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Preface



The matter of the ending of Mark is arguably the greatest text-critical problem in the whole of NT studies. Descriptions reflecting such prominence are not uncommon in the scholarly literature. This particular issue has been variously hailed “One of the most fascinating studies in the entire New Testament field,”1 “the gravest textual problem in the NT,”2 and “the greatest puzzle of Mark’s enigmatic Gospel.”3 One scholar of note goes so far as to claim, with deliberate hyperbole no doubt, that the question forms “the greatest of all literary mysteries.”4


Regarding the length of the material frequently rejected as spurious, a span of twelve whole verses, there is no other comparable variant reading in the corpus, save the slightly shorter Pericope Adulterae (John 7:53—8:11). Yet the Markan problem is undoubtedly of much greater import than this latter. The contents of the disputed passage makes the debate to touch upon beliefs at the very foundation of the earliest church, notably the historicity of Jesus’ resurrection from the dead.


Since the ending of Mark widely averred to be inauthentic contains descriptions of resurrection appearances of Jesus, the issue before us has significant repercussions in the dialogue of the church with atheists and skeptics, as well as with those of other faiths. A brief examination of pertinent internet discussions reveals that instances abound in which the supposed lack of an ending to what is commonly accepted as the earliest Gospel provides considerable intellectual ammunition for those who wish to assail the historic Christian faith. The following citations offer typical examples:




The Codex Sinaiticus is the oldest known manuscript of the NT and in the Gospel of Mark, it doesn’t mention anything about the resurrection. In the manuscript, the gospel of Mark stops abruptly at verse 16:8, right after the discovery of the empty tomb. The last 12 verses describing Jesus’ resurrection and his appearance to the disciples were added later. Considering that Mark is regarded to be the earliest and most reliable Gospel, and most likely one of the primary sources for the Gospels of both Matthew and Luke, it becomes apparent that the addition of these 12 verses could have had a monumental effect.5


 


[N]o one trying to sell the claim that a man had risen from the dead would have omitted references to resurrection appearances unless he had had an ulterior motive such as a desire to offer an explanation for why there had been no reported sightings of the formerly deceased at the time when the resurrection had allegedly occurred, and … if the gospel of Mark had originally ended at 16:8, then it was afterwards tampered with to add another ending. If this happened, then reasonable people would have to wonder how much tampering was done with other biblical books after they were written. In a word, the credibility of the Bible would be seriously undermined if it could be established that the author of Mark had originally ended this book at 16:8.6


 


The resurrection of Jesus is a hoax because Mark, the earliest gospel, never contained the story. The “resurrection” passages were later added to Mark.… The oldest manuscripts of the New Testament are Codex Sinaiticus and Vaticanus, both of these Greek manuscripts have no ending for Mark! … This means the Gospel writers fabricated the resurrection story. The legend of Jesus’ “resurrection” developed over a period of time.7


 


The resurrection ending (16:9–20) was added to the end of Mark by an unknown author sometime after the latter part of the second century, a fact admitted by most New Testament scholars in the past century.… The importance of this fact is staggering. The original authors of Mark created the first biography of Jesus, but failed to mention that he rose from the dead! … The real reason Mark didn’t write about the resurrection was that there was no resurrection.8


 


If Mark did not write verses 16:9–20, but some anonymous person(s) later added those verses, pretending (or erroneously believing) that Mark wrote them (as in fact they must have), then this Gospel, and thus the Bible as a whole, cannot be regarded as inerrant, or even consistently reliable. Were those words intended by God, he would have inspired Mark to write them in the first place. That he didn’t entails those words were not inspired by God, and therefore the Bible we have is flawed, tainted by sinful human forgery or fallibility.… The interpolation of the Markan ending thus refutes Biblical inerrancy.9





In view of comments of this nature, the subject matter before us can be seen to be far from trivial and one that transcends mere academic curiosity. It is a question worthy of reassessment, especially in the light of new evidence and new arguments such as will be presented in the pages that follow.


 


 


1. Kevin, “Lost Ending,” 81.


2. Edwards, Gospel according to Mark, 497.
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4. Nineham, Gospel of St. Mark, 439.


5. Posted on an Islamic discussion web-site at http://www.shiachat.com.


6. Posted by Farrell Till on a site entitled “The Sceptical Review.” See  http://www.theskepticalreview.com/JFTBobbyEndingOfMark.html.


7. Posted by Abdullah Kareem on an Islamic website devoted to “Answering Christianity.” See http://www.answering-christianity.com/abdullah_smith/the_resurrection_hoax.htm.


8. Posted by Mark Fulton at http://www.markfulton.org/the-resurrection-of-jesus.


9. Posted by Dr. Richard Carrier on a website concerned with disproving biblical inerrancy. See  http://www.errancywiki.com/index.php?title=Legends2.
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Introduction


THE FIRST SCHOLARLY CONSENSUS


In the latter part of the nineteenth century two Cambridge scholars, Brooke Foss Westcott and Fenton John Anthony Hort, published their major critical edition of The New Testament in the Original Greek (1881). This was one of several such publications appearing in the wake of the discovery of Codex Sinaiticus and the coming to light of Codex Vaticanus several decades earlier. Of these various scholarly works that of Westcott and Hort was perhaps the most influential. In the accompanying “Notes on Select Readings”1 a lengthy and detailed argument was presented which forcibly proposed that Mark 16:9–20 be considered inauthentic, a view held earlier by Griesbach and Lachmann.2 The absence of these verses from the two major codices provided the strongest evidence supporting their case. This was backed up with citations from church fathers and the discussion of internal evidence.


The case put forward by Westcott and Hort and other early textual critics succeeded in persuading the greater number of NT scholars and very quickly the non-originality of the final verses of Mark became one of the dogmas of NT textual criticism. The generally accepted view was that these twelve verses were appended by a later hand, probably at some stage during the second century.


However, not all were convinced by the arguments. Both at that time and still now, there have been those occupying high academic or ecclesiastical positions who have defended, on the basis of the evidence, the genuineness of the disputed passage. Of these, the following are the most notable:




	Frederick C. Cook (1804–89), Cambridge scholar and canon residentiary of Exeter, chief editor of The Speaker’s Commentary.


	Christopher Wordsworth (1807–85), Fellow and tutor of Trinity College, Cambridge, Bishop of Lincoln, author of The Greek New Testament.


	
John W. Burgon (1813–88), Fellow of Oriel College and Gresham Lecturer in Divinity at Oxford, author of The Last Twelve Verses of the Gospel according to St. Mark.


	F. H. A. Scrivener (1813–91), Cambridge scholar and Prebendary of Exeter, author of A Plain Introduction to the Criticism of the New Testament, and committee member for the Revised Version.


	Richard C. H. Lenski (1864–1936), Professor, Capital University, Columbus, author of the twelve-volume Commentary on the New Testament.


	William R. Farmer, Professor of New Testament, Perkins School of Theology, Dallas, author of The Last Twelve Verses of Mark (1974).


	Maurice A. Robinson, Senior Professor of New Testament, Southeastern Baptist Theological Seminary, North Carolina, author of several works on textual criticism, including a contribution to Perspectives on the Ending of Mark (2008).





Notwithstanding this continuing opposition to the prevailing opinion, the case regarding the authenticity of Mark 16:9–20 is now largely treated as closed, an attitude reflected in the fact that many major commentaries offer no remarks on the contents of these verses.3


Though the view established in the late nineteenth century labeled the end of Mark as a later addition, this does not mean that the alternative position then put forward was that 16:8 was the actual original conclusion. Indeed, such a notion was scarcely entertained.4 An ending at that juncture was described by Westcott and Hort themselves as “incredible” and therefore rejected.5 At that time, as shown in the work of N. Clayton Croy, three theories regarding the conclusion were generally advanced: (1) there was an ending beyond v. 8 which was accidentally lost; (2) Mark intended to write an appropriate conclusion but never succeeded in doing so, perhaps on account of persecution or death; or (3) the original ending was deliberately suppressed.6


THE NEW SCHOLARLY CONSENSUS


Over the ensuing decades, however, a shift in scholarly opinion began to take place. Croy has demonstrated that as the twentieth century progressed the idea that 16:8 might after all have been the author’s intended conclusion came to be seriously considered, and then advocated.7 Appeal was made to evidence from the classics that paragraphs, major divisions, and even whole books might end with the Greek particle γάρ (“for”), as does Mark 16:8. Towards the middle of that century the case for this abrupt ending was championed by Oxford professor R. H. Lightfoot,8 and from then on its popularity grew steadily. By the late 1980s this view had assumed the place of the new scholarly consensus, enlisting the support of scholars of such caliber as Raymond Brown, James Dunn, Paul Achtemeier, and Morner Hooker. On this dramatic shift in opinion Croy remarks:




Twentieth-century scholarship thus began and ended with a firm consensus about the ending of the gospel, a consensus, however, which flipped 180 degrees in the latter half of the century. The change was gradual, but in retrospect, remarkable—so much so that persons trained in the last two decades who have not deliberately ventured into the terrain of pre-1970 Markan scholarship might be unaware of the monolithic support once enjoyed by what is now a minority position.9





One significant trend within the overall shift in ideas which ought to be highlighted is that while the majority of those from a biblical and theological background came to accept 16:8 as the intended ending, those from the disciplines of textual criticism and paleography tended to remain with the earlier consensus.10 This aside, the enormous shift in scholarly opinion from one position to another, one that was previously rejected, is quite extraordinary.


What were the reasons for such a drastic change? One might have supposed that new documentary evidence had come to light, but this in reality was not the case. According to Croy and others, the reason for the movement away from the old consensus is to be found simply in the development of new interpretative methodologies, especially during the latter half of the last century.11 Croy explains:




[R]hetorical, narrative, and reader-response criticism began to challenge the autonomy of the text. The meaning of texts came to be seen as the product of interaction between the texts and readers.… As readers and their communities make a larger and larger contribution to meaning, the contribution of the text, to say nothing of authorial intent, tends to diminish. Thus, it becomes largely irrelevant whether or not the evangelist had certain intentions that may have been obscured by textual damage. The meaning that we derive as readers is the meaning of the text.12





This new approach rapidly gained popularity with reference to the Markan ending, the possibility of an open-ended Gospel lending itself readily to such methods. Very quickly the older view which dominated at the close of the nineteenth century found itself now held by a minority. The new methodologies have since progressed to such a degree that, Croy continues, we arrive at the present situation in which:




A generation of New Testament scholars has now been taught and, in turn, has helped perpetuate the majority view on Mark 16:8. As this happens it becomes increasingly difficult to espouse the contrary view and maintain credibility in the guild. The point is not that lost ending theorists are a persecuted minority, but simply that they are swimming upstream, and the current in this case may be driven more by fashion than by evidence.13





The correctness of Croy’s remarks is substantiated by the recent Markan literature itself. Here the new method, with its focus upon the role of the reader rather than authorial intent, is quite consciously applied by Markan scholars, as the following citations testify:




[L]iterature which expresses more than it says demands an act of finding which forces readers into a future of which the text is the foundation but they themselves are the builders.14


 


[T]he readers find themselves as active participants in the story rather than just passive observers.15





More specifically with reference to Mark’s putative ending at 16:8, the role of the reader is ostensibly granted priority over the text:




Resurrection-with-appearances would bring closure to the narrative, a closure which characterizes the other three Gospels. Mark’s ending is no end; only the reader can bring closure.16


 


[W]hen readers supply this ending they participate in it and experience it more fully than if the writer had supplied it to them.17


 


Recent reader response criticism offers perhaps the best explanation for this hanging conclusion. Mark wants to draw the reader into this account.18


 


Mark may well have intended to bring his reader up short with this abrupt ending—a clever way to make the reader stop, take a faltering breath, and ask: What?19


 


The accomplishment of Jesus’ promises is not found in the text. The existence of the Markan community and its story of Jesus indicate that it is taking place among the readers of the text, in the experience of the original hearers (and readers) of Mark.20





The application of the new methodology has given rise to a considerable series of articles and chapters, as well as book-length treatments, during the course of the last few decades.21


In an attempt to support such interpretations evidentially the assertion is not infrequently made that other books exist in the canon of scripture which are left opened-ended. Jonah and Acts, it is pointed out, are of such a nature.22 The former concludes with God putting a question to the prophet which remains unanswered, and the latter with Paul under confinement in Rome awaiting his pending trial. In neither case does the book itself supply a resolution. Yet the comparison of these with Mark is not really justified since there are radical differences respecting the Gospel. Firstly, the narrative of Mark has been preparing the reader, through multiple explicit predictions, for the climactic event of Christ’s resurrection. Jonah and Acts, contrariwise, in themselves contain no build up of expectation towards any specific outcome. Secondly, and more importantly, there is a huge gulf in the significance and relevance of the absent conclusions. Determining the attitude of an OT minor prophet and the outcome of the trial of a NT apostle on one hand cannot legitimately be paralleled with the resurrection of the Lord and Savior of the church on the other. The latter is absolutely foundational to the church’s faith, an event without which that faith would be “in vain” (1 Cor 15:14). The other two outstanding issues are not even “on the radar” in that regard.


INTERPRETATIONS OF AN ENDING AT 16:8


Recent literary interpretations of an abrupt Markan ending are extremely diverse. Joel Williams has outlined the various major viewpoints.23 A summary will demonstrate the diversity and in some cases the contradictory nature of the alternative approaches:


(1) A positive response to the miraculous. Here the fear and silence of the women is interpreted favorably as the initial reaction of awe to a supernatural event. The fact that the women did eventually break their silence is assumed.


(2) A disaster for the disciples. According to this view the ending is strongly negative, in which the women fail to inform the other disciples who then in turn fail to meet with Jesus in Galilee. In such an interpretation Mark presents the disciples negatively as part of a deliberate polemic against false teachers.


(3) An irony to provoke reflection. Some propose that the ending is not to be understood literally. That the women did report to the disciples who then kept their rendezvous with Jesus is taken for granted. Rather than spell this out the author chose to end on this note of irony. This latter element lies in the fact that in the body of the Gospel those who had been commanded to silence regarding the miraculous actually spoke out,24 while here in 16:8 those commanded to tell are silent.


(4) An unstated apostolic commission. This viewpoint reads the sudden ending as “an attempt at reverse psychology.”25 Mark intends that the silence of the women should shock readers into the realization that in the face of Jesus’ resurrection silence is wrong and that the message ought to be declared. The ending then would function as an implicit appeal for others to broadcast the gospel.


(5) A balance between promise and failure. Others maintain that Mark deliberately places side-by-side the promise of restoration in 16:7 and the example of failure in v. 8. The purpose here, it is claimed, is that these two concepts should be kept in balance. While human agents may fail in their commissions, divine promises will nevertheless remain firm and receive ultimate fulfillment. Christian experience, we are told, “involves an interplay between divine promise and human failure,” and therefore Mark concludes his narrative with both an encouragement respecting the one and a warning respecting the other.26


(6) A deconstructionist conclusion. Some understand that at 16:8 the logic of the whole story collapses, leaving its ending completely indeterminate.27


Other perspectives could no doubt be added to those mentioned by Williams. Yet these serve to illustrate the diversity of thinking among modern interpreters. So while a new scholarly consensus looks to Mark 16:8 as the author’s intended ending, there is no similar concurrence regarding how that ending is to be understood. Undoubtedly some proponents of the present consensus would value such conflicting interpretations precisely because of the polyvalence the ending succeeds in generating. Yet the existence of such a variety of possible viewpoints suggests that, if 16:8 were the actual conclusion, Mark is closing his Gospel on a very indistinct note. This, to the mind of the present writer, can only serve to diminish any impact it might have had in its original early Christian setting.


DOUBTS REGARDING 16:8 AS THE INTENDED ENDING


We will eventually come to advance new arguments which will significantly impact the issue of an ending at 16:8. For the present, however, we express other doubts, often outlined in the relevant literature, concerning the improbability of this being the actual conclusion. We treat these in brief under nine separate headings.


1. Early Christian kerygma


It cannot be doubted that the resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth was an intrinsic component of the early Christian message. The primitive kerygma as reflected in the book of Acts makes abundant reference to this event within the context of the speeches attributed to the apostles Peter and Paul:28




This man … you crucified and killed by the hands of lawless men, whom God raised up, having freed him from the pangs of death, because it was not possible that he should be held in its power. (2:23–24)


 


Foreseeing this, he [David] spoke of the resurrection of the Christ, that he was not abandoned to Hades, nor did his flesh see corruption. This Jesus God has raised up, of which we are all witnesses. (2:31–32)


 


You killed the Author of life, whom God raised from the dead, of which we are witnesses. (3:15)


 


They [the Jews] killed him by hanging him on a tree, but God raised him on the third day and caused him to be seen. (10:39–40)


 


When they had carried out all that was written concerning him, they took him down from the tree and laid him in a tomb. But God raised him from the dead; and for many days he appeared to those who had come up with him from Galilee to Jerusalem, who are now his witnesses to the people. (13:29–31)


 


And that he [God] raised him from the dead, no more to return to corruption, he has spoken thus, “I will give you the holy and sure blessings of David.” Therefore he also says in another place, “You will not let your Holy One see corruption.” (13:34–35)


 


He whom God raised did not see corruption. (13:37)


 


For he has fixed a day on which he will judge the world in righteousness by a man he has appointed, and he has given assurance of this to all by raising him from the dead. (17:31)





In certain instances the reference to resurrection is ostensibly the primary or climactic element of the speech. Following the citation of the passage from Joel about the outpouring of the Spirit the bulk of Peter’s Pentecost address concerns the resurrection of Jesus (2:22–32). The same event occupies the central place in Paul’s speech in the synagogue at Antioch of Pisidia (13:30–37). What is seen in the apostolic kerygma appears also in the apologia before Jewish and Gentile rulers (5:30; 23:6–8; 26:8, 23), where the resurrection receives similar emphasis. Further, Luke’s own narrative summary of the preaching of Paul says that through the scriptures he demonstrated that “the Christ had to suffer and rise from the dead” (17:3). From all this we understand that the resurrection-event was not in the nature of an optional “add-on” but rather, respecting both kerygmatic and apologetic concerns, an essential part of the early Christian witness.


2. Early Christian creedal formulations


In keeping with the content of the speeches found in Acts, early traces of creed-like formulae in the NT likewise embrace confession of the resurrection. In 1 Corinthians 15 Paul lays out the basic tenets of the gospel that he preached:




For I delivered to you as of first importance what I also received, that Christ died for our sins according to the scriptures, and that he was buried, and that he was raised on the third day according to the scriptures, and that he appeared to Cephas, then to the twelve. (vv. 3–5)





We observe that this was something which the apostle himself had received, that is, it was a message that existed prior to his own proclamation of it. Gordon Fee states that “it is generally agreed that in vv. 3–5 Paul is repeating a very early creedal formulation that was common to the entire church.”29 In this passage Paul includes those four elements which he considered to be “of first importance.” Each is here introduced by the Greek particle ὅτι, “that”:




that Christ died for our sins according to the scriptures,


and that he was buried,


and that he was raised on the third day according to the scriptures,


and that he appeared to Cephas, then to the twelve.30





There are the two fundamentals—the fact that “Christ died” and that “he was raised.” To each of these he adjoins a modifying phrase—“for our sins” and “on the third day” respectively. He also adds to each of these the phrase “according to the scriptures,” underlining the fact that they were not random but divinely preordained events. It occasions not the least surprise that the death and resurrection of Jesus form the very essence of this formulation. Yet these two events do not stand by themselves. These form the first and third elements of the four that Paul lists. To each of these is appended another ὅτι clause. The statement concerning Jesus’ death is followed by “and that he was buried,” and that concerning his resurrection is followed by “and that he appeared.” These other two assertions serve to confirm the former two. With respect to the burial David Garland observes that “this detail verifies the reality and finality of Christ’s death.”31 Regarding the appearance to witnesses Fee explains that this “emphasizes the objective reality of the Resurrection.”32 Each of the principal claims of the Christian faith is thus backed up with objective evidence. In his analysis Fee has commented on the text’s balanced structure, such that “as line 2 functions to warrant line 1, so this line [4] warrants line 3.”33 Fitzmyer notes the parallelism and labels the various elements a a’ b b.’34 The primitive kerygma, therefore, was encapsulated in this brief but comprehensive formulation, consisting of two events concerning Jesus Christ each with its supporting evidence. Clearly the parallelism and inner logic of the text expresses a unity and completeness. The four assertions hold together—death and burial, resurrection and appearance.


Concerning the debate over the conclusion to the second Gospel, it can hardly be doubted that the tradition upon which Paul draws pre-dated the writing of Mark. On 1 Corinthians 15:3–5 Fitzmyer comments: “Paul repeats the basic Christian kērygma, ‘proclamation,’ which eventually developed into the gospel tradition and gave us the four canonical Gospels.”35 Needless to say, the fourfold formulation expressed in these verses is not present in Mark without a longer ending. Mark 16:1–8 may express verbally, through the words of the young man in the tomb, that Jesus had risen, but there is certainly no record of any appearance, as expressed in the Pauline credo and in the other canonical Gospels.


The epistle to the Romans also contains several statements recognized by scholars as creed-type formulae:




… his Son, who was descended from David according to the flesh and was declared to be the Son of God with power according to the Spirit of holiness by his resurrection from the dead, Jesus Christ our Lord. (1:3–4)36


 


… who was delivered on account of our trespasses and raised for our justification. (4:25)37


 


Christ Jesus is the one who died, and furthermore was raised, who is at the right hand of God. (8:34)38


 


If you confess with your mouth that Jesus is Lord and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved. (10:9)39





In each of these expressions of faith Christ’s resurrection is included, showing that it was not just in the early church’s proclamation that the resurrection-event held an essential place but also in communal and individual confession.


To the above we may add another similar formulation, traditionally attributed to Paul in the second letter to Timothy:




Remember Jesus Christ, raised from the dead, descended from David. This is my gospel. (2:8)40





Evidently this brief statement supports the idea that the resurrection was viewed as being of the essence of what is here termed the “gospel.” One wonders, therefore, whether what Mark introduces as the “gospel” (1:1) may in fact be considered as such without any account of the resurrection.


There is one further important text of this kind. While in 1 Corinthians 15 Paul concludes the creedal section with a reference to preaching and believing (v. 11, “… this is what we preach, and this is what you believed”), two elements incidentally also occurring at the end of Mark,41 another creed-like text exists in which the action of preaching and the response of believing are included within the formulation itself. This text is 1 Timothy 3:16:




He was manifested in flesh, vindicated


in the Spirit,


seen [ὤφθη] by angels,


proclaimed [ἐκηρύχθη] among the nations,


believed [ἐπιστεύθη] on in the world [ἐν κόσμῳ],


taken up [ἀνελήμφθη] in glory.





The creed takes us from the incarnation to the ascension. Though not part of our particular concern, it is not completely clear what is intended by “vindicated in the Spirit.” Since the wording is reminiscent of Romans 1:4 and 1 Peter 3:18, it is most probably speaking of the resurrection.42 The line “seen by angels” is taken by most commentators to refer to the postresurrection appearances. It could hardly mean the worship of the ascended Christ by the angels of heaven, as claimed by Kelly,43 since the ascension forms the concluding line. The term “angels” is ambiguous since it might mean either spirit beings or human messengers.44 This latter would be the apostles who witnessed the resurrection and who were entrusted with the proclamation of the message, which is the subject of the next line. Literal angels were also present at the resurrection (Matt 28:2; Luke 24:23; John 20:12), so this could equally well be the meaning. Whichever is intended it is apparent that the earthly appearances of the risen Jesus are in view. The same verb form ὤφθη (“was seen/appeared”) is used here as in the creedal formulation of 1 Corinthians 15 (v. 5), and also with reference to the resurrected Christ in Luke 24:34 and Acts 13:31.


Taking “vindicated in the Spirit” as indicating the resurrection and “seen by angels” as referring to the appearances, the remaining three lines in the statement concern the preaching of the message, the response of faith, and the ascension of Jesus. Here we draw attention to the fact that all these elements have close parallels in the Markan ending, the same sequence of verbs occurring in Mark 16:15–16, 19 (κηρύξατε … ὁ πιστεύσας … ἀνελήμφθη), while the term “world” is also found in both contexts (ἐν κόσμῳ, εἰς τὸν κόσμον). Correspondences with the endings of the other Gospels at this point are fewer.45 On this basis one could argue that Mark adheres even more closely to the form of the confession as expressed in the earliest layers of the NT. Death, resurrection, appearances, gospel-proclamation, belief, ascension, as a complete sequence are only located in the 1 Timothy formulation and the longer conclusion to the second Gospel.


3. The shape of the other canonical Gospels


It is not only in light of the church’s kerygmatic and confessional tradition that the ending of Mark at 16:8 appears incomplete, but also with respect to the form of the other canonical Gospels. The debate concerning whether or not the Gospel genre is entirely unique in the ancient Greco-Roman world still continues, yet the four books obviously enjoy a relationship not shared in exactly the same way by other comparable literature.46 Following his baptism each individual record narrates the ministry, death, and resurrection of Jesus. Such an outline distinguishes the canonical Gospel format from many of the non-canonical works bearing the same label.47


While at the beginning of the Gospels, there is more individual selectivity in the contents of the narratives, the closing sections show much closer correspondence in the pattern of basic events. Neither Mark nor John contain birth narratives, yet this may relate to the fact that Jesus’ birth, other than the fact of his Davidic descent, did not figure specifically in the earliest formulations of the church’s faith and message. Jesus’ childhood is even less of a concern, there being just one incident recorded in Luke (2:41–52). When the passion narrative is reached, however, each of the accounts reduces its pace considerably,48 and the events recorded conform to the same basic sequence in all four versions. Coming to the closing portions of this sequence the correspondences between the four are as follows:
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Such a tabulation of the parallel material makes the absence of resurrection appearances from Mark a glaring omission.


The deviation seen at this point in Mark seems even more unusual when it is considered that Mark in all probability is chronologically the first of these books. Mark is also the only one that specifically appropriates to itself the label “gospel” (1:1). Arguably, therefore, Mark’s work is establishing for his successors a compositional template, or at least an exemplary precedent, as a literary embodiment of the primitive church’s kergyma and confession.49 Yet, if 16:8 were his actual ending, it is remarkable that none of the other three Evangelists follow him in this. We can only concur, therefore, with the statement in one recent commentary that “An ending of the Gospel of Mark at 16:8 is thus … an aberration among the canonical Gospels.”50


4. Resurrection predictions in Mark


Next is the fact that within the body of the second Gospel the author records several times Jesus’ prediction of his coming passion, which each time includes the foretelling also of his subsequent resurrection:




… after three days to rise. (8:31)


 


… after three days he will rise. (9:31)


 


… after three days he will rise. (10:34)





In addition to these there is the plain statement following the transfiguration of the coming resurrection:




As they were coming down from the mountain, he gave them orders not to tell anyone what they had seen until the Son of Man had risen from the dead. They kept that matter to themselves, discussing what rising from the dead meant. (9:9–10)





In connection with such features attention is sometimes drawn to the fact that in Mark’s Gospel predictive utterances of this kind are generally portrayed as being fulfilled. As Robert Gundry comments:




Mark has repeatedly and in detail narrated the fulfillments of Jesus’ other predictions so far as those fulfillments occurred during Jesus’ time on earth.… They include the seeing of God’s kingdom as having come with power at the Transfiguration, the finding of a colt, some disciples’ being met by a man carrying a jar of water, the showing of the Upper Room, the betrayal of Jesus by one of the Twelve, the scattering of the rest of the Twelve, the denials of Jesus by Peter, and of course the Passion … .51





In this light, having created the strong expectation of a resurrection through repeated predictions it conflicts with his practice elsewhere for Mark not to incorporate a narration of the fulfillment of these predictions.52 Consequently, it is extremely unlikely that this Gospel did not originally include such an account of the risen Jesus.


More space will be given to these resurrection predictions in a later chapter dealing with thematic evidence. There it will be argued that these predictions form a programmatic statement respecting the final chapters of the Gospel, not only for the coming passion but for the resurrection event also.53



5. The acceptability of the final clause


Much ink has been spilled over the question of whether or not a book may conclude with the Greek word γάρ (“for”). Grammatically this is a post-positional discourse particle and therefore may not head the clause within which it occurs. Since the final clause of Mark 16:8 consists of a single verb together with this particle then there is no option but to place γάρ last, ἐφοβοῦντο γάρ (“for they were afraid”).


Looking elsewhere in Greek biblical literature we find several other instances where γάρ is located in the sentence-final position, as illustrated by the following texts from both the LXX and NT:




But Sarah denied it, saying, “I did not laugh,” for she was afraid [ἐφοβήθη γάρ]. (Gen 18:15)


 


But his brothers could not answer him, for they were troubled [ἐταράχθησαν γάρ]. (Gen 45:3)


 


But the quantity of bricks that they made in the past you shall impose on them, you shall not reduce any of it, for they are idle [σχολάζουσιν γάρ]. (Exod 5:8)


 


When men give it to a learned man, saying, “Read this,” he says, “I cannot, for it is sealed [ἐσφράγισται γάρ].” (Isa 29:11)


 


“You call me Teacher and Lord, and you speak correctly, for so I am [εἰμὶ γάρ].” (John 13:13)





The foregoing cases suggest that there is nothing ungrammatical about closing a sentence in this manner. Naturally then the same feature appears in extra-biblical literature. Hundreds of examples of final γάρ have been identified at the sentence level.54 Further, if a sentence may terminate in this way, then it would evidently still be grammatical to finish a larger literary unit, such as paragraph or chapter, with the same particle.55 But what of an entire book? Theoretically if a correctly formed sentence may end with γάρ then there is no linguistic reason why such a sentence may not be final even in a whole book.56 In this connection three works are often cited as demonstrating this very manner of conclusion. These are Plato, Protagoras 328c; Plotinus, Ennead 5.5; and Musonius Rufus, Tractatus 12. Yet closer scrutiny reveals that the evidence provided by these writings is of questionable relevance. The clause from Plato, while definitely final, in actual fact terminates a section rather than the whole work.57 Regarding the fifth book of Plotinus, it is now generally agreed that this was extracted from a larger work.58 The short tractate of Musonius Rufus does indeed end with γάρ.59 Yet being a philosophical discourse, its genre, like that of the other two works, differs substantially from that of the Gospel. In other words, none of these three consists of narrative prose, the genre of Mark 16:8.60 Robert Stein fairly sums up the situation when he says, “it is debatable whether these are legitimate examples of a ‘book’ ending with γάρ.”61


At the most, then, it could be said that though it might be grammatically possible for a book to finish this way, its actual occurrence at the close of a narrative is unattested. The remoteness of the probability that Mark could conclude his account with this particle is a telling argument against those who advocate 16:8 as the intended ending. Westcott and Hort themselves rejected this possibility,62 and the two following citations express the doubt of certain modern scholars concerning this view:




Given the vast Greek literary corpus, which consists of more than sixty million words, it is scarcely compelling evidence to cite three documents ending with gar as a precedent for Mark’s ending.63


 


We cannot gainsay the possibility of gar ending a book. But to point out the obvious, all things that are possible are not equally probable. The limited use of “final gar” sentences in narrative prose and their extreme scarcity at the end of narrative works (I am not aware of any such instance) argues against the likelihood that Mark concluded his entire Gospel with such a clause.64





Since, on the other hand, instances of final γάρ in lesser spans of discourse are not so unusual, it is here taken as more reasonable to suppose that ἐφοβοῦντο γάρ in Mark 16:8 forms the conclusion to a pericope, that of 16:1–8, rather than to the whole Gospel. It is to be noted that Mark 6:52; 10:22; and 14:2, while not concluding with the particle itself, nevertheless also attest pericope-final γάρ constructions.65


That the words ἐφοβοῦντο γάρ constitute the intended ending of Mark’s Gospel is, therefore, an extremely unlikely possibility, there being not a single indisputable parallel in the mass of Greek literature of any comparable work finishing in such a manner.66



6. The contrast with the beginning


One further objection to concluding Mark with the clause “for they were afraid” is the stark contrast of such a putative ending to the manner in which the Gospel is commenced. The first verse introduces the book as “the gospel of Jesus Christ, the Son of God.” Altogether the noun εὐαγγέλιον (“gospel/good news”) occurs eight times in Mark, including once in the longer ending (1:1, 14, 15; 8:35; 10:29; 13:10; 14:9; 16:15). In comparison, the much longer Gospel of Matthew contains just four instances (4:23; 9:35; 24:14; 26:13), two in parallels with Mark, while Luke and John have none, though Luke employs the cognate verb several times.


The study of Rikki Watts tracing the influence of Isaiah’s new exodus on Mark sees this distinctive place given by the latter to the term “gospel” as one aspect of the Evangelist’s dependence upon the Isaianic theme.67 This being so, it is significant that in its original context, the prophetic presentation of the “good news” is linked to the prohibition to fear. This we find in the very first occurrence of “good news” in Isaiah (40:9):




Go up on a high mountain, O Zion, bearer of good news,


Lift up your voice with strength, O Jerusalem, bearer of good news;


Lift it up, do not fear. Say to the cities of Judah, “Behold your God!”





In the setting of the proclamation of this good news, therefore, the emotion of fear is evidently to be renounced. The two ideas do not sit together well.


It is not easy then to conceive that the Gospel-writer who had begun his work on such a positive note would conclude so negatively. Westcott and Hort, we note, considered it incredible that Mark’s “one detailed account … should end upon a note of unassuaged terror.”68 The same mind on the matter was more recently expressed by Metzger, who stated, “Despite the arguments which several modern scholars have urged in support of such a view, the present writer cannot believe that the note of fear would have been regarded as an appropriate conclusion to an account of the Evangel, or Good News.”69


7. Lack of historical interpretation


If Mark’s Gospel did originally close with 16:8 it is remarkable that no biblical scholar ventured an interpretation of this verse as the Gospel’s conclusion until relatively recent times. Obviously such an exposition would require the inclusion of certain elements that would be unnecessary if the abrupt ending were not judged to be the actual conclusion. The chief of these would be to make sense of a Gospel ending on a note of fear, and how an account of Christ’s resurrection appearances could be excluded. Yet this twofold lack of resolution, which has provoked so much interest within recent biblical scholarship, receives no comment whatsoever in the earlier exegesis of the church over a span of many centuries. Within the patristic period, while several church fathers record the existence of manuscripts that omit the final verses, there are none at all who offer an interpretation of 16:8 as the Gospel’s actual conclusion. The same holds true for the medieval and reformation periods, and for commentaries on Mark up to the mid-nineteenth century.


8. Lack of anti-Christian polemic


Following on closely from the above is the fact that none of Christianity’s early opponents, of which there were many, made any recourse to a Gospel lacking appearances of the risen Jesus. Since the bodily resurrection of its founder was one of the new faith’s distinctive tenets, and one which ran counter to the prevailing anthropological and philosophical views of the day, one might have expected the omission of a resurrection narrative in one of Christianity’s founding documents to have been the object of some contention. Early Christian writers wrote extensively against both heretics and pagan philosophers. Certain of these latter, such as Porphyry, were familiar with Christian scripture. Yet none of these antagonists draws upon the absence of a resurrection account in one of the four Gospels as a potential argument. This situation, it is significant to observe, is markedly different from that of the present day where opponents of Christianity frequently employ the supposed ending of Mark at 16:8 as ammunition against belief in the resurrection, as illustrated in the preface.


9. The objections of modern scholarship


Finally we note that, while the idea of an abrupt ending currently enjoys great popularity amongst contemporary biblical scholarship, a good number still hold to the earlier scholarly consensus. Scholars of note who have expressed serious doubts concerning 16:8 as the intended ending include such names as Rudolph Bultmann, Oscar Cullman, and C. H. Dodd.70 Space prevents anything but a few samples of the objections that are raised.


C. E. B. Cranfield (1959), author of a classic commentary on Mark, states that although in recent years the view that Mark intentionally concluded his Gospel at 16:8 “has received considerable support,” it nevertheless “should surely be rejected.” He adds, “Since the fact of Resurrection appearances was clearly an element of the primitive preaching … it is highly improbable that Mark intended to conclude his gospel without at least one account of a Resurrection appearance.”71


Similarly, NT scholar G. E. Ladd (1975) considered it “highly improbable that Mark would have told the Easter story without relating appearances of the risen Jesus,” and concluded that “Mark 16:8 is a mutilated ending of the gospel.”72


Later, famed professor of biblical exegesis F. F. Bruce (1984) gave expression to his doubts, saying “I find it extremely difficult to believe that Mark intended to conclude his record at this point.”73


Reflecting on this issue, NT commentator I. Howard Marshall (1992) remarked that “I confess to an intuitive feeling that Mark 16:8 is not the original, intended end of the Gospel, and that it is not beyond the bounds of probability that the Gospel proceeded further.”74


In his voluminous commentary on Mark, Robert Gundry (1993) devotes several pages to reasons why 16:8 should not be considered the conclusion.75 Amongst these he includes the argument that “the manuscript tradition betrays massive dissatisfaction with an ending beyond v 8, a dissatisfaction best explained by knowledge that Mark did not originally end there.”76


Besides biblical scholars, a number of leading textual critics have also advocated the original existence of a continuation beyond 16:8. Among these are Bruce Metzger (1992) and Philip Comfort (1992).77


Coming to the present century, we find a whole succession of recent commentaries and other works by reputable scholars in which an ending at 16:8 is forthrightly rejected:




The appropriateness of modern abrupt endings to novels should not lead us to think that such an approach was equally appropriate in the case of ancient biographies.… It is hard to believe that Mark wanted to leave his audience with a picture of the women’s disobedience and denseness after Easter.… If this gospel is meant to help meet the need to proclaim the good news about Jesus the Son of God to all the Gentile nations, this ending is hardly in keeping with that aim.… [W]e should not build vast theological and literary castles on the uncertain foundation that 16:8 must have been Mark’s original intended ending. (Ben Witherington, 2001)78


 


The cumulative effect of this evidence … tips probability in favor of the view that v 8 was not the intended ending of the Gospel. (Craig Evans, 2001)79


 


It is one thing to emphasise and exploit paradoxical elements within the story of Jesus’ ministry and passion … but quite another to conclude his gospel with a note which appears to undermine not only his own message but also the received tradition of the church within which he was writing. It is this extraordinary faux pas, as it seems to be, that has prompted the constantly growing number of attempts nonetheless to find a plausible literary and communicative function of Mark’s ending, assuming that 16:8 was where he intended his story to end.… I do not find any of them persuasive, because they all seem to presuppose an inappropriately “modern” understanding of literary technique both in terms of how writers wrote and of how readers might be expected to respond. The natural response to v. 8 is surely to assume that this apologetically damaging anti-climax cannot be the end. (R. T. France, 2002)80


 


In my judgment … the argument is not persuasive. The suggestion that Mark left the Gospel “open ended” owes more to modern literary, and particularly to reader-response theory, than to the nature of ancient texts, which with very few exceptions show a dogged proclivity to state conclusions, not suggest them.


 


Several important arguments can be adduced in favor of the view that 16:8 was not the original, or intended, ending of Mark … (James Edwards, 2002)81


 


This is the point at which contemporary criticism has hastened to assure us that we should be content with 16:8 as the proper conclusion. To look for a different ending, perhaps a “happy” one, we are told, betokens literary or theological naivety.… There are, however, powerful reasons for questioning this theory, and for proposing that Mark did indeed write a fuller ending … (N. T. Wright, 2003)82


 


As a result of these (and other) arguments, I agree with “the conjecture that the [present] text is incomplete” because I feel “compelled to do so by the text itself.” (Robert Stein, 2008)83





Certain words and phrases expressed here by these scholars show the strength of their convictions on this issue. As far as they are concerned, an ending at Mark 16:8 “should surely be rejected” since it is “extremely difficult to believe” and “cannot be the end.” The case presented in favor of an abrupt ending is “not persuasive” and “powerful reasons” exist for doubting it. As a result, interpretations offered presupposing 16:8 as the actual conclusion are based upon an “uncertain foundation.”


The mere citing of authorities does not, of course, decide the matter. Yet, as Croy points out, it does justify “bringing the issue to the table again.”84 Accordingly, it cannot fairly be assumed that the abrupt ending has been satisfactorily demonstrated by modern scholarship to have been Mark’s intended conclusion.85 Far from being the case, the weight of the evidence in the minds of a not insignificant minority points rather to an original continuation beyond 16:8.


THE AIMS OF THE PRESENT VOLUME


In the chapters that follow we renew the discussion of not just one but of the two issues mentioned in this introduction. Both the present scholarly consensus, an ostensibly open question, and the earlier consensus, considered a closed matter by all except a handful, are here rejected. Contrary to the former, the view taken here is that the evidence does not support Mark 16:8 as the planned ending, but rather that the author included further material beyond this point. Contrary to the earlier consensus, we maintain that the ending, though lost from certain limited strands of the manuscript tradition, was preserved intact in the more extensive part. That original ending, it is here argued, is that which the Christian community has traditionally accepted as such for the greater part of the church’s existence, that is, the verses now known as Mark 16:9–20. However, it is not tradition, we hasten to add, that forms the basis upon which the case will be grounded. The argument against the possibility that Mark 16:8 constitutes the book’s intended ending is that the material contained in 16:9–20 shows indications, mostly previously unnoticed, of being that ending. Evidence at a number of different levels involving features of various kinds will be identified, all of which make a strong, if not overwhelming case, that these last twelve verses are in fact an integral part of Mark’s original composition.


Thus, the view put forward in this volume consciously conflicts with the bulk of scholarly thinking on these matters over the last century and a half. It is no easy task to challenge an almost universally accepted dogma. It is anticipated that, even before reading it, many will be strongly biased against the position to be advanced. Nevertheless, since a significant amount of the material that follows has not previously been considered in the context of this debate, it does not seem unreasonable to request a fair hearing for this and that the reader’s mind not be closed against the possible correctness of the conclusion from the outset.


THE CONTENTS OF THE PRESENT VOLUME


To begin, detailed consideration will be given to those arguments commonly brought against the authenticity of Mark 16:9–20. The chief of these is the evidence adduced from ancient manuscripts. This will be examined extensively and shown not to be as conclusive as commonly supposed. Rather the evidence may be interpreted as indicating the existence of a fairly localized textual variant which had no earlier explicit witness before the fourth century (chapter 2). Alongside this there is the important testimony of early patristic citations. Since these unquestionably include references to the disputed ending dating from the second century, the weight of this evidence lies squarely on the side of the antiquity of the ending, proving its certain existence long before the earliest manuscripts that omit it. Included here are some significant previously overlooked allusions to the Markan ending in the Apostolic Fathers who border chronologically on the NT period itself (chapter 3). Also widely used in the case against the longer ending is the supposed distinction in language and style of these verses from the rest of Mark. This issue is thoroughly investigated by way of comparison with other passages in the same Gospel and the conclusion reached that the language of Mark 16:9–20 in fact falls within the observable parameters of Markan usage, while some other undisputed Markan texts exhibit even greater linguistic variation (chapter 4). The linguistic evidence is then taken a stage further and shown to actually provide evidence that supports Markan authorship. A range of deeper-level linguistic features present in the ending, previously unexamined within the context of the debate, point to the same authorial hand as the rest of the Gospel (chapter 5). The remainder of the book investigates areas of evidence which have not hitherto formed a major part of the discussion. An examination of various literary devices, recognized from other books of the biblical canon, reveals that the longer ending forms an integral element in the overall design of the Gospel. This final passage shows significant parallels and intratextual links with other portions of the same work (chapter 6). Next certain Markan themes are traced which extend into the ending. Here, among other things, consideration is given to the new exodus motif, strongly present in both the body of the Gospel and its ending. Also treated is the prominence of resurrection predictions in the latter half of the book which find their fulfillment in the disputed verses (chapter 7). A chapter is then given to the important matter of the knowledge and use of Mark by other Gospel-writers, especially by Luke. It is here demonstrated that both in the final chapter of his Gospel and in certain Petrine passages in the book of Acts Luke shows, through unmistakable verbal resonances, acquaintance with a Gospel of Mark that included 16:9–20 (chapter 8). Having made a case for the originality of the ending, the next chapter then offers some treatment of elements occurring in the passage commonly taken as difficult. Firstly, solutions are proposed to the problems involved in the manner of linkage between the two halves of chapter 16. Within this is included the oft made objection concerning the omission by the ending of any resurrection appearance in Galilee. Following this, the issues of baptismal regeneration, picking up snakes and drinking poison are dealt with (chapter 9). A discussion of the issue would not be complete without some investigation of what might have caused the textual problem at the end of Mark. Though no certainty is possible here, two potential explanations are examined, one accidental, the other deliberate (chapter 10). Finally, the whole is concluded with a chapter summarizing the various strands of the argument (chapter 11).
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External Evidence (1)
Biblical Manuscripts


INTRODUCTION


An examination of external evidence plays a major role in all discussions concerning the ending of Mark, and therefore must be included here. By external evidence, we mean data outside of the actual text of Mark 16:9–20 itself. The principal forms of such evidence are ancient biblical manuscripts, both in Greek and other languages, as well as biblical citations found in the writings of the church fathers. The former we consider in the present chapter, the latter in chapter 3.


At the outset we must rid ourselves of false impressions. It could easily be concluded from some statements made by scholars that the nature of the external evidence is such that the question of the authenticity of Mark 16:9–20 must unambiguously be considered a closed case. The fact is, however, as shall be demonstrated in the ensuing investigation, that there is nothing in the evidence from biblical manuscripts or early church writings that demands for Mark’s Gospel an original ending without these twelve verses. We could go further and claim that there is nothing in this evidence that even points strongly in this direction. While the doubt regarding Mark 16:9–20 may be a possible deduction from the external evidence, it is far from a being a necessary one, and is certainly not above question. Indeed, as we shall see, it has in fact been seriously questioned. Nor is it the only deduction that can be made. The external data currently available to us could equally well be explained in a significantly different manner. Rather than reflect uncertainty regarding the original ending of Mark, it is possible to interpret the evidence as indicating a major textual dislocation a long time, perhaps as much as a century and a half, after the Gospel was written. In fact the data as a whole, it will be argued, accords better with this latter scenario.


So while the external evidence unquestionably proves the presence of a major textual problem in the transmission of Mark’s Gospel, what is here denied is that this evidence requires the occurrence of this problem to directly relate to the original shape of that Gospel.


The commonly drawn conclusion that the external evidence points with little doubt to the rejection of Mark 16:9–20 as genuine cannot, we submit, in any fair-minded estimation be deemed obvious. Just as the unquestionable truth that the overwhelming majority of Greek manuscripts in actual fact do contain this passage does not necessarily entail its originality, so too the corresponding truth that the two earliest extant Greek manuscripts exclude it does not necessitate its being spurious. The relevant evidence is, of course, open to interpretation, and though many interpret it one way there have been those who have interpreted it to favor the authenticity of the ending. The most famous, or possibly infamous, of these was John Burgon, who in the late nineteenth century countered the arguments of Westcott and Hort.1 Burgon was not taken seriously at the time, perhaps on account of his excessive use of rhetoric. This ought not be taken to mean, however, that all his arguments were unsound. A century later William Farmer put forward another defense.2 More recently still Maurice Robinson and James Snapp have both offered treatments that understand the external evidence to support the genuineness of the disputed passage.3 The latter undertakes an especially detailed investigation.


The examination of the external evidence in these next two chapters could not possibly be entirely independent of those previous studies. There is necessarily some degree of overlap. A debt to the efforts of Snapp is particularly acknowledged. Nevertheless, the following treatment does identify some significant external evidence, of a very early date, not covered in these other works. The primary contribution of this volume, as previously stated, lies in the presentation of new internal evidence which itself, the author would contest, points with some degree of certainty to the originality of Mark 16:9–20. For the sake of completeness, however, the volume requires an accompanying consideration of the external evidence.


THE ALTERNATIVE ENDINGS


In the large number of NT manuscripts presently documented no less than five alternative endings are attested. The diverse forms for concluding Mark are:


(1) ending after 16:8, known as the “abrupt ending.”


(2) ending with 16:9–20, known as the “longer ending.”


(3) ending with an interpolation in 16:9–20, known as the “Freer Logion.”


(4) ending with a brief summary after 16:8, known as the “shorter ending.”


(5) ending with both the shorter ending after 16:8 and the longer ending.4


The first impression these various permutations might give is one of hopeless confusion in the process of textual transmission. This impression may be diminished somewhat once it is realized that alternatives (3) and (4) are so poorly supported by the external evidence that none of them can be considered a serious contender for being the original ending of the Gospel or part of it. Alternative (5) is also self-evidently secondary, being a conflation of two of the others, and also lacks strong attestation. Consequently, when it comes to the question oFor iginality there are basically only two potential candidates. For the most part, then, this chapter will concentrate upon alternatives (1) and (2). More exactly, our chief concern is those witnesses that exclude Mark 16:9–20 and those that contain it. Details of these witnesses are now given.


WITNESSES SUPPORTING OMISSION


Here we list those biblical manuscripts lacking the longer ending of Mark which are generally cited as evidence against its authenticity. Following this, those early church fathers are named who are frequently enlisted as testifying against the ending. At this stage we are not concerned with those manuscripts that include the shorter ending alongside the longer, a matter that will be touched upon in due course. The information presented below has mostly been obtained from Bruce Metzger’s Textual Commentary, supplemented by other sources.5


(a) Greek manuscripts. Chief of these there are the two famous early codices:




	Codex Vaticanus (B), a mid-fourth-century uncial manuscript.


	Codex Sinaiticus ([image: image]), a mid-fourth-century uncial manuscript.





Other Greek evidence is sometimes adduced in the form of the medieval Byzantine minuscules 304, 1420, and 2386. That these latter may be considered actual negative witnesses is not accepted by all. Additionally, a number of late Greek manuscripts contain a marginal note (scholium) or some sign (siglum), such as an asterisk or obelisk, after Mark 16:8. In much modern scholarly literature these features are interpreted as evidence against the genuineness of the ending.


(b) Versions. Here we mean those manuscripts of biblical books translated into other languages. Of these the following omit the longer ending:




	Old Latin Codex Bobiensis, dated around 400.6


	Old Syriac Gospels, the Sinaitic manuscript, generally dated around 350–400.


	One Coptic (Sahidic) manuscript, of uncertain date.


	Many Armenian manuscripts, dated from the ninth century or later.


	Two Georgian manuscripts, dated 897 and 913.





Of these Codex Bobiensis stands alone in having only the short ending after v. 8.


(c) Church fathers. In connection with the absence of the longer ending the following early fathers commonly receive mention:




	Clement of Alexandria (c. 150–215)


	
Origen (c. 185–254)


	Eusebius (c. 263–339)


	Epiphanius (c. 315–404)


	Jerome (c. 347–420)


	Hesychius (died c. 433)





Though the foregoing pieces of evidence are widely cited in the scholarly discussions, it is not granted here that each of these does in some way contribute to the case for omission. Rather, we advance the important claim, to be substantiated as we proceed, that many of these elements in the case for omission require significant qualification. This is primarily so with respect to the Greek manuscripts and the patristic evidence. On closer inspection we find that the evidence that some afford is either not as strong or as definite as commonly supposed. A number of witnesses have been pressed into duty to support this position which ought not to have been. Indeed certain of these will be shown to actually provide evidence favoring the opposite conclusion.


WITNESSES SUPPORTING INCLUSION


Manuscripts containing Mark 16:9–20 abound, especially those in Greek. This is an undeniable fact recognized also by those who argue against the authenticity of the passage. The general picture is summed up in the following quotations from a range of modern textual scholars and commentators:




The traditional ending of Mark … is present in the vast number of witnesses.7


 


[A]t least 95 percent of all Greek MSS and ancient versions have the LE [longer ending]. In fact, that number may be too low.8


 


[T]he longer ending of Mark 16:9–20 is found in 99 percent of the Greek manuscripts as well as the rest of the tradition.9


 


[A] majority of ancient witnesses, including Greek uncial and minuscule manuscripts, church fathers, and versions in other languages do include vv. 9–20.10


 


These verses are found in the overwhelming majority of manuscripts and in all major manuscript families.11


 


In addition to numerous patristic citations (e.g., Irenaeus, Tatian) and the Longer Ending’s inclusion in the Byzantine lectionary readings, 99% of the surviving manuscripts agree with the Textus Receptus [the traditional text] and preserve the reading of the LE.12


 


The best-known ending of Mark is the longer ending, 16:9–20. The manuscript evidence in support of this reading is too large to recite.13





It is not possible to provide anything like a complete compilation here, especially of minuscules and lectionaries, which are particularly numerous. For our present purposes we give the following lists as illustrative:




(a) Uncials: A C D E F G H K M N S U V X W Γ Δ Θ Λ Π Σ Φ Ψ Ω.


 


(b) Minuscules: 28 33 89 115 126 157 164 174 180 230 262 278 338 348 371 399 411 461 468 496 504 516 548 565 597 607 652 700 892 1006 1009 1010 1071 1076 1079 1097 1120 1143 1166 1172 1203 1225 1241 1243 1292 1340 1342 1357 1378 1392 1421 1458 Lect, et al.


 


(c) Versions: Diatessaron, Old Latin (most), Curetonian Syriac, Peshitta, Harklean Syriac, Palestinian Syriac, Gothic, Vulgate, Arabic, and Old Church Slavonic. Well attested in Coptic, Armenian, Ethiopic, Georgian.


 


(d) Fathers: Justin, Tatian, Irenaeus, Hippolytus, Marinus, Didymus, Aphrahat, Cassian, Nestorius, Chrysologus, Ambrose, Augustine, Patrick, Leo, et al.*


 


* This list of church fathers given, it should be noted, is also merely representative. In the next chapter this shall be added to significantly.





If an actual figure were calculated, as regards Greek manuscripts (uncials, minuscules, lectionaries) that included the ending, it would probably be in excess of a thousand. Elliott estimates “a thousand or so.”14


Simply in terms of numbers then, the support for the longer Markan ending seems very impressive, more so when the comparable list of manuscripts lacking the passage is seen to be a mere handful, and with respect to Greek copies only, literally just two or three.


At the same time it must be remembered that sheer weight of numbers is not the principal determining factor in textual matters. Another critical consideration is that of antiquity. A major component in the argument against the ending is its absence from the two “oldest Greek manuscripts.”15 Age, however, is not entirely on the side of those who reject the passage. Firstly, as regards extant manuscripts the earliest that include the ending date from only a few decades after Vaticanus and Sinaiticus which omit it. These are the major uncial texts Codex Alexandrinus (A), copied around the year 400, and Codex Ephraemi Rescriptus (C) from the first part of the fifth century. Secondly, in the matter of versions, the longer ending has in fact the earliest attestation, in the form of its inclusion in the late second-century Diatessaron, besides being present in most Old Latin manuscripts and the Old Syriac Curetonian manuscript. Thirdly, and more significantly, when it comes to the church fathers, the very earliest testimony is unambiguously in favor of the disputed passage. Even as early as the second century, that is, a substantial period of time before the oldest manuscripts, and before any other patristic evidence to which appeal can be made as a negative witness, Justin, Tatian, and Irenaeus clearly viewed and cited the passage as scripture. As Bock concedes, “the longer ending … clearly also has ancient support.”16 More accurately, as regards external evidence, it can claim more ancient support than that which exists for the alternative endings, none of which are documented as early.


Besides number and antiquity, diversity is another crucial factor. It is not simply the case that Mark 16:9–20 is better attested numerically, but is also better represented in more diverse forms of evidence. As the above comments admit, it is prevalent not just in the Greek line of transmission but also “the rest of the tradition.” Whether in Greek manuscripts or lectionaries, in other language versions, or in the writings of the church fathers, the longer ending dominates across the board. There are, in addition, allusions to it found in second-century apocryphal Gospels, details of which will be given in the following chapter.


Even within the Greek testimony itself the longer conclusion to Mark is much more diversely attested than the other endings. In the four textual families, or “text-types,” that scholars have identified, that is, the Byzantine, Western, Caesarean, and Alexandrian, Mark 16:9–20 is present in all.17 This is not so with respect to the shorter or abrupt endings, which are much more localized. The Byzantine text-type, in its hundreds of witnesses to Mark, shows almost total unanimity in its inclusion of the ending. Pointers to any alternative ending in this particular tradition are negligible. One manuscript (minuscule 274) contains the shorter ending in the lower margin. Another manuscript (minuscule 304) is sometimes claimed not to include the ending, but there might be a valid explanation for this, as will be discussed below. Two manuscripts (minuscules 1420 and 2386) break off at the end of 16:8, but this appears to be due to damage in both cases. A small number of other Byzantine texts contain scribal symbols or notes between Mark 16:8 and 9, which are often assumed to indicate the spurious nature of vv. 9–20, a questionable assumption to be addressed presently. Codex Bezae (D), the principal Greek witness for the Western text-type contains the ending. All Caesarean manuscripts display the ending, among which is the early fifth-century Codex Washingtonianus (W), with a few also showing scribal notations before v. 9. Moreover, with regard to the Alexandrian text-type also, apart from the two primary negative witnesses, Codices Vaticanus and Sinaiticus, the remainder of manuscripts in this family all incorporate the longer ending, though a number place the shorter ending before it in addition. In contrast to this, within the confines of the Greek evidence both the abrupt and the shorter endings are restricted to the Alexandrian text-type. No Greek copies of Mark among the Byzantine, Western, or Caesarean textual families, bear witness to a version of that Gospel which finished at 16:8. If this latter were in fact the original ending, it is quite extraordinary that absolutely none of the hundreds of Greek manuscripts of diverse dates, locations, and text-types, other than two Alexandrian copies, should exhibit such a thing. Even when the range of evidence is enlarged to cover the earliest versions, the evidential base for the absence of the ending has not expanded a great deal; apart from one Coptic manuscript, also of the Alexandrian textual family, plus one Old Latin and one Old Syriac, the longer ending remains ubiquitous. It is only when later versions, the Armenian, Georgian, and Ethiopic, are brought into the equation that the negative testimony begins to take on a broader shape, yet even then not nearly as broad or diverse as the evidence for inclusion.


The external evidence favoring the longer ending, then, does not merely rest in numbers. Other factors such as antiquity and diversity also enter into play on the side of the genuineness of the passage.


EXAMINATION OF THE NEGATIVE EVIDENCE


We now come to evaluate the case against the longer ending, some evidence of which, as we earlier intimated, requires qualification. We commence with the Greek manuscript tradition.


Codex Vaticanus and Codex


Sinaiticus Seeing that they are the earliest substantial copies of the NT writings, there can be no question that these two uncial manuscripts should occupy a prominent position in modern textual criticism. Yet within the context of the present debate, to simply refer to these two manuscripts as the “earliest” can be misleading.18 While factually correct, in that these codices are the most ancient we have of anything close to a complete copy of Mark, such a description might cause the uninitiated to believe that these documents are near in time to the original and therefore most probably reflect the state of that original. Since both are fourthcentury copies that is patently not the case. The Gospel of Mark had been transmitted for almost three centuries before we arrive at the text presented by Vaticanus and Sinaiticus. Nor should “earliest” be taken as meaning the earliest external evidence available, which is also demonstrably not so. Patristic evidence exists which antedates these two manuscripts by a considerable span of time, and which significantly gives a different picture of the ending of Mark. A more accurate description would add to the superlative “earliest” the adjective “extant.” Vaticanus and Sinaiticus are more exactly the “earliest extant manuscripts.” In requiring this qualification we are not merely splitting hairs. A fundamental distinction exists between the earliest copies of Mark, which we do not possess, and the earliest extant copies, which originate from a much later time. Future manuscript discoveries may indeed change the chronological status currently enjoyed by these two codices.


Though of the same general text-type, that is Alexandrian, Vaticanus and Sinaiticus do not present a uniform text. According to the computation by Hoskier, there are over 3,000 differences between them in the Gospels alone.19


Here our purpose is not to offer a full description of the two codices or how they fit into the reconstruction of the NT text. Rather, we shall simply focus on the facts they provide concerning the conclusion to the second Gospel. Both end at 16:8 with the words ἐφοβοῦντο γάρ (“for they were afraid”), but that is not the whole picture. Each manuscript also shows its own unusual features right at this point in its text. It is these features that shall be described here, together with the probable reasons for them.


(a) Codex Vaticanus. Of the two codices Vaticanus is apparently slightly older than the other. The date generally assigned to its production is in the region of 325–340. As with Sinaiticus, there is evidence that associates the manuscript with Egypt. Besides the fact that the form of the text found in these codices is that commonly quoted by the Egyptian church fathers from the beginning of the fourth century onwards, there is the additional fact of the identity oFor der in the epistles in both Vaticanus and one of the Coptic versions, the Sahidic, an order which is unique to these two Greek witnesses.20 A further connection is suggested by the Coptic form of the letter mu in certain section titles and at the end of lines where insufficient space remains for the regular form.21 Leading textual scholars concur with the Egyptian provenance of the manuscript.22


Like all ancient hand-written copies of biblical books Vaticanus contains errors and omissions. Regarding the latter, one early examiner of the document—Dr. Orlando Dobbin of Trinity College, Dublin—calculated extremely high quantities. Dobbin gave the total number of words or phrases omitted from the NT as 2,556, of which approximately 1,500 were from the four Gospels.23 These figures, however, have not since been verified. Apart from the final verses of Mark other notable omissions from the Gospels include Matthew 5:44; 12:47; 16:2b–3; Mark 7:16; 9:44, 46; Luke 9:55–56; 22:43–44; and John 7:53—8:11.24


The phenomenon most relevant regarding the ending of Mark in Vaticanus is the presence of a blank column following the close of this Gospel (see Figure 1). Throughout the manuscript it is the scribal custom to leave the remainder of a column empty between the end of one book and the beginning of the next. However, following Mark 16:8 and the concluding subscription (XΑΤΑ ΜΑΡXΟΝ) not only is the rest of the second column left unused but the whole of the third also before the commencement of Luke on the next leaf.25 Despite the protestations of some, the fact is that the gap at the end of Mark’s Gospel is unique. It is certainly unparalleled in the NT portion of the manuscript.26 Objectors point out that three such gaps are to be found in the OT portion of Vaticanus—at the end of Daniel, Tobit, and 2 Esdras.27 Yet in all these cases there are explainable factors governing the presence of the space. Daniel is the last book of the OT and, as Snapp observes, for a large space to appear at such a major juncture is “practically inevitable.”28 Regarding 2 Esdras, this is the book immediately preceding the Psalms. There is a transition of genre here from history to poetry. In Vaticanus the former book is inscribed using three columns per page, while the latter has just two. This reduction from three to two columns required leaving the page blank following the end of 2 Esdras. An identical feature occurs in Sinaiticus at the equivalent place.29 Coming to Tobit, the reason for the unused space is not immediately apparent. This has prompted some to reject any line of argumentation based upon the presence of empty columns.30 Actually there is a very good reason for the gap at this precise point. Following Tobit in Vaticanus comes the minor prophets, that is, this location marks the transition from the wisdom books to the prophetic, beginning with Hosea. Study of the manuscript has shown that here there occurs not only a literary transition from one genre to another, but also a physical point of juncture in that there is a join between one quire and another.31 Tobit is the last book on quire 49 of the manuscript and Hosea the first on quire 50. Not only this, there remain traces of a page that has been cut off from the end of quire 49. Evidently the number of pages in the quire exceeded the material to be copied into them and so the spare leaf was excised. This, of course, could not be done with the remaining blank space on the last used page. Moreover, the style of handwriting indicates that the scribe who copied out Tobit was different from the copyist of Hosea.32 The vacant column, therefore, is evidently due to a second scribe who commenced his work on a new section of the canon upon a new quire of parchment which was later sewn together with the earlier quire following the removal of the latter’s final empty leaf.
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Fig. 1 The end of Mark in Codex Vaticanus showing the blank column. The faintly visible text is that on the reverse side of the page.





In the case of the ending of Mark in Vaticanus no such factors as those just described are discernible. There is no sewing together of different quires, and the scribal hand that continues after the blank column is identical to that preceding.33 This particular manner of empty space is then strictly unique to the conclusion of Mark in the entire manuscript. The simplest and most obvious explanation to account for the space is that the scribe knew of the longer ending.34 It is possible that 16:9–20 was missing from his exemplar, and so he left the remainder of the page blank in order that at a later date, if required, the missing text could be added. The amount of space is adequate for all twelve verses to be copied, though with slightly but not overly compressed lettering.35 The scribe no doubt merely estimated the space needed, probably from memory, rather than measuring it according to the exact number of letters.36 It is unlikely to have been the shorter ending that he had in mind, since this could have been fitted into the remaining part of the final column immediately following 16:8.37


To interpret the gap as indicating the scribe’s acquaintance with the longer ending has some support from Westcott and Hort. In their notes on variant readings the comment is made that “In B [Codex Vaticanus] the scribe, after ending the Gospel with v. 8 in the second column of a page, has contrary to his custom left the third or remaining column blank; evidently because one or other of the two subsequent endings was known to him personally, while he found neither of them in the exemplar which he was copying.”38


It is noteworthy that a similar empty space appears in both Codex Regius (L) and Codex Sangallensis 48 (Δ) following John 7:52. Significantly this is the place of the second of the more sizeable disputed texts in the Gospels, the pericope adulterae (John 7:53—8:11).39 The presence of such a gap at this particular point of the fourth Gospel must needs indicate an awareness of the omitted passage. It is most probable then that the same holds true for the space at the ending of Mark in Vaticanus.


We arrive at the conclusion then that one of the two earliest extant manuscripts of Mark, alongside its witness to the conclusion of the Gospel at 16:8, also provides indirect evidence for the prior existence of 16:9–20.


(b) Codex Sinaiticus. This second ancient uncial is generally dated to a similar period as that of Vaticanus, though possibly a decade or so later.40 Together with the date there is also the proximity of provenance in that Sinaiticus too shows signs oFor iginating in Egypt. There is evidence, however, that at one time the manuscript was located at Caesarea.41 There are enough variants in the earlier portions of Mark to discount the idea that Sinaiticus and Vaticanus shared the same exemplar for that Gospel.42 Yet paleographical evidence exists to suggest that they were in fact products of the same scriptorium.43


Besides Mark 16:9–20 Sinaiticus omits a number of other texts. With respect to the Gospels these omissions include John 7:53—8:11; Matthew 16:2b–3; John 20:5b–6, as well as individual verses. Several such omissions are shared with Vaticanus.


The first thing to be noted regarding the ending of Mark is that we do not actually possess the closing portion of that Gospel as it stood in the original copy of Sinaiticus. A well documented fact is that at this particular point in the codex replacement leaves have been sewn in containing a corrected form of the text. On these “cancel-leaves” (or “copy-sheets” as they are sometimes known) are written Mark 14:54 to Luke 1:56. Similar cancel-leaves were inserted in two other places in the NT.44 Nevertheless this phenomenon almost certainly has no bearing upon the matter of the disputed ending. The plain fact is that there would not have been a sufficient amount of space on the original pages to have fitted in all the final sections of Mark including 16:9–20. It is generally assumed then that the original scribe had also terminated the Gospel at 16:8. Scholars are generally of the opinion that the problem requiring correction most probably occurred in the opening portions of Luke.45


The presence of cancel-leaves aside, the fact remains that the conclusion to Mark’s Gospel in Sinaiticus is doubly unique in comparison to other endings in the manuscript. Two singular features appear at this point, both relating to the decorative artwork that makes a common appearance at the close of all the individual books within the codex. Firstly, there is the presence oFor namentation, in the form of an elaborate arabesque (see Figure 2), within the remaining part of the final line after the last letters of 16:8 (ΤΟΓΑΡ).46 This cannot be taken as a mere space-filler. Other books in the manuscript similarly only have a small number of letters in the last line of text—five at the end of Acts, four in the final line of John, three each in Matthew, 2 Peter, and 1 John, while the ultimate line of 3 John holds just two letters. Yet in none of these places is any decorative device employed to occupy the remaining space. This particular phenomenon then in both the OT and NT sections of the codex is entirely unique to Mark.


The second remarkable feature is the length of the ornamental line underneath the final line of text. Throughout this manuscript a design is situated at the close of each book consisting typically of two intersecting lines, one vertical immediately to the left of the column, and one horizontal just under the last line of text. Some of these lines are quite elaborate, others just a plain wavy line. The uniqueness of this device with respect to Mark consists in two distinct elements. First is the fact that the horizontal line extends all the way to the right edge of the column. This is significantly longer than the fifty or so similar lines elsewhere in the codex. Without exception these all end at a point less than halfway across the width of the column. Secondly, the design of the line in Mark changes around the point where other such lines end. The horizontal line is formed initially by a row of right-facing angular shapes from the left margin where it crosses the vertical line, to a distance a little over a third of the way across the column. The pattern then changes to match that of the arabesque decoration filling the remainder of the last line of text a short distance above (also shown in Figure 2). No other final ornamentation in the manuscript is comparable in these two respects to that seen at the end of Mark. As Williams states: “In a word, the manner in which the close of the Gospel according to Mark is indicated in [image: image] is more elaborate and definitive than in the case of any other N.T. writing.”47
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Fig. 2 The end of Mark in Codex Sinaiticus showing the ornamentation in the final line and the horizontal line below extending to the right border of the column





It is not unreasonable to suppose that this unique two-fold marking at the close of the second Gospel was deliberate. More than merely final artistic flourishes, the devices may have had been intended to tacitly express the view that this was, in the opinion of the scribe at least, the correct ending of the book. The remaining space of the final line may have been filled in to remove all possibility of any further text being added, while the decorative device traversing the entire column has the effect of bringing the Gospel to a definite, unalterable close at that point. Why would the copyist wish to do this? A quite credible answer would be that he was aware of an alternative ending, or endings, that he sought to exclude. On this issue Williams plausibly concludes: “The natural inference is that the scribe intended to indicate … in the most marked and definite manner possible without a note, that Mark certainly ended at the close of v. 8. … [H]is reason for so doing must have been due to the knowledge that not all MSS did end Mark at this point.”48


Although the nature of its testimony is quite different from that of a blank space, it appears that Sinaiticus joins Vaticanus in its implicit testimony to the existence of a Markan ending beyond that which these two present.49 While in the one case the scribe attempted to absolutely deny the inclusion of a longer text, in the other he allowed the possibility for later addition. We conclude then that in the case of these earliest extant manuscripts of Mark, though both ending at 16:8, each also bears witness in its own way to the prior existence of a longer ending. For the sake of accuracy, as well as for honesty, this important qualification ought to be appended to statements to the effect that the earliest copies of Mark concluded at 16:8.


Later minuscules


Besides the two great Alexandrian codices, three later Greek manuscripts are sometimes appealed to in discussions relating to the possible ending of Mark’s Gospel at 16:8. These three, MS 304 (twelfth century), MS 1420 (thirteenth century), and MS 2386 (eleventh century), are all minuscules produced at a period significantly later than Vaticanus and Sinaiticus. Each one has on occasion been claimed to support the testimony of the two early uncials.50 Without doubt there is no text of Mark beyond the words ἐφοβοῦντο γάρ in any of these manuscripts. Yet this does not mean that they may be enlisted as negative witnesses.


With respect to two of these minuscules, 1420 and 2386, there are signs that both documents were originally longer. In each case a page or pages appear to have been lost. Willker explains: “2386 does not contain any ending … but an analysis of the actual MS reveals that the last page is missing, probably torn out to get a painting from the beginning of Lk (Aland). The same thing with 1420. Here two pages are missing as can be seen from the chapter numbering.”51 That this is the actual state of affairs is now acknowledged by parties on both sides of the debate.52 While these minuscules may have been included as witnesses for the ending at 16:8 in older critical editions of the Greek NT, this is no longer the case.53


The remaining manuscript, minuscule 304, besides being cited elsewhere, appears in the textual apparatus of the UBS Greek NT (4th edition) immediately after [image: image] and B.54 There would seem to be good reason, however, for its removal. The document, we note, is not a simple reproduction of the Gospel of Mark, but rather a commentary upon the text. Following his examination of the manuscript, Maurice Robinson came to the following conclusion:




The primary matter [in 304] is the commentary. The gospel text is merely interspersed between the blocks of commentary material, and should not be considered the same as a “normal” continuous-text MS. Also, it is often very difficult to discern the text in contrast to the comments. … Following γαρ at the close of [16:8], the MS has a mark like a filled-in “o,” followed by many pages of commentary, all of which summarize the endings of the other gospels and even quote portions of them. Following this, the commentary then begins to summarize the ετερον δε τα παρα του Μαρκου, presumably to cover the non-duplicated portions germane to that gospel in contrast to the others. There remain quotes and references to the other gospels in regard to Mary Magdalene, Peter, Galilee, the fear of the women, etc. But at this point the commentary abruptly ends, without completing the remainder of the narrative or the parallels. I suspect that the commentary (which contains only Mt and Mk) originally continued the discussion and that a final page or pages at the end of this volume likely were lost. … I would suggest that MS 304 should not be claimed as a witness to the shortest ending …55





Robinson’s deduction seems reasonable. The Greek text of Matthew and Mark as displayed in the rest of the manuscript is very definitely Byzantine in character,56 and since the Byzantine tradition is otherwise unanimous in its support of the longer ending, it is likely that the Gospel text known to the scribe of 304 also contained this passage.57 shared the same exemplar for that Gospel The same conclusion is suggested by the commentary. This has been identified as a modification of that composed by Victor of Antioch, which included remarks upon 16:9–20.58


It is noteworthy that none of the above three minuscules appear in the detailed discussion of Westcott and Hort, who list Vaticanus and Sinaiticus alone as the total Greek manuscript evidence for the abrupt ending.59



Scribal notation and marking


In addition to the omission of Mark 16:9–20 from Codices Vaticanus and Sinaiticus attention is drawn to the occurrence of certain marginal notes (scholia) and marks (sigla) placed in the latter part of Mark. Statements such as the following are typical:




Not a few manuscripts which contain the passage have scribal notes stating that older Greek copies lack it, and in other witnesses the passage is marked with asterisks or obeli, the conventional signs used by copyists to indicate a spurious addition to a document.60


 


[T]here are several MSS that indicate some doubt about the authenticity of the LE. They do this in one of two ways: First, the scribe may add a note after v. 8. … Second, the scribe might simply place an asterisk or obelisk in the margin, indicating doubt about these verses.61


 


[A] number of MSS that do contain them have scholia stating that older Greek copies lack them … while in other witnesses the final section is marked with asterisks or obeli, the conventional signs used by scribes to mark off a spurious addition to the literary text.62





Before considering the details of these features, three general comments are in order. Firstly, there is the question of quantity. One of the above authors gives the number as “Not a few,” another as merely “several.” The latter is in fact the more accurate description. Overall there are fewer than thirty Greek manuscripts displaying these notes and signs. In comparison with the several hundred copies of Mark’s Gospel in total this is not a hugely significant amount. Secondly, the majority of these manuscripts are of a relatively late date. Three originate from the seventh to eighth centuries, but most of the remainder were produced after the tenth century, one even as late as 1400. Thirdly, and more importantly, that the notes in question are to be taken as indicating the spurious nature of Mark 16:9–20 is not the actual the case regarding many, if not most, of them, as shall be demonstrated below. Greek equivalents of “spurious” or “doubtful” appear nowhere in these notes. The presence of even the idea of doubt is merely an inference, and a questionable one at that.


Rather than deal with each manuscript individually the diverse forms of scribal activity situated towards the end of Mark may be divided into groups showing related notes or signs.


(1) Firstly, mention has already been made of certain Alexandrian texts that include both the shorter and longer endings. In three of these the copyist has placed a comment immediately after the shorter ending, having the form:




ἐστιν [δὲ]καὶ ταῦτα φερόμενα μετὰ τὸ ἐφοβοῦντο γάρ.





These [verses] are also present after “for they were afraid.”


Directly following this note the longer ending begins. The manuscripts exhibiting this scholium are L, Ψ, and 083.63 Codices L and Ψ both place the concluding subscription “The Gospel according to Mark” (εὐαγγέλιονκατὰ Μᾶρκον), after v. 20. What are we to infer from this note? It explicitly refers back to v. 8, saying that the verses now given, that is, vv. 9–20, also appear after this verse. That is, some copies known to the scribe continued immediately with the longer ending after “for they were afraid,” and so lacked the shorter ending entirely. The scribal comment, therefore, is not about whether vv. 9–20 were absent from any manuscripts, but the fact that, unlike the present group of texts, which included both endings, there were some manuscripts in circulation that contained only the longer. As to the genuineness of 16:9–20 the note is in that respect quite neutral.


(2) Another group consists of minuscules showing marginal notes that contain a statement identical or close to one of the following:




ἔν τισι τῶν ἀντιγράφων ἕως ὧδε πληρούται ὁ εὐαγγελιστής· ἐν πολλοῖς δὲκαὶ ταῦτα φέρεται.


 


In some of the copies the Evangelist is completed to this point. But in many these [verses] are also present.


 


ἔν τισι τῶν ἀντιγράφων ἕως ὧδε πληρούται ὁ εὐαγγελιστής, ἕως οὗκαὶ Εὐσέβιος ὁ Παμφίλου ἐκανόνισεν· ἐν πολλοῖς δὲκαὶ ταῦτα φέρεται.


 


In some of the copies the Evangelist is completed to this point, as far as which Eusebius Pamphili also made his canons. But in many these [verses] are also present.





Between these two the only essential difference is the addition in the second of the comparison with the Eusebian canons. The wording is otherwise identical. The shorter scholium is found in MSS 15, 22, 1110, 1192, 1210, and the longer in MSS 1, 205, 209, and 1582.64 This latter group are all Caesarean witnesses in the Gospels, which may account for their interest in Eusebius of Caesarea. Both forms of comment are expressed in the form of a contrast, the first element having reference to the ending at 16:8, and the second to the longer ending, the text of which follows in all these manuscripts. In connection with the former the qualifying quantitative phrase is ἔν τισι (“in some”), while in the latter the contrasting phrase is ἐν πολλοῖς (“in many”). Through this scholium the scribe is simply informing his readers that some manuscripts ended the Gospel at 16:8, yet many continued to v. 20. The content of the note, therefore, purely concerns quantity, it suggests nothing regarding spuriousness. Moreover, in this matter of quantity the words of the scribe responsible for the note if anything comes down on the side of the longer ending. By any analysis, “many” of course exceeds “some.”65


(3) Another group of manuscripts presents a scribal comment in the final chapter of Mark stating that:




ἐντεῦθεν ἕως τοῦ τέλους ἔν τισι τῶν ἀντιγράφων οὐκεῖται, ἐν δὲ τοῖς ἀρχαίοις πάντα ἀπαράλειπτακεῖται.


 


From here to the end does not occur in some of the copies, but in the ancient copies it all occurs in full.





This note appears in MSS 20, 215, and 300. In 215 it is located before the start of the longer ending. In 20 and 300 it has evidently been misplaced since in both it intervenes between 16:15 and 16.66 This latter is obviously an error and the words are unquestionably to be interpreted as having reference to vv. 9–20 in their entirety. This note likewise takes the form of a contrast. On this occasion the contrast is not about quantity, but rather here, by implication, it does touch upon the question of authenticity. The scribe first speaks of the omission of the following verses “in some [τισι] copies,” and contrasts this with the fact of their inclusion “in the ancient [ἀρχαίοις] copies.” It is contextually inferable, as well as semantically explicit through what is denoted by the adjective “ancient,” that the second element of the contrast gives the more positive proposition. Consequently, far from providing support concerning the doubtful nature of the longer ending, the author of the note actually wished to indicate the opposite. The verses were present in the ancient copies and so according to this criterion were to be accepted.


(4) In certain other minuscule manuscripts an asterisk or obelus is situated at the end of Mark 16:8. These are MSS 137, 138, 156, 187, 264, 1221, 2346, and 2812.67 The presence of these marks, we are told by those scholars cited at the beginning of this section, signifies doubt on the part of the scribe concerning the genuineness of the passage that follows. This function of the signs might be as they claim, but it cannot be assumed. The symbols might serve simply to signal the occurrence of a textual variant, without any implications of doubt. Were a scribe to actually include an explicit note at this point, there is no reason to suppose its contents would do anything other than accord with those considered above, and none of these contains any remark about the inauthenticity of the verses. It is noteworthy in this context that MS 205, besides the marginal note described earlier, also has an obelus in the column to refer to the note. The implicit information of these textual symbols, therefore, need not indicate anything more than what is expressed explicitly through the scribal notes appearing in other manuscripts in the same location.


(5) There are a number of other miscellaneous phenomena appearing before the longer Markan ending. The twelfth-century minuscule 199 has a scribal note at 16:8 not too dissimilar from those already discussed. The note states that “In some of the copies [ἔν τισι τῶν ἀντιγράφων] this does not occur, but it stops here.” Again the note itself is non-committal regarding the genuineness or otherwise of the subsequent text, which the manuscript includes. For completeness sake, mention ought to be made of MSS 12, 37, and 41, which include an almost verbatim extract from the commentary on Mark by Victor of Antioch at chapter 16.68 Since the excerpt denies the supposed spuriousness of the passage, claiming that it occurs in the “most accurate” copies, these marginal comments can hardly be taken as evidence against the longer ending, but rather the opposite.69


Where then are what Metzger describes as “scribal notes stating that older Greek copies lack it”? Plainly there are none that say such a thing. This, together with other statements like it, is nothing other than an unqualified assertion, not at all substantiated by the evidence of the notes themselves. Here is a definite instance in which supposedly negative testimony has been grossly overstated, if not completely misinterpreted.


EVIDENCE OF EARLIER PAPYRI


The oldest extant portions of the NT are written on papyrus. This was the most common material employed for the copying of the Christian scriptures until it was gradually replaced by the more durable parchment during the fourth to fifth centuries. A large proportion of NT papyri that survive pre-date Vaticanus and Sinaiticus, some by two centuries or more. Since the vast majority of these early papyri originate from the same geographic area as the above two codices, they would be expected to exhibit a similar text-type. Though many of them are Alexandrian in character,70 quite a number show a mixed text and are impossible to neatly categorize. A significant quantity of Byzantine readings are also attested.71


Unfortunately the Gospel of Mark is poorly represented among these earliest manuscripts. Just three of the extant papyri contain portions of Mark. By far the most important of these is the Chester Beatty Papyrus, p45, dating from the first half of the third century, and most probably originating in Egypt. The manuscript is heavily damaged and hardly a single line is completely intact. Of Mark parts of chapters 4–9 and 11–12 have been preserved. 72 The other two papyri are both small and relatively late. These are p84 and p88, the former containing a few verses from Mark chapters 2 and 6, and the latter Mark 2:1–26.73 The oldest of these two is p88, produced around the middle of the fourth century, that is, contemporary with Vaticanus and Sinaiticus. The other is later still, probably dating from the early sixth century.
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