mark’s characterization as having a pastoral concern.® The above
exposition speaks in favor of the latter view. The author draws the readers first to identify
themselves favorably with the disciples, before challenging their already established
identification with the glaring failures that occur in the second half of the gospel.

Seen in this light, the final comment regarding the failure of the women to report to the
disciples the news of Jesus’ resurrection should be seen as a challenge to Mark’s readers to
evaluate their own response to Jesus’ Gospel.

® Frank J. Matera, What Are They Saying About Mark? (New York, NY: Paulist Press,
1987), pp. 40, 41.



The Theology of Mark

The Gospel of Mark reveals that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God. This is clearly
presented in the title of the book (1:1) and the three oracles that announces Jesus' divine
sonship (1:9-11; 9:1-9; 15:39). There is also a strong emphasis on the fact that Jesus concealed
His identity. Only at His death that a man can for the first time declare that He is the Son of
God. Therefore, Mark not only reveals the identity of Jesus, but also the process by which
human beings can come to a proper assessment of that identity.

Another important theme of the book is Jesus' suffering and His willingness to serve.
The disciples played a major role in the development of this theme. It is in the context of Jesus'
instruction to the disciples that He reveals that He came "not to be ministered unto, but to
minister, and to give his life a ransom for many" (10:45). This is a supplement to the idea stated
above. In order to fully grasp the true identity of Jesus as the Christ, the Son of God, we must
accept that his way to kingship goes through the cross.

This description of the identity of Jesus also informs us of the design for discipleship.
Disciples should follow in the footstep of their master who come to serve and yet recognized as
the Son of God in His suffering.

However, this ultimate aim for discipleship is not achieved within the narrative
framework of the book. The disciples are rather shown to be failures when confronted with
crisis, both during the life of Jesus and at the cross

The following is an outline of the theology of Mark:
1. Jesus as the Christ, the Son of God
1.1. The Kingship of Jesus
1.2. The Gospel of the Kingdom
2. Jesus as the Suffering Servant
2.1. The suffering of Jesus as pattern for discipleship
2.2. The continuing conflict
3. The disciples as follower of Jesus on His way
3.1. The mission of Disciples
3.2. The authority and power of the disciples
4. The disciples as dependent on the power of God
4.1. Their failure demonstrates human condition

4.2. Jesus’ challenge for them to “watch and pray” represent the divine paradigm for true
discipleship

© WEALHE, 2005





