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Exegetical Paper

Jason Knox, on Mark 4:35-41

Having something explained to you rarely is as effective as having it shown to you. This is an experiential truth known since people began trying to tie their shoes. The disciples find that out in a huge way in the story of Mark 4:35-41 when in the midst of a terrifying storm Jesus gives a glimpse of who he is and it changes people’s lives. Careful study of the text in English and Greek as well as theological resources help explain the Christ’s divinity as well as show the effects it had on the disciples and Mark’s orginal audience. In ways that words will never be sufficient, the experience seeing Christ for who he really is has real power to change lives.

At this point Christ has been raised from the dead, spent time with his disciples, gave them a commission to make disciples of all nations, and ascended to heaven. We read of the boldness the Apostle Peter had in preaching the Gospel following the Pentecost
 and, while we don’t exactly know his attitude as he took the good news to Rome we do know that he had John Mark with him.
 We learn from early church father Eusebius that an earlier church father Papias recorded Mark as serving as an interpreter that faithfully recorded Peter’s words.
 As Peter and the other Apostolic eyewitnesses of Jesus’ ministry were nearing their deaths there would have been a great need for a recorded account of the ministry and character of Jesus. John Mark, likely writing in Rome, likely to gentile believers, had the opportunity to write such an account for the sake of people who were not familiar with the God of Israel who had been made manifest to bring them into his Kingdom. The church at Rome was certainly a minority, who worshiped a criminal who had been executed by the Roman government, and either was or would be facing official persecution for their beliefs.

That background is the best means by which we can understand the intention of the Gospel According to Mark. Others gospel accounts explicitly state why they are writing and prominently feature their interpretations and teaching in ways that John Mark did not do. The Gospel According to Mark is widely held to have two primary theological aims: explaining Christology and true discipleship. Mark distinctly emphasizes Jesus as victorious through his “successes” and through his suffering. D.A. Carson notes:

Mark presents a balanced Christology in which Jesus’ miracle-working power (the focus in 1:16-8:26) is set beside his suffering and death (the focus in 8:27-16:8). Mark wants his readers to understand that Jesus is the Son of God, but especially the suffering Son of God. Moreover, believers are to be followers of Jesus. Mark also shows that Christians must walk in the same road as Jesus—the way of humility, of suffering, and even, should it be necessary, of death.

Knowing that the Roman church was likely the first to receive this gospel account it seems that as Peter was approaching his death and the church was losing its pastor and either was or would be facing persecution Mark wanted his audience to understand suffering. Lange explains that Mark’s account shows “how the Lion of the tribe of Judah became the Lamb of God”
 to teach the church that suffering is not only compatible with being in Christ’s Kingdom, but is actually an intrinsic part of it. 

However, the account does not read as a theological textbook, but a string of narratives that emphasize Jesus’ deeds over his words. The literary shape of the text points in one primary direction. One scholar put it this way, “It is evident that the gospel called Mark has a focused, persistent interest in the issue of Jesus’ identity… this gospel is designed to interact with the reader by drawing the reader into the story and enticing one to respond to its central question ‘Who then is this?’”
 The account begins with claiming that Jesus is to be known as “Christ” and “Son of God,” at a turning point in the action of the book Jesus asks “Who do people say that I am?” and “Who do you say that I am?” 
  and the book practically concludes with the Roman Centurions who crucified him affirming, “Truly this man was the Son of God!”
 Thematically, the book heavily deals in Christology, a study of true discipleship, and suffering, but it addresses those concerns not by giving answers, but by giving a person: Christ. If the Roman church was to follow Christ into suffering, they would likely be asking the question “Who, then is this?” which is exactly the question the disciples ask amongst themselves and is rhetorically left hanging at the end of my pericope, Mark 4:35-41.

In my reading of the book of Mark this pericope of Jesus calming the storm falls in the first half of the book in which we see Jesus having victory through his power and authority, and more specifically in the second third of it where Jesus’ followers are becoming more defined and in the midst of the painful experience of being rejected by his family and hometown (a situation much of the original audience likely found themselves in). For the most part, Scholars group this story with the miracle stories that immediately follow it due to the shared genres of the stories,
 although some group it with the series of parables that precede it due to them being thematically similar. I, therefore, agree with Dr. Jerry Camery-Hoggatt, who not only summarizes both positions but also concludes that this story of crossing a lake functions as a transitional pericope between the sections before and after it
. I would suggest study of the passage to be done in the English Standard Version because I think it best captures the story telling techniques employed by Mark. Mark, being the shortest and most urgent Gospel uses words carefully. The richness of details in these seven short verses reflect a poetic use of language with the rising action being punctuated with three uses of the adjective μεγας to convey the teaching intent of the story. The ESV makes formally equivalent renderings of the word as “great” each time to maintain the aural repetition that would have been noticeable to the original audience. The text-critical issues that arise appear benign. Other than some word order discrepancies and slightly different prefixes the most intricate discrepancy is in verse 36 wherein older versions of the text describe the other ships being there in a way the emphasizes their plurality. The fact of their plurality is undisputed and the older original text uses fewer words to say, essentially the same thing and seems to be the better reading. The narrative structure is in tact.

The rhetorical device of the repetition of μεγας indicates that Mark is telling this story to further reveal the divinity of Christ by showing the extent of his power and authority. The great storm is immediately reduced to great calm and that produces great fear in those who witness it. The stories that immediately follow it are Jesus exercising power and authority over demons, disease, and death. Christ, being the major character in the story is the focus and the events reveal truths about him irregardless of how the people respond to the events. However, two significant exegetical questions within my preicope deal with the disciple’s secondary role within the story. To understand and teach this story one needs to ask the text, “What does the text indicate to be the reason(s) Jesus rebukes the disciples in verse 40?(i.e. how they responded to the storm).” and “How are we to understand the great fear that the disciples have in verse 41?(i.e. how they responded to the calming).” The other major debates that commentaries and scholars have discussed are the intentionality of allusions to the Jonah story (which delves into speculation quickly and would not have been as much of a priority to the original gentile audience)
 and the editorial redactions (which rely on source criticism which is also speculative and would take a scholastic/archeological effort that exceeds the scope of a pastor).
 However, while the main point (of revealing Christ’s divine power and authority) does not hinge on any of these debates, understanding the disciple’s responses to the storm and the calming is not only necessary to make sense of the how we are to read the story, but also would be helpful in drawing applications for readers so that they might know how they aught to respond themselves.

After study of the greek text and reading the theological discussions of the text I conclude that the disciples are rebuked because their fear led them to distrust Jesus’ control over their circumstances and I also conclude that after Jesus calmed the storm that the disciples responded with a fear that is to be understood as reverential awe rather than terror or alarm.

The exact nature of Jesus’ rebuke is definitively because of their fear and lack of faith (vs 40). It can be left at that to still get not only the main lesson (Jesus has power over creation) but also that it is bad to fear and lack faith. However, if the text gives clues to the nature of their fear and lack of faith it would be helpful for the readers. One theory is the odd inclusion of the end of verse 36 claiming that “other boats were with him.” While most commentators agree that this evidences Peter’s reminiscing of the historical event (which is valuable for interpretation and application), some see it as grounds for necessitating redaction criticism (which is speculative and mostly unhelpful)
, an few commentators suggest that Jesus’ rebuke is at least partly fueled by an indictment of the disciple’s self-centered focus on their own problem at the expense of concern for the others.
 While that may be a function of the story, it is difficult to grammatically see that as an explanation of Jesus’ rebuke of the disciples fear or lack of faith.

While rendering the word “great” the ESV still misses conveying all of the descriptive words the greek text uses. “Great windstorm” is their translation of three greek words, “λαιλαφ μεγας ανεμος.” The ESV seems to use “ανεμος”(rapidly moving wind)
 to further clarify “λαιλαφ”(squall). The semantic range of “λαιλαφ” already includes “sudden and violent gusts of wins”
 making the “ανεμος” emphatic. This storm also takes place at night. Of the disciples on the boat at least a few of them would have been professional fisherman who grew up fishing on that very sea. This is an area of expertise for them, however, the text shows us that as the winds began to break into the boat and fill it up the disciples became afraid. The construction in greek “οτι απολλθμεθα” is in the progressive use of the present tense to “vividly describe the process”
 which demonstrates that the seasoned sailors were authentically convinced that they were perishing.

We have to ask if this fear of the storm is, in and of itself, the lack of faith that Jesus later rebukes. This is a view held by several commentators,
 and is reinforced by reading the disciples’ question to Jesus as a sharp accusation –doubting his concern. The words, “Teacher, do you not care that we are perishing?”
 could be read with any number of inflections and tones that would affect the interpretation of their cry and several commentators read it as heartless. However, in the greek the word of negation used is “σοι” instead of “με.” Greek Professor N. Clayton Coy describes as a rhetorical device used when the expected and implied answer to the question is a “yes” (whereas “με” anticipates a negative response)
. If the disciples did have faith that they would be safe in the boat with Jesus would they not have also asked for his help? In this we need to not only ask with what inflection did they ask their question, but for what purpose did they wake him up? Ultimately, in verse 41 the disciples seem surprised that Jesus did what he did, so it is unlikely that they were waking him in order to rebuke the storm, but they must have had some inclination that he could help for the seasoned sailors to turn to him saying that there is nothing else that they can do. Is that not actually, in some sense, an act of faith? 

This compels me to read the disciple’s waking of Jesus and asking him their question in an only moderately negative light. I don’t see their tone as especially spiteful or their fear as completely in the wrong. True enough, instead of first having faith in God and assuming that they would be safe in the boat, it seems that they come to Jesus as a last measure which demonstrates both fear and a lack of faith. However, I think the disciples primary offense lays not in how they ask the question, but in what their question reveals about their hearts. They are convinced that they are perishing and they also anticipate that Jesus does care about them, however, they cannot reconcile those two thoughts. The circumstances around them were terrifying leading them into fear, however, despite knowing that Jesus cares about them they can’t imagine how that could be true in the midst of such grave circumstances and I believe that that is the root of their lack of faith. Any fear that becomes too great is obviously misplaced against the fear that they should have for God (so the first part of Christ’s rebuke can be understood as that the disciples were more afraid of the storm than they should have been) but Christ’s second half of the rebuke, “Have you still no faith?” should be read as resulting from Jesus knowing that his disciples couldn’t believe that a God who cares about them would led them in such a dangerous setting. In faithless pride, they are saying, “I know what’s best and this isn’t it.” Suffering is compatible with being on God’s team and to allow fear to cause you to doubt God’s love, even in the slightest, is not the response that is honoring to Jesus.

So, the great storm that invoked too great a fear in seasoned sailors was no match for the mere words coming from the mouth of the sleeping passenger. Jesus immediately silenced the storm and even the waves immediately were described as showing a “great calm.” Commentators point out that even if the winded somehow died naturally the waves (which were formerly breaking over the boat) were now “muzzled” which necessitates a supernatural explanation.
 (Mark describes Jesus’ commands using “πεφιμωσο” which is a perfect imperative implying that it is to be immediately muzzled and is to stay muzzled)  Jesus gives an awesome display of power and authority over things that the Bible explicitly says can only be attributed to God and brings on a great calm. As great as the storm was we are to see the calm as equal in respect to it’s degree of intensity. Then we see that in the disciples the result is that they were filled with a fear as great as the storm and the calm.

The word Mark uses for “fear” is “φοβον” which belongs to two semantic domains, one being the one of alarm/terror and the other being of reverential awe.
 Of Mark’s eight next uses of “φοβον” six are definitely under the semantic range of alarm/terror and the other two are debatable (perhaps a mixture of both?). In chapter five after Jesus demonstrates power and authority over an uncontrollable demon-possessed man the towns people see the man calmed down an in his right mind and Mark uses “φοβον” again to describe the post-calming reaction of the people who then drive Jesus out of town, most likely understood to be a response of terror and alarm. Some commentators ascribe this negative response to the disciples after the calming of the storm (not that it also follows a rebuke from Jesus as well).
 However, the word for describing the “during storm” fear of the disciples that Mark used in Jesus’ rebuke is “δειλοι” which only has a semantic range of terror and alarm.
 This story has seen Mark be careful with word choice already which likely means that his choosing two different words differentiates the “during storm” fear from the “post calming” fear that the disciples are filled with. This interpretation is held by several commentators and is most in line with Matthew and Luke parallel passages who write that the disciples “marveled” and were filled with “awe.”
 Understanding that the response of the disciples who just witnessed a man they thought they knew command the elements is not a “knee-quaking” fear of terror, but a God-honoring reverential fear further helps readers get an understanding of Jesus’ identity and also then creates a litmus test for what a believers’ response to coming to knowledge of Jesus’ identity ought to be. A fourth into Mark’s gospel account we see the identity of Christ revealed in a new and significant way, the disciples responding with great fear and the theme question of Mark is brought up “Who, then, is this?” This ought to stand as a real climax in the story thus far. This story does not follow the structure of a typical biblical narrative in that it ends, not with descending action into a conclusion or summary, but in a hanging rhetorical question. Understanding the rhetorical weight of the question further argues for the interpretation of a reverential awe that has filled the boat and invites the readers to share. In another fourth of the way through the book Jesus will ask Peter, “Who do you say that I am?”
 and Mark is trying to get his readers ready to answer that for themselves.

The original audience in Rome likely would have been quite taken by this vision of Jesus as God. In a polytheistic society with many gods each having authority over their own little domains of life Marks’s gospel would have been a huge introduction to the most high God. Already in Mark we have seen the exorcism of demons (exorcising the unclean spirit with the same greek language as Jesus used to exercise power and authority over the storm) and the healing of paralyzed and sick people. We know that Jesus was not the first person to do miracles and claim to be the messiah,
 but to see him boss around the storm with only his words (something only God can do) would not only highly impress any jewish readers, but would convince the gentile believers that this must be the most high creator God at work here. Jesus does not ask God to end the storm or call on any higher power - he orders it around himself! This story kicks off a tour of Jesus exercising his power and authority over demons, disease, and even death. After the demon was healed the townspeople were afraid and ran Jesus out of town. After the diseased woman was healed Jesus called her out of the crowd and then she was afraid.
 After Jairus’s daughter was healed everyone was “immediately overcome with amazement.”
 At the end of the section before this one the religious leaders determined that he was up to no good and began plotting to kill him. At the beginning of this section Jesus was accused of wielding his power as a messenger of Satan and his family began to doubt him. At the end of this section after so much holy fear and amazement the town of the demon possessed man and his whole hometown (with his family) rejects him.
 The story is showing the Jesus is a divisive person and is inviting its readers to engage in the story and ask what side they are coming down on. The more they learn about this man’s identity the stronger a person’s response must be. 

In the midst of texts highlighting Jesus’ identity and the importance of responding properly to it the literary context is also unmistakably balancing this with the idea of progressive revelation. Our storm precipoe immediately follows Jesus’ teaching on the different soils where God’s word is planted and the response is a direct result of what soil it landed on. It ends by saying, “He did not speak to them without a parable, but privately to his own disciples he explained everything” which echoes the earlier statement, “To you has been given the secret of the kingdom of God, but for those outside everything is in parables.”
 This adds some significant weight to Jesus’ rebuke, “Do you still not have faith?” In one sense, people either are a good soil or they are not. People either are given the secrets of the Kingdom, or the secrets are deliberately withheld from people. This adds a drama to the shift in verses 40 and 41. The disciples had feared the storm and lacked faith that Jesus loved them, but then after the great calming miracle and the revelation of his character another miracle, perhaps even bigger, happens and the disciples respond with an appropriately great fear. That indicates that in calming the storm and revealing more of his identity Jesus was explaining everything to his disciples and they were actually being changed from bad soil into good soil. Jesus had been in their presence before the calming of the storm, but only afterwards are they filled with rapt awe. This is reinforced in the next section when another night-time water miracle happens. In chapter six Jesus walks on the water in the midst of a storm up to the boat where the disciples were tired from rowing. Jesus tells them not to be alarmed or terrified and the disciples became “utterly astonished” and explains why they had not previously understood some of Jesus’ teachings because “their hearts were hardened.” So, in a book primarily concerned with conveying Jesus’ identity and what proper responses are to it Mark is also making it clear that proper understandings are gifts given from God’s hand.

Therefore, one thing our storm pericope distinctly does is emphasize the importance of faith in the midst of unfavorable circumstances. As Nero reigns in Rome the Christian church necessarily needed to know that suffering co-exists with God’s Kingdom because their King has authority and power over all things. Facing suffering during the infancy of their faith could be daunting but the text shows that even though a full understanding may take time (according the grace given by God) a holy fear is always an appropriate response. Readers today need to see Jesus’ rebuke to his disciples as a call to let go of our expectations for what is best for us. Following Christ is not a call into safe territory. Never let fear of circumstances outweigh your fear of the God who is in control of the circumstances. What scary thing might God be calling you to do? Modern readers need to assess their lives to see where we arrogantly assert that we know what would be best and be transformed into the image of Christ who can sleep in the midst of a great storm because you have great fear of the one who creates the storm. Jesus does not promise to remove the storms in our lives, but knowing that he is there needs to fill us with rapt awe at all times. Christians need to spend more time encountering Jesus as he is, not as we want him to be and let the experience of having even more of his identity uncovered to us change us.

A superficial reading of the text would not reveal the full weight of the offense that the disciples posed in their lack of faith. Studying the text in depth reveals the richness of the contrast between the panicked fear of the disciples with the peaceful sleeping of Jesus. It is important to understand the disciples (finally) responding to the calming of the storm in a positive way, unlike the Pharisees, the pig farmers, his hometown, or his family. Jesus is the King with real power and authority who re-calibrates your fear unto him so that you might have a proper awe of him as he promises never to leave you.
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Appendix C. Sermon Outline

FCF: We are so nearsighted that our problems consume us and we allow our focus to wander from the greatness of the Lord

Proposition: Because Jesus is the Lord we must fear Him

I. Because Suffering is real we must Fear the Lord

(4:35-38)
Storms are real

II. Because Jesus has power and authority we must Fear the Lord

(4:39)

Jesus is far grander than the storms

III. Because we have a mission we must fear the Lord

(4:40-41)
Jesus asks us to fear him so that we might walk through storms 

unafraid and help the other ships

Appendix 1. Introduction to the Whole Book

The melodic line of the Gospel of Mark is its focus on Christ’s identity. At key points throughout the Gospel this theme is explicitly stated.  Yet, as explicit as this theme is the text itself spends its time not explicitly answering the “Who is this?” question but instead tells a collage of stories about his deeds and words. We know that historically these terms [“Christ” and “Son of God”] would have been somewhat ambiguous and we see in the text that the most learned religious leaders of his day did not understand their full meanings or how they were fulfilled in Christ. So the text of the story paints a picture for its readers to absorb the person of Christ and find out for themselves who Christ is. One scholar puts it this way, “this gospel is designed to interact with the reader by drawing the reader into the story and enticing one to respond to its central question ‘Who then is this?’”
. The mighty works of Jesus in text asks its readers to come to terms with Jesus’ Kingship as Christ and God’s son and the teachings of Jesus in the text ask its readers to respond appropriately as true disciples. 

The text, however, yields very few details about its audience and author. Scholars agree that John Mark is the author. He is known from scriptures to not have been one of the Apostles, but likely someone who had met Christ, was an important companion to the twelve, and a pillar of the early church. Early Christian resources also confirm that Mark was a great helper to Peter in Rome (1 Peter 5:13), which is most likely where this Gospel was written. Carson wrote, “The extrabiblical sources point to a Gentile Christian audience, probably in Rome. The Roman destination of Mark’s gospel is simply an inference from its Roman provenance.”
 This is supported by the many Latinism in the text and the explanation of Jewish customs that would have been unnecessary for a Jewish audience. The time Peter was in Rome was in the late fifties and early sixties which also aligns with other evidences suggesting that time frame to be the time in which it was written___. As the Apostles were dying and as the Gospel was spreading there was a great need for a written record of the deeds and words of Christ. Mark’s Gospel seems to be Mark’s collection of Peter’s recollections and teachings.

We already saw that Mark’s focus was on the identity of Christ and how true disciples should respond to that. This fits in line with Mark’s historical context of the need to “arm his Christian readers with a knowledge of the ‘good news of salvation.’” Also, it is inescapable to miss Mark’s distinct emphasis on the suffering of Christ. Carson notes that understanding Christ’ suffering is central to understanding his identity and also logically infers that his followers will also face suffering. Whether the gospel was written to those who were suffering or to those who would suffer in the future is unknown. The triumphant and urgent tone of the book that reveals thee identity of Christ in the gospel account as a God-man who has total authority over all things gives courage to those in unfavorable circumstances whatever they may be. 

Mark was called by the Lord to transmit unto the Church a Gospel, in which it is shown how the Lion of the tribe of Judah became the Lamb of God, and how all human heroism finds both its harmony and transfiguration in the glorious achievements and conquests of the God-man. Thus the Gospel of actual person suffering, follows that of history and of historical suffering.
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