Assessment 2

An exegesis of Mark 9:2-13

Mark 9:2-13 teaches that Jesus speaks and acts with God’s authority and we should accept that his ministry of suffering and death is in accordance with God’s will and is the fulfilment of God’s historic plan of salvation. Jesus appears radiant (Mk 9:3) on a mountain (Mk 9:2) where Moses and Elijah subsequently meet with him (Mk 9:4). Whiteness, indicating purity, has divine associations in Scripture. The setting is redolent of mountain-top meetings between God and his chosen leaders in the Old Testament and Jesus is in the position previously held by God: from this we can infer that Jesus has God’s authority. The contiguity of Jesus’ mission with the Scriptures and his consummation of the Old Covenant is underlined by Moses and Elijah’s conversation with him. Peter’s presumption to understand and take charge of the situation (Mk 9:5) receives a rebuke and Jesus’ authority is made explicit by God, speaking from a cloud, symbolic in Scripture of the divine presence, testifying that Jesus is his Son and has his approval, and commanding the disciples to listen to Jesus (Mk 9:7). As they leave the mountain Jesus again speaks of the suffering, death and resurrection of the Son of Man (Mk 9:9, 12): strongly suggesting that it is this teaching in particular that the disciples must give heed to. Jesus and the disciples make frequent reference to what is written (Mk 9:11-13), i.e. the Scriptures, as the basis for their eschatological expectations. Jesus explains that the Scriptures have already been fulfilled in part (Mk 9:13) – the Elijah figure is John the Baptist – and encourages them to anticipate the next phase of God’s salvation plan: his rejection. 

Mark declares himself to be writing “the gospel of Jesus Christ, the Son of God” (Mk 1:1). Gospel means good news and this good news concerns Jesus, who is declared at the outset to be the Christ, the Son of God. For many years it has been held that the gospels are a unique kind of writing, sui generis, however Richard Burridge has argued persuasively that the gospels should in fact be considered a subset of the genre bios, a kind of biography, chiefly because their overwhelming focus is on the person of Jesus.
 It is generally agreed that Mark wrote within the first century following Jesus’ birth and tradition holds that the apostle Peter was his chief source. 
 Because of the association of Mark with Peter, and Peter’s association with Rome, many believe that Mark wrote in Rome and scholars have suggested that Mark wrote specifically for the Christians in Rome.
 If this is so, he is likely to have been addressing those suffering fierce persecution under Nero.
 Richard Bauckham has more recently challenged this consensus, arguing the case that each of the gospels was intended for circulation amongst a wide readership of Christians.
 Mark’s narrative aims to show his readers both who Jesus is and why he is such good news. From 8:31 onwards Jesus death and resurrection are an explicit part of the story, initially introduced by Jesus teaching what is to come.
Our passage particularly demands to be read in context as it begins “And after 6 days” thereby closely linking it with the episode which precedes it. Mark has recounted Peter’s confession of Christ, Jesus’ first explicit teaching about the way of the cross, Peter’s consternation and Jesus’ rebuke, and the call to self-denying discipleship, warning that whoever is ashamed of him will find Jesus ashamed of them when he appears in glory, concluding with the promise that “there are some standing here who will not taste death until they see the kingdom of God after it has come with power.” (Mk 9:1). It is therefore in the context of teaching about the inextricable link between suffering and glory, and with the anticipation of seeing God’s kingdom come, that Mark introduces the account of the transfiguration of Jesus. 

Peter, James and John formed an inner circle within the 12 disciples, given special exposure to Jesus, such as when he raised Jairus’ daughter from death (Mk 5:37) and when he prayed in the garden of Gethsemane in preparation for the cross (Mk 14:33). The mention of the three indicates both that something remarkable is about to be narrated and that it is for their benefit.

In the Old Testament, mountains are significant meeting places at which God reveals himself (e.g., Ex 3; 19) and whiteness is associated with God in so far as it symbolises sinlessness (e.g., Lev 22:17-21; Is 1:18; Mal 3:2 ). In our passage, Jesus reveals himself to his disciples, in clothes gleamingly white and clean, on a mountain: by way of parallelism we are to understand that Jesus is divine. This is underscored by the appearance of Elijah and Moses who are on the mountain not to talk with the Father but with Jesus (Mk 9:4). The inclusion of this episode in Mark’s gospel furthers his aim to present Jesus as the Son of God (Mk 1:1). Further, Elijah and Moses represent the Law and the Prophets and, as James Edwards notes, are seen here to defer to Jesus who is to be understood as their fulfilment.
 His ministry is completely in accordance with Scripture.
William Lane suggests that Peter’s remark about setting up tents (Mk 9:5) partners his rebuke of Jesus (Mk 8:31), both indicating his incomprehension of the things of God.
 As if in response to this, Mark now describes the cloud which overshadows them on the mountain (Mk 9:7) indicating God’s presence in Old Testament terms (e.g., Ex 19:16, 24:15-18). The Father’s testimony echoes his baptismal affirmation that Jesus is his Son and has his approval, and he indicates by his command to listen that Jesus enjoys his authority (Mk 9:7). This command is suggestive of Moses’ prediction that “The LORD your God will raise up for you a prophet like me from among you, from your brothers – it is to him you shall listen… I will put my words in his mouth, and he shall speak to them all that I command him.” (Deut 18:15, 18b). Sandwiched between Jesus’ passion predictions (Mk 8:31; 9:9, 12), there is strong indication that the command to listen relates to these in particular, and this emphasis is supported by Jesus’ command not to speak of his transfiguration to anyone until after his resurrection (Mk 9:9), suggesting that the disciples are not to be distracted from the suffering which precedes the glory.

Whenever Jesus speaks of his coming sufferings he does so with reference to ‘the Son of Man’. In Mark’s gospel this is his preferred title for himself. The use of ‘should’ and the reference to what is written, i.e. Scripture, express the necessity of suffering as part of God’s plan. In fact, Daniel 7, from which the title ‘Son of Man’ is taken, does not refer to sufferings, but rather to the glory of worldwide dominion, received from God. Mark gives us a rare glimpse of this aspect of the Son of Man here. It is Jesus’ unique development of the Son of Man motif to add to it the dimension of suffering found in Isaiah’s Servant Songs. In our passage, Jesus is encouraging his disciples to understand eschatology rightly: The Elijah figure of Old Testament prophecy, who is referred to as coming “first” (Mk 9:11), has in fact already come. This figure is John the Baptist, something Mark makes clear by describing John as acting like Elijah and being Jesus’ forerunner in accordance with Scripture (Mk 1:2-6). So with Elijah come and gone, it is time for the Son of Man’s ministry of suffering.

Mark includes this episode to make clear that Jesus’ sufferings, death and resurrection were divinely ordained. God is sovereign and victorious: everything has come about according to his wise plan. This is to be remembered despite the apparent present weakness of the church or the gospel message. Mark aims to bolster our faith and encourage us to anticipate the glory of Christ (glimpsed here), demonstrated in the resurrection and which will be evident when he returns. In addition, this episode is included in Mark’s gospel for its contribution to his overall narrative and theology: the twin aspects of suffering and glorious Sonship are present in the transfiguration. Mark demonstrates that it is crucial to understand the centrality of the cross to the nature and mission of Jesus. To grasp this is to share God’s perspective (Mk 8:33)
 and the climax of Mark’s gospel comes when someone does: “And when the centurion, who stood facing him, saw that in this way he breathed his last, he said, ‘Truly this man was the Son of God!’” (Mk 15:39). 
Bibliography

Bauckham, R. (ed.) 1998 The Gospels for All Christians: Rethinking the Gospel Audiences (T&T Clark)
Bolt, P. 2004 The Cross from a Distance: Atonement in Mark’s Gospel (Apollos)
Burridge, R. 1992 What are the Gospels?: a comparison with Graeco-Roman biography (Cambridge University Press)

Edwards, J. 2002 The Gospel according to Mark (Apollos)

Ferguson, S. 1999 Let’s Study Mark (Banner of Truth)
Guelich, Robert A. 1989 Word Biblical Commentary Vol. 34A, Mark 1-8:26 (Word Books)
Lane, W. 1974 New International Commentary on the New Testament:The Gospel of Mark (Eerdmans)
Wright, T. 2001 Mark for Everyone (SPCK) 
� Burridge, R. 1992 What are the Gospels?: a comparison with Graeco-Roman biography (Cambridge University Press)


� Edwards, J. 2002 The Gospel according to Mark (Apollos) pp. 3-9


� Bauckham, R. (ed.) 1998 The Gospels for All Christians: Rethinking the Gospel Audiences (T&T Clark), pp. 13-15


� Edwards, ibid, pp.7-8, 10


� Bauckham, ibid, pp. 9-48





� Edwards, ibid, pp. 265-266


� Lane, W. 1974 New International Commentary on the New Testament:The Gospel of Mark (Eerdmans) p. 320


� For points of view/perspectives in Mark’s Gospel see Guelich, R. 1989 Word Biblical Commentary Vol. 34A, Mark 1-8:26 (Word Books)





2

