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MARK:  MESSIAH  SON OF GOD,  SUFFERING SERVANT  

MARK 1:  1-13 

DAVE WAGNER  

 
ark wrote this Gospel to present Jesus Christ, in order that people 

would respond with faith and become his disciples. Perhaps the most 

important theme of the book will be the identity of Jesus. Many different 

events in Jesus' ministry will point to his identity as Son of God, though Jesus 

will often try to keep his identity quiet. Jesus' identity will increasingly cause 

conflict between himself and the Jewish authorities, and Jesus' closest 

disciples will only slowly begin to understand who Jesus is as the Gospel 

progresses to the end. In the first 13 verses, however, Mark will begin with a 

clear statement about who Jesus is. While the characters in the rest of the 

book will often be unclear about Jesus, we the readers know from the very 

first section of the book, vv1-13, that Jesus is the one and only Son of God, 

sent on his divine mission to initiate and open the kingdom of God by 

attacking the kingdom of Satan. In vv1-13, Mark tells us the subject of the 

Book, he introduces us to John the Baptist, he shows what happened at Jesus' 

baptism, and he gives us a snapshot of Jesus being tempted by Satan in the 

desert. Let's begin with Mark's stated subject for the book: 

THE GOSPEL OF JESUS CHRIST, SON OF GOD: V1 

Mark tells us from the first verse what he wants to present to us in his 

Gospel: Jesus is the Christ (the anointed savior-king of Israel) and the Son of 

God. That Jesus is the Son of God seems to be the most important point of 

the entire book. As such, the term is loaded with theological weight; we'll 

look at it more closely later on, but for now we should know it refers to the 

promised OT figure who combined the roles of Israelite King and Suffering 

Servant. Jesus is the king of God's coming kingdom and he is the Servant of 
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the Lord who comes to make atonement for God's people through his 

suffering.  

INTRODUCTION TO JOHN THE BAPTIST: V2-8 

After Mark's title statement he begins by introducing John the Baptist with a 

combination of OT quotes from Malachi 3 and Isaiah 40 (and possibly also 

Exodus 23), though Mark only attributes the quote to Isaiah. This quote is 

about a messenger of God who prepares people for a visit from God and 

does so in the desert. Mark identifies John the Baptist as the fulfillment of 

this OT prediction; John is the anticipated forerunner who comes before the 

appearing of God in the last days. Now in the OT predictions the Person for 

whom the forerunner prepares is God himself; here in the Gospel we find 

Mark has made the forerunner prepare for Jesus. This is one of many not too 

subtle ways Mark will point to Jesus' true identity as the Lord God of the OT. 

We find in a moment that the means of preparing people for the visitation of 

God is to call them to repentance. John makes the Lord's paths straight by 

calling the faithful remnant of Israel to repentance in preparation for his 

coming.  

Accordingly, Mark describes John appearing in the desert and preaching a 

baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins. This baptism was likely 

immersing repentant people in the Jordan River, and somehow they 

confessed sins in connection with the baptism. The baptism itself was 

symbolic of the person's desire to repent and get their life in order before the 

coming of God. Repentance means specifically a change of mind; the people 

listened as John preached about the coming kingdom and changed their 

mind about their lives, themselves, God, sin, the future kingdom, and how 

they should respond. Then they acted on that change of mind by being 

baptized and living differently thereafter. In doing so they sought forgiveness 

of sins, and we can be sure that all those who repented received it.  
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John became popular enough that many people from Judea and Jerusalem 

came to his baptism. Undoubtedly, many of these later became followers of 

Jesus once Jesus began his ministry. 

Mark stops to give us a description of John which is intended to place John 

within the prophetic tradition of Israel. In Zechariah 13.4 we find that this 

sort of dress was then seen as the "uniform" of the prophet, the kind of thing 

someone would wear if they desired to present themselves as a prophet. 

Probably this uniform pointed back to Elijah who was similarly described 

both in the OT and in extra-biblical Jewish literature. The outfit is austere 

and abnormal, expressing an almost ascetic lifestyle proper to the prophets 

of God.  

Mark also gives a brief description of John's diet which fits a desert lifestyle. 

These locusts were ceremonially clean according to the OT, and apparently 

fairly nutritious; one commentator remarked that in some areas they are still 

eaten today as a sort of delicacy. Again, the diet, like the clothing, probably 

also points to an austere, somewhat ascetic lifestyle.  

Mark then gives us the burden of John's message: Someone greater than John 

is coming! While John is called the baptist and it may seem his primary 

calling was to prepare Israel for the coming of God, this may not exactly be 

the case. Equally important was John's task to declare the coming of the Lord 

and to identify Him when he came. To that effect John told the people 

someone mightier than himself was coming, next which John would shrink 

into unimportance. Taking off the sandals to wash the feet of visitors is 

described elsewhere as a task performed by lowly slaves, and John insists he 

is not even worthy to do this for the Coming One, because of his surpassing 

greatness. Beyond this John only tells his hearers that the greatness of this 

coming one consists in the unique prerogative and efficacy of his ministry: 

Whereas John applies water to people for repentance, this coming one uses 
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the Holy Spirit for his medium of baptism! He can apply the Spirit to people 

in fulfillment of the great OT promise that in the last days God would pour 

out his Holy Spirit on his people in a special and powerful way. The coming 

one is just the person who will bring these OT promises about greater scope 

of the Spirit to fulfillment. In the OT, it is often through this very effusion of 

the Spirit that God promises to restore, not only his people, but even the 

whole created order back into the pristine condition of the Garden of Eden, 

which was lost at the Fall.  

JESUS' BAPTISM: V9-11 

After this stirring statement from John the Baptist, Mark moves on to tell us 

of how Jesus then came from the northern region of Israel to be baptized by 

John. This has often confused readers since John's baptism was one relating 

to repentance from sin, and Jesus had no sins needing repentance; why then 

would he submit to baptism? I think the easiest answer from the text is that 

Jesus' was baptized by John in order to identify Jesus as God's Son, at least to 

John the Baptist, possibly to others present, and certainly also to the readers 

of this Gospel to the end of the age. It is also important to realize that God's 

revelation about Jesus' identity here is addressed to Jesus himself; while this 

doesn't require that Jesus didn't know his own identity previously (and it 

seems certain he did know it) it is a highly special moment in this Gospel 

where the Father makes an important statement to the Son about his 

identity, which the Son then takes with him as he attacks the kingdom of 

Satan and conducts his ministry. Additionally, while John's baptism was a 

baptism relating to repentance, John himself reveals it relates to more than 

repentance only; notice the comparison which John himself makes between 

his water baptism and Jesus' Spirit-baptism. I suggest Jesus was baptized in 

water, not as a symbol of his repentance, since he needed none, but as a 

symbol (and as we will see, as the occasion) of Jesus' own immersion in the 
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Spirit. Jesus' water baptism, then, pointed to his Spirit-baptism, which is the 

next event to take place.  

Just as Jesus comes up out of the water he sees the heavens torn open (the 

Greek word is very strong, stronger than, at first glance, is necessary). This 

language is used in the OT for divine visions and visitations, such as in Isaiah 

64, where the prophet calls on God to tear the heavens and come down to 

earth. Very interestingly, the word for "torn" or "opening" here is only used 

once more in Mark's Gospel, when, at the end of the book, the temple 

curtain is torn open at the death of Jesus. When that happens, as a sort of 

closing to the book, the centurion near Jesus confesses him to be the Son of 

God. Also here, in the tearing of the heavens, the voice of God is heard 

identifying Jesus as Son of God. This is not an accident; Mark is 

communicating Jesus' identity with two supernatural events in which 

something is torn open, resulting in a revealing, and what is revealed is Jesus' 

identity as Son of God; and this at the beginning and ending of the book. 

Mark has done us a literary service in communicating clearly what his book 

is about and what he wants us to take away from it.  

As the heavens are torn open the Spirit descends on Jesus, Mark says, "like a 

dove." Apparently this means the Spirit took on a visible, bodily form, 

perhaps only visible to Jesus and John, though others may have also seen it. 

What we have here is the empowering of Jesus for the ministry he is near to 

beginning. Isaiah tells us the Son of David, when he comes, will possess the 

Spirit in powerful measure for the performance of his work, for example in 

Isaiah 11. Again, the pouring out of the Spirit is a common OT prediction 

relating to the end times when God will restore his people and the whole 

created order. Here we see God doing just that in his outpouring of the Spirit 

upon Jesus.  
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Now why would the Spirit take the form of a dove? Only two suggestions 

seem worth considering. First, we see a dove in the story of Noah's flood 

when Noah tries to determine whether the waters have dried sufficiently for 

him to disembark. While at first glance Noah's flood may seem irrelevant to 

Jesus baptism, consider the following: Peter, in 1Peter 3, connects Noah's 

flood with Christian baptism. Noah's flood, it turns out, was a sort of 

baptism of the earth. This world-wide baptism ended with the sending out of 

the dove, after which God made a new start with Noah's family after the 

hopeless evil of the pre-flood world. Interestingly, there are reasons to 

believe that Mark and the other Gospel writers also see the coming of Jesus 

as a new beginning, even a sort of Re-Creation of the world, starting with the 

disciples of Jesus who undergo regeneration and subsequently become the 

first fruits of a New Creation. 

And the second explanation of the Spirit descending like a dove may follow 

in this same vein. In Genesis 1.2 the Spirit is pictured hovering over the 

watery depths, involved in God's creative work. The word used there of the 

Spirit's activity is also used in Deuteronomy to speak of a bird brooding over 

her nest. It is possible this bird-like picture of the Spirit from Genesis 1.2 

explains why the Spirit would take on the form of a dove at Jesus' baptism. 

Once again the idea would be to connect the coming of Jesus with the first 

creation of the world, as a way to frame Jesus' coming as a new creation of 

the world. The Three Persons in God, in the coming of Jesus, are preparing 

to remake a fallen world; Jesus sets out to create a New Heavens and Earth, 

and he starts by collecting men and women as disciples who will begin the 

process of renewal by themselves becoming renewed! 

But the baptism doesn't end there. The descent of the Spirit upon Jesus is a 

powerful testimony to the identity of Jesus, but there's more to come. After 

the Spirit's descent God the Father speaks from heaven directly to Jesus. He 

tells us Jesus that he is God's beloved son and God is pleased with him. This 
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is another compound quote from the OT, composed of ideas from Psalm 2 

and Isaiah 42. Psalm 2 is the enthronement of God's selected king of his 

kingdom; this king is described as enjoying a special status as Son of God. 

Isaiah 42 is one of several sections in Isaiah where God speaks to his special 

servant who is coming forward to perform the special service of atoning 

suffering for Israel. Once again we see the OT lines of prediction converge in 

Jesus, who is simultaneously the divinely chosen king over God's kingdom 

and the suffering servant of the Lord who dies in place of God's people and 

for their sins. God's voice to Jesus here is a confirmation of Jesus' identity, 

given for him, John, possibly the bystanders, and also for all who read this 

Gospel until the end of time.  

JESUS' TEMPTATION: V12-13 

The Spirit, having come upon Jesus as power for Jesus' future ministry, 

wastes no time in driving Jesus out into the desert for his first task. Some 

writers see the desert as holding special symbolic significance as the place of 

new beginnings and of repentance for God's people; they would point to 

Israel's desert wanderings as support for this idea. If this is accurate, Jesus 

goes out into the desert, in part, to signal that the people of God are on the 

verge of a new beginning in Jesus, even a reconstitution based on a new 

center; no longer will the people of God be based on descent from Abraham 

but rather on right relationship to Jesus. Jesus time of 40 days in the desert 

may also point to such symbolism since Israel spent 40 years in the desert.  

During Jesus' time in the desert, Satan, which means "adversary," was 

tempting him. Here we get some idea of the nature of the work Jesus came to 

do, since upon receiving the Spirit's empowerment and the Father's seal of 

approval, Satan enters the scene to attempt to bring Jesus to disobedience. 

Jesus' mission is the initiation and advance of the kingdom of God; this is 

necessarily a hostile advance, seeing that this world is already ruled by 
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someone else. For Jesus to promote the kingdom of God is for Jesus to seek 

the downfall of the kingdom of Satan; hence Satan takes up the challenge 

before Jesus' ministry even begins.  

Satan isn't the only character with Jesus in the desert. Jesus is also with the 

wild animals. Probably this refers to dangers desert dwelling animals which 

may have even been influenced by Satan to pose a danger to Jesus. However, 

additional to Satan and the dangerous animals are angels from God, sent to 

serve and help Jesus during his time in the desert. The verb used of the 

angel's service indicated that their help was not restricted merely to the end 

of Jesus' time in the desert but it was made available during the whole period 

of his desert temptation. One writer helpfully notes that here in the prologue 

to Mark's Gospel we are given a glimpse into the spiritual world so we might 

know what is going on behind the scenes as this Gospel commences. Jesus 

will come into conflict with numerous enemies culminating in their victory 

over him in crucifixion, but all along we are to remember that behind these 

enemies is Satan himself, while Jesus continues to be supported by such 

agents as the angels and the Holy Spirit.   


