
Supplementary Paper A 

 

Mark 1:24 etc  Why have you come to destroy us – I know who you are, the holy one of 

God. 
(Barbara Reid, the Bible Today Nov/ Dec 2001, p 371ff) 

  

Who are you? is the question that dominates the first half of the Gospel of Mark. Various answers are 

given by the different characters of the gospel, so that the suspense builds up as the narrative 

progresses. The reader knows from very first verse that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God.  (Mk 1:1) 

At Baptism a voice from heaven confirms “you are my beloved Son, with you I am well pleased.” 

(Mk1:11) (this voice is directed to Jesus alone, unlike Matthew – This is my beloved – 3:17) 

In Mark the demons and evil spirits all know who Jesus is and correctly identify him, while the 

disciples seem oblivious to his full identity. At the beginning of his ministry (1:24 – why have you 

come to destroy us – I know who you are the holy one of God.) 

Jesus became famous throughout Galilee when he casts out this unclean spirit. In a summary 

statement after a cycle of healing stories Mark tells us that “whenever unclean spirits saw him they 

would fall down before him and shout, “you are the son of God” (Mark 3:11-12) 

In each of these stories it is significant that the identity of Jesus is central. 

In a first century Mediterranean world people who experienced healing or what we would call a 

miracle focused not on “How did he do that?” but on “Who is this?” (4:41/ 6:2-3) and “By whose 

power did he do that?” (3:23-30) 

In Mark’s gospel only the voice from heaven at Jesus’ baptism (1:11) and the Transfiguration 

(9:7) and the demons (3:11; 5:7) recognize Jesus’ proper identity as Son of God. It is not until 

the crucifixion that a human character, the centurion declares, “Truly this was the Son of 

God!” (15:39) (And this is a roman pagan centurion) 

By contrast, the crowds and the disciples puzzle over who Jesus is when he heals and forgives sins 

(2:7), when he shows power over nature by calming a storm at sea (4:41) and walking on the water 

(6:49-50) and when he teaches with authority (1:27; 6:2-3). Herod erroneously thinks that John the 

Baptist is brought back to life (6:14-16). At the first climax of the gospel Jesus puts this question to 

the disciples, “who do you say that I am?” (8:29).  Peter answers correctly, “you are the messiah.” 

(8:30) but his next words reveal that he doesn’t understand the meaning of this. (8:31-33) Like the 

man healed of leprosy (1:44), the unclean spirits (3:11) the people healed of deafness (7:35:36) and of 

blindness (8:25:26) Jesus instructs peter not to tell anyone about him (8:30) 

The literary device of secrecy contributes to the suspense of the story, as the second half of the story 

reveals gradually what kind of Messiah Jesus is: one who will suffer, die and rise again.  In other 

words the motif of knowing and not knowing, the commands to secrecy and the suspense as to 

whether the disciples will ever understand and whether they will keep following, are all ways in 

which the evangelist has carefully crafted the gospel story in order to confront the reader with the 

central question: “Who do you say that I am?” 

The voice from the clouds and the unclean spirits are in the know since they belong to the spirit 

world. But the human characters, like the human characters of every age, have to learn step by step, 

by following Jesus, who he is and what it means to be his disciple. 

The Markan Jesus invites us to follow, even when fearful (10:32) and when we don’t understand 

(8:17). 

This gospel says that no one can proclaim adequately who Jesus is without first knowing the Passion. 

To tell about Jesus only as a flashy miracle worker is only to tell part of the story. Mark insists that we 

hear it all the way until the end, standing at the cross with the faithful women and the centurion, 

confronted with the immense paradox of this Messiah who suffers, dies and rises. The Gospel ends on 

a most puzzling note, as Mary Magdalene, Mary, Salome are finally instructed to go to Peter and the 

other disciples and tell the good news. But they leave the empty tomb, trembling, bewildered and 

fearful, saying nothing to anyone (16:8).  The invitation is left open to all subsequent disciples: will 

you proclaim?  Who will you say Jesus is? 


