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Abstract
An evaluation of the use of the verb skandali/zein in Hellenistic 
Judaism and its equivalents in the Dead Sea Scrolls gives some 
leverage to defining its use in the Markan narrative to describe 
a response to Jesus and/or his ministry that has eschatologi-
cal significance. The argument is made that Mark’s use of this 
verb, particularly in 6:1–6a, defines a serious concern that some 
person, teaching, or activity will cause an individual to abandon 
obedient allegiance to God. From the standpoint of the Jewish 
religious leaders, following Jesus will cause Jewish people to 
stumble, that is, to abandon the covenant (e.g., Deut 13). From 
the standpoint of Jesus, rejecting him will cause Jewish people 
to stumble, that is, to abandon the covenant because they are 
rejecting him as God’s Messiah. The verb is used to describe 
the reactions of Jesus’ disciples, as well as potential disciples. By 
characterizing the response of the people of Jesus’ hometown 
with this verb, the Markan narrator indicates they view him 
as an imposter and deceiver, incapable of being Messiah, with 
resultant eschatological implications. In the Markan narrative 
Jesus is portrayed as a ska/ndalon, but this does not place him 
in the category of the person condemned in Mark 9:43. This 
terminology emphasizes the spiritual dilemma Jesus posed for 
first-century Jewish people.

The rejection of Jesus as Messiah figures prominently in Mark’s narrative and the 
narrator offers several reasons for it. In one context, the verb skandali/zein serves 
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to define the nature of this rejection. The townspeople of Nazareth “took offense 
at him (e0skandali/zonto e0n au0tw|~)”1 (understanding the verb as an imperfect 
middle, not passive form2). This response demonstrated a “lack of faith (a0pist/ia)” 
and prevented them from respecting (a!timoj) him as a prophet (6:4–6). Mark 
used this verb in three other contexts and its rendering in the NIV is diverse, a 
feature shared with virtually all popularly used modern English translations (4:17, 

“fall away [skandali/zonto]”; 9:42–47, “cause to sin [skandali/sh|/skandali/zh|]”; 
14:27–29, “fall away [skandalisqh|/sesqe/skandalisqh/sontai]”).

In this article, the argument is made that Mark’s use of this verb signifies, par-
ticularly in the case of Mark 6:1–6a, a serious concern that some person, teaching, 
or activity will cause an individual to abandon obedient allegiance to God and 
cause them to stumble. In Judaism, the religiously appropriate response to such a 
threat is decisive rejection of that person, teaching, or activity, perhaps similar to 
Moses’ instructions found in Deut 13. In the Markan narrative, obedient allegiance 
to God is defined in two different ways: loyalty to Judaism as defined by the Jew-
ish religious leaders or loyalty to Judaism as defined by Jesus, who claims to be 
Messiah.3 The Second Gospel used this verb in every case to define a loss of obedi-
ent allegiance such that Jesus’ disciples stopped following him or were being 
tempted to defect (4:17; 9:42, 43, 45, 47; 14:27–28), or that potential disciples de-
cided not to follow him (6:3). The causes of this stumbling may be pressure or 
persecution (4:17), sinful actions (9:42–47), or Jesus’ actions (6:3; 14:27–28). By 
characterizing the response of the people in Nazareth with this verb, the Markan 
narrator indicates that Jesus’ townspeople consider him an imposter and deceiver, 
incapable of being Messiah. They decide not to become his disciples. Conversely, 
this response has eschatological implications for the people of Nazareth. If both 
the people of Nazareth and the disciples “are made to stumble” because of Jesus 

1 Joel Marcus, Mark 1–8. A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary (AB 27; New York: 
Doubleday, 2000), p. 379, suggests that behind this hostile response to Jesus, two factors may be at 
play in the narrative. One is that this is an example “that the somber determinism of the parable 
theory is beginning to work itself out within the Markan narrative.” Secondly, Marcus draws a 
parallel with the response of the scribes in Mark 3:20–30, in which the power behind Jesus’ activin-
ties is identified not with God, but with demonic forces. Robert. H. Stein, Mark. Baker Exegetical 
Commentary on the New Testament (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2008), p. 283, says that “Mark 
gives no explanation of why they took offense at Jesus, and all suggested explanations (offense at 
Jesus’ background … familiarity breeds contempt, etc.) are speculative.” Adela. Y. Collins, Mark. 
Hermeneia (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2007), p. 291, comments that “Either their inculpable familiarity 
with Jesus or their culpable resentment of his new roles prevents them from accepting his message 
and trusting his person.”

2 Mark 6:3. This is its translation in the NIV and the NRSV. The NASB cites in a footnote the al-
ternative “were being made to stumble.” The question of whether this form should be understood 
as middle or passive is considered later in the paper. As well, the force of the imperfect tense needs 
to be considered.

3 A similar double sense occurs with concepts such as “blasphemy.” The Jewish religious leaders ac-
cuse Jesus of slandering God by the claims he makes (Mark 2:7; 14:64) and Jesus accuses the Jewish 
religious leaders of slandering God (Mark 3:28–30) by rejecting his claims to be Messiah.
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(6:3; 14:27–29), then it is extremely important to grasp as clearly as possible how 
the Markan narrator intends his audience to understand this terminology and 
what he is saying about Jesus in the process.4

The use of skandali/zein in Mark’s narrative intersects with Jewish under-
standing of the Law and covenant. In Judaism, the causes of stumbling usually are 
defined as actions that cause disobedience to the Law and disloyalty to the cove-
nant. If Jesus is regarded in his messianic role as supporting the Law, interpreting 
it, and living it correctly, then failure to follow Jesus is to stumble at, to be of-
fended at, and to apostasize from the Law. Conversely, if Jesus is regarded as deny-
ing and destroying the Law, then following him causes a person to stumble (i.e., 
to be disloyal to the Law). Establishing whether Jesus is one or the other becomes 
a central concern of Mark’s narrative.

The noun ska/ndalon occurred in Classical Greek and is found quite often in 
the Septuagint. The verb, however, only appears, according to current sources, in 
Jewish writings. The verb does occur in the Greek Old Testament, but not fre-
quently. As Stählin notes with respect to the verb skandali/zein, “there are no 
examples of use independent of the Bible.”5

The verb occurs three times in Sirach. In each case, the context is warning the 
pious to act carefully lest “they be made to stumble” or “cause themselves to stum-
ble” (all uses are aorist or future passives) because of lust (9:5), foolish statements 
(23:8), or hypocrisy (32:15). The verb denotes an outcome that will be destructive 
religiously. In each case, an ἐν phrase defines the instrument or cause of the stum-
bling, which is an attitude or an action, not a person. In Pss. Sol. 16:3, the poet 
thanks God for being faithful when “my soul separated (dienexqh=nai) from the 
Lord, God of Israel” and after a short time, restoring him. In verse 7, he presses 
God to rule in his life and to protect him from sin and “every evil woman who 
causes the foolish to stumble.”6 The verbal form in this case is a present active 
participle. The only other context in the Septuagint where the verb occurs is in an 
asterisked plus related to the Old Greek version of Dan 11:41: “And many shall be 
made to stumble (skandalisqh/sontai; Hebrew  text  reads wl#$kny) and they 
shall be delivered from his hand, Edom, Moab, and the head of the sons of Am-

4 It is generally recognized that 6:1–6a concludes a series of events narrated in order to define the 
nature of Jesus’ wisdom and power. Usually the human responses are astonishment, but in the 
case of 6:1–6, the narrative surprises the reader with a negative outcome. It is also usual to note 
the various ironies expressed in the account. Collins, Mark, p. 288: “The anecdote in 6:1–6a thus 
forms the conclusion to the section designated here ‘Epiphanies of Divine Power.’” Even though 
the townspeople are offended at him (e0skandali/zonto e0n autw~| 6:3), Jesus continues to “have 
compassion upon them [i.e., the people of Galilee] “ (e0splagxni/sqh e0p au0tou/j, 6:34) because 
they are “like sheep without a shepherd.”

5 G. Stählin, “ska/ndalon,” TDNT 7:340. 
6 Translation is from Albert Pietersma and Benjamin Wright eds., A New English Translation of the 

Septuagint (Oxford: University Press, 2007), p. 773.
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mon” (my translation). The corresponding Theodotion text reads, “and many will 
fall weak (a0sqenh/sousi) and these will come through safe from his hand: Edom 
and Moab and the rule of the sons of Ammon.”7 However this text is to be under-
stood, the aggressor is pagan and this verse describes how some of those he attacks 
will fare. The exact nature of the “stumbling” is unclear.8

The cognate noun occurs much more frequently in the Greek Old Testament. 
In particular the gods of the Canaanite nations become occasions of stumbling 
(ska/ndala) for Israel, that is, causes for idolatry ( Josh 23:13; Judg 2:3; Hebrew 
term is #$qwm). The translator of The Twelve used it to define idolatrous practice 
(Ho 4:17; no Hebrew equivalent). In the Greek Psalter a ska/ndalon describes an 
occasion for sinning (Ps 48:14 [lsk]; 118:165 [lw#$km]) and even the temptation 
to sin (Ps 139:6 [My#$qm]; 140:9 [tw#$qm]; cf. Pss. Sol. 4:23) that sinful people put 
in the way of the righteous.

Both the noun and the verb describe serious sinful actions that place a person 
potentially in an apostate situation. Sometimes another individual causes another 
person to stumble (i.e., to sin), and on other occasions, it is a person’s own atti-
tudes or actions that generate this threat. Religious Israelites will separate them-
selves from such threats because the outcome (i.e., disloyalty to the covenant), 
should not be considered. 

Literal and metaphorical understandings of the language of offense also occur 
in the Dead Sea Scrolls (DSS). Instructions for initiates into the Qumran com-
munity are explicit concerning “the conscious separation of the righteous and 
godless,”9 and the consequences of stumbling in sin. Two important Old Testa-
ment words for stumbling and offense (l#$k; lw#$km) occur frequently in the 
Qumran literature.10 Upon further investigation in the DSS and the various uses 
of l#$k and lw#$km, three dominate ideas begin to emerge. First, actions, people, 
and thoughts are an offense when they cause a righteous person to sin, leading to 
apostasy (e.g., 1QS 2:11–2; 3:24). Second, offense includes a righteous person who 
stumbles in sin, but not necessarily committing apostasy if the person seeks God 
for forgiveness (e.g., 1QS XI 11–15). Third, for the good of the Qumran community, 
the offense, which may include a person who is apostate, must be removed (e.g., 
1QS 2:16).

Although stumbling may include the literal idea of tripping over one’s feet, the 

7 Septuagint, p. 1021.
8 The Old Greek version translates the verb l#$k in 11:14,19,33 by a form of prosko&ptein. The 

Theodotion version consistently used forms of a0sqenei=n.
9 J. Guhrt, “Offence,” NIDNTT 2:707.
10 “Offence,” lw#$km occurs in the following texts in the DSS: 1QS 2:12, 17; 4:15; 8:35; 9:21, 27; 10:18; 

16:15; 17:4; 1QHa 4:4; 16:35; 17:21, 27; 18:18; 4Q173 5:2; 4Q372 8:7; 4Q415 11:7; 4Q418 167a+b,7; 168:2; 
4Q428 10:9; 4Q430 3; 4Q525 23:9; 11Q14 1ii13 (Martin G. Abegg Jr., James E. Bowley, and Edward 
M. Cook, The Dead Sea Scrolls Concordance: The Non-Biblical Texts from Qumran [vol. 2; Leiden: 
Brill, 2003], pp. 446–47).
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DSS continue with the Old Testament warning against stumbling in sin and thus 
turning away from God and His covenant.11 The metaphorical sense of l#$k and 
lw#$km to include apostasy is evident in the Qumran literature and they denote 
serious offenses with dire results for the offender. A cogent example of offense 
that includes apostasy is found in scroll 1QS 2:11–18, which says:

Then the priests and Levites shall go on to declare, “Damned 
be anyone initiated with unrepentant heart, who enters this 
Covenant, then sets up the stumbling [lw#$km] block of his 
sin, so turning apostate. It shall come to pass, when he hears the 
words of this Covenant, that he shall bless himself in his heart, 
saying ‘Peace be with me, though I walk in the stubbornness of 
my heart (Deut. 29:18–19).’ Surrounded by abundant water, his 
spirit shall nevertheless expire thirsty, against him for eternal 
destruction. All the curses of this Covenant shall cleave to 
him, and God shall separate him out for a fate befitting of his 
wickedness. He shall be cut off from all the Sons of Light because 
of his apostasy from God, brought about by unrepentance and 
the stumbling block of his sin. He shall cast his lot with those 
damned for all time.” The initiates are all to respond in turn, 

“Amen, amen.”12

In this passage, offense for the Qumran initiate involves lack of repentance, stum-
bling in sin, and apostasy. A consequence of these actions is that God declares the 
individual evil and curses him for eternity. According to the Qumran commu-
nity’s Jewish understanding, the attitudes and actions defined as l#$k and lw#$km 
can result in apostasy. The use of skandali/zesqai in the New Testament then 
may also suggest that apostasy will result if people persist in sinful behaviour. The 
Qumran documents also suggest that there remains potential for forgiveness and 
that the restoration of a person may still be possible, if the sinful party will turn 
back to God.

In the Gospel narratives of the New Testament, this terminology occurs pri-
marily in Matthew and Mark, with occasional usage in Luke and John.

11 Eric P. Fehr, “A Narrative Critical Analysis of the Theme of Obduracy, Language of Offense and 
the Messianic Secret in Mark’s Gospel” (M.T.S. Thesis, Graduate School of Theology, Trinity 
Western University, 2009), pp. 61–105.

12 Michael Wise, Martin Abegg Jr., and Edward Cook, The Dead Sea Scrolls: A New Translation (rev. 
ed.; New York: Harper San Francisco, 2005), p. 205. For another translation that demonstrates how 
stumbling in sin includes apostasy towards YHWH, see Florentine García Martínez and Eibert 
J.C. Tigchelaar, Dead Sea Scrolls: Study Edition, Vol. 1, 1Q1–4Q273 (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1997), 
pp. 72–73. 
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Mark Matthew Luke John

ska/ndalon 5 1

skandali/zein 8 14 2 2

What this uneven distribution may say about the respective Gospels and their 
use of traditional material is open to interpretation. The frequent occurrence of 
the noun and verb forms in Matthew’s Gospel, however, does resonate with Mat-
thew’s primarily Jewish orientation. In Mark’s narrative, the verb occurs in the 
words of Jesus or of one of his conversation partners (Peter; 14:29) and only once 
in the narrator’s material (6:3),13 where he explains why the Nazareth townspeople 
disbelieved Jesus. The same pattern occurs in Matthew, with the narrator using the 
verb twice in his editorial material (13:52; 15:12). The primary focus in this article is 
on the Markan usage (see table, page 9).

Our consideration begins with the Markan texts in which the active forms of the 
verb occur, namely 9:42–47. In this context, Jesus is explaining how his followers are 
to relate to others in his Kingdom, particularly “the small/little ones (tw~n mikrw~n) 
who believe in me.”14 He warns of the dire consequences if a person skandali/sqh| 
e3na tw~n mikrw~n to/utwn tw~n pisteuo/ntwn [ei0j e0me/] (v. 42). Jesus does not de-
fine what kind of act or series of actions would “cause one of these small/little ones 
who are putting confidence [in me] to stumble.” However, the action must be of 
such significance as to cause a “small/little believer” to stop expressing such confi-
dence (i.e., to no longer be a disciple). Compare this text with Pss. Sol. 16:7 in which 
it is an “evil woman who causes the foolish to stumble.” Whether Jesus is teaching 
that it is a most serious thing to cause another believer to commit a sin, or to act in 
such a way that causes a believer to apostasize (abandon allegiance to God) is dis-
putable. In either case, such action deters the “small/little one” from serving the 
Messiah.15 If we translate this verb here as “cause to sin,” rather than “cause to stum-
ble” (i.e., to apostasize), is the eschatological seriousness of the offense sufficiently 
expressed? Death by drowning is preferable to causing a disciple of the Messiah to 
deviate in commitment. The drastic alternative (give up your own physical life rather 

13 This is the only context in Mark’s narrative where Jesus explicitly is named as the cause of people’s 
stumbling (unless the alternative reading in 14:29 with ἐν ἐμοί is original). 

14 Exactly whom Jesus was defining by this term has to be determined contextually. Mikro/j probably 
defines quantity (i.e., time or size), or significance (i.e., of little significance in comparison to “the 
great ones”). When applied to Christians, it may be a reference to vulnerable, new believers or to 
Christian leaders (the ones who made themselves least in the Kingdom). In 9:36–37, he has used 
a child to illustrate those to whom his followers must become a di/akonoj and “last (e1sxatoj) 
of all.” According to 9:40, he tells John that the one “who is not against us is on our side,” even 
those who are not part of the inner circle. He uses the illustration of the child again in 10:13–16. 
He encourages people to treat his followers well, even if it is as simple as “giving a cup of water in 
the name because you are part of the Messiah’s party” (v. 41).

15 Again the examples that Jesus provides in the context are actions that resist or oppose another per-
son’s service in the name of the Messiah (i.e., exorcisms, offering assistance to believers in need).
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Context 
in Mark

Greek Formation Comments Synoptic Parallelsa

4:17 dia\ to\n lo/gon eu]quj 
skandali/zontai

Present indicative middle 
or passive.b 

Matt 13:21 (3rd 
pers. sing.) Luke 8:13 
a0fi/stantai (desert, 
change allegiance)

6:3 kai\ e0skandali/zonto 
e0n au0tw|~

Imperfect indicative middle 
or passive. The cause or 
means is expressed by e0n 
au0tw|~ which refers to Jesus.

Matt 13:57 (same)

9:42 o4j a2n skandali/sh| 
e3na

Aorist active subjunctive 
with direct object.

Matt 18:6 (same)
Luke 17:2 (same)

9:43 kai\ e0a\n skandali/zh|  
se h9 xei/r sou

Present active subjunctive 
with direct object.

Matt 18:8 Pres. ind. 
act. 3rd pers. sg. 
Combines hand 
and foot into one 
statement

9:45 kai\ e0a\n o9 pou/j sou 
skandali/zh| se

Present active subjunctive 
with direct object.

9:47 kai\ e0a\n o9 o0fqalmo/j 
sou skandali/zh| se

Present active subjunctive 
with direct object.

Matt 18:9 Pres. ind. 
act. 3rd. pers. sing. 

14:27 o3ti p/antej 
skandalisqh/sesqe

Future indicative passive. Matt 26:31 (same). 
Verb modified by 
e0n e0moi/

14:29c ei0 kai\ pa/ntej 
skandalisqh/sontai

Future indicative passive. Matt 26:33 (same). 
Verb modified by 
e0n soi/.

a Matthew also has the verb in 5:29-30 (which uses parallel Matt 18:8-9); 11:6 (skandalisqh|~ e0n e0moi/) 
(parallel in Luke 7:23 with same wording); 15:12 (e0skandali/sqhsan); 17:27 (skandali/swmen); 
24:10 (skandalisqh/sousin).

b In some passages where the form of the verb can be read either as middle or passive in voice, it is 
difficult to determine whether the form should be read with a sense that the subjects do something 
that cause themselves to stumble (as a middle voice) or that other parties do something that cause 
different people to stumble (as a passive voice). This is the case in 4:17 and 6:3. The presence of e0n 
au0tw|~ in 6:3 does not entirely resolve this question.

c The Johannine passages occur in 6:61 (tou=to u9ma~j skandali/zei); 16:1 (i3na mh\ skandalisqh=te). 
In both cases Jesus is addressing his disciples.
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than cause the eternal death of another person) underscores the seriousness of the 
action defined by skandali/sh| and suggests that apostasy is in view.

In 9:43, 45, 47, Jesus used third class conditional clauses (e0a/n + subjunctive) to 
express some hypothetical situations in which a disciple should exercise strong 
action to control personal, sinful urges. In each case a part of the body (hand, foot, 
eye) might skandali/zh| se, “cause you to stumble.” To prevent this from happen-
ing, Jesus urges his disciples to discard that bodily member and to ensure entrance 
into life or the Kingdom of God, rather than experience Gehenna. Again the 
drastic measures indicate the potential seriousness of the action defined by the 
verb skandali/zh|. Is Jesus talking about a sinful action (i.e., a temporary religious 
setback), or about something that causes a person to stop following him perma-
nently (i.e., to apostasize)?16 The attachment of life and death outcomes to this 
verb’s activity suggests an eschatological dimension, something that changes a 
person’s ultimate destiny. No longer is faith operative because of this “stumbling.”

In the narrative, Jesus asserts that people can cause others to stumble (i.e., to no 
longer be his disciples). As well, a person’s own decisions, culminating in actions 
done by a hand, foot, or eye, with implications for one’s self or another, can create 
a similar outcome. Both of these perspectives, as well as the possibility for spiritual 
recovery, were present in the Qumran documents.

In the narrative of Mark 4:17, Jesus is explaining to his disciples the meaning of 
the parable of the Sower (4:3–9). Jesus continues to explain why some people do 
not accept him or his message. It is set in the larger narrative segment of the Beel-
zebul controversy (3:22–30), the warning about an “eternal sin,” and the attempt by 
some of Jesus’ relatives to seize him because of the claims that he was acting with-
out control (3:21, 31–35). The verb occurs in his explanation of the second cluster of 
seeds that fall on “rocky ground” but still germinate. The initial joyous response 
contrasts with the “stumbling” that happens when various forms of persecution 
arise, and this makes them “last only a short time” (pro/skairoi) because they lack 
sufficient “root” (vv. 16–17). It can be argued with equal force whether the phrase 
dia\ to\n lo/gon defines the cause of the persecution or the reason why these fol-
lowers stumble. In either case, it is because of the word and its consequences that 
they skandali/zontai right away. Here the verb is present indicative middle or 
passive in form. The NIV translates “they fall away,” suggesting a middle sense.17 
Whether the verb is middle or passive, the result is the same—they are no longer 

16 In Mark the verb a0pokolouqei=n, “follow”, often describes the activity of discipleship. This re-
quires mobility. The verb skandali/zein literally describes a mobile person who stumbles over 
some kind of trap and thus stops walking either temporarily or permanently. Collins, Mark, p. 291, 
comments that “all of the other instances of the verb in Mark refer to the apostasy of those who 
have previously had faith or trust in Jesus… . Here it indicates an obstacle in coming to faith.”

17 The NASB has the alternative reading, reflecting a passive sense, in the margin: “they are caused 
to stumble.”
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disciples. The plant dies. The “stumbling” described in the verb then is an act of 
apostasy that changes the status of the person from a disciple of Jesus to an op-
ponent of Jesus. That persecution causes this may incline us to be rather sympa-
thetic to this person’s change of allegiance, but the change occurs nonetheless. This 
stumbling prevents this “plant” from maturing and producing fruit. It is not stated 
whether this change occurs because of fear or because the opposition has suc-
ceeded through various arguments in changing the person’s mind. Further, the 
narrative is silent about whether recovery is possible in such instances. 

At the end of his ministry, just prior to his arrest, Jesus warns his disciples that 
because of his death pa/ntej skandalisqh/sesqe, “you will all fall away” (as trans-
lated by the NIV). The Matthew parallel consistently adds e0n e0mo/i, e0n soi/. Some 
textual witnesses in Mark also add e0n e0moi/ in 14:27. However, this generally is not 
regarded as original, but due to Matthean influence. The Old Testament citation 
that immediately follows (Zech 13:7) makes clear that Jesus and his imminent 
death are the reason for this tragic situation.

Three things are rather startling. One is the totality of this response. No disci-
ple will continue to follow faithfully when this happens; the circumstances sur-
rounding Jesus’ death will cause every disciple to stumble. In this context Judas 
betrays Jesus (as Jesus forecast); Peter denies Jesus (as Jesus prophecies) and the 
other disciples flee. Their physical actions demonstrate their spiritual desertion. 
Despite Jesus’ frequent prediction of what was going to happen to him, including 
resurrection, his followers did not grasp this reality.18

Second, when his arrest and crucifixion occurred, this caused a stumbling. Jesus’ 
disciples’ drastic actions suggest that they no longer considered him to be Messiah. 
Note that Jesus in verses 30–31 declares that “denying me” is a specific outcome of 
this “stumbling.” Instead of denying self, the definition of discipleship (8:34), at 
least one of them, Peter, will deny Jesus.19 This conclusion seems harsh. However, 
they in fact experience what Jesus previously stated in 4:17—they stumble because 
of the word when pressure comes. Peter (and the other apostles) might protest 
that he will never be party to such disloyalty and apostasy, but we know different-
ly.20 Does this not explain why Judas betrayed Jesus, because he came to the con-

18 In the longer ending of Mark (16:9–20), it is this unbelief of the Twelve that Jesus in his resurrec-
tion appearances addresses. The problem with the disciples is defined as a0pisti/a (Mark 16:14; the 
cognate verb occurs in 16:11). This follows the same pattern that occurs in Mark 6:3–6 where the 

“stumbling” of the people in Nazareth is defined as a0pisti/a.
19 Note that Mark’s narrator indicates that “they all were speaking in this way” (14:31). The narrator’s 

emphatic ei0 kai\ pa/ntej indicates his desire to draw this to the attention of the audience. Peter’s 
case comes across in the narrative as more complex than that of Judas’, because of the subsequent 
repentance and restoration.

20 The narrator does not tell the audience when Judas leaves the group of apostles in order to carry 
out the planned betrayal. In 14:43, Judas suddenly appears at Gethsemane with the armed crowd. 
It is quite possible, according to the Markan narrative, for the audience to perceive Judas to be 
among the twelve who deny they will ever disown Jesus.
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clusion that Jesus was an imposter (yeudo/xristoj), someone who was causing 
people in Israel to stumble (i.e., to commit apostasy from their Jewish religious 
convictions)? Other elements might be part of his motive, but in the Markan nar-
rative, Judas no longer believes that Jesus is Messiah. 

Third, the Markan narrator in this text acknowledges that Jesus is a cause of 
“stumbling.” However, in this Jesus does not admit that he is a sinful or evil cause. 
In other words, Jesus’ actions are not a case of Mark 9:42. Rather it is God himself 
who is ordering things such that Jesus becomes a cause of stumbling for those 
who have followed him.21 That he will die by crucifixion demonstrates by all 
known measures in Judaism that he cannot be the Messiah. It is this reality that 
puts Jesus in the position of being a cause of stumbling for his disciples. But in 
this case, their stumbling keeps them within the norms of Judaism; it does not 
cause them, from a Jewish perspective, to break covenant with God. From the 
standpoint of the Jewish religious leaders, such “stumbling” at Jesus is good, be-
cause it requires these disciples to acknowledge their error in following Jesus in 
the first place. It preserves them from heresy. From the standpoint of Jesus, how-
ever, their action demonstrates failure to persevere, the result of faithlessness.

Jesus also acknowledges that this “stumbling” is an interim, but necessary, step 
in the accomplishment of his mission. Resurrection is coming and this will dem-
onstrate that he is Messiah (meta\ to\ e0gerqh~nai/ me proa/cw u9ma~j ei0j th\n 
Galilai/an, 14:28), and his disciples’ “stumbling” over his crucifixion will be re-
versed. They will reaffirm their loyalty to him when they understand how these 
events serve to establish God’s rule and to vindicate Jesus as Messiah. Peter does 
not understand the mystery inherent in Jesus’ prophecy and thus he contests Jesus’ 
statement. While his followers will experience serious stumbling, this is not the 
end of the story. At this point, Jesus does not reveal how this stumbling will be 
resolved, but hope is given that it will be addressed successfully. 

In Mark’s narrative, the primary terminology of discipleship is “following 
(a0kolouqei~n).” The language of stumbling describes such a serious intervention 
that following ceases. It is also commonly suggested that the term “the way” (h9 
o3doj) is symbolic of Jesus’ mission. People follow him “in the way,” but the action 
entailed in the verb skandali/zein, when used literally, describes the accident that 
happens when a person trips over an obstacle in a pathway. In the uses of this verb 
in Mark 4, 9, and 14, the action of stumbling is metaphorical and prevents a person 
from following Jesus, with resultant eschatological consequences unless remedied. 
The narrator assumes that Jesus is the Messiah, the right person to follow, and that 
stumbling in discipleship (i.e., no longer following) has terrible consequences. The 

21 Perhaps ironically it is their Jewish perception of what the Messiah should do, based upon their 
Jewish traditions, and Jesus’ unique claim to fulfill the biblical texts that formed the basis for 
Jewish expectations and others that they did not consider, which together create the stumbling.
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usage in Mark 14 is ambiguous, however, because in this text Jesus’ death is the 
cause of stumbling. This raises the paradox that Jesus himself seems to cause what 
he condemns in others (9:42), that is, causing little ones to stumble. However, the 
mystery deepens because without this action by Jesus, there will be no covenant, 
no resurrection, and no Messianic mission. The Messiah’s death on a cross be-
comes a necessary ska/ndalon (1 Cor 1:23) so that God’s rule might be established 
in Jesus.

The other Markan context where this terminology occurs is Jesus’ ministry in 
Nazareth (6:1–6). When the narrator says that the townspeople “were being 
caused to stumble because of him” (v. 3), how exactly is he defining their under-
standing of and response to Jesus? In this verse the verb is an imperfect indicative 
middle or passive form, rendered in the NIV as “they took offense at him.” But 
given our examination of the other uses in Mark’s narrative, does this rendering 
really capture the narrator’s intent in using this term?

This is the only other context in Mark’s narrative in which Jesus is explicitly 
said to be the cause of stumbling for people (cf. 14:27–31 just considered). How-
ever, in this instance it is not Jesus’ followers who are affected in this way, but the 
people among whom he was raised and worked as te/ktwn (v. 3) prior to his 
mission. 

The narrator begins this segment in a way that is similar to Jesus’ first Sabbath 
in Capernaum (1:21ff ).22 Jesus’ teaching creates a stunned response and generates 
significant questions. Primarily the people question the source of his wisdom and 
of “the miracles.” Their questions are not viewed as negative, but inquisitive. They 
are asking the right sort of questions that Jewish people should ask when encoun-
tering a new prophet (cf. Deut 13:1–5). From the narrator’s presentation of the 
details in the first two verses, the reader expects a positive response from these 
townspeople, as prefigured in 1:21ff.

The questions in verse 3, however, mark a turning point in the disposition of the 
people in Nazareth. They know him as a woodworker/stonemason,23 as a “son of 
Mary,” and as a sibling of numerous brothers and sisters.24 It is their attempt to 
integrate into this picture the two diverging pieces of information presented in 
verses 2 and 3 that seems to trigger the response expressed in kai\ e0skandali/zonto 
e0n au0tw|~ (“and they were being made to stumble at/because of him”). The reaction 
of Jesus indicates they are rejecting him as a legitimate prophet. He may display 
wisdom and powers, but for some reason the people in Nazareth are not con-

22 Marcus, Mark 1–8, p. 378, defines the “striking” similarities in 6:1–3 to the initial exorcism described 
in 1:21–28, which lead “the reader to anticipate that our passage, like that in chapter 1, will end on 
a positive note.”

23 The term te/ktwn described various trade skills.
24 In Catholic exegetical tradition, these “brothers and sisters” are often understood as cousins.
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vinced that he is Yahweh’s prophet. The phrase e0n au0tw|~ indicates that Jesus is the 
cause of their stumbling.25

When the narrator used the verb e0skandali/zonto, he created a problem for 
the reader. From what direction is the reader to understand this stumbling? Is it 
from the perspective of the Nazarene townspeople’s Jewish beliefs, or from the 
perspective of “the Gospel”? From the Jewish leaders’ perspective, Jesus’ presenta-
tion is tempting them to stumble and to no longer obey Jewish religious principles. 
From the perspective of Jesus, his message and actions are causing them to stum-
ble in their response to him and preventing them from accepting his teaching. Or 
are both of these elements at play? The narrator criticizes these people for their 
lack of faith (a0pisti/a, v. 6) in Jesus, but does this arise because they think Jesus 
is a false prophet, tempting them to stumble (i.e., to apostasize), by rejecting key 
Jewish beliefs?26 

Perhaps the way the narrator uses the term duna/meij in verse 2 provides some 
direction.27 The plural form could mean “miracles” or it could mean “powers” (i.e., 
a reference to spiritual powers by which Jesus exorcises and heals). In 6:14, the 
word occurs once more in the plural and again could be translated either as “mir-
acles” or “powers.” This is the only context in Mark where the verb e0nergei~n occurs, 
and it is active in voice, which, according to Clark, suggests that some spiritual 
force is at work in Jesus.28 This is connected with Herod’s claim that such powers 
are attributed to a resurrected John the Baptist, whom Jesus is using to accomplish 
his astonishing actions. Such interpretations sound very similar to the accusation 
of the Jewish religious leaders that Jesus casts out demons because he in some way 
controls Beelzeboul, the prince of demons (3:21–22). In 5:30, the narrative says that 

25 A similar construction occurs with the use of this verb in Sirach, as noted earlier in this article. In 
Matt 26:31, 33, the verb is also completed with a prepositional phrase with a pronoun as object. In 
these two cases, the antecedent of the pronoun is Jesus, as it is in Mark 6:3.

26 W.D. Davies, The Gospel and the Land (Berkeley, Calif.: University of California Press, 1974), p. 
239 writes, “‘To be scandalized’ did not simply signify ‘offence,’ but, as elsewhere in the Gospels, a 
denial of faith which has eschatological importance… . Their unbelief is a form of blasphemy: they 
have passed eschatological judgment upon themselves.”

27 Stein, Mark, p. 281, defines these duna/meij in 6:2 as “mighty works” (i.e., miracles). Marcus, Mark 
1–8, p. 379, similarly sees this noun referencing “Jesus’ marvelous works,” perhaps done under 
demonic influence. Cf. France, The Gospel of Mark, p. 242. Guelich, Mark 1–8:26. Word Biblical 
Commentary 34a (Dallas: Word Books, 1989), p. 309, observes that “Three times the word refers to 
‘miracles,’ or ‘mighty works’ (6:2, 5; 9:39); twice it refers to the power or powers effecting the ‘mighty 
deed’ (5:30; 6:14)… . The ‘mighty works’ are ‘events’ that proclaim God’s acts on behalf of God’s 
people.” It is interesting that Guelich provides no guidelines by which to interpret when this term 
refers to mighty acts or to the powers that produce mighty acts. The occurrence in 6:2, however, 
does occur in between the two places in Mark’s narrative where he deems it refers to the powers 
(i.e., 5:30 and 6:14 [cf. 3:20]). Of course, there is the usage in 6:5 with which to reckon.

28 K.W. Clark, “The Meaning of 'ENERGE/W and KATARGE /W in the New Testament,” in The 
Gentile Bias and Other Essays (NovTSup LIV; Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1980), pp. 183–91. He concludes 
that e0nergei~n means “to infuse with supernatural spirit.” The context of Mark 6:14 is clearly one of 
supernaturalism in his view.
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Jesus knew that “power (du/namin) had gone out from him,” suggesting that the 
noun references the power behind the actual miracle in some contexts.

Do the people of Nazareth in the Markan narrative reach similar conclusions 
regarding “these powers—of such a kind occurring through his hands,” and this 
causes them to stumble and reject Jesus?29 If powers other than those of Yahweh are 
at work in Jesus, then his claims to be a prophet must threaten their allegiance to 
Yahweh (i.e., must cause them to stumble), something that pious Jews could never 
permit. Jesus is doing miracles and thus seems to be a prophet, but his teachings do 
not coincide with their traditional understanding of Judaism (cf. Deut 13:1–5). As 
the people in Capernaum say, “it is new teaching with authority!” (1:27), but the 
people of Nazareth are not sure that the newness is consistent with the covenant 
that God gave to Israel through Moses. If they embrace it, will it lead to their de-
struction? The people in Nazareth recognize his unusual wisdom and acknowledge 
his “powers,” but they seem to conclude, nonetheless, that he cannot be a true 
prophet. If the source of these things is not with Yahweh, then the only other con-
clusion they can come to is that he is under the influence of evil powers. As such, 
they must reject him or risk their own destruction. In Luke’s narrative, the people 
of Nazareth at some point seek to kill Jesus, and the use of the verb e0skandali/
zonto could certainly be consistent with this reaction. In the Qumran literature, 
the apostate person, the one who has stumbled because of sin, is removed lest oth-
ers be polluted and be tempted to apostasize.

It is proposed then that the narrator in Mark’s Gospel portrays the Jewish 
people in Nazareth as concluding that Jesus is a religious threat. His teaching is 
unorthodox and the source of his power suspect. Thus, they conclude that he is 
tempting them to apostasize (i.e., to stumble because of him in their relationship 
to Yahweh), and so he must be rejected.

What is not always recognized is that the response defined by the verb skandali/
zein is a religious disposition. If it is translated by the word “offend,” the religious 
dimension of the word’s semantic domain can easily be missed. From usage within 
Judaism the verb describes actions that cause Jewish people to disobey God and 
jeopardize their status within the covenant of Israel. If Jesus is Israel’s Messiah 
and if something or someone causes his followers to stumble so that they no lon-
ger follow him as Messiah, this puts people in danger of “Gehenna” (Mark 9:43, 45, 
47) or of failure to respond to the Messiah’s word in persevering ways (Mark 4:17). 
Conversely, if his actions define him as a false Messiah, then following him is an 
act of apostasy for Jewish people because he does not represent Yahweh.

The uses of this verb in Mark 6:3 and Mark 14:27–31 seem to be related. In both 

29 Even if one still considers the appropriate translation of ai9 duna/meij in Mark 6:2, 14 is “miracles,” 
these astonishing actions have to be attributed to some spiritual power, whether good or evil.
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contexts, it is the action of Jesus as Messiah that cause Jewish people to stumble 
with the result that they do not follow him, some permanently and others tempo-
rarily. However, in 14:27–31, the apostles are at risk because the very mission of 
Jesus that Yahweh has defined (i.e., his rejection, suffering, and death by crucifix-
ion) leads to the conclusion that Jesus is not the Messiah and so they are caused 
to stumble in their belief that Jesus is Messiah. In the case of the people in Naza-
reth, their incipient “stumbling” occurred because they defined Jesus as a threat to 
their Jewish faith. Unfortunately, in both cases people reach the wrong conclusion 
and this results in decisions and actions with serious eschatological consequences.

The various ways that the Markan narrator defines Jesus’ potential to 
σκανδαλίζειν people within the Jewish community fits within the larger question 
of the significance of Jesus that engages the entire narrative.30 The Jewish setting 
within which this terminology occurs may suggest that the Markan narrator is 
quite aware of continued debates within Judaism about the significance of Jesus 
and employed the bivalent sense of this terminology to emphasize the spiritual 
dilemma Jesus posed for first-century Jewish people and the challenge facing early 
Christians who engaged in mission work particularly among Jews.31 

30 Discerning the significance of miracles, comprehending parables, and responding to the call to 
become disciples are all different manifestations of the same issue.

31 Consider Paul’s use of this terminology in Rom 9:33; 11:9; 1 Cor 1:23; Gal 5:11 in relationship par-
ticularly to presentation of the Gospel within Jewish contexts.


