THE CHOICE IS YOURS:
stick with the tired old currents and consensuses of New Testament Studies,
or read the New Testament texts in the ways that their writers always intended!
On Wednesday, 25th November, I attended a Zoom meeting of the College of Preachers. When I
learned that Neil Richardson would be presenting on preaching Mark, prior to the new Lectionary Year, I
leapt at the chance to sign up for it. I wanted to find out what was being recommended.
My thanks go to Neil for what he shared with us from his life-time of scholarship on the text and for
what he shared on how we might get the most out of Mark and share the same with our congregations.
His readiness to get us questioning him at every turn was really refreshing. It showed humility on his
part, a humility that we preachers could do well to demonstrate more of, in the way we preach, to invite
our congregations, as Neil invited us, to break into what we are saying! I admit to disappointment
though, because what was shared on Mark seemed to me to be little different from what I learned at
Bible College over forty years ago. In turn, Theological Studies in Cambridge stimulated me to take a
new research path which has never stopped rewarding me with new information on the NT texts.
I lay down my responses here in red to things that were said in the College of Preachers’ Meeting,
should anyone, including Neil, be interested:
‘Reading things out of the text, rather than reading things into the text’
But what about reading the text in the way that the writer intended? This expresses something else,
that there is a disciplined way to the reading of every text.
It is a subjective exercise…
But is it? If we know that texts are arranged in structures and with a writing style which is used
consistently from the text’s beginning to its end, we can identify every piece as a sum of parts and the
relationships between the pieces and their parts. The analysis then builds on objectivity. Given we can,
in the same way as each other, describe the structure of Psalm 119, we can learn from this example. All
the Greek texts of the NT have a structure and a style. Rhetorical Tables of all the Books already exist.
To ‘read with attentiveness’…
It means we shall see not only the words, but also the punctuation, order and self-referencing systems,
therefore, that come by identifying the discipline of every writer. Chapter and verse were never needed
with Mark. The Gospel has its own already! Additionally, of the seventy lectionary readings on Mark,
only seven begin and end where the writer would have wanted them to. That means 63 do not! Where
is the rigour in reading to the lectionary references of chapter and verse? How will we ever understand
this Gospel if we do not read it in the way that the writer requires?
‘Whole passages throw light on other passages…, everything is connected to something else…’
See below, from my Book, The Gospel of Mark: Chapter and Verse, 2020:
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Vertically, for example:
In the two middle series, B and B’: compare
the first days of each
for Jesus’ identity: in both, he is John the Baptist, Elijah, a prophet;
the last days of each
for stories of healings of blind people (the only two in the Gospel);
the middle days
for common openings: ‘And from there’, rising up’, ‘into the region’.
In the two outer series, A and A’: compare
the first days of each
Jesus enters a city and the principal place of Jewish worship there;
the last days of each
these are stories of resurrection (the only two in the Gospel);
the middle days
they tell of plots against Jesus (the first and the last in the Gospel).
Horizontally, for example: in
the first Days of each three day sub-series (Days 1 and 5):
the First Series
we read about healings and casting out of demons (the demons are to be quiet);
the Last Series
we read about ‘two’ disciples being sent by Jesus who foresees things.
the second Days of each sub-series (Days 2 and 6):
the First Series
we read about individual men to whom Jesus ministered;
the Second
we read about desert banquets, of 5,000 in the first and 4,000 in the second;
the Third
we read about ‘two’ with Jesus in glory and ‘two’ wishing to be with him in glory;
the Fourth
we read about the clearing of the temple of the old sacrificial means of being
made right with God and, in turn, about the new means...
Diagonally, for example, consider:
First Series, Fifth Day and Last Series, Third Day:
for ‘teaching’, and
First Series, Third Day and Last Series, Fifth Day:
for ‘sitting at table’ content.
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Mark was written in the late 60s (i.e. before the actual events of the seventies).
Written after AD 70, this gospel was the explanation of the surviving church in the Roman Empire as to
what had been happening to it in Jerusalem and Judea (see 1.5). It answered the questions people were
asking in the market places of the Empire as they heard about death and destruction on a massive scale:
‘When these things were happening, where was the God of the Jews; where was the God of the
Christians? At least 1.5 million died, who had suffered great grief, through hunger, loss of possessions,
houses and businesses, civil war and slaughter. Everything that they had worked for had come to
nothing. Jerusalem, the Empire’s second largest and second richest city was wiped out. Judaism itself
looked finished. It had lost its temple, yes? But Jesus was the temple’s replacement. Jesus had
completed the Old Covenant and established the New. (The structure of this drama reveals this.) The
Day of the Lord had come for that ‘generation’ (see 1.5 again, and now also 9.2 and 13.30), but, this
time, at the hands of the Romans. For the Jews, in 586 BC, something similar had happened: Jerusalem
and its temple were destroyed then by the Babylonians. God had acted then in divine judgement.
The Gospel is a Graeco-Roman bios (‘bee-os’), biography of a kind.
The first launch of the Christian Faith was in AD 33, after the death and resurrection of one. What it
eventually led to in literary terms (in the 50s and 60s) was to seven (or possibly nine) Graeco-Roman
Letters of the Apostle Paul.
A re-launch of the Christian Faith came after AD 70, after the deaths of a million and a half, and the relaunch gave the Church its chance to re-present itself, which it did in producing, not a bios, but a drama
in koine Greek for public performance, in the blending of an Aristotelian Greek Tragedy (including a
Prologue, a Narrative - of Complication, Turning and Dénouement, and an Epilogue) with a Homeric
structure (ABB’XABB’) and style (ABB’ - dactylic), both taken from the Iliad.
Mark, our earliest gospel, is a thorough ‘mix’ of history and theology.
Yes, but what is meant here by ‘history’? Do we mean the very words and deeds of Jesus? The days and
dates of events? The Gospel includes details from the (earlier) writings of Paul. It picks up on many texts
from the Old Covenant writings (of the Septuagint) and employs them mainly by allusion. It includes
descriptions and allusions to the events of the sixties (64-67) and seventies (70-73). No longer do we see
it simply as the remembrances of Peter as recorded by John Mark. It is not so dependent on Oral
Tradition. After AD 70, the Mother Church in Jerusalem is no more. The apostles are said to have made
Jerusalem and the temple their base, but even if they had lived long enough to witness some of these
awful events, they would not have been around to share their personal stories after them. And if the
Gospel was written in Rome, as evidence suggests, given that Peter and Paul had both died in the 60s
(64 and 67, maybe), no one was there to give a firm voice to the tradition.
Connections between units (pericopae) are often literary or theological, rather than chronological.
Example: Marcan ‘sandwiches’ such as 5.21-43 and 11.12-25;
In Mark, there are no sandwiches. Hooker refers to many in her commentary, but there are none.
5.21-43 is a three part presentation which, like all Mark’s Days (all Four Series of Seven Days), comprise
three parts in the form of ABB’. Here, 5.21-24 is ‘introductory’ of the people: the crowd, the synagogue
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ruler and his daughter. They all feature over the next two pieces. In 5.25-34, a woman comes ‘out of the
crowd’ and is healed. 5.34-43 starts before 25-43 ends: ‘And while he was still speaking…’ The
synagogue ruler’s daughter is dead, but, away from the crowd, she is raised from the dead. The number
‘twelve’ links both passages, B and B’. (See also the connections between 5.21-43 and 1.31 and 16.1-8).
5.21-43 is not an ABA’ presentation, but an ABB’ one.
And 11.12-25, when seen in its context of 11.1-13.37, is no sandwich. 11.1-11 is a three part
presentation and the first day’s telling of this new Series, Day A. The second day, Day B, is 11.12-19,
again told in three parts. 11.20-13.37 is Day B’. It too is in three basic parts. The fig tree is the opening
passage in both Days B and B’. In this opening sub-Series of Days A, B and B’, Day A introduces the
reader to Jesus’ late entry into the temple; Day B (the next day) to his clearing of the temple; and (the
next day) Day B’ to Jesus’ speaking about its destruction and the end of all life as they knew it. The figtree links Day B to Day B’. The three days are not in the arrangement of a sandwich, not ABA’, but ABB’.
During the course of the day, Neil had us focus on the repeating question of Jesus in 10.32-46a and
10.46b-52, ‘What do you wish I do?’ They in fact underline the B and B’ relationship in the threesome of
Days, 10.17-31; 32-46a; and 46b-52: Days A, B and B’.
1.1 ‘The Gospel of Jesus Christ, the Son of God’.
1.1 in the Greek of Codex Sinaiticus, we read, ‘Beginning of the Gospel of Jesus Christ’, a three-part ABB’
stand-alone title to the Gospel. The Prologue itself begins at 1.2 and ends at 1.20. It is in three parts:
vv.2-8, 9-13, 14-20 and each of these parts include three pieces where each of these is made up of three
more, all in the relationship, abb’.
8.27-33 is a turning-point in the narrative.
6.1-29 opens the first of the two middle series; 8.27-9.2 opens the second. The two passages connect for
their questioning of Jesus’ identity: in both, people think he is John the Baptist raised from the dead,
Elijah, or a Prophet of old. Indeed as can be seen from the chart above, the two middle series begin turn
and end in the same ways. In 6.1-29, we have the rejection of Jesus by his home town and the grim
circumstances and description of John the Baptist’s death. In 8.27-9.2, we learn that Jesus is to suffer
many things, be rejected and killed. The two middle series together represent a Turning in the Gospel.
Mark’s Gospel has four themes especially deserving our reflection:
1) A Kingdom For Outsiders (see first 8 chapters).
2) Who Needs Enemies With Friends Like These?
3) Hope Against All the Odds. (The Parable of the Sower is the key to all the parables…)
4) The Revelation of the Son of God. (Mark’s gospel has a ‘Son of God’ triptych: 1.9-11, 9.2- 8, and
15.33-9.)
BUT WHAT ABOUT THE KEY THEMES OF MARK’S GOSPEL?
THE GOSPEL TELLS HOW:
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1) Jesus Christ completes the Old Covenant and establishes the New Covenant.
See in the chart above, how the first three days in each of the Series cover the completing of the
Old Covenant, and how the last three days, after the turning point Day, cover the establishing of
the New Covenant.
The opening day of the narrative describes a sunset on the Sabbath of the Old Covenant; the
closing day describes the dawn on the Sabbath of the New Covenant. (Nowhere else in the text
is there mention of dawns or sunsets.) The text symbolises the completing of the Old Covenant
and the establishing of God’s New Covenant with All the Nations of the World. The Narrative
that lies between is mapped out by these contrasting feature-full Days: this primary purpose of
the Gospel is assured. And
2) the Day of the Lord (Mal 3.1, Mk.1.2):
i)
it arrives with John the Baptist
ii)
it develops with Jesus’ baptism, ministry, death and resurrection, and
iii)
it is completed by God as he judges (in AD 70) that generation which was:
a) seeking after a sign,
b) adulterous and sinful,
c) unbelieving (faithless) and which would
d) pass away when all that Jesus had prophesied was being completed,
at which time he would return with his angels to gather up his own.
Mark’s Gospel is a Hellenist work of Ancient Rhetoric that fulfilled writing rules regarding Idea,
Structure, Style, Memory and Performance. To be noted is Augustine’s comment that there can be no
understanding of a text without first understanding its structure (De Doctr. Christ. ii II). Mark’s Gospel is
Creed set to story, Eternal Truth told in story form and it has to be read for what it means.
16.8 - probably the original ending – despite endless debate!
16.1-8 is the last piece of the narrative. The writer never equipped it for the role of an Epilogue. Rather,
the last three days (Days ABB’ of the Final Series: ABB’XABB’, where the A Days in both cases open with
Jesus sending ‘two disciples’ to do things for him) are linked by the young man at the arrest, in his
sindona (in the first of these three days) and in the tomb (on the last of these three days) and also by the
message told, also in each of these days, which sets up an Epilogue in Galilee: Jesus will go ahead of his
disciples there. Days B and B’ link by way of the reports of Jesus’ dying in the first and rising in the
second. Jesus’ death and resurrection form one theological event.
16.9-16,19-20a is the likely original three-part Epilogue. Vv.17-18 have to be expunged: it looks like they
were added later by someone who didn’t know the narrative as well as he might. They are contradictory
to 8.12. And we have other evidence. In the gospel texts, at their opening and their closing, for the sake
of their readers, the writers include ‘reader checks’ so that their readers will know exactly the writers’
intentions. In the last frame of Mark’s Prologue we have two pairs (of brothers). And in the first frame
of the Epilogue, we have seven (demons). The Narrative between these book-ends is two middle series
of seven days set between two outer series of seven days. See my books for more. Or visit my website:
www.davidgpalmer.co.uk
My more recent and up-to-date artwork on Mark follows below and is offered for copying for study use:
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