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St Mark, Evangelist & Martyr 

 
Today, you celebrate St Mark’s day and our gospel reading is from Marks gospel, chapter 16 and 
verses 1-15 which is the last chapter of Marks gospel – the epilogue. 
 
It is a difficult text as verses 9 to 20 present one of the major textual problems of the NT. Let me 
explain. 
 
There are many versions of the Bible: 

• King James Version, 
• Revised Standard Version, 
• New English Bible, 
• New International Version, 
• Good News Bible, 
• New King James Version, 
• New Revised Standard Version  

and many more – each one written in a genuine attempt to tell the story of Jesus in the most 
understandable way and to present it as the closest possible truth about him – what he did and 
what he said. 
 
Jesus said to Thomas (John 20:29) after he had appeared to him in his resurrected state (John 
20.29), "Have you believed because you have seen me? Blessed are those who have not seen me and 
yet have believed." Countless people believe in Jesus because what is in the Bible and its challenge 
to their lives. 
 
All mainstream bibles are written from the ancient MSS, scrolls, parchments which were all hand-
written, duplicated by hand-writing and collected since the year dot – two important ones are called 
Siniaticus and Vaticanus but there are many many other MSS – thousands of them in fact and, 
since 1611 thousands more have been found in a variety of places – churches, monasteries, 
museums, rubbish bins, broom cupboards and so on. 
 
Between 1947 and 1956, 972 valuable texts of the OT were found near the Dead Sea when a young 
boy threw a stone up a hill and it hit an earthen pot – the sound attracted him.  More recently in 
2007 and 2008, 60 valuable NT scrolls were found in Albania  
 
Some versions of the Bible have taken up to 40 years of research before it was finalised. This 
usually includes re-examining the many ancient MSS written in Greek and Hebrew; the comparing 
of many thousands of MSS with each other in chapter and verse and importantly, with MSS found 
since those earlier Bibles were written. 
 
The first hand-written English Bible was produced by John Wycliffe in 1380. Wycliffe said as 
Luther was to say 150 years later in 1517 that the scriptures were right and the church was wrong in 
many instances. The Pope was so infuriated by Wycliffe’s English translation and teachings, that 44 
years after his death, the Pope ordered Wycliffe’s bones to be dug-up, crushed, and scattered in the 
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river! 
 
The first printed English version of the Bible was made by direct translation from the original Hebrew 
and Greek and was put together in the mid 1500’s by William Tyndale (1494-1536). Tyndale was a 
true scholar and genius and a close friend of Martin Luther. Sadly, Tyndale was publicly executed by 
being brutally strangled and then set on fire on the 6th October 1536.  He was accused of “wilfully 
perverting the meaning of scripture” and his NT’s ordered to be burned as “untrue translations.” Yet, 
Tyndale’s work was so good, it became the foundation of subsequent English versions.  
 
Tyndale’s version was just one of many produced in the 1500’s – the Coverdale, the Rogers, the Great 
Bible, the Geneva Bible (the most popular one) and the Bishop’s Bible – the KJV in 1611 was written 
by order of King James himself, partly as an attempt to stop the fighting between the different groups 
who had aligned themselves with one version of the Bible or the other. 
 
The KJV was a ‘sensation’ when it was produced in 1611 and has since been termed “the noblest 
monument of English prose”. The editor proudly announcing in its Preface that it had been “translated 
out of the original tongues” – Hebrew and Greek as Tyndale had done a 100 years earlier. The editor 
went on to say, “diligently comparing and revised the former translations by His Majesty’s 
Command.” But maybe not so for the Geneva Bible and the KJV were 95% the same! 
 
Nevertheless, the KJV was very successful and was widely praised by scholars for “its simplicity, its 
dignity, its power, its happy turn of expression, the music of its cadences and the felicities of its rhythm 
…”  but after 200 years of publication, it needed to be revised and that began in 1881. 
 
The purpose of the revision was stated as to “adapt it to the present standard of Biblical scholarship”.  
They took four years and made 30,000 changes to the KJV, 5,000 of these changes were from better 
MSS that had come to light since 1611. This was now called the Revised Version - 1885. 
 
The next major event in English Bibles was the Revised Standard Version which was printed in 1952 
and in its Preface humbly stated, “the King James Version has grave defects”! Accordingly, it made a 
number of changes too. 
 
All this is background material to our problem text today – Mark 16.9-20. In the 1952 edition of the 
RSV, it was (as far as I can tell) the first English Bible to relegate those last verses of Mark’s gospel 
out of the main body of text and into a margin – this was because many more and much older MSS 
had been found over the years and those verses were not there. 
 
Since then, the 1973 New International Version also relegated them out of the main body of text and 
into the margin, with a written explanation that “the most reliable early MSS and other ancient 
witnesses do not have (them).” 
 
The Jerusalem Bible produced in 1974 – a very popular Bible for awhile – was politically correct and 
left the verses in the main text with the comment, “this ending of the gospel may not have been written 
by Mark, though it is old enough.” 
 
The 1989 New Revised Standard Version (American) likewise, left the verses in but added a heading 
after verse 8 THE SHORTER ENDING and then later down in the text, a second heading, THE 
LONGER ENDING.  
 
Finally, in the year 2000, the New Revised Standard Version (Oxford Edition) also left them in the 
main text and in their editorial comment, states: 
“Although present in some MSS, verses 9-20 is clearly different from the rest of Mark in style and 
understanding of Jesus … these verses were possibly written in the second century AD.” 
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The editor correctly said “some MSS”.  Today, and in a collective sense, with many more MSS to 
compare than ever before, these verses are clearly a later addition to the original gospel of Mark. This 
has the scholars scratching their heads to find a sensible answer to the mystery – who, why and when 
were they added – a subject for another day! 
 
Up to the year 2010, on average, 2 or 3 older Greek MSS are found each year somewhere in the world 
and a clearer picture has emerged – the younger the MSS (closer to our time) the less likely the verses 
are part of Mark’s gospel but the older the MSS (closer to Mark’s time) the more likely the verses are 
not included – that alone tends to support the theory, the verses were added well after Mark had died. 
  
So what do you think? 
Leave the verses in or take them out? 
 
What do I think, or, more importantly what do the more scholarly people think history is telling us 
about these verses?  Leave the verses in or take them out? 
 
The short answer is to leave them in with the explanation that they probably do not belong to Mark and 
leave in the Shorter and Longer Headings and the explanations. 
 
What can we be sure of? 
Three things: 
 
First: Just about every scholar agrees that these verses are authentic from someone and are part of the 
canon of scripture, even if they were not written by Mark, they were accepted into the canon of 
scripture a long time ago. 
 
Second: these verses present four certain facts of the Bible: 
The Lord’s appearance to Mary Magdalene. 
The Lord’s appearance to the two travellers (Emmaus Rd?). 
The Lord’s appearance to the eleven disciples and, 
The Lord’s Ascension. 
All of these are well confirmed in the New Testament. 
 
Three: there is one very important caution – included in these verses is something dangerous and not 
commended to anyone – especially not to christians:  
 
I quote from verse 18 – “they will pick up serpents with their hands; and if they drink any deadly 
poison, it will not hurt them” 
 
The other signs mentioned – speaking in tongues and laying on hands are all confirmed in the NT but 
the reference to serpents and poison are not.  They belong more to paganism, cults, satanic practices 
and the like.  Over the years, many have taken these words literally and played with snakes and drank 
poison as part of their faith in God and those who died, as they inevitably did, were firmly accused as 
“lacking faith”.   This is not in the order of Godly things. 
 
What about Mark? 
From what we know from history and its records, Mark met Peter in Rome and was probably 
converted to Christianity through his ministry. (I Peter 5:13).  
 
Mark followed Peter around and wrote down the things Peter was teaching and preaching as he went 
along - as we know, Peter walked close to the Lord throughout his ministry on earth and he told these 
stories over and over again, wherever he could. 
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It is universally accepted that Marks gospel is probably the first of the four gospels: most likely from 
Mark’s gospel that Matthew and Luke in particular based their gospels. 
 
A Greek Bishop called Papias of Hierapolis (Turkey) in the early 2nd Century wrote: "Mark, being the 
recorder of Peter, wrote accurately but not in order whatever Peter remembered of the things either 
said or done by the Lord; for Mark had neither heard the Lord nor followed him, but later, as I 
said, Peter, who used to make teachings … of the Lord's sayings; so that Mark did not err at all 
when he wrote certain things just as he had recalled [them]. For he had but one intention, not to 
leave out anything he had heard, nor to falsify anything in them". 
 
That is to say, Mark was not so interested in when Jesus did something or said something as we would 
keep a diary today but simply that Jesus did something and said something as the Son of God and that 
we should take note of and act upon 
 
Finally, one very important thing. 
 
Can we trust our Bible? 
The answer is an emphatic ‘yes’ – in fact we can trust it more than any other book in the world. 
 
There are many thousands of MSS that have come to light since Mark wrote his gospel.  This means 
there are many thousands more NT Greek MSS than any other ancient writing. 
 
In addition to this, we know of at least 24,000 ancient writing that support the events of the NT period 
– just as Papias did. 
 
When scholars compare MSS with MSS as they have been doing for nearly 2,000 years, they have 
found an internal consistency of close to 99.5% - that is, a 99.5% accuracy in what these huge volume 
of documents say – they agree with each other 99.5% of the time. 
 
And so, in total, there are documents, more accurate and therefore more reliable than the ancient 
writings of Plato, Aristotle and Homer – Homer one his own has only 600 documents accredited to 
him. 
 
And so, we have good reason to celebrate St Mark’s day again and to be thankful for his work of 
following Peter, recording what he said about the Lord who we have not seen but believe and trust. 
 
In the name of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit. Amen. 

_____________________________ 


