
The Ending of Mark’s Gospel 
 

We hope you enjoyed our journey through Mark’s Gospel which began in January 2017! It 
was special to finish on Easter Sunday.   

If you were there for Easter you will remember that we finished in verse 8 and I said I would 
provide more information on why we weren’t continuing to verse 20. Many of your bibles will 
have a note saying that some of the earliest manuscripts don’t contain verses 9 through 20.   

A	little	background	on	how	the	Bible	is	translated	into	English	
Translators of the New Testament have numerous partial and complete Greek manuscripts 
from which to work from. These manuscripts are remarkably similar to each other but on 
occasion there are slight differences.  Most of these differences don’t have much bearing 
on the meaning of a sentence let alone any doctrines essential to Christianity. 

The doctrine of inspiration teaches that the original manuscripts (the actual letter to the 
church in Ephesus or Thessalonica for example) were inspired by the Holy Spirit. Those 
original manuscripts have not survived to this day, but copies of them have. We have a vast 
amount of manuscripts dating from as early as the second century. The incredible similarity 
in these manuscripts are such that we can have a high degree of certainty that they have 
been copied accurately from the originals.  	

We would say the human authors of the New Testament books were inspired by the Holy 
Spirit. However, the process of copying the original manuscripts was not inspired, and 
variations began to appear in some manuscript traditions. To establish what the original 
biblical authors really wrote, recognising the variations in some manuscripts, Bible 
translators use the science of “Textual Criticism,” which is a rigorous and meticulous 
process that involves comparisons and analyses of ALL the available manuscripts and 
manuscript fragments—an astonishing commitment to precision and reliability. The basic 
rule is this: the closer (in dating) a copy is to the original, the more likely that it contains the 
original text—free of copyist error.   

We can have a high degree of confidence that this process has provided us with accurate 
translations of the Bible into English.  We can say that our Bible is the Word of God!    

	

Occasional	differences	between	manuscripts	
There are a few occasions in our English Bibles where we will see a verse in the footnotes 
with a note from the translators saying, “some early manuscripts don’t contain this verse”. 
Later scribes from the early church may have added a verse to clarify something that they 
believe needed clarifying.   

There are two larger portions of scripture for which this is the case.  One of them is the 
ending of Mark’s Gospel (the other is John 7:53 - 8:11).  At least five different endings exist 
for the Gospel of Mark:  

1) Mark’s gospel ends with v8;  

2) Mark’s gospel ends with verses 9-20; 



3) a short addition after verse 8—“But they reported briefly to Peter and those with 
him all that they had been told. And after this Jesus sent out by means of them, 
from east to west, the sacred and imperishable proclamation of eternal salvation.”; 

4) Both the long end of verses 9-20 PLUS the short addition in 3) above; 

5) An enlargement of Mark 16:14.1   

The majority of evangelical scholars hold to the first position because:  

a) 3, 4 and 5 above have such weak textual support that they have been universally 
rejected as authentic—they were the additions of later scribes. 

b) The oldest and best manuscripts omit verses 9-20. The general rule is: the earlier 
(older), the more accurate and reliable.  

c) the subject of v8 is the women and the subject of v9 is Jesus, yet the Greek 
word for Jesus is missing from v9. This is clumsy grammar.  

d) Mary Magdalene is mentioned twice in chapter 15 and once in 16:8. In Chapter 
15 she is introduced as one who had met Jesus’ needs in Galilee.  She is 
introduced in Mark 16:9 as if the reader was unaware of her.   

e) The longer ending contains summaries of the endings found in Matthew, Luke 
and John suggesting the author of these verses was writing at a later date when 
these gospels were written.  

f) The Greek vocabulary and style in verses 9-20 are very different to the rest of 
the gospel.  

Why	would	a	longer	ending	be	added?	
The theory goes that the early church believed Mark’s gospel to end rather abruptly and 
unsatisfactorily—“[the women] said nothing to anyone, because they were afraid.”  It 
certainly does end abruptly. But the theme of the disciples being fickle runs through the 
gospel.  	

Does	it	matter?		
Unlike the Koran (Gabriel dictated the words to Muhammad) and the Book of Mormon (“it 
fell out of heaven”, perfectly formed, into the hands of Joseph Smith), God has revealed 
Himself and given to us His Word through imperfect historical processes and events. He 
has committed the reproduction and the preservation of the Word to the frailties of human 
history—typical of the Incarnate Word who participates in our humanity…warts and all!	

We hope the above provides a little of the reasoning for ending in verse 8 and provides you 
with confidence that your bible can be trusted as the Word of God! 

																																																													
1	“	’This	age	of	lawlessness	is	under	Satan,	who	does	not	allow	the	truth	and	power	of	God	to	prevail	over	the	
unclean	things	of	the	spirits.	Therefore	reveal	thy	righteousness	now’	–		thus	they	spoke	to	Christ;	and	Christ	
replied	to	them,	‘The	turn	of	years	for	Satan’s	power	has	been	fulfilled,	but	other	terrible	things	draw	near.	
And	for	those	who	have	sinned	I	was	delivered	over	to	death,	that	they	may	return	to	the	truth	and	sin	no	
more;	that	they	may	inherit	the	spiritual	and	incorruptible	glory	of	righteousness	which	is	in	heaven.”	


