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Translator’s Introduction






William Wrede


Wrede was born on 10 May 1859 at Bücken in Hanover. He became an associate professor at Breslau in 1893, and full professor in 1896. He died in office in 1906.


A radical by instinct, his methodology was self-consciously worked out, as his 1897 book Uber Aufgabe und Methode der sogenannten neutestamentlichen Theologie clearly shows.


For him New Testament theology is to be based not on the canon, but on history. The relationship of the New Testament documents to the “complex of tradition and history that lies back of them” is a problem and the documents “are to be studied not as literary witnesses to an ideological development …, but as exponents of a stormy event whose actual unfolding reveals itself in them as their presupposition”.1


Jesus’ life is known to us only through the tradition of the Church and New Testament theology has to consider not just Jesus and Paul, but the transition from Jesus to early Jewish and Gentile Christianity and only then the work of Paul.


Such presuppositions as these are set to work in the book we have before us, published in 1901 as Das Messiasgeheimnis in den Evangelien.


The Messianic Secret


Wrede objects to the interpretation of Mark on the basis of inadequate psychological surmise. The contrast between the public nature of Jesus’ miracles and his injunctions to secrecy in this Gospel requires some other mode of explanation. Whatever moderns may say, Mark is “wholly unaware” of the notion of a Jesus who, assuming messiahship at baptism, keeps it secret for much of his ministry till, after the confession of Peter, he introduces the disciples to the idea of a suffering and dying Messiah.


Mark’s picture shows the influence of the faith of the early Church at various points and is not neatly self-consistent. In the Gospel, Jesus is portrayed as concerned to veil his mission and the disciples are the recipients of revelations by him which they do not understand. These two factors are resolved in the picture of the Resurrection as ending the self-concealment of the Messiah and giving the disciples their commission to proclaim Jesus as Messiah to the world.


The idea of such a secret can be shown, from a study of the other Gospels, to have developed variously, and above all to go back to a period prior to Mark’s work as the earliest Evangelist.


Wrede finds the theological source of the idea of a secret about the messiahship in a contrast between what the Church came to think of Jesus and how his life had been understood during his ministry. According to him, because the Church came to think of Jesus after the Resurrection as Messiah they came to explain lack of explicit declaration of his messiahship by Jesus during his ministry by the suggestion that (nevertheless) Jesus had after all secretly revealed his messiahship.


The doctrine of the messianic secret is “the after-effect of the idea of the Resurrection as the beginning of Jesus’ messianic office”. Further: “if this doctrine could have arisen only at a time when nothing was known of any open claim on Jesus’ part to be Messiah, this seems to be positive evidence ‘that Jesus actually did not represent himself as Messiah’.”2 It will be seen that it is important to decide whether Wrede is right to suppose the doctrine has a theological starting-point of this kind as well as to check his conclusion that such a theology must involve a lack of messianic claims on the part of Jesus.


Nevertheless we can hardly question the correctness of his insistence that there must be a historical approach to the Church’s tradition if there is not to be naive misunderstanding of the perspective from which the Gospels were written.


Foreshadowed in his work are both form-criticism and redaction criticism.3 Foreshadowed too is the preoccupation of German New Testament theologians with what we have come to know as the Easter Event.


Alongside this sensitivity for literary form and forms, too, we find a keen, pragmatic responsiveness to Religionsgeschichte which, if in part reconstructed from the literature, is basic to it might well enough in some instances be seeing it in perspective. The Christian community in its world setting “served as a creative and formative agent in the transmission of the Gospel tradition”.4


It might not be too much to say that, setting aside the greater self-consciousness of modern hermeneutics – informed as it is by the work of men like Dilthey and Collingwood – Wrede’s methodology was not merely trend-setting its own day but has remained determinative for New Testament work right up to the present.


It is only reasonable, however, that the results procured by his methods should have been more debatable than the methods themselves.


The “Secret” since Wrede5


It is not necessary to undertake an exhaustive review of subsequent literature in order to press home the continuing importance of Wrede’s work. But there is some value in discovering what approaches derivative from him have been overplayed, and which might have merited more attention. To this we now turn.


A great danger in Wrede’s standpoint is that emphasis on the theologising activity of the early Church may lead us to picture such theologising as something autonomous in relation to Jesus’ own theologising activity. This ought not to be so; yet the mere fact that we have documentary material that points to a Church theology, or cluster of theologies, through which all our factual material about Jesus has already been filtered will again and again tempt us to overlook the probability of theological continuity between his thought and theirs. Item after item becomes a “creation of the Church” – which it might well enough in some instances be – with little deference to the creativity of Jesus himself. The objection can be carried a stage farther back. Wrede was sensitive to Religionsgeschichte: yet he and many after him have preferred the notion that the “secret” was a theological bridge constructed by the Christian community from the non-messianic life of Jesus to the Church’s messianic understanding of that life; they have preferred this to explaining the secret as an element in Jewish Religionsgeschichte of which Jesus himself can have made use. We had to wait for Sjöberg for a corrective to this, though his view has not commanded wide acceptance.6


There is hope from another angle than that of Sjöberg’s work that fresh attention will be paid to the place of Jesus’ ministry in Jewish Religionsgeschichte and to the connection of Church theologising with both. This hope derives from the recent preoccupation of certain New Testament theologians with the validity of the quest of the historical Jesus.


This can be traced back to another emphasis of Wrede’s. In stressing Mark’s theological inheritance he contributed to the raising of doubts about the use of Mark for constructing a life of Jesus.


On a different tack from Wrede, Albert Schweitzer made a similar point in The Quest of the Historical Jesus (E.T., 1910).7


Now it is well known that after spending much energy demonstrating the impropriety of constructing a life of Jesus in the fashion of the older “liberals” Schweitzer uses material in Matthew rather than Mark to help him outline a picture, albeit not a full-scale biography, of Jesus as he sees him.


Schweitzer’s Jesus interprets his life against the background of Jewish eschatology, and the author is at pains to show that three crucial items of Gospel narrative are recognised by Wrede himself as ill to reconcile with a merely literary-theological (as opposed to eschatological) understanding of Mark. These items are Peter’s Confession, the Entry into Jerusalem and the High Priest’s knowledge of Jesus’ messiahship.


Thus Schweitzer eschews old-fashioned biography of Jesus while stressing (rightly) the difficulty of accounting for some messianic material in the Gospels as nothing but the literary or theological creativity of the early Church rather than something in Jesus’ historical situation. “It is difficult to eliminate the ‘Messiahship from the ‘Life of Jesus’ …; it is more difficult still … to bring it back again after its elimination from the ‘Life’ into the theology of the primitive Church”8; and later on the same page: “But how did the appearance of the risen Jesus suddenly become for them a proof of His Messiahship and the basis of their eschatology? This Wrede fails to explain … ”


This fundamental question, stated so clearly by Schweitzer, has rarely if ever received justice from succeeding generations of radicals. Why should messiahship be the appropriate dignity for the raised, any more than for the crucified, Jesus? Think of the disadvantages to the Church in having to cope with explaining that Jesus was a messiah at all, rather than something else!


Because Schweitzer’s preference for Matthew over Mark has not seemed justifiable to many in the light of dominant trends in source and form criticism, his picture of an eschatologically conscious Jesus has not received the consideration it might on other grounds merit. It is largely in the circle of scholars like Buri and Werner that his “consistent eschatology” has been developed further. Yet whatever its weaknesses may be, this picture does help us to take seriously the continuity of Jesus’ thinking with that of his environment, and the continuity of his followers’ theologising with his own.


By contrast form and redaction criticism, reinforcing Wrede’s insight into the part played by the post-Easter Church in the growth of the thought behind the Gospels, have sometimes seemed to erect a sort of iron curtain behind which the life of Jesus must remain for ever veiled in mystery. This curtain is the Easter Event itself.


Now recently in reaction to this scepticism scholars such as Ernst Fuchs and J. M. Robinson9 have sought to replace the iron curtain by something more diaphanous. It has been suggested that while the old lives of Jesus were indeed on the wrong track form criticism is not so radical but that it leaves us with a modicum of material going back to Jesus. From this material we can see him reacting to his situation in history, producing a kerygma. We shall label this kerygma k1 and note that there is debate about how far it contains an implicit christology.


Now form-criticism often leads to the conclusion that the Church affixed the christological label to Jesus first of all in its kerygma, which was a post-Easter kerygma, and which we shall label k2.


Part of the recent discussions on the historical Jesus has its focus on how far k1 and k2 are consistent with each other. Hence the point that k2 may be implicitly christological.


In this discussion unfortunately the full force of the term “christology” is sometimes lost. We can speak of it in k1 and k2 without remembering that it is not the same as soteriology. Soteriology is a wider term. Yet modern theologians often mean just that when they use the other. They read into “christology” nineteen centuries of Christian soteriological connotations foreign to the original Jewish subject-matter of christology, i.e. discourse about a messiah for the Jews.


One example of this may be seen in the reinterpretation of “the messianic secret” as a “son of God secret”:


At this point it will be enough to suggest that the reasons for this secrecy are to be sought in the very nature and purpose of Jesus’ ministry and of the Incarnation itself. To have allowed the demons’ disclosure of his divine Sonship to go unrebuked would have been to compromise that indirectness or veiledness which was an essential characteristic of God’s merciful self-revelation.10


A more direct example of the over-theological approach, this time in the “new quest” of the historical Jesus itself, is to be seen in the tendency to take for granted the presupposition of access through a small quantity of the teaching of Jesus, understood in terms of twentieth-century existentialism, to the Jesus of history (not historiography), in the discussion of k1 and k2. “New questers” (as they have been called) like Fuchs and Robinson are so concerned with existential reinterpretation of these kerygmas that they under-emphasise the relevance to the historical role of Jesus in first-century Palestine in their own discovery of a continuity in early Christian thinking between Jesus and the Church.


The plausibility of the argument in J.A.T. Robinson’s Jesus and His Coming (SCM, 1957) may, for instance, hinge on whether there really was anything in the first century that swung the Church into an apocalyptic view of his ministry in the fifties. Or again, with a reappraisal of the debatable material on the kingdom of God compatibility of the teaching of Jesus with a Jewish messianic understanding of his ministry by him is still worth looking into.


It should be evident that work on Jewish background is just as relevant as an existential restatement of Jesus’ and the Church’s message; indeed the one needs the other to complement it.


Hence Sjöberg must claim our attention.


It is convenient to preface our discussion of his work with a brief statement on the study of the Enoch literature.


Archaeologists have not so far found among the Dead Sea Scrolls those portions of 2 Enoch known as the Similitudes. Since these speak of the Son of Man they have a bearing on the New Testament. It has been argued that the Similitudes were probably composed later than the time of Jesus and were not drawn upon by him.11 Though not without some impressiveness, dependence on the absence of material from a particular set of finds remains a dangerous argument from silence. And Hindley’s attempt to locate the reference to Parthians in AJD. 115–117 (cf. Similitudes of Enoch, 56, 57), though plausible, is conjectural and certainly not determinative as it stands.


Furthermore the present state of the Enoch material by no means precludes a long oral and even written history for it, whether in its extant form it is to be dated, with R. H. Charles, in the first century B.C., or with Hindley in the second century A.D.12


Given this preamble, it is interesting to note that while Sjöberg concedes that there are several points of time under Roman procuratorial rule in Judaea which would make an acceptable background for the Similitudes, he still prefers 40–38 B.C. and regards them as basically a literary unity.


On this literary and historical foundation he constructs his own picture of the sort of eschatological figure the Son of Man was in the circles that gave birth to the Enoch literature and accepts that the term comes to be linked with that of Messiah, however different in origin it may be.


Now one feature of the Son of Man in Enoch is that though he has been hidden from men, he is named before the Lord of Spirits and is a pre-existent being. Sjöberg links the naming of the Son of Man with ancient near-eastern patterns of kingship. Further, “the thought of the divine secrets is central in apocalyptic”13 and these secrets have been learned by the “righteous” or the “elect”.


We may pause to note that among the Rabbis the “name” of the Messiah was thought of as pre-existent, and the notion circulated that he was to be kept hidden till the appointed time.14


Thus there is material in the Jewish tradition which would have made a theology of hiddenness quite natural among those discussing the Messiah, whether in relation to the “Son of Man” or not. Formal proof of the pre-Christian currency of such ideas may be difficult; but we should certainly keep our minds open to their existence as a factor in the growth of Christian thinking. And such ideas would have been of interest to messianic claimants themselves. There is gratuitous psychologising in claiming that the mind of Jesus would never have woven them into his own thinking though it is just as unwarranted to assume that it did.


Now, when Sjöberg deals with Jesus’ use of the “Son of Man” terminology, he recognises that “ ‘the atmosphere about him is different’ from that in the usual ideas about the Son of Man”15 and he thinks of Jesus adding a new element to the concept of the Son of Man in the notion of that figure’s suffering, death and resurrection.16 Also he “finds in the Similitudes a pre-Christian foreshadowing of the pre-existence, incarnation, and exaltation of the Son of Man”.17


Here we have a contrast which corresponds to the balance that must be kept between the historical circumstances of the ministry of Jesus and his indebtedness to the Jewish past. (To his indebtedness must, of course, be added that of the Church which grew up in the Palestinian and related milieux).


Can we describe this balance more precisely than has so far been done?


Jesus and his followers inherited a rich and diversified apocalyptic tradition, to which at least Enoch material, if not Enoch, belonged. This apocalyptic tradition had an eschatological emphasis, and blended easily with other eschatological material connected with the hope of a Messiah. It also contained the notion of a “hidden” eschatological figure and of divine secrets to be revealed to the righteous.


Now alongside this we have the fact that Jesus was crucified. We also know that the Church came to speak of Jesus as the Messiah, despite his crucifixion.


Further, alongside the crucifixion the Church placed the Resurrection of Jesus. This item is more difficult than the crucifixion to categorise. Hence its precise significance is often obfuscated by references simply to the “Easter Event” as something which gave impetus to the preaching of Jesus as the “Christ”.


What we do not know is the extent to which language about the suffering, death and resurrection of the Son of Man on the one hand, and about the secrecy of his messiahship on the other, goes back to Jesus himself.


In our preoccupation with Wrede’s insight into the Church’s theologising of the ministry of Jesus, we may underestimate the possibility that at least the germs of this theologising can have been present in Jesus’ teaching.


This does not mean that we are pleading for a less radical view of Jesus. Our view of Jesus is as radical as Schweitzer’s consistent eschatology, though built on different premises. Both factors mentioned can illustrate the point.


On one hand, the tradition of suffering martyrdom may have conjoined with Jesus’ sense of impending crisis to produce warnings of sufferings and death from him, but also hopes of vindication.


On the other hand, a belief on his part that he might be the Messiah would naturally enough make him seek to adopt the extant theme of “hiddenness” or “secrecy” to his ministry.


These two possibilities can be stated without denying the power of Wrede’s critique of Mark. But though the injunction to secrecy (say) after the cure of Jairus’s daughter is absurd in its context, as he rightly points out, it does not follow that the idea of secrecy is nothing but ill-fitting theological explanation of how an “unmessianic” ministry of Jesus produced a christology in the Church after the Easter Event.


Though neither of the possibilities we mention need be right, there is just as much reason to explain the “messianic secret” by one of them as to make it a post-Easter theology lacking their basis in the traditions of Jewish eschatology.


In this connection generally, it is salutary to notice a revival of interest in the background to the Son of Man terminology18 and perhaps even more to the point to take cognisance of a recent reaction to the spate of contending sceptical assessments of the primitiveness of Son of Man sayings in the Gospels.19


Finally, in the present context, notice must be taken of an area of comparative studies which, though never decisive in itself, can be illuminating.


We refer to the recrudescence of the idea of a hidden Messiah in post-Biblical Judaism. This notion, known to the medieval rabbis, was actually used by Sabbatai Zevi, a Jew from Smyrna who in 1666 was the centre of a messianic movement.


The interest for us lies in the alleged accompaniments of his messianic self-manifestation. While ultimately there was open proclamation of his messiahship “with signs following” (!), this came after a long period in which it was by obscure hints that he sought to elicit from those around him this recognition of his status. For instance he walked around carrying a fish in a basket because an item of Jewish lore related this to the messiahship. (Interestingly, too, he interpreted punishment from the Jewish authorities as part of the sufferings of the Messiah!) Joseph Kastein in his biography of Sabbatai Zevi speaks of his “symbolic suggestions and secret communications to isolated individuals here and there”.20


Now, even after the failure of his public manifestation, the movement he started did not die out. Though under threat of torture the “Messiah” apostatised to Islam, his followers rationalised this by creating a theology, or christology, which saw this “sinfulness” of the Messiah as part of the divine plan for the taking of the burden of the world’s guilt upon him. It was further argued that his followers too should conform to other religions. Sociologically this was opportune in the light of Jewish sufferings and enforced conversions in the post medieval period in Europe.


Sabbatai Zevi has variously been called a mystic, a neurotic and a homosexual; but more than all these and despite them he was a major phenomenon in the Jewish world. Above all, here we have in comparatively recent times a sort of test case for the study of the interaction of tradition, messianic history and posterior theologising.


For one thing we see that a man who could procure a substantial following did so because he lived his life consciously in tune with current Jewish messianic tradition, at least to a degree.


Equally we see that where his doings stepped out of line with such tradition his convinced followers set about reconciling them with the framework of that tradition.


The secrecy motif was by then “old hack” in Judaism, and its employment does not necessarily betoken charlatanry or dementia; more to the point is the fact that it could be employed effectively at all.


All this drives home the lesson that while the crucifixion of Jesus called for an explanation, this explanation need not have started in a vacuum or have been imposed as altogether foreign matter on existing messianic traditions; further that there may be good sociological reasons for the form taken by the explanation; and finally that the motifs of suffering and secrecy could go back to the ministry of Jesus itself, even if also adapted to the crucifixion and its sequel. We have as it were a “postcedent” in the career of Sabbatai Zevi and the perpetuation of his movement!


It is indeed not inappropriate to ask how far the very proclamation of the Easter Event might be the consequence rather than the cause of a christological kerygma otherwise very hard to explain.


These observations are very tentative and we are fully aware that the literature about Sabbatai Zevi is as much in need of form, source and redaction criticism as are the Gospels. Nothing more is offered than an instructive comparison.


Nevertheless from all we have previously said it would seem proper to suggest that Wrede’s position cannot be normative unless it can be clearly shown that the secrecy motif cannot have belonged to Jesus’ ministry itself.


Recent Approaches


Cognisance must be taken briefly of some other contributions to the debate.


Bousset saw in the motif an apologetic device to reconcile history with the Gospel; H. J. Ebeling saw it as denying independent importance to history and emphasising the kerygma of the Church and the faith of the Christian; but others again see it as “reflecting the basic theological structure of the history itself (an abstraction which might or might not be consistent with an approach through Religionsgeschichte).


Burkill, like Bultmann, still leans heavily on Wrede’s original position but also sees the secret as a positive attempt by Mark at a theological interpretation of the hidden meaning of Jesus’ life and death as those of the Messiah. Conzelmann and others see it as Mark’s creation, in which a fundamental theological principle is exhibited that displays the relation between history and the Gospel in assessing the significance of Jesus’ person “as the form and content of the Gospel require”. This refinement of Wrede’s and Bultmann’s approach is further developed by Glasswell.21


A Methodist scholar, Brian G. Powley, is at present working on a detailed historical survey of the discussion to take account of contributions not touched on by Glasswell, while broadly in agreement with the view that “there is a secret of a kind in the historical life of Jesus in that a Christology was implicit, not explicit, in his preaching. Later, after the open confession of Jesus’ Messiahship in the post-resurrection church and when it became necessary to write a life of Jesus as the Messiah, the implicit character of the Christology within the ministry was re-expressed in retrospect in terms of a specifically Messianic secret. Paradoxically, history is falsified in the interests of historical verisimilitude!”22


Even if such a view should be thought not to do full justice to the eschatological raw material outlined by Sjöberg as extant in Judaism, it is preferable to psychological explanations of the secrecy motif which suggest that Jesus was anxious not to give a wrong (political) idea of his intentions or did not wish to be taken for a wonder-worker.23


That a first-century Jew should switch the idea of messiahship from a political to a spiritual pole is theoretically conceivable. But such a divorce of sacred and secular is unusual in inter-testamental Judaism. It is much more likely that since for some reason the habit persisted of calling Jesus “Messiah” even when his death had distinguished him from the expected Messiah, this spiritualisation of the messianic idea was produced to help account for the discrepancy.


Such an approach has something in common with Wrede’s. But here too the question remains why the habit of calling him Messiah began at all.


Scholars following Conzelmann may be looked on as committed to the view that so far as Mark is concerned “the Christology is in the tradition, not in the redaction” and that “the secrecy motif, far from being designed to heighten the Christology, actually tones it down”.24 Be this as it may, we can see why such toning down would seem necessary. After A.D. 66–73 an explicit use of the term Messiah would not meet with Roman favour; also to risk such unpopularity would seem absurd seeing that in retrospect Jesus’ career did not look very messianic!


This is almost to have “hoist with their own petard” scholars of the complexion just discussed. For standpoints derived from Wrede normally stress that Jesus’ career was not indeed messianic to start with. Now we are expanding Schweitzer’s question about why there was a tradition of Jesus’ messiahship at all, to read: why was there in the pre-Markan pericopes a christological emphasis that (a) must not be expunged but (b) could be minimised by suggesting that Jesus enjoined secrecy?


Was this christological emphasis after all Jesus’ own? Did the crucifixion bring him up with a jolt? Or did Jesus, as Schweitzer suggested, hazard all on a disaster that could be the prelude to vindication? Or again was Jesus’ movement quite simply part of the nationalist religious movement of his day?


We can now see that those studies of Jesus’ connections with contemporary nationalism which extend from the “eccentric” work of Robert Eisler to the more soberly assessed writings of S. G. F. Brandon are directly relevant to the theology of the messianic secret.25 The theologising of the early Church’s writers is at least partly the product of their own political and sociological predicament.26


The mere fact that we cannot go behind the New Testament sources to a coherent, chronological biography of Jesus does not exonerate us from showing that he did belong in a particular setting in history, and first-century, Jewish, eschatologically determined history at that.


Only if we are clear about this can we do justice to the element of continuity between him and those early Christians whose christological kerygma included only belatedly, according to some, the motif of secrecy; for in other eyes this very motif was there from the start.


J.C.G. Greig
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Author’s Preface






For some time my particular attention has been claimed by the Gospel tradition of Jesus as the Messiah. It has been engaged, as I might also put it, by whether Jesus saw himself as Messiah and so represented himself. But I prefer the first formulation.


The two questions can indeed by identified with each other but in one sense they can also be separated.


For instance, one can imagine a very unfavourable evaluation of quite clearly messianic materials in the Gospels, and yet also a failure even then to settle the question of Jesus’ messianic consciousness. Examination of the available tradition is, however, the subject which immediately concerns us. In the pages that follow, the reader will find a treatment of one of the variety of problems it embraces. My intention is to supplement this with further studies on the subject. I hope to introduce some new points of view into the discussion of the problem I am now broaching. For at present it is a non-starter in theological circles and simply has not been handled as I am attempting to handle it.1


I have called the work “at the same time a contribution to the understanding of the Gospel of Mark”; and I do in fact put some weight on the subtitle. My original intention was to write a special study on the plan of Mark. But the contents of this would have been too much in alignment with the work on the main theme for the separation to have been fruitful. My only hope is that I have succeeded in so effecting the unification of the subjects that everything said about the Gospel of Mark really will be of value for the understanding of the main theme.


I have frequently been pained by the thought that my investigation raises questions about so many things on which good, pious people have placed all their trust. I have remembered old friends, kind listeners, children of God both known and unknown to me, who might see my work. However, I have been unable to alter anything here. We cannot change the Gospels; we must take them as they are. If anyone wishes to call my criticism radical on this account, then I have nothing against it. I rely on the fact that things themselves are sometimes most radical and that one can therefore hardly be legitimately reproached for depicting them as they are. On the other hand, I reject the charge of offering a “negative” criticism in the one reasonable sense the word can have: my entire endeavour has at least been the very positive one of illuminating a small but, as I believe, important portion of descriptive history as well as I could.


My endeavour is to be open-minded towards objections. It can be taken for granted from the start that much will require correction. But the common complaint, that the Gospel tradition cannot be of later date to die extent I assume, will not put me off. History teaches that after the earliest Gospels were written down extraordinary changes in the picture of Jesus still took place. I cannot imagine why previously it should not have been so. No a priori judgement can be made on the value of the Markan transmission, for we are entirely without the means of checking it against other sources. It must therefore be held possible that the oldest written material which tells us of Jesus, and which came to have a dominant influence on what came later, has incorporated much more than we could desire of the secondary tradition that had already accumulated, and much less of the good material. For the rest, I do not wish to leave it unrecorded that my attitude towards other portions of the Gospel materials, and particularly towards the “sayings” of Jesus, is essentially different from that towards the elements I am dealing with here. All in all I should like my readers to observe the limits I have myself delineated in this work. The subject frequently leads us on to questions of wider impact; these I have tried to eschew as far as possible.


I should have been glad to forgo explicit debate with other viewpoints, but it seemed necessary, to permit clear perception of the position which has gradually become mine, which is one of opposition to the usual critical treatment of the Gospels. I must beg forgiveness for quoting old editions of a series of well-known works, these being the one form in which they were available to me. The effect will doubtless be inconsiderable. I do, however, regret having been unable to make more use of the Handcommentar zu den Synoptikern in the form which its worthy author has now given it. Oscar Holtzmann’s Leben Jesu I unfortunately encountered only when my work was already finished. This work, of course, generally champions the very positions I have particularly challenged (cf., e.g., pp. 54I., 5724gff., 273).


Some excursuses have been added in order to make the presentation less cumbersome.


I have very frequently and sometimes several times over given quotations verbatim. This was to study the reader’s convenience, but also to compel him to have before him a vivid picture of the texts.


I am very grateful to Waldemar Lorenz, stud. theol., for substantial help in correction of proofs and in the preparation of the index.


W. Wrede


Breslau, June 1901







	1.  The extent of my awareness of having had predecessors may be judged from Excursus VII.
















Introduction






Requisites for research on Jesus’ life


Historical criticism has carried out painstaking work on the literary sources of Jesus’ history. Assuredly it has not lacked its reward. Little may have been settled, but progress say since Strauss’s Leben Jesu (1835) has been extensive and unmistakable.


There seems to be a less substantial gain to record in the primary task of making use of the sources for historical purposes.


In individual particulars these last decades are, of course, the period which, with its variety of fresh stimuli, has richly augmented our scholarly resources. Many are the transmitted sayings of Jesus that have come closer to being understood, and many the standpoints dominating the Gospels that have been more clearly opened up for us through our knowledge of the historical background.


But the two decisive questions are still these: What do we know of Jesus’ life? and – a question with its own independent importance – What do we know of the history of the oldest views and representations of Jesus’ life? The two questions can also be subsumed in one: How do we manage to dissect the Gospel tradition in these two directions: how do we separate what belongs properly to Jesus from what is the material of the primitive community?


Coming to the recent literature on Jesus’ life (in the widest sense) with these questions in mind, one feels the onset of a sense of disappointment. Looked at more closely, this impression is seen to be in part the consequence of the unusual difficulties that inevitably attach to the subject itself; and in part to be attributable to the predominance of literary work on the sources, with its frequent obscuring of our awareness about the latest and chiefest undertakings of research. But in substantial measure it also stems from a defective critical method.


This seems to become obvious specifically at three points.


First of all, it is indeed an axiom of historical criticism in general that what we have before us is actually just a later narrator’s conception of Jesus’ life and that this conception is not identical with the thing itself. But the axiom exercises much too little influence. As a rule it is remembered only when certain things shock us; which means essentially (1) where we find strictly miraculous features, (2) where there are manifest contradictions in the same source, and (3) where one report clashes with another. Where such shocks do not occur we feel, without going very deeply into it, that we are on firm ground in the life of Jesus itself, that we are through with criticism when by dint of work on the sources and reflexions on the subject we have arrived at the oldest account.


There is no clarity of principle in this. I should never for an instant lose sight of my awareness that I have before me descriptions, the authors of which are later Christians, be they never so early – Christians who could only look at the life of Jesus with the eyes of their own time and who described it on the basis of the belief of the community, with all the viewpoints of the community, and with the needs of the community in mind. For there is no sure means of straightforwardly determining the part played in the accounts by the later view – sometimes a view with a variety of layers.


A second point is very closely bound up with this one. We are in too great a hurry to leave the terrain of the evangelists’ accounts. We urgently want to utilise it for the history of Jesus itself. In order to do so features that cannot be credited are cut out and the meaning is worked out in such a way as to become historically serviceable; that is to say, something which was not in the writer’s mind is substituted for the account and represented as its historical content. There is extremely little sensitivity to the tremendous precariousness of this procedure; but above all no questions are asked about whether the characteristic life which belongs to the account itself is eliminated by it. Our first task must always be only that of thoroughly illuminating the accounts on the basis of their own spirit and of asking what the narrator in his own time intended to say to his readers; and this work must be carried out to its conclusion and made the basis of criticism.


Thirdly, psychology is to be taken into account. By no means do I wish to speak here only of researchers – of whom there are many in different camps – who exhibit for every Gospel story such a precise knowledge of the historical circumstances and, specifically, such an intimacy with the inner life of Jesus that one might well doubt whether one is listening to a confidant of Jesus or reading a novel. I am also thinking about the fortunately numerous scholars who demonstrate more tact and reserve in this.


Psychology is all very well if it is a question of producing the necessary connection between fixed points or if its service is exploratory, where there is a strict check on the possibilities and necessities deriving from established facts or even, for the matter of that, from supposed facts. But scientifically psychology fails to carry conviction if the crucial points are not themselves determined or if there is a facile proffering of what may well be in itself conceivable as if it were already the real thing.


And this is the malady to which we must here allude let us not dignify it with the euphemism “historical imagination”. The scientific study of the life of Jesus is suffering from psychological suppositionitis” which amounts to a sort of historical guesswork. For this reason interpretations to suit every taste proliferate. The number of arbitrary psychological interpretations in literature of facts, words and contexts in the Gospels is legion. Nor is it simply a matter of harmless superfluities. These interpretations at the same time form the basis for important structures of thought; and how often do people think that the task of criticism has already been discharged by playing tuneful psychological variations on a given factual theme!


I am by no means asserting that all work in this direction has been entirely useless, but it seems to me to be an urgent necessity that we should have done with subjective judgements. The psychological treatment of facts is permissible only when we know that they are indeed facts and even then we must still call a supposition a supposition. Otherwise there is a blunting of our awareness that scholarship finds value not in emotive descriptions which afford the reader pleasure but only in strict accuracy and certainty of knowledge; otherwise we will forget that we must at least always be striving for these things and that it is better to have a little real knowledge, whether positive or “negative”, than a great assortment of spurious knowledge.


These reflections will appear somewhat presumptuous to the well-disposed, and even more to the ill-disposed, reader as I have done nothing to exemplify these maladies of criticism; and they will seem pointless so long as I do not say what observational basis I have for making these pronouncements. Let my readers then consider my remarks to be a sort of motto which I should like to prefix to the investigations which follow. To be sure those who read them will not find here by a long way everything I think I can offer by way of proof, but I hope that from a series of examples they will be able to see what my meaning is and that those in essential agreement with the investigation will lend the seal of their approval to the motto.


The subject and the sources, with special reference to Mark


The question of the messianic self-consciousness of Jesus which is exercising modern scholarship is far from the thoughts of the Gospel narrators; indeed for them it simply does not exist at all. From the beginning of his life or of his work, from his birth or his baptism, Jesus for them is objectively the Messiah. This naturally implies a corresponding consciousness, but the idea of this consciousness and of its genesis is not present. It would be a complete misunderstanding of the mind of these writers to presuppose that they had any ideas about the development of this consciousness.


On the other hand, the evangelists do offer us certain data relevant to the other question of when Jesus was acknowledged as Messiah or when he made himself known as such. If scholar ship can reach the stage of making any certain pronouncements about Jesus’ messianic consciousness from this starting-point, then it must manifestly be by way of inferences.


My intention in the following investigation is to subject these allegations, together with whatever else is relevant to them, to an examination. This, of course, is only a very provisional and inexact paraphrase of my intentions.


In this undertaking we must refer to all four Gospels. I would add to them the older extra-canonical Gospels of which we have some fragments, were it not possible to say at once that for the problem under consideration these have nothing worth mentioning to offer. The canonical Gospels must be considered separately. This is important.


With the great majority of modem critics I share the opinion that our Gospel of Mark, or something extremely like it, lies behind the two other synoptics. I naturally do not venture in making this assumption to solve every individual literary problem posed by the parallel portions of the three Gospels; but despite continued contradiction of it, the main point seems to me to be so well established that we may use it as the basis for new ventures.1


If this thesis is correct and if the fourth Gospel must remain out of account as a completely secondary picture, then the whole burden of responsibility falls almost entirely on Mark in regard to all questions touching the authentic story of Jesus and in particular the course and development of his life. The reliability or unreliability of Mark’s tradition in this connection is essentially decisive for the reliability or otherwise of the Gospel tradition as a whole. Mark must therefore stand in the forefront of our investigation.


Matthew and Luke, however, are not on this account valueless even where they themselves depend on Mark, nor of course is John. To hold them valueless can be the approach only of those for whom the question of the most primitive development of the interpretation of the life of Jesus gets lost to view behind the question of the real life of Jesus.


I am making no presupposition about the antiquity of Mark. There can be no talk as yet of a proof that it was written before A.D. 70. On the other hand, the usual arguments are also hardly sufficient really to guarantee a later date. Indeed researchers with essentially the same presuppositions now champion this view and now the other.


In the same way, however, I am also leaving completely open the question of the relationship of the Gospel to Peter. In an investigation of the kind we are undertaking the intrusion of such problems could only have a harmful effect. Everything to do with the internal circumstances of the Gospel must first be explored on its own account. Only afterwards can we ask whether the result favours the tradition of a Petrine basis for the Gospel or not.


As against this another presupposition must indeed be made: namely that the Markan narratives are something essentially other than records of Jesus’ life taken down on the spot. This is to be sure a platitude, yet, on the other hand, there is nothing platitudinous about it when one sees that in practice criticism again mostly makes meagre use of this theoretically uncontested thesis.


At best Mark wrote something like thirty years after the events, and at best gave a free reproduction in part of his book of what an eyewitness had reported to him of his reminiscences, long enough before they were written down. It will suffice to refer to the doublet in the feeding stories (ch. 6 and ch. 8) to prove that he does not everywhere follow this eyewitness, if indeed he follows him at all. Everyone who knows anything about human tradition must admit that even when we make these favourable assumptions the faithfulness and exactness of individual reports becomes somewhat uncertain. If, on the other hand, one looks at how the critics go on drawing quite assured conclusions from the most inconsiderable and characterless details and from the position of sentences and phrases in the narrative, or from the appearance or absence of individual words or concepts, one should by rights believe in a miraculous process of transmission.


Yet another consideration is more to the point here and must be compelling at least for all diose who recognise only historical standards in Gospel research. Mark actually has a large share of unhistorical narratives in his Gospel. No critical theologian believes his report on the baptism of Jesus, the raising of Jairus’s daughter, the miraculous feedings, the walking of Jesus on the water, the transfiguration, or the conversation of the angel with the women at the tomb, in the sense in which he records them. If the theologian sees facts behind such information he is nevertheless compelled to grant that they have undergone a very substantial transformation and distortion, whether in the mind of Mark or otherwise.


Can this knowledge have no consequences for the rest of the Gospel’s contents? A real distrust of concrete portions of the record naturally cannot have its basis here, nor should this lead to its being expressed. But we are certainly warned forcefully by the Gospel itself against a too ready confidence and from the start are challenged to check its contents rigorously. It is not a matter of indifference whether this is or is not clearly grasped by these coming to the Gospel. To bring a pinch of vigilance and scepticism to it is not to indulge a prejudice but to follow a clear hint from the Gospel itself.







	  1.  Cf. Wernle, Die synoptische Frage, 1899, which presents an excellent summary of the results of standard critical works, besides making an independent contribution to many questions; though, of course, it is not free of some audacious judgements.
















Part One

Mark






Some Preliminaries on the General Picture of the Messianic History of Jesus


The prevalent view of the course of the events (according to Mark)


At his baptism by John, Jesus receives the Spirit and obtains the testimony from on high that he is God’s son. With this, according to Mark, Jesus’ life as Messiah begins.


Next to this fundamental event the decisive point is the confession of his messiahship by Peter, 8:27ff. In Jesus’ last period, not long before he sets out on the decisive journey to Jerusalem, there dawns on the disciples at Caesarea Philippi an understanding they have not so far had; and one which in a sense they ought not to have. For to begin with Jesus purposely veiled his messianic dignity in secrecy. Even as late as the sending forth of the disciples in 6:7ff. he does not commission the disciples to proclaim him as Messiah, but rather authorises them only to preach repentance and to drive out demons.


However, others had already recognised him as Messiah before the disciples. These were the demoniacs. But it is specifically in regard to them that he shows his unwillingness to be prematurely considered Messiah. He regularly forbids them to proclaim him. Other sick people too are the objects of a corresponding veto, as Jesus is manifestly troubled that the broadcasting of his miracles will compel him to lift the veil.


The dawning of messianic awareness on the part of the disciples accordingly appears in fact as epoch-making in Jesus’ public life. In this connection it becomes at the same time evident that Jesus thought it important that there should be no forcing of the correct evaluation of his person but that it should be allowed to mature gradually in people’s minds.


But the moment of Peter’s confession has yet another meaning too. From now on we have the announcement of Jesus’ suffering and death (ērxato didaskein, 8:31). From the course take by his life and his activity Jesus recognised this bitter necessity. He therefore now seeks to familiarise his disciples too with his thought on that future. But that this should happen just then is the result of his inability to be content with the mere acknowledgement of messiahship: he is still obliged to set the disciples free from a representation of the Messiah which was Jewish and materialistic in character. Although the disciples have taken the big step forward from a view of Jesus which at first was extremely inadequate (e.g. 4:13, 41; 6:52) to the discernment of his messianic vocation, yet it is only very slowly that they are able to reconcile themselves to the new idea of a suffering and dying Messiah.


Even at this stage Jesus still keeps his secret from the people. Directly after Peter’s confession he once more emphasises the old veto (8:30). And after the Transfiguration he forbids those in his confidence to retail what they have seen (9:9). However, already before the scene at Caesarea Philippi the growing reputation of the wonder-worker had evoked from the people all sorts of views about him which testified to a somewhat high evaluation of him (6:14f.). Thus in the long run the secret could not be kept within the narrow circle. Already in Jericho we find him greeted with the messianic form of address by a blind man (10:47). At the entry into Jerusalem (11:1ff.) the people then fête him as the promised messianic king. And now he accepts this homage. Finally he acknowledges his messiahship before the high priest in the most solemn and express manner (14:61f.). Above his cross is the inscription: “the King of the Jews” (15:26).


Something like this is the picture of the messianic fife of Jesus which the prevailing critical view finds outlined in the Gospel of Mark, and which for this very reason forms the best point of departure for our investigations.1


The picture was first obtained in a comparison vof Mark with Matthew. Some pages of Ritschl2 had a special influence here. Ritschl showed that Matthew already speaks repeatedly of public messianic recognition of Jesus before Peter’s confession (9:27; [12:23]; 15:22; cf 14:33), but nevertheless represents the confession as a revelation; further that in part he omits Jesus’ injunction not to proclaim him as it is of no value for his view as a whole, while in part where he retains it he allows it to be disclosed to great crowds of people (8:4; 12:15,16) and so makes an absurdity of it. In other words it is shown that Matthew misconceives and disarranges a systematic and organised treatment; but thereby too it is shown that Mark, which provides this treatment, is the older Gospel.


But a further big step was immediately taken. The historical course of events was, perhaps with some isolated exceptions, found to be present in Mark’s treatment.


Does proof of this not in fact lie in the internal consistency of the whole? Do not the events of Jesus’ history come alive only as a result of this central position of Peter’s confession? Jesus himself, the disciples, and the people in relation to him all now exhibit movement and progress. The strongest bulwark for this view, however, lies in the presentation of Peter’s confession itself. The scene has been differently understood.3 Peter is said simply to have given new force to a belief in Jesus’ messiahship which had already been long in existence, and in contrast to the people, who turn away from him, the disciples make a vow remain with him. But the renewed prohibition after the confession (8:30; 9:9) seems sharply to contradict this, and the close connection of the prophecy of suffering and the confession as well as the rapid sequel of the Transfiguration seem equally clearly to give the confession scene the stamp of an epoch-making event. Indeed even Matthew’s addition, that Jesus extols the confession as a divine revelation and esteems the one who gives utterance to it as “blessed”, has the aura of a surprising illumination. This scene by itself therefore seems, if it is to be taken at its face value, to carry with it a strong proof that it was only shortly before his journey to Jerusalem that Jesus’ messiahship became public property.4


In spite of all this, the impression that Mark has an internally consistent and historically comprehensible overall picture will stand examination only as long as we ignore items of evidence pointing in other directions.


Of course, such items of evidence must not be imported from without- from ready-made opinions on the life of Jesus or from other sources. Otherwise there is a confusion of the issues. We are concerned only with Mark’s own view and with a critical analysis of what is to be found in the Gospel.


However, a prior question here requires elucidation. Did Mark intend to represent the supposed development in Jesus’ messianic life, or did he describe it unconsciously and yet faithfully? One opinion or the other must here be embraced. It may remain in doubt what significance the question had for Mark in comparison with other interests, but we cannot assume that all in all from the beginning to the end of his work he consciously set forth such a development and then, notwithstanding, could be constantly bereft of this consciousness.


Many critics have in this connection explicitly spoken of Mark’s intention.5 Of more importance is the fact that this is absolutely appropriate and indeed necessary from their standpoint.


A Mark who with an abundance of unrelated elements blindly drew a picture of an internal development in Jesus’ history is practically unimaginable. Chance would have had to operate and to shuffle everything into place and chance cannot achieve that much If in accordance with prevailing critical presuppositions we suppose that Mark drew upon reminiscences of discourses by Peter or conversations with him for the best of what he provides, that is, that he himself in great measure contrived the order in which he presents his material, it would be all the more completely incomprehensible that in writing down his narrative he should have happened quite casually upon such a self-consistent arrangement of numerous details.


Assuming this, cogent objections can, however, certainly be raised against the view ascribed to Mark of the course of messianic history.


First of all it is clear that in Mark a lot of things have to be read between the lines if we want to establish that in it there is a really comprehensible development.


On what account does Jesus continually forbid people to speak of his messianic dignity and his miracles? On what account does he keep silence over against the disciples? That he wishes to let them arrive at the right attitude towards him on their own is a motive neither hinted at nor self-evident. On what account is the secret still to be kept from the people even after the event at Caesarea Philippi? Mark is silent. In the same way we have to conjecture that Jesus is hinting at his passion in order to cleanse the disciples’ messianic belief from Jewish sediment. Would one not expect occasionally a hint of such motives? Does not the narrator give explanations in other connections, such as that Jesus saw through the thoughts of his opponents or that he chose the disciples so that they might be in his company and that he might send them forth (3:14), or that Pilate discerned the envy of the high priest (15:10), not to mention declarations like 7:3ff. (on Jewish washings)?


It is of even greater concern that just where a connection between certain themes would be extremely necessary this is lacking. After the second feeding, the disciples seem farther than ever removed from an understanding of Jesus; for they grossly misconstrue his words about the leaven of the Pharisees and have learned nothing from the feedings (8:15ff.). How then do they quite surprisingly come to gain this great insight soon after this, 8:27ff? This divergence has naturally been long in evidence. In a narrator who perceives some of the significance of this change, a hint would be opportune about whether there was anything leading up to this insight or whether it came like a bolt from the blue. For Mark is certainly not merely an arid chronicler. Or does he write down nothing about it because he tells us only what he knows for sure? Did he then learn so little about this most important juncture from his teacher? Or are we to delete the story of the feeding as unhistorical, together with the subsequent misunderstanding of its meaning? To do so would unfortunately not enable us to gain anything for the understanding of how Mark looked at the matter.


Furthermore, how does the blind man of Jericho suddenly come by knowledge of the Son of David? How did the secret leak out from the circle of the disciples? How is the crowd able to greet Jesus immediately afterwards, at the triumphal entry, as Messiah? The blind man’s apostrophe of Jesus certainly seems marked out as significant when we are told that “many” (of the disciples or of the accompanying people? 10:46) admonished him to keep silence, but this makes it no clearer whence his knowledge of the Messiah comes; and it is still very much an open question if by that reference Mark really intends to say that the public messiahship now begins. Why does he not tell us so? After all, he notes in 6:14 that Jesus’ “name had become known”. But the act of messianic homage at the triumphal entry is a completely isolated story in Mark. It leads nowhere and there are no kinds of clearly discernible preliminaries to it.6 The manifestation of Jesus’ messiahship is therefore still a mystery unless we again begin to read between the lines. These points already give grounds for caution. The narrative does not look like an intentional record of messianic developments.


I would, however, add something positive to these negative items and single out the following points7:


1. If Jesus repeatedly commands sick people (I leave cases of possession out of account here) to keep the fact of their healing secret, he nevertheless frequently performs his miracles in the full glare of publicity. Here there lies an inner contradiction in Mark’s presentation, if there is otherwise a unity of thought behind those injunctions. Were the public healings to begin at a definite moment when these injunctions cease, then one could speak of a change of habit on the part of Jesus, occasioned by circumstances. In 2:1ff. at least we do in fact already have a cure before everyone’s eyes, but secret miracles recur as late as 5:43 and indeed even at 7:36 and 8:26. Special reasons will have to be thought up for the worker of miracles behaving in one way at one time and differently at another.8


The facts can be put this way: since many of the miracles are public, the later prohibitions found after miraculous deeds lose their point. But they also seem pointless for another reason: those healed pay no heed to the prohibition (1:45, 7:36f; cf. 5:19f)9 – “the more he charged them the more zealously they proclaimed it”. According to Mark one would have to add that the more they spread it abroad, the more he forbade it. This has a less sensible ring about it.


This point naturally seems to have more bearing on Mark’s context as something objectively conceivable than upon Mark’s consciousness. It could perhaps be said that he simply did not notice his idea of the late disclosure of the Messiah is here imperilled that he did not pursue the logic of his presentation. This does not mean that he lacked all notion of the development in question. Only, these particulars scarcely suffice. For nothing is more obvious than that Mark understood the miracles as manifestations of the Messiah. To this I shall later return.


2. At the raising of Jairus’s daughter (5:35ff.) the admission of Jesus’ three confidants is manifestly related closely to the prohibition. The crowd is not to experience the miracle, but Jesus’ confidants can know it. If Jesus feared that once his miracles were put on public display they could end up by betraying his messianic dignity, he manifestly did not at that time wish to withhold this knowledge from his confidants and indeed did everything possible to call it forth. How does this accord with the usual view that before Peter’s confession Jesus did not reveal himself even to the disciples and only prepared the ground for their recognition of him by his teaching? This question could also have occurred to Mark if he really did hold the opinion ascribed to him. But there is something else more important than this.


3. Naturally it has not escaped the notice of the critics that the passages 2:10 and 2:28 are unfavourable to their view. Jesus here calls himself “Son of man” and to all appearances makes lofty statements about himself. For he claims both the right to forgive sins and dominion over the commandment regarding the Sabbath. If “Son of man” means the Messiah, then according to Mark Jesus designated himself as such long before Peter’s confession, and in the full glare of publicity at that.


It is interesting to see how criticism evades this conclusion.


We are told10 that the section 2:1–3:6 contains clear traces of topical arrangement and is therefore of no use chronologically. Consequently Mark will here have rearranged the chronology, using the title “Son of man” in anticipatory fashion. Thus the passages do not contradict the late recognition of the Messiah by the disciples.


Unfortunately an error lurks behind this deduction. By all means let there be a topical arrangement involved here – the suggestion has plausible reasons to commend it.11 This is an extremely valuable insight for our assessment of Mark’s chronology; but what is it supposed to prove about Mark’s own view? The fact remains that Mark has inserted these pericopes at a definite point in his developing narrative. Nothing is therefore explained by calling the two passages “erratic blocks”. “Erratic blocks” of this kind are the very thing that are not congenial for Mark, that is, for the pragmatism people find in him. There are no problems if the narrator himself knows nothing more of the historical developments he is to describe. If this cannot be presupposed, then it becomes incomprehensible that he should import data containing the unvarnished opposite of his overall point of view; and it cannot be said, as some would have it, that such small exceptions do not signify much. What was to hinder Mark, who is supposed to have organised everything so superbly, from bringing in these passages elsewhere, or from suppressing the term “Son of man” in their present position? Only in one circumstance is the matter perhaps capable of psychological explanation: if Mark were here transcribing from a source. But what basis do we have for such a hypothesis?


The very same factor tells against another explanation. According to the recent view (in fact itself an old one, however), the “Son of man” is originally supposed to have meant simply “the man” (bar nasha). This would naturally make the passages no longer usable as proofs for an earlier use of the messianic tide by Jesus.12 But this judgement is premature. Our primary concern is with Mark, not with Jesus. The original sense of die passage is completely immaterial here. The one thing that remains established is that Mark is here speaking of the “Son of man” in the same sense as he is everywhere. Accordingly the difficulty remains the same as it was before.


But another approach remains open. Assuming the title “Son of man” was to begin with an enigmatic – and deliberately enigmatic self-designation of Jesus, he could have used it from the start.13 We cannot examine this popular theory here as an extra. But here we have only to ask how Mark looked at the matter. I would not know what in his Gospel is indicative of this view. Nowhere is there even a note telling us that people were brought up sharply by this title and did not understand it, or that Jesus chose it with a definite purpose in mind. From the Gospel, as distinct from any theory about it, the reader gets the impression only that Jesus at the beginning described and more frequently – in the presence of his disciples – but also in the presence of his opponents. In the later instances the intention to conceal his real nature cannot at all events still be presupposed by Mark. Are we to have recourse to the supposition that Jesus – gain, moreover, as Mark has it! – having once disclosed his nature, retained the title for other reasons, and that after the confession of Peter it has a different ring about it? This may be conceivable but at this point we are manifestly moving on to shifting sands.


I am not asserting that I have proven Mark 2:10, 28 incompatible with the writer’s presumed plan: there could indeed be other possibilities, such as that Mark actually no longer takes the title ho huios tou anthropou to be a messianic designation. It is enough to point out that the critics have as yet offered no explanation by which the passages may be clearly reconciled with their view; and in this instance the burden of proof lies on their shoulders.


There is not even any significance in the observation that, apart from 2:10, 28, the use of the designation “Son of man” as a messianic title begins at once with the proclamation of messiahship at 8:27.14 That the term does not occur between 2:28 and 8:27 can very easily be the work of chance, and dictated by the nature of the narrative material. It is equally lacking between 10:45 and 13:26!


Moreover another saying comes to our aid. Jesus says in 3:27: “But no one can enter a strong man’s house and plunder his goods, unless he first binds the strong man; then indeed he may plunder his house.” For Mark this saying has the quite definite meaning that Jesus has overcome the “strong man”, i.e. Satan himself. There can be no two ways about this. Here there is no messianic title; but does this mean that in representing Jesus as speaking in this way, the Evangelist intended to ascribe to him a less strong statement about himself than could be found in the use of a messianic designation? Did he, for instance, think, because exorcists were also to be found in other situations, that others besides the Messiah could overpower Satan too? Certain it is, that according to the entire Gospel of Mark Jesus quite specifically shows himself on earth as Messiah by this very fact of his warring with the demonic realm and its princes and of his conquest of them. This passage too comes before 8:27.


4. The instance of the “bridegroom” in 2:19–20 is quite similar. For Mark this is necessarily a designation with a messianic ring. But this passage is even more important in another respect. “As long as they have the bridegroom with them (the wedding guests) cannot fast. The days will come, when the bridegroom is taken away from them, and then they will fast in that day.” This is a prophecy of the Passion, not, as we find ourselves repeatedly compelled to read, a “presentiment” or a “gentle hint”15, but something with all the trappings of a prophecy. On account of Peter’s confession Mark is not supposed to introduce anything of the kind thus early, the less so if the prophecies of the Passion are not supposed to begin until 8:31. This is why we here again run across the suggestion of chronological dislocation, or the establishment of an older, unobjectionable meaning, not to mention elimination of the saying on critical grounds.16 All these ideas may be possibilities if we are dealing only with the isolated passage, but contrariwise they are as before violations of the author’s own presuppositions if our concern is with Mark’s notion of the course of history.


This earliest prophecy, however, is still “obscure”.17 Is this the result of Jesus’ speaking figuratively? Every schoolboy can see that Jesus is talking of himself and of his death. If we really visualise the saying as being uttered, then we can understand that for those who heard it little more obscure lay in it than in any other prophecy so far as the context of the speech goes. Why then is Mark supposed to be thinking of a specially mysterious saying here? He is certainly not obliged by his view of parables (4:11f.) to do so. It is true that in 8:32 he notes that Jesus “plainly” (parrēsia) announced his passion. But must this be understood by way of contrast to 2;19f?18 The text in question contains no hint that Jesus was not understood; and parrēsia is capable of satisfactory explanation in other terms.19


We may add one thing more to this. Mark never declares that Jesus began to disclose the way of suffering only then. Matthew has, of course, understood Mark in this sense, as can be seen from his apo tote ērxato deiknuein in 16:21.20 But we cannot make Matthew here the criterion for Mark. Mark does indeed also say ērxato didaskein but we should not overlook that in 10:32 we again have ērxato autois legein ta mellonta autō sumbainein.21 In other words it is simply a question of the periphrastic form of the verb with archesthai which is so frequent in Mark and which recurs, for example, actually at 8:32 in ērxato epitimān autō, referring to Peter.


From all this I conclude that, just as much by what he does not say as by a series of definite statements, Mark shows he was unaware of the view of history ascribed to him. His presentation is altogether too confused to enable us immediately to gain a clear picture. Accordingly the view supported by prevailing criticism comes to grief.


In the first instance, however, it is only their view of the Gospel that is thus affected. The real course of events could, notwithstanding this, correspond in main outline to what they have in mind. Can Mark’s treatment not be purged of clashing motifs? This would be an arbitrary procedure and not a dependable solution. If from Mark itself no self-consistent picture of developments can be derived, where will we find ready to hand a view by which to judge him? Intrinsically it is doubtless conceivable that behind the Gospel there lies a clear plan which was distorted by a redactor in the same way as contexts in the raw material behind the first Gospel were disarranged by Matthew. Yet why must it be so? Even when we have compared self-consistent reports with others doubt always remains whether what is ostensibly consistent is really homogeneous and historically all of equal value. Of course, were Peter’s confession in the critical sense an established fact from the start, it would give us a criterion with which at least something could be done. Without closer examination, however, we cannot straight away decide with assurance whether this item really is worth more than a number of other reports which do not fit in with it.
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