Encounter overview 5. Mark 14:32 – 15:39. ‘Mark’s Bookends’

We have seen that Mark is a book packed full of the stories and teachings of Jesus. Fortunately Mark has provided us with helpful bookends to keep these all in context and to hold them together in our hearts and minds. Mark’s first bookend is established by his opening verse “The beginning of the gospel about Jesus Christ, the Son of God.” (Mark 1:1). The fact that Jesus is God’s own Son is re-emphasised at Jesus’ baptism and transfiguration when God himself declares this truth (1:11 and 9:7). Ironically, another way this profound truth is reinforced is through the confessions of the demons that Jesus drove out of people. Frequently these evil spirits vacated their victims with shrieks saying, “You are the Son of God!” (e.g.1:24, 34; 5:7 – 8). However, although on one occasion Israel’s High Priest did ask Jesus if he was God’s Son (14:61), no human character (besides Mark himself) ever declares Jesus to be God’s Son until, at the other end of this gospel, the centurion put in charge of crucifying Jesus proclaims, "Surely this man was the Son of God!" (15:39). This statement is Mark’s other bookend
. (For an interesting comparison see John 1:1 and 20:28). 
Aside from being a neat literary device, Mark’s two bookends highlight the most fundamental and profound point of his entire gospel. Once again we need to recall Jesus’ searching question to his followers, “Who do you say that I am?” (Mark 8:27 – 29). Throughout Mark’s gospel we meet countless people who appear to be well-positioned to answer this question (including the crowds he taught and healed, the religious leaders he confronted and the disciples who followed him). But, according to Mark, not one of these people ever answered this question with the clear declaration that Jesus is God’s Son. Instead, this wonderful announcement is reserved for the mouth of the man who was placed in charge of killing Jesus. Why? And how is it that the centurion who watched Jesus during his most humiliating moments perceived a truth that those who saw Jesus’ mighty miracles failed to see? 
Last week we looked on as Peter came to an understanding that Jesus is the Christ (although Peter still failed to see that Jesus wasn’t going to ride into Jerusalem and establish God’s kingdom in the way that he expected). In fact, following Peter’s revelation that Jesus is God’s King, Jesus immediately began to speak to him about his death and humiliation, much to Peter’s horror (8:29 – 32). Obviously Jesus’ identity as the Christ and the Son of God is inextricably intertwined with his suffering and death on the cross.
Jesus’ own words from the cross make some clear connections between his suffering and his identity as God’s Son. Taken together, the four gospels record seven different statements that Jesus made from the cross. But the only of these that Mark records are, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” (15:34). Jesus purposely prayed these prophetic words from first line of Psalm 22, written by Jesus’ great ancestor King David (about 1000 years before Jesus was born). In its’ entirety, this Psalm foretells all that the Christ would endure on the way to fulfilling God’s plan to save his people, including being mocked (Psalm 22:6 – 9), tortured (Ps 22:11 – 17), and even the gambling for his garments (Ps 22:18). It is possible that the centurion was familiar with this Psalm (however Mark doesn’t tell us this). Instead, as this hardened Roman soldier watched Jesus endure remarkable suffering and humiliation, and as he heard his loud final cry, God himself seems to have torn the veil and revealed a truth to this man that he wants all people to see: God’s ancient plan to save the world from sin and death has now been fulfilled through the suffering and death of his own Son. 
Mark’s gospel contains many examples of Christ’s amazing power and authority. But the full face of God is finally revealed in the suffering of Jesus. For it is in Jesus’ languishing and bloodied face where we see a God whose wisdom and love is so perfect that he would use his own Son’s crucifixion to arrest, awaken, and call to himself his Son’s executioner and every other sinner who will stand beneath Christ’s cross and say, “Surely this is the Son of God!” 
� Biblical scholar N.T. Wright insightfully points out that the two revelations of 1:11 and 15:39 are both connected with the tearing of ‘veils’ which conceal God (P. 394 – 5; ‘The New Testament People of God’. SPCK: 1992)





