
 

 

 

 

 
 

ABSTRACT 

The Centurion’s Confession as Apocalyptic Unveiling:  
Mark 15:39 as a Markan Theology of Revelation 

 
Brian K. Gamel, Ph.D. 

 
Mentor: Kelly R. Iverson, Ph.D. 

 
 

 Mark 15:39 has often been identified as the narrative climax of Mark’s Gospel.  

Here, for the first time, a human identifies the crucified Jesus as God’s son.  Most 

commentators have also noted that this statement immediately follows the narratival 

comment that the temple veil was torn in two (15:38), and some have suggested a 

relationship between these two events.  While previous scholarship was eager to label the 

centurion’s exclamation as a confession in the highest Christian sense more recent writers 

have broken from this position to suggest that his speech is ironic at best or derogatory 

and mocking at worst.   

 This project addresses two essential questions related this discussion: What does 

the centurion, as a literary character, mean when he says that Jesus is God’s son and why 

does he say it?  I conclude that the centurion speaks sincerely and knowingly when he 

proclaims Jesus God’s Son, perceiving Jesus’ divine identity.  But he makes this 

confession neither on the basis of any signs nor from an understanding of Jesus’ death as 

honorable or exemplary.  The centurion’s apparent lack of motivation itself highlights a 



 

key Markan theme – that this insight is revealed to the centurion by an apocalyptic act of 

God, signaled by the tearing of the temple veil.  Thus, the centurion’s confession is the 

result of an act of God’s revelation alone. 

 Following from this conclusion, I articulate its theological ramifications, arguing 

that not only is the cross a moment of great Christological import (which has already 

been sufficiently argued) but also of soteriological importance as well.  Mark depicts a 

story in which all human characters exhibit varying levels of blindness to the spiritual 

realities that govern their lives.  At the cross this blindness is decisively confronted by 

God’s apocalyptic act.  This offer of sight to the centurion, who oversees Jesus’ death, 

also demonstrates the reconciliation of God and humanity, which throughout Mark’s 

Gospel are repeatedly presented as antagonistic spheres.  Finally the fact that revelation is 

offered to a Gentile highlights the inclusion of the nations into the promises of Israel. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
 

Introduction 
 
 
 Mark has cleverly been called “a passion narrative with an extended 

introduction.”1  The death of Jesus looms large over the plot of Mark’s Gospel, and when 

the passion narrative itself begins in chapter 14 the reader rightly senses that she has 

arrived at the climax. The passion narrative itself, however, is a tightly narrated unit 

within the larger Gospel, with its own sense of introduction, rising action, climax, and 

resolution.  Within this smaller structure we can identify the climactic element to the 

whole Gospel, and almost always that pinnacle is identified as Mark 15:39.2  After having 

suffered misunderstanding and rejection throughout the entire story, Jesus’ true identity is 

finally recognized by the centurion overseeing his execution who hails him “God’s son.”  

It is at precisely the moment of Jesus’ darkest hour – his succumbing to death through 

crucifixion accompanied by continual mockery and hatred – that Jesus is seemingly 

vindicated, an irony that has not been lost on most readers of Mark ever since.  

 Because Mark 15:39 occupies such a pivotal place in Mark’s Gospel, and because 

so much theological importance is attached to its interpretation, the meaning of the 

centurion’s words has been hotly disputed.  As I will explore below in Chapter Two, the 

old consensus concerning how we ought to understand this pivotal passage has eroded 
                                                
 1 Martin Kähler, The So-Called Historical Jesus and the Historic, Biblical Christ (Philadelphia: 
Fortress, 1964), 80. 
 

2 John T. Carroll and Joel B. Green, The Death of Jesus in Early Christianity (Peabody, MA: 
Hendrickson Publishers, 1995), 31. 
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over the last 30 years.  The centurion’s confession is now a contested text.  Readings of 

Mark 15:39 are used to legitimate contrasting theological and ideological agendas.3  

Nevertheless it has not yet been the subject of any scholarly monograph, offering a full-

scale book length investigation into the exegetical and theological issues at the heart of 

the debate.4  This study hopes to offer such an inquiry. 

 Furthermore, the theological issues usually deemed at stake in the discussion over 

the centurion’s confession normally revolve around Christology: What does it mean for 

the centurion to denote Jesus as υἱὸς θεοῦ?  While this matter is surely of enormous 

importance, this study seeks to understand the significance of the centurion’s response to 

Jesus’ death in terms of soteriology.  That is, I find the interpretive issues surrounding 

Mark 15:39 to have ramifications not only for how we understand Mark’s appropriation 

of early Christian ideas about the person and identity of Jesus but also connected to the 

significance and meaning of Jesus’ death as a salvific event.   

 Finally, nearly all discussions about Mark 15:39 focus on what the centurion says.  

Is it sincere or ironic?  Is it definite or indefinite?  Is it the substance of early Christian 

confessions or pagan religion?  Less space is devoted to understanding why the centurion 

                                                
 3 This statement is somewhat hyperbolic, but only somewhat.  As we will explore more in Chapter 
Two, understanding what Mark is about as a whole sometimes turn in large part on how one interprets the 
centurion’s words.  Ched Myers’ “political reading” of Mark in part necessitates (and in part derives from) 
his assumption that allowing the centurion’s words to be accepted as sincere “betrays an imperial bias” on 
the part of the interpreter as “another attempt to suppress political discourse in favor of theology” (Binding 
the Strong Man: A Political Reading of Mark’s Story of Jesus [Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 1988], 393).  Myers 
makes this comment in direct opposition to Eduard Schweizer’s assertion that it is Jesus as the crucified 
one “who elicits the first confession from one who really understands God’s mighty deeds in Jesus” (“The 
Portrayal of the Life of Faith in the Gospel of Mark,” Int. 32 [1978]: 396).  These examples could be 
multiplied, but it suffices for now to demonstrate the theological chess match at play between the two 
parties and how the interpretation of Mark 15:39 acts decisively to put the other player in check.   
 
 4 The only substantial effort I have found is Philip Ho-Young Ryou, “Apocalyptic Opening, 
Eschatological ‘Inclusio’: A Study of the Rending of the Heaven and the Temple Curtain in the Gospel of 
Mark” (Ph.D. diss., University of Glasgow, 2004), although even here the interpretation of Mark 15:39 
occupies only a portion of the work as a whole (129-226). 
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says what he says.  To be sure the two questions are interrelated: if we could determine 

that the centurion intended to mock Jesus with his words (why) we could then conclude 

that his words are ironic (what).  I am interested more specifically in the narrative logic 

required to understand why the centurion as a character in Mark’s story feels compelled 

to speak what he does at the moment that he chooses.  The Gospel is Mark’s creation and 

presumably he could choose to have a character “break the fourth wall” and speak simply 

for the sake of the story’s audience.5  I think this perspective presumes too large a role for 

Mark as an author who seems to be attempting some fidelity to the traditions he has 

inherited about Jesus.6  Instead, it is in the placement, arrangement, and contextualization 

of those traditions – the plot and pacing – that I think we find Mark’s narrative logic.7  

                                                
 5 Which is precisely what Mark does as a narrator in 13:14 where he appears to interrupt Jesus’ 
words with the aside ὁ ἀναγινώσκων νοείτω (usually rendered, “let the reader understand”).  There is some 
debate over who the identity of the intended “reader” Mark addresses (an individual hearing or reading the 
text of Mark’s Gospel or an “official” public reader of the text to his/her community are the usual options;  
see Adele Yarbro Collins, Mark: A Commentary [Minneapolis: Fortress, 2007], 596-98).   
 What seems important for our current discussion is that Mark only does this in the narrator’s 
voice.  As Collins points out, it seems more likely that if Mark “wished to address such individuals directly, 
he probably would have used a formula like, ‘Let anyone who has ears to hear, hear! (Mark 4:9)” (598).  
This kind of appeal works on two levels – it has the power to address the individual reading or hearing the 
Gospel directly but it also makes sense within the narrative itself and does not appear out of place or 
narrativally intrustive. 
 
 6 Understandings of Mark’s “ownership” of his Gospel vary.  Joel Marcus highlights individuals 
such as Frank Kermode, Werner Kelber, Mary Ann Tolbert, and Burton Mack who all more or less take a 
maximalist view of Mark’s role as author.  For them, according to Marcus, Mark “manipulat[es] his 
characters subtly with sovereign authorial freedom,” so that individuals like the centurion are (mostly) pure 
representations of Mark’s own theological agenda.  The other side of the debate is represented for Marcus 
by Rudolf Pesch, who considers Mark “not a true author but a conservative redactor (=editor), with the 
emphasis on ‘conservative,’” reducing Mark to a scribe who stitches together a limited number of inherited 
(textual) traditions.  I side with Marcus who thinks “Mark’s work has been strongly influenced both by the 
traditions he had inherited and by his own theological convictions” (Mark 1-8: A New Translation with 
Introduction and Commentary [AB 27; New York: Doubleday, 1999], 60-62). 
      
 7 Elizabeth Struthers Malbon calls attention to the “hypertactic” character of Mark’s Gospel, since 
“although not a recognized term, might be more descriptive of Mark’s narrative than hypotactic… Even 
more obvious than subordination of episodes under a strict classification system that divides Mark’s 
narrative are οverarching themes and emphases that link episodes and unite the narrative” (Mark’s Jesus: 
Characterization as Narrative Christology [Waco, Tex.: Baylor University Press, 2009], 24). 
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That is, I want to know how the centurion’s response to Jesus’ death operates not just as a 

piece of theological propaganda for Mark but (also) how his words make sense within the 

rules, expectations, and limitations of Mark’s symbolic narrative world in which the 

centurion dwells.  Thus, this is not a question that can be easily set aside with 

grammatical or historical considerations: it requires a thoroughgoing integration of 

Mark’s larger theological purposes and characterizations with the specific instance of the 

centurion’s confession.   

 
Mark 15:39 as the Climax of Mark’s Gospel 

 
 Understanding the supreme importance given to the centurion’s words requires 

appreciating the decisive role they play in Mark’s larger story.  If Mark’s passion 

narrative is the culmination of the story then 15:39 marks the culmination of the passion 

narrative, and thus the climax of the Gospel as a whole.8  The story indicates early on that 

Jesus is a man marked for destruction by his enemies (3:6), and this theme of deadly 

opposition is reinforced by the flashback to the death of John the Baptist at the hands of 

Herod (6:14-29).  When the passion narrative begins in 14:1, Mark uses his peculiar 

intercalation to demonstrate that the chief priests are seeking Jesus death, aspirations 

which will find fulfillment in collaboration with the betrayal of Judas (14:1-2, 10-11).  

This drama reaches its climax at Jesus’ death and the attendant response of the centurion, 

                                                
Understanding how the centurion fits into those overarching themes and emphases reveal the narrative 
logic operating to make his speech intelligible within Mark’s narrative world. 
 

8 “Just as the passion is the climactic element of the Gospel as a whole, so too the passion 
narrative has a climax of its own.  This clearly comes in 15:39 with the centurion’s confession.”  Philip G. 
Davis, “Mark’s Christological Paradox,” JSNT 35 (1989): 5. 
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which signifies what this journey means.  We may pull apart this plot into its component 

threads. 

 First, as has long been recognized, 15:39 marks the end of the Christological 

tension present throughout Mark.9  The title, “Son of God,” which is extremely important 

for Mark, has been used previously in the narrative by supernatural beings to identify 

Jesus but never by humans. 10  This is the only moment in the Gospel that a human 

recognizes Jesus as “Son of God.”11  One way or another this moment is pivotal for 

Mark’s narrative. 

 Second, although numerous outlines of Mark abound most interpreters see 15:39 

as a foundational pillar in the overall structure of the Gospel.  The term “son” (υἱός) as a 

referent of Jesus’ relationship to God occurs in three pivotal places in Mark: in 1:11, at 

Jesus’ baptism when God calls him “my beloved son” (ὁ υἱός µου ὁ ἀγαπητός), in 9:7 at 

the transfiguration when God once again refers to Jesus as his beloved son (ὁ υἱός µου ὁ 

ἀγαπητός), and in 15:39 at Jesus’ death.12  These three references occur in the beginning, 

middle, and end of the Gospel, inviting interpretation about their placement.  

                                                
9 “In sharpest focus is the scene of Jesus’ death, Mark 15:33-39, for it stitches into one fabric two 

narrative threads that reach back into the larger Gospel.  The first we have already mentioned; this is the 
question and meaning of Jesus’ identity as God’s Son.” Carroll and Green, Death of Jesus, 31. 

 
10 “It is the title ‘Son of God,’ however, which most scholars agree is the most important title for 

Jesus in Markan estimation.  It occurs eight times in the Gospel (1.1, 11; 3.11; 5.7; 9.7; 13.32; 14.61; 
15.39), in each case in key contexts or episodes… All these may be said to provide ‘reliable commentary’ 
for the reader on the true nature of Jesus as the evangelist perceives him.” W. R. Telford, The Theology of 
the Gospel of Mark (NTT; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 39. 

 
11 This statement, of course, begs the question we seek to establish, but even if it is not a 

confession on the centurion’s behalf it would still function as an anti-climax, the one moment when a 
human uses language only supernatural beings have utilized and actually gets it wrong.    

 
12 The term does occur in a few other places as well, in various forms, notably 3:11, 5:7, 13:32, 

and 14:61.  While these are significant as well insofar as they show that the supernatural world also 
perceives this truth about Jesus, they do not form part of the architectonic structure of the narrative. 
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Furthermore, the first and last occurrences are likely part of a document-wide inclusio, in 

which they are one of several elements that are paralleled in both scenes, which further 

confirms the weight of this passage.13 

 Finally, even apart from the former arguments, the speech of the centurion is the 

first (human) response to the death of Jesus, and as such is likely to be significant.  He is 

the first individual to speak in response to Jesus’ death and thus his reaction carries 

enormous narrative freight: what has this all meant?  Whether his speech is positive or 

negative concerning Jesus, the centurion is in the privileged position of speaking first, 

and thus our interpretive directions (and the readers’ initial response) must favor his own 

perspective. 

 
Methodology 

 Exegesis and interpretation are more akin to analyses of beauty than experiments 

on microbial organisms.  They rely, in part, on intuition, creativity, and perceptions of 

fitness.  Such activities cannot be reduced to algorithms or sterile applications of 

methodological tools.14  In light of this disclaimer, however, understanding and 

                                                
13 David Ulansey, “The Heavenly Veil Torn: Mark’s Cosmic Inclusio” JBL 110 (1991): 123, notes 

that there are four elements present in each scene, heightening the parallelism: a voice that calls Jesus 
God’s Son, a rending, the presence of Elijah, and a term for “spirit” (although this last one is dubious in my 
opinion). 

 
 14 The analogies of beauty analysis and microbiology experiments are carefully chosen.  
Experiments on microbes, like most ventures in the natural sciences, seek to test a single hypothesis in 
which carefully monitored control groups are compared with the experimental group in question.  The 
scientific method can be useful in both helping to understand human aesthetics as well as helping to 
predict, in part, what people will find appealing. However, appreciating, describing, and understanding 
beauty involves much more.   
 For example, Denis Dutton argues that human evolution can help explain (and predict) the kinds 
of things humans universally find beautiful (The Art Instinct: Beauty, Pleasure, and Human Evolution 
[New York: Bloomsbury Press, 2009], 4).  Describing what beauty is, though, and how it is judged, is a 
conversation that requires more than evolutionary theory (See the compact discussion in Roger Scruton, 
Beauty: A Very Short Introduction [New York: Oxford University Press, 2011], 1-10). 
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intentionally owning one’s own tools for interpretation allows for greater clarity and 

focus, and offers a set of appropriate controls for reading.   

 The approach adopted for this project will primarily involve a hybrid between the 

tools of narrative and rhetorical criticism.  Adopting narrative criticism assumes the text 

will be treated in its final form with no attempt to recover readings behind the text of 

Mark as it has been established by the canons of textual criticism (represented by the text 

of NA28 and the UBS 4th edition).  Unity of the text will be pre-supposed and an 

assumption of narrative integrity will undergird readings reliant on narrative elements 

(e.g., consistent characterization and plot development throughout the entire Gospel).  

Narrative criticism assumes that the text has a meaning that is not always dependent on 

(and sometimes in tension with) its historical meaning(s).15  The goal of narrative 

criticism is not to look behind the text for meaning but how the text itself helps generate 

meaning.16  It asks the question, “How does the story mean?”17  

 My use of narrative criticism, however, does not mean complete autonomy from 

historical criticism.  One of the basic presuppositions of narrative criticism is that a story 

is a unique venue of communication between one person or persons and another.  

Seymour Chatman’s landmark work on story identified three pairs of individuals 
                                                
 15 Robert Scholes and Robert Kellogg suggest that, “Meaning, in a work of narrative art, is a 
function of the relationship between two worlds: the fictional world created by the author and the ‘real’ 
world, the apprehendable universe.  When we say we ‘understand’ a narrative, we mean that we have found 
a satisfactory relationship or set of relationships between these two worlds.” The Nature of Narrative (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1966), 82.  
 
 16 R. Alan Culpepper suggests that narrative criticism offers resources so that “Ultimately we may 
be in a better position to understand what the gospel requires of its readers, how it directs the production of 
its meaning, and what happens when someone reads it” (Anatomy of the Fourth Gospel: A Study in Literary 
Design [Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1983], 6).  Culpepper is referencing the Gospel of John, of course, but 
his observations are still applicable to Mark, or any narrative for that matter. 
 
 17 Malbon, Mark’s Jesus, 6. 
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interacting in written narratives: the narrator and the narratee, the implied author and the 

implied reader, and the real author and the real reader.18  The story is transmitted from the 

real author through the devices of the implied author and narrator on through to the real 

reader.  It is this basic acknowledgement of historical rootedness, among other things, 

that prevents me from adopting the position of those narrative critics who would 

absolutize Mark’s story over and against all claims of history.  A real person in history, 

influenced by her presuppositions, biases, and information, is conveying her thoughts via 

the story to another person grounded in history.  Thus even for a story that is purely and 

intentionally fiction historical criticism still offers insight into the author’s possible 

worldviews, motivations, expectations, and categories of thinking.  With Mark, however, 

there seems to be a real attempt to convey a story about an actual person.19  All of this 

underlines the fact that the use of narrative criticism does not preclude historical 

considerations; it means that historical considerations are neither our sole nor primary 

concern. 

 Our other main approach to understanding Mark will be rhetorical criticism.  

Rhetorical methods seek to understand the impact made by how Mark was likely heard 

by his original audience.  Since Mark was written in Greek some Greek education by the 

author is assumed (however rudimentary or informal) which would include rhetorical 

                                                
 18 Story and Discourse: Narrative Structure in Fiction and Film (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 
1978), 267. 
 
 19 The fact that Mark’s genre has often been identified as either ancient biography or history 
testifies to its thoroughgoing historical character. (See Collins, Mark, 22-42, for a discussion of Mark as 
either biography or history).  This is not to say that Mark is only concerned with history, but that it is, at 
least, of some concern to him. 
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exercises of writing.20  Rhetoric involved arranging one’s words so as to maximize their 

persuasive effect on one’s audience.21  The rhetorical device of synkrisis in particular will 

play a prominent role in this project in order to determine how Mark likely intended 

certain statements to be heard.  Synkrisis involves the comparison and contrast between 

two individuals or things. 22  Although Mark’s passion narrative is not in the form of a 

discourse contrasting one idea or character with another, its narrative appears to utilize 

synkrisis to invite comparison and contrast between individuals.  We are especially 

concerned to understand how Mark compares (or contrasts) the various responses to 

Jesus’ death by those speaking in the passion narrative.  Is the centurion contrasted to 

those who mock and ridicule Jesus?  And if so, how and to what degree?   

 Utilizing rhetorical criticism will allow us to better detect what Mark is not saying 

directly but what his audience would have likely heard.  As a work with a persuasive 

purpose we can understand the Second Gospel better by understanding the tools Mark 

used to lobby the hearts and minds of his hearers.  As with narrative criticism, though, the 

use of rhetoric does not negate the use of historical criticism.  In fact, rhetorical criticism, 

                                                
 20 Although Richard Burridge is probably correct to assume that, “Mark betrays little or no 
rhetorical education,” (“The Gospels and Acts,” in Handbook of Classical Rhetoric in the Hellenistic 
Period, 330 B.C. – A.D. 400 [ed. Stanley E. Porter; New York: Brill, 1997], 527), it is still likely that Mark 
would have picked up and used rhetorical devices in his work even if he didn’t know how to label them or 
was very polished with their use since learning to compose documents in Greek had some basic level of 
rhetorical aspect to it. 
 
 21 George A. Kennedy, New Testament Interpretation through Rhetorical Criticism (Chapel Hill, 
NC: University of North Carolina Press, 1984), 10.  Although “rhetorical criticism” can convey 
significantly different meanings of analysis, I largely follow Kennedy’s formulation as classical modes of 
persuasion (as opposed to literary artfulness in general or the “New Rhetoric” that analyzes the use of 
power through appeal to social norming; for a general overview of the different types see C. Clifton Black, 
The Rhetoric of the Gospel: Theological Artistry in the Gospels and Acts [St. Louis, MO: Chalic Press, 
2001], 2-12). 
 
 22 Theon, Exercises, 62, in Progymnasmata: Greek Textbooks of Prose Composition and Rhetoric 
(trans. George A. Kennedy; Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2003),164.  
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as I am employing it, presupposes an understanding of the historical context since it 

relies on methods of persuasion that were widespread and appreciated in antiquity.   

 
Moving Forward 

 
 The centurion’s confession still remains an important debate in Markan studies.  

The significance attached to its interpretation is connected to its perceived importance: Is 

it the key to Mark’s Christology?23  Is it a theological coup de grace or a rebuking 

anticlimax?  The answers to these questions significantly alter how we understand Mark’s 

Gospel and his understanding of Jesus’ death.  

 I seek to explore the answers to these questions by first asking another: why does 

the centurion as a character in Mark’s Gospel say what he says when he says it?  This 

question involves both examining the meaning of the centurion’s words (Chapter Three) 

as well as his motivation for speaking them (Chapter Four).  Once we have addressed 

these questions we will be in a position to explore how those conclusions inform Mark’s 

theology, particularly his understanding of the significance of Jesus’ death (Chapter 

Five).  Before we can begin with this line of interrogation, though, we must first situate 

these questions within the context of scholarship that has already been done on Mark 

15:39.  Although less central to our discussion, we must also be mindful of the history of 

interpretation of the rending of the temple veil that occurs just before the centurion utters 

his words since this event immediately precedes the centurion’s confession (Chapter 

Two).  Let us then attend to these matters before we begin in earnest the exegetical task 

                                                
23 This is the question posed in the title of Earl S. Johnson, Jr.’s article that began the modern 

challenge to traditional understandings of the centurion’s confession  (“Is Mark 15.39 the Key to Mark’s 
Christology?” JSNT 31 [1987]: 3-22). 
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required to address our central question: why does the centurion, at the death of Jesus, 

say, “Truly this was God’s Son”? 
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CHAPTER TWO 
 

History of Research 
 
 

 The meaning of the centurion’s words and the significance of the torn veil in 

Mark 15:38-39 have not suffered from lack of scholarly attention in the last one hundred 

years or more of scholarship.  Here we review the major positions of key interpreters on 

both of these issues in order to situate our own approach and provide context for the 

discussion in the following chapters.  While both verses have generated tremendous 

conversation we will devote more space to the centurion’s confession in 15:39 since this 

discussion has seemed more polarizing than the role of the torn veil and since it plays a 

larger role in our exegetical endeavors.  What follows below is a roughly chronological 

history of interpretation of what has come to be known as “the centurion’s confession.”  

Afterwards we shall explore the various exegetical options that have been presented for 

the rent veil, although our format will differ slightly.   

 
The Centurion’s Confession – Mark 15:39 

 Mark’s Gospel has dwelled in the shadow of its synoptic cousins for much of its 

existence.  Whereas extensive, line-by-line patristic commentaries are available for 

Matthew, Luke, and John, no such endeavor appears to have been taken for Mark.  An 

early manuscript often identified as a “commentary” on Mark is actually a text by Victor 

of Antioch (ca. A.D. 500) that contains a catena of homilies and reflections on Matthew 
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by several church fathers.1  As such, direct comments by church fathers on Mark 15:39 is 

not forthcoming, but comments on the parallel passage in Matthew 27:53-54 demonstrate 

that they understood the centurion’s words sincerely and Christologically.2  The earliest 

identifiable continuous commentary on the Gospel of Mark is by an unknown author, 

likely writing in the early 6th century, possibly in Ireland.3  Commenting on Mark 15:39, 

this anonymous author interprets the meaning as: “The gentile people confesses; …”, 

demonstrating that from the earliest sustained reflection on Mark the centurion’s speech 

was understood as a Christological confession.4  With the rise of critical scholarship, 

however, this consensus began to erode.   

 In the late 19th century many scholars continued to offer the traditional 

interpretation for the centurion’s speech. G. F. MacLear, writing in 1897, insisted that, 

“All that he [the centurion] had dimly believed of heroes and demigods is transfigured.  

                                                
 1 Thomas C. Oden and Christopher A. Hall, Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture: New 
Testament, Vol. II, Mark (Downers Grove, Ill.: Intervarsity, 1998), xxxi.  Oden and Hall in fact note that 
much of the material they used to construct their ancient commentary on Mark actually came from 
comments embedded in commentaries or homilies on Matthew. 
 
 2 “It wasn’t until after he had seen Christ give up the spirit that he said, ‘Truly this was the Son of 
God…’” (Jerome, Commentary on Matthew 4.27.54 [trans. Thomas P. Scheck; Washington, D.C.: Catholic 
University of America Press, 2008]); “But Israel’s crime of unbelief was compounded when the centurion 
and guards, upon seeing these contradictions of all nature, confessed him as the Son of God” (Hilary of 
Poitiers, On Matthew 33.7 [trans. D. H. Williams; Washington, D.C.: Catholic University of America Press, 
2012], 291).  
 Although these comments concern Matthew rather than Mark it should be remembered that early 
Christians saw the Gospels as a collective whole, allowing each Gospel to interpret the other.    
  
 3 Michael Cahill, trans. and ed., The First Commentary on Mark: An Annotated Translation (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1998), 3-4.  The date of the text is reasonably well established since there 
are almost a hundred extant copies of it, largely due to the (mistaken) belief during the Middle Ages that 
Jerome authored the commentary.  The author notes that the church fathers largely neglected Mark, 
providing only homilies on parts of his Gospel.   
 
 4 Ibid., 123.  The rest of the quote, “… the blind Jewish people denies, so that an error worse than 
the previous one happens to them,” seems to make it clear that he views the confession as the opposite of 
what the Jews have done – that is, deny Jesus as Son of God. 
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This man was more.  He was the Son of God.”5  Even here, however, MacLear telegraphs 

what would become a major interpretive issue for the centurion’s confession, for he 

translates his words as, “This Man was a (or the) Son of God.”6  Later scholars picked up 

on the anarthrous title given to Jesus by the centurion, offering suggestions to incorporate 

this grammatical oddity into their interpretations.  Alfred Plummer offers: “The 

centurion, no doubt, meant far less than the truth when he called Jesus ‘a son of God.’  

But at least he meant that he had never seen a better man die a nobler death.”7  Ezra 

Gould, likewise, suggests that, “The portent(s) accompanying the death of Jesus 

convinced the centurion that he was υἱὸς θεοῦ, not the Son of God, but a son of God, a 

hero after the heathen conception.”8  And Henry Barclay Swete, commenting on Mark’s 

form of the centurion’s speech compared to Luke’s, argues, “Υἱὸς θεοῦ is certainly more 

than δίκαιος, but the centurion, who borrowed the words from the Jewish Priests (v. 31), 

could scarcely have understood them in the Messianic sense; his idea is perhaps 

analogous to that ascribed to Nebuchadnezzar in Dan. Iii. 25, where בר אלה’ם is an 

extraordinary, superhuman being.”9    

                                                
 5 G. F. MacLear, The Gospel According to St. Mark With Maps, Notes, and Introduction 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1877; reprint 1897), 182.  Italics original. 
 
 6 Ibid.  Italics original. 
  
 7 Alfred Plummer, The Gospel According to St. Mark With Maps, Notes, and Introduction 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1914; reprint 1926), 361. 
 
 8 Ezra P. Gould, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on The Gospel According to St. Mark 
(ICC; Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1896), 295.  Italics original. 
 
 9 Henry Barclay Swete, The Gospel According to St. Mark: The Greek Text with Introduction, 
Notes, and Indices (London: Macmillan and Co., 1905), 388.  Compare also A. E. J. Rawlinson, St. Mark 
With Introduction, Commentary, and Additional Notes (London: Methuen & Co., 1925), 238, where he 
relies on the reading of J. Weiss, claiming, “Moreover, this utterance need not be taken as a completely 
Christian confession of faith.  The words are not the Son of God but a son of God, and this need not mean 
more than that the Roman, in whose hearing something may been said about the Messianic ‘Son of God’, 
may have intended to say ‘Yes; He is truly a son of God.’” 
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 E. C. Colwell took the issue head on in his seminal essay, “A Definite Rule for 

the Use of the Article in the Greek New Testament.”  After a survey of examples in the 

NT of definite and indefinite predicate nouns with and without the article, he develops 

the famous rules bearing his name, of which 2b is the most relevant for our discussion: 

“Definite predicate nouns which precede the verb usually lack the article.”10  Colwell 

goes on to address precisely the issue at stake: in cases where υἱὸς (τοῦ) θεοῦ appear 

without the article, should the phrase be taken as definite or indefinite?  Because Mark 

15:39 is an example of a predicate noun occurring before the verb, its anarthrousness is 

not a legitimate reason to render it indefinite.  Thus, “The evidence given in this paper as 

to the use of the article with predicate nouns strengthens the probability that the centurion 

recognized Jesus as the Son of God (so Weymouth and the older English translations), 

rather than as a son of God.”11 

 Colwell’s work marked another transition in the interpretation of Mark 15:39.  

Colwell’s rule was used to shore up traditional interpretations of the centurion’s 

confession, arguing that “grammatical usage” – which had been seen as a liability to 

understanding his speech as Christological – was now a prime asset for rendering his 

words definite as “the Son of God.”12  Philip H. Bligh, pushing back against earlier 

commentators who gave considerable weight to the centurion’s indefinite phrase, argued 

that theology added another powerful tool for the traditional reading, asserting that, 

“Wherever [in Mark’s Gospel υἱὸς θεοῦ] is used, it appears to speak of the unique 

                                                
 10 E. C. Colwell, “Rule for the Use of the Article in the Greek New Testament,” JBL 52 (1933): 
20. 
 
 11 Ibid., 21.  Italics original. 
 
 12 T. Francis Glasson, “Mark xv. 39: The Son of God,” ExpTim 80 (1968-69): 286. 
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position of Jesus in relation to God and so warrant the use of the definite article.”13  

Vincent Taylor argued that although historically the centurion may have made his 

statement as “a spontaneous recognition of divinity in a man of outstanding greatness… 

Mark read much more into the words, regarding them as a parallel at the end of his 

Gospel to υἱὸς θεοῦ at the beginning (i.1), i.e., as a confession of the deity of Jesus in the 

full Christian sense.”14 

 Philip Harner’s work on Mark 15:39 in 1973 suggested that the reigning paradigm 

undergirded by Colwell might be coming to an end.  While not denying the legitimacy of 

Colwell’s Rule, Harner does suggest, “that anarthrous predicate nouns preceding the verb 

may function primarily to express the nature or character of the subject, and this 

qualitative significance may be more important than the question whether the predicate 

noun itself should be regarded as definite or indefinite.”15  He notes that Mark almost 

always uses anarthrous predicate nouns after the verb to identify a class and arthrous 

predicate nouns to state “convertible propositions,” but it is the “third class” of 

constructions, anarthrous predicate nouns before the verb (which only appear eight times 

in Mark), that have the most bearing on 15:39.16  After surveying the other places this 

construction appears in Mark, Harner dismisses both the indefinite (“a son of God”) as 

well as the definite (“the Son of God”) readings since both rely on the other two 

                                                
 13 Philip H. Bligh, “A Note on Huios Theou in Mark 15:39,” ExpTim 80 (1968-69): 52. 
 
 14 Vincent Taylor, The Gospel According to St. Mark: The Greek Text with Introduction, Notes, 
and Indexes (2nd ed., New York: St Martin’s Press, 1966), 597. 
 
 15 Philip B. Harner, “Qualitative Anarthrous Predicate Nouns: Mark 15:39 and John 1:1,” JBL 92 
(1973): 75. 
 
 16 Ibid., 77. 
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constructions Harner noted above.17  Instead, Harner suggests that it is the qualitative 

aspect of sonship that is being expressed by this grammatical arrangement.  

 The word-order of the verse suggests that he was primarily concerned to say 
 something about the meaning of Jesus’ sonship rather than designate him as “a” 
 son or “the” son of God at this point.  In this sense it is significant that Mark 
 represents the centurion as saying these words at the moment of Jesus' death. 
 Mark may wish to emphasize, that is, that Jesus’ sonship to God involves 
 suffering and death.18 
 
Harner recognizes the difficulty of rendering this meaning in an English translation but 

suggests that “God’s Son” would best adequately convey both the uncertainty of 

definiteness as well as the qualitative significance of the phrase υἱὸς θεοῦ.19 

 Still, so dominant was the position built in large part on Colwell’s Rule that when 

Earl Johnson challenged that view in 1987 he could cite Vincent Taylor’s work on Mark 

15:39 as “[t]ypical in scholarship of the past fifty years.”20  Johnson marshaled a 

wholesale attack on this consensus, starting with Colwell’s famous rule.  He offers 

                                                
 17 Ibid., 79-80.  He doesn’t rule out entirely a definite meaning, but argues instead that, “the word-
order suggests that Mark was primarily concerned to say something about the meaning of Jesus' sonship 
rather than simply to designate or define him as the son of God at this point.” 
 
 18 Ibid., 81. 
 
 19 Ibid., 81.  Daniel B. Wallace points out how much Colwell’s Rule has been abused and 
misunderstood by scholars.  Colwell argued that definite predicate nouns that precede the verb usually are 
anarthrous but interpreters and translators have often assumed the converse – that anarthrous predicate 
nouns that precede the verb are usually definite (Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics: An Exegetical Syntax 
of the New Testament [Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1996], 257).  He also notes that studies like Harner’s 
(among others) have shown how narrow Colwell’s net was in constructing his investigation: “In his initial 
question, he assumed a particular meaning (i.e., definiteness) and sought the particular constructions 
involved” (260).  Additionally Colwell “had a simplistic understanding of qualitative and indefinite nouns” 
since he believed that translation would determine the difference, ignoring the essential differences 
between Greek and English syntax (261).  Wallace thus concludes, “In sum, Colwell’s rule proves nothing 
about definiteness.  Its value is not for grammar per se, but for textual criticism: It proves something about 
articularity and word order” (262). 
 
 20 Earl S. Johnson, Jr., “Is Mark 15.39 the Key to Mark’s Christology?” JSNT 31 (1987): 3.  
Johnson also cites works by J. D. Kingsbury, The Christology of Mark’s Gospel (Philadelphia: Fortress, 
1983), and H. Anderson, The Gospel of Mark (London: Olipnats, 1976), as indicative of the theological 
priority given to the definite construction of the centurion’s confession.  The centurion’s confession was 
seen as central since it is understood as “the climax of Mark’s theologia crucis” (3).   
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several examples from Mark’s Gospel and other NT literature where anarthrous nouns 

appear before the verb where their definiteness is not at all clear (or where they are 

clearly indefinite), arguing that they “show that if Mark wanted to make sure that υἱός 

was clearly definite he could have done so.”21  He concludes from his survey that 

“grammar alone cannot eliminate the possibility that Mark intended the centurion’s 

reference to Jesus’ divine sonship to be indefinite.”22  

 Johnson pushes beyond challenging Colwell, however, suggesting that the 

presence of the imperfect ἦν in the centurion’s speech “would be exceptional,” since 

Mark “consistently places confessional statements in the present tense.”23  He notes that 

in the rest of the NT ἦν is “frequently used in reference to past time” thus making it likely 

that “from a grammatical point of view” Mark intends the imperfect in the centurion’s 

speech to refer to his evaluation of Jesus before he died “that a man of divine origins has 

passed away.”24  Additionally, Johnson also highlights the role the Roman centurion 

would have played for Mark’s community, arguing that “[i]nterpretation of the 

centurion’s words must depend, to some extent, on knowledge of a centurion’s typical 

role and reputation.”25  Johnson surveys the socioeconomic status of centurions,26 their 

                                                
 21 Ibid., 6.  Some of the examples Johnson offers are Mark 6:3, where Jesus’ neighbors say οὐχ 
οὗτος ἐστιν ὁ τέκτων, ὁ υἱὸς τῆς Μαρίας καὶ ἀδελφὸς Ἰακώβου…; (“is this not the child, the son of Mary 
and brother of James?), where it is unclear if Jesus is the unique son of Mary or one son among others; 4:3, 
where it is not clear if the definiteness of ὁ σπείρων (“the sower”) is to be stressed; Lk 4:41, Jn 1:21; 15:1; 
1 Cor 9:1; 11:25; and 2 Cor 3:17, where exceptions to Colwell’s Rule appear in what Johnson considers to 
be “critical passages” (5-6).   
 
 22 Ibid., 6-7. 
 
 23 Ibid., 7.  The examples he cites from Mark are 1:11, 24; 2:28; 3:11; 8:29; 9:7; 12:35; and 14:61f. 
 
 24 Ibid., 7-8.  He offers his translation of Mark 15:39 in light of this as: “Truly, this man was 
(before he died) or has been the Son (a son) of God.” 
 
 25 Ibid., 8. 
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typical religious outlook,27 their imperial loyalties,28 their familiarity with execution,29 

and their disdain especially for those crucified30 to conclude that, “it is likely that in the 

context of the passion narrative [the centurion’s confession] stands along with other 

ironic statements at the foot of the cross about who Jesus is.”31 

 Johnson’s work broke the consensus generated by Colwell, ushering in an era of 

interpretation characterized by its reaction to him.  Some followed Johnson in an 

ironic/mocking reading of the centurion’s speech.  Ched Myers claimed that to take the 

centurion’s words at face value “not only gives the man more credit than he deserves – it 

clearly betrays an imperial bias.”32  He also insists that the centurion’s words do not 

denote a title but another in a list of attempts in the Gospel to gain power over Jesus by 

naming him.  “And is not this view more appropriate to the political discourse of Mark to 

this point?  Rome has triumphed over the Nazarene, he has been ‘named’ by the 

                                                
 26 Ibid, 10-11.  They were better paid than the other soldiers, existing on the boundary between 
high status and low status. 
 
 27 Ibid., 12.  He notes they would likely have worshipped the Capitoline gods of Rome alongside 
the developing imperial cult and perhaps included devotion to one of several eastern mystery religions. 
 
 28 Ibid., 11.  “Like all soldiers, the centurion swore an oath or sacramentum to his commanding 
general and more importantly to the Emperor.  To break it was desertion, an action which could lead to the 
severest penalty.” 
 
 29 Ibid., 11. “Romans regularly used crucifixion as a means of punishment and it is unlikely that 
soldiers with experience would be moved by one or more incident in which they simply performed their 
duty.” 
 
 30 Ibid., 14.  “The likelihood that Mark expects his readers to accept the centurion’s statement as a 
full confession in a Christian sense is further diminished by the well-known negative attitudes which 
Romans had toward foreigners in general and their disdain toward those sentenced to execution by 
crucifixion in particular.” 
 
 31 Ibid., 16.  He cites Mark 15:2, 9, 31, 32, and 36 of the other examples of ironic, mocking speech 
about Jesus. 
  
 32 Ched Myers, Binding the Strong Man: A Political Reading of Mark’s Story of Jesus (Maryknoll, 
NY: Orbis, 1988), 393. 
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executioner who pronounces him ‘dead’ (15:44f.).”33  Similarly, Geert van Oyen argues 

for an understanding of the centurion’s words as “verbal irony” which he defines as a 

situation where “the actors do not mean what they say and/or are not aware of the true 

sense of the words they say.”34  After setting forth his reasons for understanding the 

statement as irony, van Oyen concludes that an ironic reading asks, “Is there then any 

possibility of finding in the gospel of Mark an absolute believer in Jesus as Son of God?  

There lies the paradox and the irony of it all.”35 

 Others took an essentially agnostic position, arguing that Mark is unclear in 

15:39.  Robert Fowler sees the remark as ambiguous.  After reviewing Harner’s critique 

of Colwell, Fowler concludes that “we must admit that the phrasing of the centurion’s 

utterance studiously avoids clarity.  Therefore, we must admit that we do not know with 

any degree of certainty what the centurion, at story level, is saying.”36  Fowler reviews 

many of the arguments first put forward by Johnson to conclude that “… in the story the 

                                                
 33 Ibid., 394.  Italics original.  This is similar to Donald Juel’s understanding in A Master of 
Surprise: Mark Interpreted (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1994), 74 n. 7, where he describes the centurion’s 
words as “a taunt… in accord with the rest of the taunts in the account of Jesus’ trial and death.” 
 
 34 Geert van Oyen, “Irony as Propaganda in Mark 15:39?” in Persuasion and Dissuasion in Early 
Christianity, Ancient Judaism, and Hellenism (Pieter W. van der Horst, Maarten J. J. Menken, Joop F. M. 
Smit, and Geert van Oyen, eds.; Leuven: Peeters, 2003), 136.  He notes the distinction from dramatic irony 
in which “readers do have a different insight in the story than the characters in the story themselves.” 
 
 35 Ibid., 139.  The reasons he lists for an ironic reading are, 1) the whole context of Jesus’ death is 
one of irony and mockery, 2) the other soldiers have already been shown to mock Jesus, 3) irony is a more 
acceptable response of the centurion because it is more realistic, and 4) irony does more justice to the story 
since it “confirms the reading experience of Mark’s gospel as a paradox truth” that things are not as they 
appear (137-39). 
 Others who have adopted this basic position include Juel, Master of Surprise, 74 n. 7, who sees the 
centurion’s words in line with “the rest of the taunts in the account of Jesus’ trial and death;” Richard A. 
Horsley, Hearing the Whole Story: The Politics of Plot in Mark’s Gospel (Louisville: Westminster John 
Knox, 2001), 252; Sharyn Dowd, Reading Mark: A Literary and Theological Commentary (Macon, 
Georgia: Smyth & Helwys, 2000), 162; and Stephen P. Ahearne-Kroll, The Psalms of Lament in Mark’s 
Passion: Jesus Davidic Suffering (SNTSMS 142; Cambridge; Cambridge University Press, 2007), 220-21. 
   
 36 Robert M. Fowler, Let the Reader Understand: Reader-Response Criticism and the Gospel of 
Mark (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1991), 206. 
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centurion may be speaking insincerely and therefore ironically – or then again he may 

not.  As is typical of irony, uncertainty lingers here as to whether the centurion’s 

comment is ironic.  Even if he is sincere, the thrust of what he says (“a son,” “the Son,” 

both, or neither?) remains ambiguous.”37   

 In a similar vein, Whitney Shiner relies principally on arguments first developed 

by Johnson, citing both the imperfect ἦν and the absence of any clear case where the lack 

of the article in the predictive nominative clearly leads to a definite reading.  “One must 

ask why, if the passage is so important for Mark, he used a construction that creates such 

ambiguity if the construction is not part of his customary usage.”38  Shiner suggests 

instead that Mark relies on martyrological motifs whereby an authority figure establishes 

the innocence of the martyr, vindicating his death.39  Mark, however, twists this motif: 

the centurion’s words vindicate Jesus in the eyes of Mark’s audience but this is not what 

the character intends by his speech.  “By placing the vindication motif in the context of 

the theme of misunderstanding, Mark transforms it into something quite different than the 

Jewish, Greek or other Christian examples: an ironic and uncomprehending 

vindication.”40  The ambiguity of the centurion’s words allow the audience to play off the 

unintended irony and acclaim what the centurion did not likely intend.  

                                                
 37 Ibid., 207.  Fowler believes that no matter how the issue is resolved we are left with some form 
of irony, either the verbal irony of the centurion’s words or the dramatic irony “that the person in charge of 
killing Jesus acclaims him as son of God by virtue of his death” (207-8). 
 
 38 Whitny Shiner, “The Ambiguous Pronouncement of the Centurion and the Shrouding of 
Meaning in Mark,” JSNT 78 (2000): 6. 
 
 39 Ibid., 12-13. 
 
 40 Ibid., 15.  Morna Hooker should probably be included in here as well since she distinguishes 
between the pagan meaning of the centurion and the Christological one of Mark, since “… if he uttered 
these words, [he] could only have meant by them a divine man or a demi-god, yet for Mark they are a 
proclamation of the truth about Jesus” (The Gospel According to St Mark [London: Black, 1991], 378).  
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 Others responded to Colwell’s dethroning by relativizing the indefinite quality of 

the centurion’s speech.  Tae Hun Kim accepted that υἱὸς θεοῦ was indefinite but argued 

that such a phrase had specific referents for Mark’s audience.  Augustus had been known 

as divi filius (“son of god”), which was regularly rendered in Greek as either υἱὸς θεοῦ or 

θεοῦ υἱός.41  Since Latin lacked articles, the centurion’s speech in Greek without the 

article would not have been understood as problematic.42  Furthermore, this specific, 

anarthrous title would have immediately connected the centurion’s speech about Jesus 

with the Roman acclamation of Augustus as “son of god” in the imperial cult.43  Rather 

than being a liability to a Christological reading, the lack of the article actually aided in 

understanding the intent of the centurion’s words as a deliberate and direct contrast to 

Augustus and a challenge to Mark’s readers familiar with the imperial cult.44 

 Recent work on Mark 15:39 sees a rehabilitation of the traditional reading of the 

centurion’s speech as an authentic confession but apart from the grammatical discussions 

that characterized the era after Colwell.  Kelly Iverson has argued that “the verse hinges 

on elements that are not readily obvious in the textual remains of Mark’s story.”45  Those 

                                                
Thus the centurion may speak sincerely but be saying more than he knows since it is not clear “whether 
Mark thinks that the centurion is aware of the true significance of his words” (379). 
 
 41 Tae Hun Kim, “The Anarthrous υἱὸς θεοῦ in Mark 15,39 and the Roman Imperial Cult,” Bib 79 
(1998): 223. 
 
 42 Ibid., 225.  “However, this is not to say that the centurion was not fluent in Greek and thus 
omitted the definite article due to Latinizing influence, because there is a reasonable possibility that the 
confession was made originally in Greek.” 
 
 43 Ibid., 225-38.   
 
 44 Ibid., 240. 
 
 45 Kelly R. Iverson, “A Centurion’s ‘Confession’: A Performance-Critical Analysis of Mark 
15:39,” JBL 130 (2011): 329.  Here we give only a cursory review of Iverson’s work.  A more detailed 
analysis of his arguments will be explored in Chapter Three, pages 53-58. 
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elements, Iverson offers, are the ways in which Mark’s Gospel was dramatized in its 

earliest readings since “meaning is intrinsically bound to the particular mode of 

communication.”46  Iverson, relying on speech act theorists, distinguishes between “a 

locutionary act – what a speaker says – and illocutionary force – the intent of a particular 

speech act…”.47  “Illocutionary force” is conveyed by “speech act and mental state terms, 

as well as descriptive commentary” so that direct speech may be given meaning in 

addition to (or contrary to) what the words convey on their own.48  Iverson gives 

examples in Mark’s Gospel where the narrator supplies additional commentary on a 

speaker’s words by providing verbs paired with λέγω, demonstrating a “metalinguistic 

commentary” to the speech.49  In the passion narrative, characters are “replete with 

illocutionary details,” with mocks and taunts abounding.  Yet the centurion’s speech is 

not marked with any of these instances of “descriptive commentary” but rather with 

ἀληθῶς, which in Mark “typically functions in concert with assertions that are genuine 

and real.”50 

 Iverson continues dismantling prior readings of the centurion’s speech as ironic or 

sarcastic, pointing out Mark’s penchant for employing characters against the grain of 

                                                
 46 Ibid., 330. 
 
 47 Ibid., 331. 
 
 48 Ibid., 333. 
 
 49 Ibid., 333.  Iverson points out Mark 1:25, where Jesus, speaking to the unclean spirit, “rebuked 
[ἐπετίµησεν] him and said” (also occurring in 4:39, 8:33, and 9:25).  Here Mark gives explicit motivation 
and explanation to Jesus’ words.  Likewise, in 8:12 Mark notes that Jesus “sighed deeply and said” 
(ἀναστενάξας τῷ πνεῦµατι αὐτοῦ λέγει).  “That Jesus sighs before his reported speech act is suggestive of 
both his deep disappointment with the religious establishment and the rhetorical aim of the question.”  
Italics original.  He provides numerous other examples of such techniques, including 1:27, 41; 2:6; 3:11; 
4:2, 41;  5:7; 6:2, 23; 9:24, 31; 10:21, 47-48; 11:9, 17; 12:35; 14:71; 15:13-14, 31.   
 
 50 Ibid., 334-35. 
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their stereotypical representations.51  Thus “the depiction of the Roman centurion has a 

basis in the asymmetrical character portrayals of Mark’s story,” meaning that what an 

audience would “know” about centurions is not definitive for Mark’s characterization of 

him.52  Finally, in light of the audience participation one would expect from a public 

reading of Mark, Iverson suggests that 15:39 might have actually triggered a cathartic 

applause from the audience.53   

 The whipsawing over the proper interpretation of the centurion’s speech in the 

last 30 years indicates both the fragmentation from the consensus provided by Colwell as 

well as the failure for any particular view to replace it.  While the traditional reading is 

probably still the majority position it is no longer assumed in discussions of the text.54  It 

now occupies contested space, into which space we will enter in the following chapters.  

 Whereas we could easily provide a relatively linear flow for the changes of 

fortune for Mark 15:39, such a rendering of 15:38 would prove far more difficult since 

interpretations have been divided throughout most of its scholarly history.  Thus, in the 

following section we explore broadly the options most interpreters have outlined for 

understanding the significance of the torn temple veil and discuss them by position rather 

than chronology.   

 

                                                
 51 Ibid., 339-41.  Iverson points to the scribe in 12:34 who by all rights should appear an enemy 
but leaves with praise from Jesus and Joseph of Arimathea who, though a member of the council that 
condemned Jesus to death, takes courage and asks for the body of Jesus to be buried (15:43).  He also notes 
Jairus and Judas as other examples to be explored. 
 
 52 Ibid., 341. 
 
 53 Ibid., 343. 
 
 54 Van Oyen listed it as the “majority position” in 2003 citing a bevy of recent scholars who have 
adopted this interpretation (“Irony as Propaganda,” 128-29 n. 11). 
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The Rending of the Temple Veil – Mark 15:38 

 The rending of the temple veil has occupied a disproportionate place in 

scholarship relative to the meager space it occupies in Mark’s Gospel.  The twelve Greek 

words of 15:38 (καὶ τὸ καταπέτασµα τοῦ ναοῦ ἐσχίσθη εἰς δύο ἀπ᾿ ἄνωθεν ἕως κάτω) 

have spawned discussions about which of the two veils Mark indicates (or if he even 

knows there is a difference), the use of νάος instead of ἱερός for temple, the connections 

with Josephus’ description of omens concerning the temple before its destruction, its 

connection (or lack thereof) with the rending of the heavens in 1:10, and even the 

meaning one reaches after coming to conclusions on all these matters. The one thing 

nearly every interpreter seems to agree on is that the action described passively by 

ἐσχίσθη is to be understood as a reference to divine activity, although what is significant 

about this is disputed.55 

 From the beginning this verse was understood by early interpreters in a variety of 

ways.  Ephrem the Syrian, commenting on Tatian’s Diatesseron, claims that the torn veil 

shows “that [the Lord] had taken the kingdom away from them [the Jews] and had given 

it to others who would bear fruit.”  But then he offers an alternative interpretation of this 

same act: “… the temple would be destroyed because his Spirit had gone away from it.  

Since the high priest had wrongfully torn his robe, the Spirit tore the curtain to proclaim 

the audacity of the pride [of the Jews]…”.  Ephrem then offers at least two more 

meanings, including a rejection of the temple in which Judas had thrown down the gold 

                                                
55 See, e.g., Vincent Taylor, The Gospel According to St. Mark (2nd ed.; New York: St. Martin’s 

Press, 1966), 596; Ben Witherington III, The Gospel of Mark: A Socio-Rhetorical Commentary (Grand 
Rapids, MI: Eerdman’s Publishing, 2001), 399-400; Joel Marcus, Mark 8-16 (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 2009), 1067; Adele Yarbro Collins, Mark: A Commentary (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 2007), 
759; Étienne Trocmé, L’Evangile Selon Saint Marc (Geneve: Labor et Fides, 2000), 369-70; Rudolf Pesch, 
Das Markusevangelium II, Teil: Kommentar zu Kap. 8,27-16,20 (Freiburg: Herder, 1991), 498. 
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coins, or that since the Jews had stripped Jesus of his clothes God ripped away the veil of 

the temple.56  Although all of these readings are not necessarily mutually compatible, 

they all offer an essentially negative understanding of the torn veil. 

 Alternatively Gregory of Nazianzus (writing on Matthew) understands the veil in 

a positive sense.  “Yes, the veil is torn, for things of heaven are being revealed, rocks 

split, and dead men have an earlier awakening.”57  And Origen, who notes that there are 

two veils in the temple, understands that it is the outer veil that is torn.  “Thus by the 

tearing of the curtain the mysteries were disclosed, which with good reason had been 

hidden until the coming of Christ.”58  And the earliest identifiable commentary on Mark 

we referenced above understands the rent veil “to say, heaven is opened.”59  In all these 

cases the torn veil is understood as a positive event, although it is not clear if these 

interpreters would have necessarily rejected the “negative” interpretations offered above.  

The sheer diversity of understandings that modern interpreters express was found already 

in the earliest work on Mark.   

                                                
 56 Ephrem the Syrian, Commentary on Tatian’s Diatessaron, 2:319.  Translation provided by Oden 
and Hall, Ancient Christian Commentary, 235.  As we noted above (n. 1, 2), early patristic writers often 
conflated their comments on one Gospel with another, which is clearly the case with Ephrem since he is 
commenting on Tatian’s Gospel harmony.  Although this does not offer us specific traction on Mark’s 
Gospel alone, it is likely that the patristic writers would not have understood Mark in isolation from the 
other three canonical Gospels. 
 
 57 Gregory of Nazianzus, Oration 29, On the Son 20. Translation provided by Oden and Hall, 
Ancient Christian Commentary, 235.  The same caveat given above (n. 56) concerning patristic writers’ 
tendency to collapse Gospel commentaries applies here as well since Gregory has clearly referred to the 
specific events of Mt 27:51. 
 
 58 Origen, Commentary on Matthew 138. Translation provided by Malio Simonetti, Ancient 
Christian Commentary, Vol. Ib: Matthew 14-28 (Downers Grove, Ill.: Intervarsity, 2002), 296.  It is 
significant that Origen locates his interpretation in a knowledge of the two different veils since this is not 
related in the text of any Gospel and anticipates some of the discussion of modern interpreters who draw 
such a distinction.  Origen sees symbolic meaning in each of the two veils so that if both were torn we 
would not still “know only ‘in part.’”    
 
 59 Cahill, First Commentary on Mark, 123. 



 27 

 Reflecting the ancient situation, many continue to understand the tearing of the 

temple veil to be a thoroughly negative sign, usually implying impending doom on the 

temple.60  One approach seeks to connect Jesus’ temple action in 11:15-19 and the 

cursing of the fig tree in 11:12-14, 20-25 (which are related through the technique of 

Markan intercalation) with Jesus’ prediction of the temple’s destruction in 13 and both to 

the rending of the temple veil in 15:38.61  In such cases commentators usually draw a 

straight line from temple-action and temple-prediction to the rending of the temple veil.  

In this scenario, the tearing of the temple veil is God’s symbolic and incipient act of 

judgment against the temple, which the reader (perhaps) understands to be fulfilled by the 

Roman armies who razed it under Titus in A.D. 70.62   

 A similar, and sometimes supporting, theory regarding the torn veil is that God’s 

rending of the temple veil is the vindication of Jesus.63  In the long contest between Jesus 

                                                
60 Raymond Brown is among those who argues strongly for an exclusively negative role for the 

tearing of the temple veil.  He notes that, “an interpretation of what the Gospels narrate here is, in my 
judgment, relatively simply.  Complications stem from the introduction of an interpretation of the veil 
found in Hebrews, and from attempts to discern which veil of the historical Temple is meant and what 
significance that would add.” The Death of the Messiah: From Gethsemane to the Grave: A Commentary 
on the Passion Narratives in the Four Gospels (2 vols.; ABRL; New York: Doubleday, 1994), 2.1099. 
 

61 J. Bradley Chance, “The Cursing of the Temple and the Tearing of the Veil in the Gospel of 
Mark,” BI 15 (2007), 285, remarks that, “The destruction of the temple, pronounced at the temple scene of 
Mark 11:17 and prophesied more explicitly in Mark 13, finds expression in the tearing of the veil in Mark 
15:38.  The tearing of the veil very likely serves to represent the temple’s destruction.”  He continues by 
enumerating three reasons for this conclusion, 1) tearing implies a negative, judgmental image, 2) Jewish 
tradition attests to the connection between the opening of barriers that separated the temple from the 
outside world with its destruction, and 3) the divine passive indicates that God is the one behind the 
destruction.  He insists that, “It is the death of Jesus that immediately precedes and, implicitly, moves God 
to act to tear the veil – to destroy the temple,” 286.   

 
62 Robert L. Plummer, “Something Awry in the Temple? The Rending of the Temple Veil and 

Early Jewish Sources That Report Unusual Phenomena in the Temple Around AD 30,” JETS 48 (2005): 
313; and H. W. Montefiore, “Josephus and the New Testament,” NovT 4 (1960): 152-53, are among those 
who connect the rending of the veil with the other omens that Josephus identified as portents of the 
temple’s destruction, thus directly connecting Mk 15:38 with the destruction of the temple under Titus. 

  
63 David Daube, The New Testament and Rabbinic Judaism (New York: Arno Press, 1973), 23, 

suggests that the rending of the veil is an allusion to the OT scene of Elijah’s translation to heaven.  At his 
ascension, Elisha “took hold of his clothes and rent them in two pieces.”  Daube notes that, “In Rabbinic 
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and his opponents concerning purity, the torn temple veil is a sign that God upholds 

Jesus’ understanding of holiness and not that of the Pharisees and chief priests, for whom 

the temple is the symbolic basis for their systems of clean and unclean.64  On this reading 

the crucified Jesus replaces the temple as the place where humanity finds access to 

God.65 

 Although there is a positive aspect to these readings insofar as Jesus is vindicated 

(to the reader, at least) by divine action, they are usually understood to encompass a 
                                                
times, there were prescribed occasions on which a man had to rend his garment.  In this connection, the 
incident quoted acquired particular importance.  The Rabbis noted the emphatic ‘he rent his clothes in two 
pieces’ instead of a plain ‘he rent his cloths.’”  Such occasions included the death of close family members 
or religious teachers or disasters such as blasphemy and the desecration of the Law.  He proceeds to 
connect the Markan account even more, noting that Elijah appears in the context of the rending of the veil, 
and suggests that, “After this, the rending in two of the veil of the temple, reminiscent as it is of what 
Elisha did when his master was translated, may well be intended as an answer to the mockery: here is 
Elijah himself, or one that is greater,” (25).  The rending of the temple is thus parallel to an act of grief at 
the loss of loved one. 

The great difficulty with this reading is that it relies heavily on a textual variant in 15:38, which 
adds µερη (“parts”) to further describe what is torn in two.  This variant is poorly attested, though, only 
found in D, it, and vgmss, and thus not likely to be original.  Furthermore, this reading cannot explain the 
odd intrusion of v. 38 between vv. 37 and 39. 
 David Stern has pointed out another curious parallel in Lam. Rab. 1.1.1 where God “rends His 
purple robes,” to express his sorrow at the destruction of Jerusalem (Parable in Midrash: Narrative and 
Exegesis in Rabbinic Literature [Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1991], 126).  There is no 
connection, however, to the veil of the temple and the text is in Hebrew rather than Greek, so the verbal 
similarity may be accidental. 

 
64 Myers, Binding the Strong Man, 389, argues similarly to Brown, suggesting that “Mark shapes 

the final scene of Jesus’ life concentrically,” with the darkness over the land acting as a parallel to the 
rending of the temple veil.  His interpretation of 15:38, in particular, is entirely negative: “Mark’s narrative 
of subversion regarding the efficacy and authority of the temple cult now is given closure.  Jesus’ death has 
unmasked the fact that the ‘tear’ (schisman) in the ‘old garment’ is irreparable (2:21); the symbolic order as 
it is centrally embedded in the sanctuary has been overthrown.  Here then is the second great symbol of the 
‘end of the world,’” 390.  

 
65 Brown, Death of the Messiah, 2.1102, understands the connection to the temple in this way: 

“Thus, for Mark the rending of the sanctuary veil means that with the death of Jesus the sanctuary as such 
went out of existence; the building that continued to stand there was not a holy place.”  Likewise, Camille 
Focant, “Un christologie de type ‘mystique’ (Marc 1.1-16.8),” NTS 55 (2009): 11, insists that, “Et à la mort 
de Jésus, c’est le voile du temple qui se déchire, tandis que le centurion professe la filiation divine de Jésus. 
Si le voile du temple se déchire,�� c’est que le sanctuaire n’est plus le lieu de la présence de Dieu.  
Dorénavant, c’est le crucifié qui est ‘le lieu de la rencontre avec Dieu’.� C’est la vue de Jésus rendant 
l’esprit dans le dépouillement et dénué de pouvoir qui provoquela confession du centurion.” (And at the 
death of Jesus, the veil of the temple was torn, while the centurion professes the divine sonship of Jesus. If 
the veil of the temple was torn, then the shrine is no longer the place of God's presence. Henceforth, the 
crucified is ‘the place of encounter with God.’  It is seeing Jesus made weak in spirit and devoid of power 
that provokes the confession of the centurion.) 
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“negative” portrayal of the torn veil.66  God’s judgment on Israel, his anger at the leaders 

for their killing of Jesus, and the proleptic destruction of the temple are all reactive 

motifs, God responding to the wrongdoing or sinfulness of humanity.67 

 Other readers, however, while not dismissing entirely the “negative” aspects of 

the torn veil also insist that there is something symbolically positive about it as well, 

embracing the other half of ancient interpretation.  Most usually begin by noting the 

strongly parallel motifs between the opening and closing of the Gospel.  These include 1) 

the linguistic connection between 1:10 and 15:38, where the verb σχίζω is used for only 

the second time in Mark, referring to the temple veil and the heavens respectively, in 

which the action is narrated in both places as a divine passive (ἐσχίσθη and σχιζοµένους 

respectively), 2) an Elijah reference is located within the immediate pericope (John the 

Baptist in 1:9, the Elijah saying in 15:34-35), 3) something is said to descend at each 

moment (the Spirit in 1:10 and the tearing of the veil in 15:38), and 4) Jesus is called 

God’s Son (1:11, 15:39).  The fact that this inclusio encompasses nearly the whole of the 

document suggests that it is structurally intentional and significant.68 

                                                
66 Donald Senior, The Passion of Jesus in the Gospel of Mark (Collegeville, Minn.: Liturgical 

Press, 1984), 127, also insists on a negative interpretation.  Asserting that “the only sure guide … is to keep 
in mind the meaning Mark has already ascribed to the temple in his Gospel and to pay close attention to the 
context of 15:38,” he claims that the temple in Mark occupies a purely negative position, and that therefore 
the tearing of the veil is a symbolic destruction. 
 

67 Brown, Death of the Messiah, 2.1102, sees the torn veil as a symbol of judgment only: “As a 
negative sign after the death, the rending stands parallel to the darkness before Jesus’ death.” 

 
68 David Ulansey, “The Heavenly Veil Torn: Mark’s Cosmic Inclusio,” JBL 110 (1991): 123, 

notes that, “the two occurrences of the motif of tearing in Mark do not appear at random points in the 
narrative, but on the contrary are located at two pivotal moments in the story – moments that, moreover, 
provide an ideal counterpoint for each other – namely, the precise beginning (the baptism) and the precise 
end (the death) of the earthly career of Jesus.  This significant placement suggests that we are dealing here 
with a symbolic inclusio…”  (italics original). 
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 The torn veil in this reading is usually a symbol of, or the means of, the revelation 

of the crucified Jesus as Son of God since these are the words the centurion uses to 

describe him immediately following this scene.69  The veil is understood as the barrier 

that blocks access to God, a symbol of the obfuscation and blindness of humanity, its 

rending thus symbolizing the removal of this partition.70    

 
Conclusions 

 
 This brief survey of scholarship on the two key texts associated with Jesus’ death 

in the Gospel of Mark reveals two different stories about how these verses have been 

received and interpreted.  The centurion’s confession in the beginning was understood to 

be sincere.  It was not until 19th century historical-critical scholarship pointed out the odd 

anarthrous nature of υἱὸς θεοῦ that readers of Mark began to suggest any alternative 

rendering.  Colwell’s work in the early 20th century reversed this trend for the greater part 

of the century but his rule was not able to maintain the consensus it had long generated.  

Led principally by Johnson’s protest, other interpreters began to suggest that Mark’s 

meaning was not as clear or simple as had long been assumed.  Recent work, especially 

                                                
69 Although this depends on how one understands the centurion’s words, as we saw above. 
 

 70 The broad categories above represent my own attempt at offering a simple taxonomy of the 
differing interpretations.  Timothy J. Geddert has documented 35 different interpretations of 15:38 which 
he lists in the following categories: those that see the veil as hiding something from view (5 different 
variations), those that see that veil as enclosing what dwelt in the most holy place (3), those that see the veil 
as blocking access to the holiest part of the temple (2), those that understand the veil metaphorically as a 
reference to a barrier now removed (2), those that see the veil as symbolic of Jewish religion (6), those 
focusing on the passive tearing of the veil to emphasize God’s action (3), those that see the veil as part of 
the temple and symbolic of it as a whole (2), those that understand the veil as a metaphor of the new 
Temple in Jesus (3), and a variety of others not easily categorized (8).  Immediately after the list Geddert 
expresses what surely most would feel at such a dizzying array of interpretive options: “More than thirty 
interpretations for a twelve-word verse!!!”   Geddert himself, though, goes on to admit that many of these 
could be easily combined.  (Watchwords: Mark 13 in Markan Eschatology [JSNTSS 26; Sheffield: 
Sheffield Academic Press, 1989], 141-43). 
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by Kelly Iverson, has begun to address these revisitionists but scholars remained divided 

on the issue. 

 In contrast, from the very beginning the meaning of the rending of the veil was 

marked by diversity of opinion, even from the same interpreter.  Many interpretive 

options have been considered open and valid since ancient times and modern scholarship 

has done little to settle the issue.  Instead the possibilities remain plentiful, with scholars 

often adopting stances that embrace multiple positions at once (i.e., that the rending of 

the veil can convey both “negative” and “positive” responses to the death of Jesus).   

 My thesis rests heavily on properly understanding both of these verses.  Because 

both the rending of the temple veil and the centurion’s confession occur immediately 

following the death of Jesus knowing how to rightly comprehend their meaning offers us 

invaluable insight into how Mark understood the significance of this event.  With the 

centurion’s speech we are faced with only a few mutually exclusive possibilities: the 

centurion is sincere in his intent but wrong (theologically) in his affirmation, insincere 

with his words but ironically right about Jesus, or both sincere and right or insincere and 

wrong.  A choice for ambiguity is really only the option of accepting a few of these at 

one time.  Because understanding the intent and meaning of these words is so central to 

appropriating Mark’s theology, I devote the bulk of our attention in the next two chapters 

to exploring this issue. 

 The rending of the veil offers a myriad of exegetical choices, many of which are 

not zero sum affairs.  Here we will concern ourselves only with the role the rending of the 

veil plays in conjunction with the centurion’s speech.  No attempt will be offered here to 

give a comprehensive account of the meaning of Mark 15:38.  In line with the pluriform 



 32 

tradition we briefly delineated above, it is quite possible that the rending of the veil 

possesses more meaning than that associated with understanding the centurion’s words 

but we will not explore these possibilities.  Instead we will examine the way in which the 

rending of the veil plays a crucial interpretive role in both aiding with exegetical 

decisions about 15:39 as well as offering insight into Mark’s theological purposes.  

Before we can take up these concerns, however, we must first turn to addressing the 

sincerity of the centurion’s confession. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
 

The Centurion’s Speech and Meaning: 
An Analysis of What His Words Signify 

 
 

Introduction 
 

 The proper interpretation of Mark 15:39 is necessarily bound up in a larger 

discussion of the interpretation of Mark as a whole, but specifically Mark’s passion 

narrative.  As we discussed earlier in the Introduction, the passion narrative in Mark can 

be considered in many ways a semi-autonomous unit.1  It seems likely that an 

independent story about the arrest, trial, and death of Jesus existed very early in the 

Christian movement, if not as a written text then at least as a discernible oral narrative.  It 

is this source (whether written or oral) that Mark would have relied on to produce his 

own passion narrative.2 

 But although Mark’s passion narrative has a certain independent and self-

referential quality to it we are not primarily interested in the unit as a whole.  The 

centurion’s response to Jesus’ death seems to belong to a rather well defined subunit 

                                                
 1 See page 1 in the Introduction for the discussion. 
 
 2 Adela Yarbro Collins, Mark: A Commentary (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2007), 621-27, offers a 
detailed summary of the scholarly discussion concerning a pre-Markan passion narrative.  Collins offers a 
“Tentative Reconstruction and Translation of the Content (not necessarily the wording) of the Pre-Markan 
Passion Narrative” in an appendix (819). 
 Joel Marcus, Mark 8-16: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary (AYB 27A; New 
Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 2009), 925-26, provides four reasons for believing that Mark relied 
on some independent source for his own Gospel: 1) the early Christians would have needed an account of 
Jesus’ death very early to explain how their proclamation of Jesus as Messiah reconciled with his very 
public execution, 2) John is largely independent of the Synoptics except for the passion narrative, where a 
large amount of overlap exists, 3) although in other parts of Mark time indicators are missing or vague in 
the passion narrative we are given very precise references to time, and 4) many of the individual pericopae 
in the passion narrative do not make sense in isolation (the prophecy of Peter’s betrayal would likely exist 
alongside the narration of that betrayal). 
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within Mark’s larger passion narrative.  After waffling over Jesus’ fate Pilate finally 

decides to have him crucified, releasing Barabbas to the crowd instead (15:15).  This 

decision marks the end of Jesus’ trial procedures and the beginning of his end.  

Geography and characters both shift after this point, with Jesus leaving Pilate’s presence 

in Jerusalem and ending up outside the city at Golgotha where he is executed.  Roman 

soldiers replace Pilate as the active agents in the story and Jesus becomes ever more 

passive.   

 Jesus stays in the Praetorium while the soldiers mock him (15:16-20), meaning 

that the geography has not yet shifted.  Already in this scene, however, the plot has 

moved from tension concerning Jesus’ fate to narrating that fate.  Furthermore, the 

soldiers become the first in a progression of groups of people to comment directly on 

Jesus’ death sentence.  Thus, we can characterize 15:16-20 as a transitional scene but one 

corresponding overall to the subunit involving Jesus’ crucifixion and death. 

 Likewise, the centurion is the last to comment on Jesus’ punishment and does so 

precisely at the moment he dies.  The verses immediately following list the women 

present who had followed Jesus (14:40-41), who will become important for the story both 

in the next unit (Jesus’ burial, 15:42-47), and, supremely, in the final unit of the Gospel, 

the empty tomb (16:1-8).  We may consider this scene to be another transitional piece 

connecting the crucifixion and death of Jesus to his burial and resurrection.   

 The immediate context for the centurion’s saying, then, is the material from 

15:16—15:41 involving the entire ordeal of Jesus’ crucifixion and death.  To specify this 

specific context throughout our discussion following I will refer to this subunit within 
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Mark’s larger passion narrative as the “crucifixion scene.”3  This crucifixion scene will 

be our primary field of exploration for the next two chapters, although other parts of 

Mark will of course also be important.  In the present chapter we will explore what the 

centurion is saying, since conclusions about this question have been the subject of 

considerable debate.  The two issues we will explore here concern the centurion’s 

sincerity and the various contexts against which we should understand his words.  Thus, 

the question, “What is the centurion saying?” is comprised of two more specific 

questions: “Is the centurion speaking honestly?” and “How do the cultural, religious, 

social, and narratival contexts help us understand what the centurion might mean?”  After 

engaging these issues and reaching some conclusions we will return in the next chapter to 

this same crucifixion scene to explore why the centurion says what he does. 

 
The Centurion’s Sincerity 

 
 As we have seen, some have questioned the sincerity of the centurion’s speech 

when he hails Jesus “God’s Son.”  One of the greatest objections to taking the centurion’s 

words at face value is the observation that the crucifixion scene is punctuated with 

instances of exalted speech about Jesus which are nothing more than mockeries and 

taunts.  As a result, some interpreters conclude that it is likely that the centurion, who 

oversees Jesus’ death and reports to Pilate that Rome has succeeded in killing the 

                                                
 3 This subunit involves more than one scene, as I have already mentioned: the soldiers’ mockery 
of Jesus occurs before he leaves the Praetorium, Jesus then travels outside the city to Golgotha, and finally 
is executed.  There is also more that occurs than Jesus’ crucifixion (which actually only accounts for a tiny 
half verse, 15:24a).  Thus, “crucifixion scene” as a short hand for this entire subunit leaves much to be 
desired.  I choose it, though, for convenience and out of a lack of a better alternative. 
 



 36 

meddlesome prophet, participates in the final mockery of Jesus by derisively calling him 

“Son of God.”4  

 On one level this argument seems sound.  After all, no single character in Mark’s 

passion narrative treats Jesus with any respect or dignity except for this solitary figure.5  

To label the centurion’s speech as sincere might strike us as inconsistent in tone.   

 
Markers of Mockery 

 Yet Mark has consistently alerted his readers to every instance when an action 

that might appear as respectful or even honoring is, in fact, mockery.  The first instance 

appears in 15:16-20 when Jesus, who has just been condemned to death by Pilate, is 

                                                
4 Ched Myers, Binding the Strong Man: A Political Reading of Mark’s Story of Jesus (Maryknoll, 

NY: Orbis, 1988), 393.  Myers insists that because “this centurion will momentarily reappear to confirm to 
Pilate that Jesus has indeed died,” – that is, because he, among other things, lacks discipleship – the 
centurion’s words are not reliable indicators of his sincerity.  Likewise, Earl S. Johnson, “Is Mark 15:39 the 
Key to Mark’s Christology?” JSNT 31 (1987): 16, “it is likely that in the context of the passion narrative 
[the centurion’s speech] stands along with other ironic statements at the foot of the cross about who Jesus 
is.”  Mark Goodacre, The Case Against Q: Studies in Markan Priority and the Synoptic Problem 
(Harrisburg, Penn.: Trinity Press International, 2002), 160 n. 28, sees it as both ironic and sarcastic: the 
centurion has no intention of praising Jesus but he is not privy to what the readers know – the rending of 
the temple veil.  Whitney T. Shiner, “The Ambiguous Pronouncement of the Centurion and the Shrouding 
of Meaning in Mark,” JSNT 78 (2000): 16, remarks, “The ambiguity of the centurion’s pronouncement is 
part of a consistent use of irony and misunderstanding throughout the crucifixion scene.” 

 
 5 Some would point to Simon of Cyrene as evidence of a sympathetic figure since he carries Jesus’ 
cross for him.  We might also point out that there is likely a connection between this figure and Mark’s 
community since Mark identifies him as “the father of Alexander and Rufus,” an odd descriptor to add if it 
would make no sense to Mark’s audience.  These factors, though, do not make Simon a sympathetic 
character.  He is forced to carry Jesus’ cross, something just as likely to induce anger as pity.  Furthermore, 
even if Alexander and Rufus were members of Mark’s community this says nothing of the status of their 
father.  At best this character is neutral. 
 The offer of myrrh flavored wine can also be seen as a sympathetic act since such a drink could be 
considered luxurious (cf. Collins, Mark, 741).  However, it is just as likely that this is another example of 
mockery in which “the soldiers were offering the finest wine to the ‘king of the Jews’” (Craig A. Evans, 
Mark 8:27-16:20 [WBC 34B; Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 2001], 501).  
 By way of comparison we note that Luke adds several sympathetic characters in his own passion 
narrative, including Pilate, who declares Jesus innocent three times (23:4, 14, 22), the crowd who follows 
Jesus out to his crucifixion (23:27), and the “penitent thief” (23:40-41), making the centurion’s declaration 
there, “Truly this man was righteous!” (23:47) more consistent.  John does not report any centurion’s 
remark about Jesus’ death but does have sympathetic characters to Jesus present (his mother and the 
beloved disciple along with several other women, 19:25-27), making the scene much less alienating. 
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handed over to the “whole cohort” (15:16) of Roman soldiers present.  They proceed to 

dress him in purple, put a crown on his head (constituted of thorns, 15:17), salute him as 

“King of the Jews,” (15:18) and fall down and “do homage” to him (15:19).  Just in case 

Mark’s readers are unable to miss the terribly obvious sarcasm dripping from this scene, 

Mark notes that everything that happened to Jesus in this scene was pure ἐνέπαιξαν 

(“mocking”, 15:20).   

 The passersby appear next, “wagging” their heads as they taunt the one whom 

they had heard make such grandiose claims as destroying the temple and rebuilding it in 

three days.  Their wagging heads and speech (“save yourself”) are markers meant 

specifically to identify them as enemies of the Righteous Sufferer.6  Yet again, however, 

Mark has also labeled their speech, identifying their activity as an attempt to “blaspheme” 

(ἐβλασφήµουν) Jesus (15:30).7   

                                                
 6 It is commonly recognized that here, as elsewhere in the passion narrative, allusion is made to 
Psalm 22, which is part of a collection of psalms of individual lament that came to be collectively labeled 
as “Psalms of the Righteous Sufferer” since they all embody a similar narrative arc of a righteous man 
suffering at the hands of his enemies who cries out for deliverance.  This motif is transformed into a 
context of apocalyptic eschatology in Wisdom of Solomon 2:12-20; 5:1-7; 4 Ezra and 2 Baruch so that “the 
righteous one must suffer on account of his righteousness but that he will be glorified at the eschaton” (Joel 
Marcus, The Way of the Lord: Christological Exegesis of the Old Testament in the Gospel of Mark 
[Louisville: Westminister/John Knox, 1992], 177, italics original), although some insist that allusions to Ps. 
22 are meant to be messianic in nature rather than evocative of a Righteous Sufferer motif (cf. Kelli S. 
O’Brien, The Use of Scripture in the Markan Passion Narrative [LNTS 384; New York: T & T Clark, 
2010], 151). 
 
 7 Adela Yarbro Collins, “The Charge of Blasphemy in Mark 14:64,” JSNT 26 (2004): 396, insists 
that “the word βλασφηµεῖν in v. 29 should not be translated ‘blaspheme’ because, in the context, it is used 
synonymously with ἐµπαίζειν (‘mock’) and ὀνειδίζειν (‘insult’)” and that instead we should render 
ἐβλασφήµουν as “revile.”  Joel Marcus, however, suggests that perhaps there is a hint of the traditional 
understanding of blasphemy present as well: “Mark’s readers might discern a deeper nuance: those who 
oppose Jesus are guilty of the ‘blasphemy’ of separating Jesus from God and of seeing his present 
powerlessness as an indication of permanent divine abandon” (Mark 8-16, 1051). 
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 The chief priests and scribes, who have been no friends to Jesus throughout the 

Gospel, come next, suggesting disparagingly that if Jesus would simply come down from 

the cross they would “see and believe” (15:31).  Although it does not take a great amount  

of insight to realize that these characters are speaking with hostility to Jesus, Mark notes 

that such discourse was “mocking” (ἐµπαίζοντες, 15:31).   

 We have no record of what those crucified alongside Jesus said, but Mark makes 

it clear that whatever was said was an attempt to “reproach” him (ὠνείδιζον, 15:32).   

 
 The Bystanders. The speech of the bystanders is more difficult to assess, for it 

does not appear clearly marked one way or the other.  We might suspect that if there is 

any neutral speech in Mark’s crucifixion scene it is to be found here.  Mark explains that 

there were “some” (τινες) who were “standing” (παρεστηκότων) and heard Jesus’ cry (v. 

35).  It is not clear who these individuals are.  It is possible that they are Roman soldiers 

accompanying the centurion overseeing the execution of these prisoners.  This would 

seem especially likely since they feel the freedom to respond to Jesus’ words proactively 

and fetch a sponge with sour wine on it to give to Jesus.8  However, Mark has already 

populated this scene with lots of other characters who have no official business at this 

execution, and it is also possible that interaction with the condemned was not all that 

uncommon.9  Furthermore, these individuals hear Jesus’ words, the transliterated 

                                                
 8 It might seem unlikely that anyone without “official” business in the execution would be allowed 
near Jesus during the crucifixion, which would mean they are Roman soldiers.  Furthermore, both these 
individuals and the centurion in v. 39 are identified as those standing by (παρεστηκότων, v. 35; ὁ 
παρεστηκώς, v. 39), so they are literarily linked to each other.  If they are soldiers then the contrast of their 
speech with that of the centurion’s is all the more remarkable. 
  
 9 The tomb robber Theron is accompanied by a throng at his execution in Chariton’s Callirhoe: 
“Many of the crowd went with Theron as he was taken away; he was crucified in front of Callirhoe’s 
tomb…” (3.4.3, [Goold, LCL]).  Likewise, an “estate manager” overhears Chaereas’ friend Polycharmus’ 
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Aramaic of which Mark provides, and think he is calling Elijah (v. 35b) because they 

presumably misunderstand ελωι.  It is unlikely that non-Jews would even know who 

Elijah was, much less the traditions surrounding his coming to rescue the righteous 

during death, which has led some to insist that they were probably Jewish bystanders.10 

 What is important about these characters, however, is not their identity but their 

narrative role, which is completely conveyed by their speech and actions.11  Now at least 

two conclusions are possible concerning the bystanders’ speech: either they hear ελωι and 

truly misunderstand Jesus and think he means to call Elijah, or they purposefully 

misunderstand and use it as an opportunity to mock Jesus.  But these two possibilities are 

further confounded by the difficulty in understanding precisely what this short scene is 

meant to convey.  As Raymond Brown has observed, “It is not clear… why (mistakenly) 

hearing a cry to Elijah should cause someone to offer vinegary wine to Jesus… or 

whether and why that offering is involved with pausing to see whether Elijah comes to 

take Jesus down.”12  Joel Marcus has pointed out that the Matthean version of this story 

                                                
exclamation as they both carry their crosses to the site of execution (4.2.7).  Also of note is the parallel 
scene in John 19:25-27 where individuals interact with Jesus with some degree of freedom (that is, without 
using a soldier as an intermediary). 
 
 10 R. T. France, The Gospel of Mark: A Commentary on the Greek Text (NIGTC; Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 2002), 653-54, insists that, “The fact that [the bystanders] instinctively think of Elijah marks 
them out as Jewish rather than members of the execution squad, but their anonymity puts them in the 
category of the παραπορευόµενοι of v. 29 rather than the mocking priests.”  The fact that they are 
categorized with the passersby is significant in understanding their alignment towards Jesus as hostile and 
not neutral or sympathetic.   
 
 11 Thus, Frank J. Matera, The Kingship of Jesus: Composition and Theology in Mark 15 (SBLDS 
66; Chico, Calif.: Scholars Press, 1981), 30, is probably right to counter that “To conjecture that the 
bystander was a Jew, since only he could understand the Elijah theology, or to conjecture that he was a 
Roman because he would have the posca is to confuse historical and literary judgments.”  Thus, it’s best 
not to attempt a strict historization of this scene; but if I must make a decision, then I would err on the side 
of seeing the bystanders as Jewish, not Roman. 
 
 12 Raymond Brown, The Death of the Messiah: From Gethsemane to the Grave: A Commentary 
on the Passion Narratives in the Four Gospels (2 vols.; ABRL; New York: Doubleday, 1994), 2.1060. 
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appears to operate with the following logic: a person offers a drink to Jesus, which might 

sustain his life further, but the onlookers believe that Elijah can only intervene at the 

moment of death and do not want to delay it so they restrain the individual from offering 

the drink.  In Mark, however, even this logic will not work, for “the person saying ‘Let 

me be! Let’s see…’ is the same as the one offering Jesus the drink of vinegar.”13  Clarity 

is not forthcoming for this pericope. 

 If it is a genuine misunderstanding then the bystander who rushes to offer a drink 

to Jesus presumably does so in order to help alleviate his pain.  The sour wine (ὄξους) 

offered would likely help relieve any fever he had and sedate him.14  If this is true then 

the bystanders’ speech would be the first instance of compassion shown to Jesus in 

Mark’s crucifixion scene, and this would fit our model so far, for this speech is not 

marked as mockery or disdain by the narrator. 

 However, it is also possible, as we shall see, that their speech is sarcastic and 

continues the other pattern of mockery throughout Mark’s crucifixion scene.15  The latter 

would seem to suggest that it is possible for Mark to report mocking speech in his 

crucifixion scene without explicitly identifying it as such which would complicate our 

assertion that the centurion’s speech is sincere since it lacks an explicit marker for 

mockery.   

 A strong case can be made for understanding the content of the bystanders’ 

speech as intentional mockery.  The mention of both ὄξους and Elijah could mark this 

                                                
 13 Marcus, Mark 8-16, 1056.  
 
 14 Collins, Mark, 758-59. 
 
 15 And thus the two patterns seem somewhat in tension with one another here.   
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scene as mockery, especially as they are utilized together.  Offering vinegary wine is not 

in and of itself necessarily a hostile act since it is a desirable drink.16  But the context in 

Mark makes it seem that it is not friendly.  The rare word ὄξος (found only four times in 

the LXX and six in the NT, all pertaining to this scene) and the words ποτίζω αὐτόν/µε 

are shared with Psalm 68:22 LXX, “And they gave me gall for food and for my thirst 

they gave me sour wine to drink,”17 making Mark 15:36 a likely allusion to this 

passage.18  In this psalm ὀνειδίζω (to mock) and its cognates occur six times, a word 

Mark used earlier in 15:32.  The giving of the sour wine is immediately followed by the 

psalmists’ imprecations against those offering it.19  The psalm is clearly about the 

mockery of a righteous sufferer, a theme Mark utilizes through his clear allusion to the 

vinegary wine. 

 Likewise, vinegary wine was associated with the mockery of the liars who 

persecute the righteous of the Qumran community by giving it for their thirst (1QHa 8:9-

                                                
 16 Collins, Mark, 756-57, notes several instances where it is mentioned by classical authors in a 
positive aspect and concludes that, “It is likely that the ὄξος of v. 36 is the sour wine used regularly by the 
ordinary people in antiquity.”  Likewise, Brown, Death, 2.1063, highlights its desirable nature as 
represented by Ruth 2:14 and Num 6:3 and concludes that is likely the same thing as posca, the red peasant 
wine drunk by Roman soldiers. 
 
 17 Most interpreters acknowledge this allusion.  See Evans, Mark, 508.  Collins, Mark, points out 
that the only two words that Mark 15:36 and Psalm 68:22 LXX share are ὄξος and ποτίζειν, suggesting to 
her that such a connection might be “tenuous” at best (p. 758).  However she concludes that the evocation 
of this same psalm in Mark 3:21 demonstrates that it is likely Mark is relying on this same passage here as 
well.   
 
 18 O’Brien, Use of Scripture, 111-12.   
 
 19 Ibid., 146. 
 



 42 

11).20  Although also likely dependent on Psalm 69 this text demonstrates that vinegary 

wine was used outside the Gospels with a negative connotation.21 

 Thus, the mention of “sour wine” (ὄξους) and the verb “to give to drink” 

(ποτίζειν) have led many interpreters to conclude that here Mark alludes to Psalm 69:21 

(68:22 LXX).  This psalm constitutes one of the core elements of the Righteous Sufferer 

tradition and thus its application to Jesus suggests that for Mark those offering sour wine 

for Jesus to drink are playing the role of the Righteous Sufferer’s enemies.  Furthermore, 

Marcus points out that only a few verses after this allusion the psalmist asks God to “let 

their eyes be darkened so that they cannot see” (Ps. 68:23 LXX) and notes that “in the 

Markan narrative, similarly, the mockers speak of ‘seeing’ but are really blind.”22  

Although it is possible to read their words as genuine misunderstanding, it is also likely 

that the bystanders continue the mockery begun by the Roman soldiers in 15:16.  The 

bystander’s words continue the Markan theme of “seeing and not seeing” first announced 

by Jesus in 4:11-12, which is especially prominent in this crucifixion scene.23  The chief 

priests and scribes who mock Jesus claim that if Jesus will only “come down” 

(καταβάτω) from the cross they will “see and believe” (ἴδωµεν καὶ πιστεύσωµεν, 15:32).  

                                                
 20 The “mediators of fraud and seers of deceit… have denied the drink of knowledge to the thirsty, 
but for their thirst they have given them vinegar to drink.”  The Dead Sea Scrolls Study Edition (2 vols.; 
Florentino García Martínez & Eibert J. C. Tigchelaar, eds.; New York: Brill, 1997), 1.169. 
 
 21 Brown, Death of the Messiah, 2.1060. 
 
 22 Marcus, Mark 8-16, 1065; translation of the LXX passage is his. 
 
 23 A theme to which we shall return in more detail in Chapter Five.  Suffice it to say now that 
Mark’s story operates within a narrative in which humans are subjugated to blindness by supernatural 
powers beyond their control.  Whenever characters attempt to proclaim insight about the world, and 
especially about the supernatural sphere, they are always shown to be inaccurate and misinformed.  Mark 
uses the metaphor of sight and blindness to convey this idea, and insists that although the characters in his 
story do claim to see they are unable to perceive the truth about what they profess. 
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Here the bystander echoes the same motif: he wishes to “see” (ἴδωµεν) if Elijah will 

come and “take him down” (καθελεῖν αὐτόν, 15:36).  It is possible, then, that the 

bystanders are meant to parallel the blindness of the chief priests and scribes.24 

 In addition to the allusion to Psalm 68:22 LXX noted by the offering of sour wine, 

the bystanders’ comments about Jesus’ appeal to Elijah also marks this scene as one of 

mockery.  Elijah was a prominent figure in popular apocalyptic imagination at the time 

and was thought to appear surreptitiously to rescue the righteous in perilous situations.25  

It is likely this imagination was sprung from Malachi 3:23 (4:5).26  Understanding Jesus’ 

words in this scene as an appeal to Elijah, then, would be understood as a plea for 

salvation – Jesus who has previously entertained supplicants throughout the Gospel has 

now become a supplicant himself. 

 Yet even apart from the unlikelihood that ελωι would be misheard for ελιας by the 

Gospel’s audience, there is evidence that Mark intended to portray this scene as a 

deliberate misunderstanding.  The appeal to Elijah is serving a literary purpose for Mark, 

not a historical one.  Rather than seeking a historical scenario upon which to understand 

Mark’s story we should rather investigate how Mark has constructed this scene 

                                                
 24 Marcus, Way of the Lord, 184. 
  
 25 Elijah became a popular figure in post-biblical Judaism.  He is mentioned in Sir. 48:10 in direct 
allusion to Malachi and 1 Enoch 89:51-52.  4 Ezra 6:26 insists that those figures who have not died but 
been taken up by God will reappear before the advent of the Messiah, which would include the prophet 
Elijah.  Most pertinent to our text is the mention of Elijah in connection to deliverance from the Romans in 
b. Aboda Zara 17b 18b.  Thus in Haggadic literature “[Elijah] appears so to help the Jewish people, 
especially in times of danger and persecution, but above all individuals in their private troubles.”  Aharon 
Wiener, The Prophet Elijah in the Development of Judaism: A Depth-Psychology Study (London: 
Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1978), 52, emphasis mine.  Ralph L. Smith, Micah-Malachi (WBC 32; Waco, 
Tex.: Word, 1984), 342. 
 
 26 “The eschatological role that Malachi attributed to the person of Elijah became the biblical point 
of departure for later Jewish eschatology.”  Pieter A. Verhoef, The Books of Haggai and Malachi (NICOT; 
Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1987), 345. 
 



 44 

literarily.27  If there is genuine misunderstanding to be found in this passage we should 

seek it not in the historicity of the reported events but how this scene functions literarily 

within Mark’s larger story. 

 The fact that all the other canonical Gospels, and even the Gospel of Peter, have 

the offer of sour wine to Jesus but not necessarily the appeal to Elijah demonstrates that 

Mark has likely inherited two separate traditions and combined them.  Mark (and 

Matthew who follows Mark quite closely) combines the offering of vinegary wine with 

the cry to Elijah but Luke eliminates the Elijah material and moves the offering of wine 

to a different point in his narrative where it more explicitly functions as an act of 

mockery.28  John, who is probably independent of the Synoptics, drew on the same 

tradition of the offering of vinegary wine but did not combine it with any reference to 

Elijah and instead combines it with a fulfillment of Scripture motif.29  The Gospel of 

                                                
 27 This is not to insist that there is no historicity behind the crucifixion scene.  It seems certain the 
historical Jesus was condemned to die by crucifixion and the responses to a crucified convict Mark reports 
are similar to the those addressed to the crucified elsewhere in the ancient world (Cf. Chariton’s Callirhoe 
where friends of the protagonist Chaereas plead for his life.  “They found the others already hanging on 
their crosses, and [Chaereas] was just mounting his.  From far off they each shouted appeals: ‘Spare him!’ 
‘Come down!’ ‘Do not hurt him!’ ‘Let him go!’” 4.3.5-6 [Goold, LCL]).  Rather, we are asserting that the 
particular details of Mark’s narrative are literary conceits, not attempts at serious historiography.  So while 
the situation as a whole remains more or less historical, the precise details so important for Mark’s theology 
result from his literary endeavors. 
 
 28 Luke makes it clear that “soldiers” are offering the sour wine to Jesus, and that in doing so they 
“mocked” him (Lk. 23:35-36).  Luke thus eliminates any ambiguity in the scene.  Cf. John Nolland, Luke 
18:35-24:53 (WBC 35C; Dallas: Word, 1993), 1147.  As we mentioned above, Matthew attempts to make 
better narrative sense out of this scene by making the one offering the wine and the one protesting different 
individuals.   
 
 29 The function of the wine in John is not clear.  Jesus speaks, the narrator notes, in order to fulfill 
Scripture, and then sour wine is offered to him (19:28-29).  Some find discontinuity here: “In particular, the 
clause ‘to fulfill the scripture’ does not go with the preceding remark of Jesus, “When Jesus knew that all 
was now finished” – if everything is finished, there is nothing left to follow” (Ernst Haenchen, John 2: A 
Commentary on the Gospel of John Chapters 7-21 [trans. Robert Funk; ed. Robert Funk and Ulrich Russe; 
Philadelphia: Fortress, 1984], 193).  Others insist that Jesus speaks to specifically fulfill Ps. 69:22 (George 
R. Beasley-Murray, John [WBC 36; 2nd ed.; Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 1999], 351), although it does not 
seem to me that the Johannine Jesus is fulfilling the trope of the Righteous Sufferer here (contra Beasley-
Murray).  Whatever it means for John, it seems he wants to emphasize 1) that it was an intentional act of 
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Peter kept the vinegary wine offered in the death scene like Mark and Matthew but 

eliminated (or did not know) about the appeal to Elijah.30  So these two elements were 

separate in the tradition and Mark intentionally combined them together.31   

 Furthermore, it is unlikely that Mark inherited the combination of these two 

traditions in this particular arrangement, for the composition of this entire crucifixion 

scene (and the passion narrative as a whole) is replete with evidence of Markan 

redaction.32  The inclusio of ἐβόσεν ὁ Ἰησοῦς φωνῇ µεγάλῇ (15:34) with ἀφεὶς φωνὴν 

µεγάλην (15:37) is one of several examples of Mark’s redactional work.33  And since we 

have already established that the sour wine likely serves a mocking function in Mark’s 

story then the appeal to Elijah, which is redactionally related to this element, also likely 

serves the same function. 

                                                
Jesus’ part (and not just an allusion that others picked up later), and 2) it was done purposefully in order to 
“fulfill the Scripture,” however John conceives that. 
 
 30  The Gospel of Peter simply mentions that “some of them” (τις αὐτῶν) insist on offering “gall 
mixed with vinegary wine” (χολὴν µετὰ ὄξους, 5:16a).  John Dominic Crossan contends that they are afraid 
that Jesus will survive until sunset and thus break the law so they poison him with the drink (The Cross that 
Spoke: The Origins of the Passion Narrative [San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1988], 213).  Paul Foster 
counters that, like Matthew and Mark, Gos. Pet. uses this allusion (and strengthens it with the addition of 
χολὴν) to “emphasiz[e] the ongoing mockery and active torment by the crowd… to intensify Jesus’ 
suffering” (The Gospel of Peter: Introduction, Critical Edition and Commentary [TENT 4; Boston: Brill, 
2010], 319.  Either way the author has simplified the narrative by eliminating the reference to Elijah found 
in Mt/Mk.  
 
 31 Matera, Kingship, 30.  Brown is not persuaded by Matera about the existence of three separate 
traditions – citation of the Psalm, offering of wine, and Elijah – contending that in Mk/Mt, GPet, and John 
the psalm is combined with the offer of vinegary wine and “may well represent the oldest traceable 
tradition” (Death of the Messiah, 2.1060, n. 82).  While that may be, the connection of these two elements 
to Elijah is what concerns us here and Matera seems right to insist that they were separate elements which 
Mark himself wed together (somewhat clumsily).   
 
 32 Marcus, Mark 8-16, 1046, conveniently lists a chart of some of the more obvious examples of 
doublets found in this scene.   
 
 33 Matera, Kingship, 29, 31.   
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 The appeal to Elijah has connections outside this small pericope, however.  Mark 

uses καθελεῖν to tie this scene together with the earlier mockeries of Jesus by the 

passersby (who urge Jesus to καταβὰς ἀπὸ τοῦ σταυροῦ, v. 30) and the chief priests and 

scribes (who also insist that Jesus καταβάτω νῦν ἀπὸ τοῦ σταυροῦ, v. 32).  It seems likely 

then that each of these mockery scenes were inserted by Mark and thus all related to each 

other (which suggests that the Elijah incident is to understood as mockery).34  The speech 

of the bystanders is related to the speech of the passersby and chief priests and scribes.  

Their mockery is actually an intensification of the earlier mockeries, insisting that not 

even Elijah, the “saint” of last resort, will come to take Jesus down from the cross.  

Furthermore, the desire to “see” whether Elijah will come to take Jesus “down” parallels 

the speech of the chief priests and scribes, who want Jesus to come “down” so that they 

might “see.”35 

 However, we might alternatively interpret this scene as a result of 

misunderstanding rather than intended deprecation.  The bystanders hear Jesus cry out 

ελωι but mistake it for either the Aramaic or Hebrew form of Elijah’s name.36  Although, 

as discussed above, the mechanics of the narrative are hard to comprehend, the response 

of the bystanders (whether benevolent or malignant) would be motivated by actually 
                                                
 34 Ibid., 31. 
 
 35 Ibid., 123. 
 
 36 Although ελωι (Eloi) is not likely to be mistaken for Elahi (Aramaic for Elijah), Mark’s readers 
likely didn’t know Aramaic (and it’s possible Mark did not either) so it is a “false problem,” since readers 
ever since who don’t know the original language have assumed that Eloi was capable of being 
misunderstood for Elijah.  Matthew 27:36 likely corrects this by turning the Markan Eloi into the more 
traditional Hebrew designation for God Eli and makes this misunderstanding perhaps more plausible.  
Matthew probably did know Aramaic and hence his change.  See Brown, Death of the Messiah, 2.1062. 
Some insist that Matthew’s version is actually correct and Mark’s represents a corruption of Jesus’ actual 
words.  Others that the Hebrew form Eliattah could actually be a misunderstood version of Elijah’s name 
and that Mark has reproduced only the Aramaic.  See Matera, Kingship, 122. 
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thinking that Jesus intends to call for Elijah.  In this case Mark employs the theme of 

misunderstanding as a literary device to show that the bystanders want a miracle – they 

want to see Elijah take Jesus down from the cross.37  Such a desire shows their 

blindness.38  

 The speech of the bystanders, then, could be classified as sarcastic, caused not by 

misunderstanding but by the desire to abuse Jesus just as the comments of the three 

previous groups have sought.  Although it is not marked explicitly like the other groups 

present at the cross it is marked implicitly by the allusion to Psalm 69 (Ps 68 LXX) and 

the repetition of words mocking the ability of Jesus to come down (καθελεῖν) from his 

present state of humiliation.  The pattern of hostile speech begun by the Roman soldiers 

in the Praetorium continues right into the present scene unabated. 

 On the other hand, it is also possible (although it seems to me less likely) that the 

speech of the bystanders results from genuine misunderstanding.  But even in this 

scenario their speech operates on the same level of logic that animates the previous calls 

for Jesus to descend from the cross.  Labeling the cause of their words and actions as 

misunderstanding does not therefore avoid implicating their speech as inappropriate and 

                                                
 37 Kent Brower, “Elijah in the Markan Passion Narrative,” JSNT 18 (1983): 94-95.  “The crowning 
irony of the pericope is that the misunderstanding lies far beyond faulty auditory perception: it is a 
profound part of the consistent failure of the crowds and the disciples to grasp the significance of the whole 
gospel from start to finish.” 
 
 38 “The total blindness of the opponents of Jesus in 15.35 f shows that the abandonment by God of 
Jesus (v. 34) can only be fully understood as a comment on the darkness of 15.33.” (“Die in 15,35f 
dargestellte totale Blindheit der Gegner Jesu läßt die Gottverlassenheit Jesu [v. 34] als Kommentar zu der 
Finsternis von 15,33 erst voll verständlich werden.”)  Johannes Schreiber, Theologie des Vertrauens: eine 
redaktionsgeschichtliche Untersuchung der Markusevangeliums (Hamburg: Furche-Verlag H. Rennebach, 
1967), 49.  Also cf. Eta Linneman, Studien zur Passionsgeschichte (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 
1970), 151. 
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inaccurate.  Erroneous speech is still considered inadequate whether it arises from malice 

or lack of perception. 

 By way of summary, then, we have seen that each of the characters who speaks at 

the crucifixion in Mark does so with disdain or mockery towards Jesus (with the possible 

exception of the bystanders).  Furthermore, Mark provides, either explicitly or implicitly, 

the proper framework by which we are able to conclude that these speeches are sarcastic, 

by either labeling it as “mocking” (ἐµπαίζοντες, v. 30), “blaspheming” (ἐβλασφήµουν, v. 

29), “reviling” (ὠνείδιζον, v. 32), or by OT allusion and literary connections to these 

scenes (v. 36, or, again, as misunderstanding).  Therefore, when we approach the 

centurion’s speech, there is, on the one hand, tremendous pressure to read it as sarcastic 

or mocking like the passersby, chief priests, and perhaps also the bystanders at the cross.  

It is also possible to read the centurion’s speech as misunderstanding since the 

bystanders’ speech can also be interpreted in that manner.  Categorizing the centurion’s 

speech in one of these two categories would make sense for they have characterized all 

speech throughout this entire scene.   

 Yet, on the other hand, the centurion’s speech lacks all the markers, both explicit 

and implicit, that would label it as insincere and derogatory.  Mark does not label his 

speech as mockery, like the chief priests and the scribes, and his statement is not based on 

a misunderstanding, feigned or otherwise.  Besides the pattern that has been developing 

since 15:16, there is no reason for assuming that Mark intends his audience to understand 

this character as speaking negatively about Jesus.  
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The Centurion’s Speech 
 
 Positive Markers.  Lack of negative markers, though, is not enough.  But there are 

also two positive reasons for reading the centurion’s speech as sincere.  The first 

concerns the way Mark has indirectly labeled this statement.  Although Mark does not 

add narrative commentary to the centurion’s speech (as with the speeches of the soldiers, 

v. 20, the passersby, v. 29, the chief priests and scribes, v. 31, and the bandits crucified 

with Jesus, v. 32), he does indicate that it is qualitatively different from all the other 

speeches given thus far by having him begin his declaration with “truly” (ἀληθῶς).   

 Elsewhere in Mark, characters using this word are asserting the truthfulness of 

their own speech or the speech of others.  When Jesus is debating with the religious 

authorities in Jerusalem one of the scribes asks him what the greatest commandment is.  

After Jesus responds, the scribe praises Jesus’ reply, saying, “You are right, Teacher; you 

have truly (ἐπ᾿ ἀληθείας) said…” (Mk 12:32).  Here the scribe is not presented as an 

opponent of Jesus but as one who is “not far from the kingdom of God” (Mk 12:34) and 

thus there is no reason to assume that he speaks mockingly toward Jesus.39  The scribe 

marks Jesus’ speech as sincere and honest. 

 Likewise, during Jesus’ Jewish trial before the Sanhedrin Peter lingers outside and 

is thrice questioned about his association with Jesus and each time denies him.  There is 

                                                
 39 Mark’s scribe is different from both Matthew’s and Luke’s version of him in their respective 
parallel scenes, who both describe him as a “lawyer” who comes with the explicit purpose “to test” Jesus 
(Matt 22:35//Luke 10:25) and the Lukan scribe goes on to challenge Jesus yet again, asking him, “And who 
is my neighbor?” which initiates Jesus’ parable of the Good Samaritan (Luke 10:26-37).  In Mark, 
however, “the question the scribe asks is neither intrinsically hostile nor intrinsically tricky” (Marcus, Mark 
8-16, 843).  Furthermore, in addition to Jesus’ praise of the scribe as being not far from the kingdom, Mark 
indicates the scribe as “seeing” (ἰδών) that Jesus had answered his previous opponents well, picking up the 
Markan motif of sight.  The centurion’s speech also connects the same participle to speech marked truthful 
by the same word.  
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an escalation in this conversation with Peter.  He first simply denies that he knows Jesus 

(Mk 14:68, 70) but concludes by calling down curses and swearing an oath in order to 

settle the issue (14:71).40  But Peter’s insistence is a response to the escalation of his 

interlocutors, who at first simply ask about his connection to Jesus (14:67, 69).  The third 

time, however, the whole group insists, “Truly (ἀληθῶς) you are one of them, for you 

also are a Galilean” (14:70).  Once again ἀληθῶς marks sincere speech, in this case in an 

attempt to expose the false speech offered by Peter.41 

 In one instance, however, a variation of ἀληθῶς is used ironically by one of Jesus’ 

enemies.  After Jesus’ parable about the vineyard in chapter 12, Mark records a series of 

debates in which Jesus’ opponents engage with him.  Starting in 12:13, “some of the 

Pharisees and Herodians” come to spar with Jesus.  They begin by cloaking their trap in 

deferential speech.  “Teacher, we know that you are sincere and you do not show 

preference to anyone” (διδάσκαλε, οἴδαµεν ὅτι ἀληθὴς εἶ καὶ οὐ µέλει σοι περὶ οὐδενός, 

12:14).  But their true evaluation of Jesus is very different – they are not impressed with 

Jesus’ sincerity and have no desire to learn anything from him.  Their speech is a ruse to 

slip past his guard and entrap him.  Jesus recognizes it as such (calling it “hypocrisy” 

ὑπόκρισιν, 12:15) and responds accordingly. 

 Some interpreters seize on this previous sarcastic use of ἀληθής as evidence for 

their understanding of the centurion’s use of ἀληθῶς as also sarcastic.  Earl S. Johnson 
                                                
 40 Some find evidence of Markan redaction in this passage, arguing that the second and third 
denials are Markan creations (or heavily edited by Mark), creating an increasing intensity with each denial.  
It is also likely that the object of Peter’s curse is Jesus himself.  See Kim E. Dewey, “Peter’s Curse and 
Cursed Peter: Mark 14:53-54, 66-72,” The Passion in Mark: Studies on Mark 14-16 (ed. Werner H. Kelber; 
Philadelphia: Fortress, 1976), 101-2, 109. 
 
 41 Peter has given an oath that what he is saying is true.  “Here the oath itself is an evil deed, in 
that Peter calls on God to witness to the truth of a false statement” (Collins, Mark, 708).  Thus, Peter is 
attempting to dispute the certitude that the slave girl intends by her utilization of the word ἀληθῶς. 
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insists that, “the centurion’s solemnity does not carry particular weight (ἀληθῶς) since 

Mark has previously put this same exclamation on the lips of Jesus’ enemies.”42  Ched 

Myers makes the same argument, objecting, “Nor does [the centurion’s] solemnity 

(‘Truly…’, alethos) carry particular weight, for Mark twice previously has put this 

exclamation on the lips of the discipleship community’s opponents (12:14; 14:70).”43  

What are we to make of this use of ἀληθής?   

 First, we should note that ἀληθής is an adjective while ἀληθῶς is an adverb.  In 

12:14 ἀληθής modifies Jesus, not his speech or the speech of his opponents.  The 

Pharisees and Herodians are not using ἀληθής to insist on the sincerity of their own 

words or manner of speaking but attempting to describe Jesus as sincere.  When not used 

as an attributive with substantives the adverb ἀληθῶς modifies speech or perception.44  

Thus strictly speaking we could eliminate ἀληθής from our consideration since it does 

not modify speech (of either Jesus or his opponents) but rather the character of Jesus 

himself. 

 However, even if we overlook this grammatical technicality, we discover that 

Mark has once again given us explicit commentary with which to properly interpret the 

meaning of ἀληθής in this passage.  Before they speak Mark tells us that the Pharisees 

and Herodians have come to Jesus precisely “so that they might trap him in his speech” 

(ἵνα ἀγρεύσωσιν λόγῳ, 12:13).  Likewise, as we noted above, Mark tells us that Jesus 

                                                
 42 “Mark 15,39 and the So-Called Confession of the Roman Centurion,” Bib. 81 (2000): 412. 
 
 43 Strong Man, 393. 
  
 44 BDAG, 44, notes that ἀληθῶς is often used with such verbs as λέγειν, γινώσκειν, and εἰδέναι to 
render phrases such as “to say truly,” “to really recognize,” and “to perceive truly” respectively. 
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recognizes their speech as “hypocrisy” (12:15).  Both before and after they speak, then, 

Mark gives clear indication that their words are not to be trusted.  Although they use 

ἀληθὴς, Mark intends to demonstrate that they do so with malice and without sincerity.  

This observation strengthens our case about Mark’s use of ἀληθ- words.  Since he uses 

the word elsewhere to always mark truthfulness he surrounds this instance of ironic usage 

to provide clear commentary to his. 

 Thus in the two other instances where Mark utilizes ἀληθῶς he does so to mark 

specifically truthful speech in a context where truthfulness or sincerity may not be 

assumed by the other characters in the scene. The conversation with the scribe occurs in a 

context of sharp disputes between Jesus and his religious opponents who have repeatedly 

sought to trap him and publicly humiliate him in an attempt to neutralize him.  The 

scribe’s insistence that Jesus speaks “truly” is important for it is an acknowledgement 

from someone aligned against Jesus (at least by association with the other scribes and 

religious leaders) that Jesus is trustworthy and it demonstrates that the scribe’s speech 

earlier (his question concerning which was the greatest commandment, 12:28) is genuine 

and not another attempt to entrap Jesus.  The dialogue between Peter and those 

questioning him is obviously a discussion concerning whether Peter is speaking “truly” or 

not.45  And the one usage of the related ἀληθὴς concerns not speech or perception (since 

it is an adjective and not an adverb) and is marked both before and after with commentary 

to indicate its ironic utilization. 

                                                
 45 And thus we can dismiss Myers’ objection noted above (n. 43) concerning 14:70.  Unlike 
Johnson he sought also to include Peter’s use of ἀληθῶς as evidence against the centurion’s sincerity (and 
not just the adjective ἀληθὴς in 12:14).  
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 It is remarkable, then, that the centurion begins his speech with ἀληθῶς, for this 

forms a sharp distinction with all the other characters in Mark’s crucifixion scene.  All 

the other characters’ speech is marked as derisive either explicitly (the soldiers, 

passersby, chief priests and scribes, and the bandits) or implicitly (the bystanders, 

although they may instead misunderstand) yet the centurion, by direct contrast, is noted 

explicitly as speaking truthfully.  This disparity alone should allow us to conclude that 

Mark intends us to take the centurion’s words sincerely and forms the basis for 

understanding the purposeful synkrisis between these speaking characters.46  However, 

there is another reason to consider dismissing sarcasm or mockery as a legitimate 

interpretive option for the centurion’s speech.   

 
 Performance-Critical Analysis.  A recent trend in New Testament scholarship has 

been to insist more intently on the manner in which these documents were first received 

by their original communities.  Already we have seen in the last 25 years an emphasis on 

orality and the spoken nature of these texts.47  The earliest recipients of Mark did not read 

the Gospel silently, to themselves, alone in their studies.  Instead the texts were spoken.  

Some have begun to drill deeper into this vein, which insight has led to the development 

of performance criticism as a critical tool for the study of the New Testament.  Some 

proponents of this new methodology go even further than the older emphasis on orality 

and propose that Mark’s text engaged audiences more as an interactive performance 

                                                
 46 The subject of which we will explore in Chapter Four below. 
 
 47 Antoinette Clark Wire, The Case for Mark Composed in Performance (Eugene, Ore.: Cascade, 
2011), 15-18, offers a short history of the impact of orality on Gospels study, noting Werner Kelber’s 1983 
The Oral and Written Gospel as a major watershed moment. 
 



 54 

between the reader and audience rather than as the public reading of a novel or 

biography.48 

 One of the tenets of a performance-critical approach to Mark is the distinction 

made, on the basis of speech-act theory, between the locutionary force of a speech (the 

actual words a speaker uses) and the illuocutionary force of that speech (what a speaker 

means that is “not lexicalized but embedded in the act of communication”).49  A 

character’s speech thus means potentially more than (or differently from) what one might 

assume based only on a transcript of her communication.  Although we have not 

heretofore used such a concept in our discussion of the characters present in Mark’s 

crucifixion scene, this distinction directly supports our understanding of the speech of the 

soldiers, the passersby, the chief priests and scribes, as mocking, for what each says can 

be read sincerely but Mark is at pains to demonstrate that each is ridiculing, mocking, and 

harassing Jesus (highlighting the importance of illocutionary force in speech).   

 Mark has clarifies the use of illocutionary force throughout his Gospel even when 

it is largely unnecessary, so it is not surprising that we find such clarifications in his 

crucifixion scene.  For example, when Jesus confronts the man with the unclean spirit at 

the opening of his ministry he orders the spirit out of the man.  Mark reports his speech – 

“Be quiet and come out of him” (1:25) – but he also interprets Jesus’ words by adding 

                                                
 48 Wire argues that Mark as a document was actually composed as a result of repeated 
performances of the story that came to bear his name, which she explicitly opposes to what she calls the 
“single author thesis” (Case for Mark, 4-6).  Although I am not convinced that this was the sole method of 
composition (or that this abolishes the “single vision” associated with the single author thesis) performance 
criticism does seem like a viable interpretive tool for approaching what was likely an oral text like Mark. 
 
 49 Kelly R. Iverson, “A Centurion’s ‘Confession’: A Performance-Critical Analysis of Mark 
15:39” JBL 130 (2011): 331-32, working from David R. Olson’s The World on Paper: The Conceptual and 
Cognitive Implications of Writing and Reading (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994). 
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that he rebuked (ἐπετίµησεν) the spirit.  Likewise, when the Pharisees confront Jesus 

asking him for a sign from heaven Mark not only reports Jesus’ words but also adds that 

he “sighed deeply” (ἀναστενάξας τῷ πνέυµατι αὐτοῦ, 8:12), indicating either distress or 

frustration.50  Thus given that Mark seems concerned to provide interpretive detail to his 

character’s speeches, especially throughout the crucifixion scene, it would seem unusual 

not to find such clues to the centurion’s speech. 

 Beyond this analysis of speech, one of the critical insights that arise when Mark is 

understood as a performative text is the crucial role played by the audience during the 

performance of the Gospel.  First century audiences were often quite actively engaged in 

the reading of texts, including applause, vocal disapproval or booing, shouts, and even 

spontaneous praise or worship.51  Considering the role of applause specifically, Kelly 

Iverson has argued that there is considerable evidence that Mark 15:39 was intended to 

act as a prompt for audience applause.  Relying on Whitney Shiner’s criteria for detecting 

applause lines (though Shiner himself regards the centurion’s speech as an “ambiguous 

                                                
 50 Ibid., 333.  Both examples are Iverson’s.  He goes on to list numerous examples occurring 
throughout Mark’s Gospel. 
 
 51 “[First-century audiences] frequently interrupted with applause of different types, including 
waving hands, loud exclamations, and rhythmic clapping.”  Whitney Shiner, Proclaiming the Gospel: 
First-Century Performance of Mark (New York: Trinity, 2003), 5. 
 Shiner goes on to specify some of the examples of ancient audiences verbal participation during 
performative events (144-45).  Musonius Rufus was irritated by what he considered inappropriate audience 
response: “When a philosopher, … [Musonius] says, is uttering words of encouragement, of warning, of 
persuasion, or of rebuke… then if his hearers utter trite and commonplace expressions of praise… if they 
shout, if they gesticulate… then you may know that speaker and hearers are wasting their time, and that 
they are not hearing a philosopher’s lecture, but a fluteplayer’s recital” (Aulus Gellius, Noct. Att. 5.1.1).  
Epictetus complained about similar issues (Diat. 3.23.10) and Plutarch even offers the “right” way to 
applaud at philosophical lectures (Rect. rat. aud. 41c).   
 Finally, Shiner also points out that later Christian sermons were often met with applause or tears, 
as Jerome (Comm. Ezech. 11.412) and John Chyrsostom (Exp. Ps. 47) both complained about but which 
Augustine (Doctr. chr. 4.24.53) and Hesychius (Serm. 6.5) both expected and appreciated (149). 
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pronouncement”52), Iverson presents three reasons that the centurion’s speech should be 

regarded as nothing less than a confession the Markan community would applaud. 

 First, performance is meant to build community cohesiveness and reinforce its 

internal values.  As a result, applause lines most often follow statements that vindicate the 

community’s worldview.53  In the case of Mark, applause lines would follow the 

vindication or victory of Jesus over his enemies.54  Mark 15:39 would qualify as exactly 

such a moment, for, as we have seen, it is widely regarded as a Christological watershed 

in the Gospel.  Not only is this statement important structurally in the Gospel as a whole 

but in its context it occurs “in the face of Jesus’ detractors and during an episode that 

culminates the escalating conflict that has been a major undercurrent in the narrative.  

Indeed, one might argue that if there is any point at which the community of followers is 

likely to applaud the denunciation of Jesus’ adversaries, it is here.”55  There is no more 

surprising act of reversal for Mark’s audience than this moment.56 

                                                
 52 “Just as Mark shows a number of reactions to the miracles of Jesus, none of which is correct, he 
also shows a variety of reactions to the death of Jesus, none of which is correct… The centurion comes 
closest, but still falls woefully short.”  Whitney Shiner, “The Ambiguous Pronouncement of the Centurion 
and the Shrouding of Meaning in Mark,” JSNT 78 (2000): 18-19. 
 
 53 Shiner (Proclaiming the Gospel, 154-56) explains the context for this phenomenon.  Seneca 
(Ep. 108.8-9) notes how audiences will applaud for moral principles with which they agree, even if they are 
indicted by such comments.  Pithy epigrams expressing a general truth also generally received applause, as 
Quintillian complains about their overuse by orators for the sake of such applause (Inst. 5.13.42).  Seneca 
the Elder relays the story about a certain orator (Porcius Latro) who concluded a passionate speech with the 
phrase “among the tombs there are tombstones (inter sepulchra monumenta sunt) which elicited shouts of 
applause from his audience (although the orator then reprimanded the audience for their love of catchy 
phrases that convey nothing, Controversiae 7.4.10). 
 
 54 Iverson notes that “By applauding the confession, the audience simultaneously affirms the 
centurion’s response to Jesus and their own faith as well, demonstrating their fidelity to the confession that 
Jesus is God’s son, despite opposition from outsiders” (“Confession,” 349).   
  
 55 Ibid., 343. 
 
 56 One might credibly argue that the scene at the empty tomb would easily be described as the 
moment of greatest reversal in Mark (16:1-8).  While this is probably the case, it is also not unexpected – 
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 Secondly, applause often accompanies highly stylized language or verbal flair.  

Although Mark in general and 15:39 in particular are not generally regarded as texts of 

great literary style or technical accomplishment, Iverson notes that it is not without 

embellishment.  “The repetition of /o/, /os/, and /ō/ sounds is striking (ἀληθῶς οὗτος ὁ 

ἄνθρωπος υἱός θεοῦ ἦν) and creates a rhythmical quality that draws further attention to 

the significance of the pronouncement.”57  Even with such a terse statement Mark has 

made it pleasing to the ear with “fluid consonant sounds and well-blended long and short 

vowels” and thus distinguishes it from the “parallelism of the taunts and the 

onomatopoeia of hissing and spitting that characterized [the speech of the mockers].”58  

Thus even stylistically 15:39 is set apart from the other characters’ speech and acceptable 

for an applause line. 

 Finally, applause lines generally occur at natural breaks in the narrative, which 

give the community the opportunity to respond before proceeding into the next section.  

Iverson rightly notes that 15:39 marks the end of a major section of Mark’s passion 

narrative, as it leads directly into the women watching from afar in 15:40-41, which acts 

as a transition to Jesus’ burial.59  Such a break provides a natural opportunity for an 

audience to respond with applause. 

                                                
any Christian audience would expect Jesus’ resurrection to be announced, but they would not likely expect 
to hear Christological confession from an “enemy” of Jesus in this point of the narrative, especially as all 
other voices have been heavily derogatory towards Jesus.   
 
 57 Ibid., 343-44.   
 
 58 Margaret Ellen Lee and Bernard Brandon Scott, Sound Mapping the New Testament (Salem, 
Ore.: Polebridge, 2009), 212, quoted in Iverson, “Confession,” 344 n. 51.  
 
 59 Iverson, “Confession,” 344. 
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 If we accept a performance-critical reading of Mark, then positive reasons emerge 

for considering the centurion’s speech as authentic, for it serves as an important moment 

of audience participation in the reading of the Gospel.  According to this approach, such 

participation is set up by the “cascade of mockery” that Mark has reported generating 

increasing anger among the audience so that the moment of the centurion’s confession 

becomes a cathartic response of release that transcends the vitriol.60  A sarcastic or 

ambiguous reading of the centurion’s speech would not generate this response and would 

play oddly to an actively-engaged audience, who have expected to hear a story about the 

“good news of Jesus the Messiah” (Mk 1:1), for the mockery and jeering of Jesus would 

endure and define his death.   

 
Conclusions 
 
 Thus, not only does there appear to be a lack of good reasons for reading the 

centurion’s statement as sarcastic but also at least two reasons for considering it positive.  

Reading the centurion’s speech in Mark 15:39 as sarcastic is possible but, given the 

preceding discussion, unlikely since it cuts against the grain of every indication the text 

offers.  Unlike the characters’ speeches that appear earlier in the crucifixion scene, the 

centurion’s speech is not identified by Mark as mockery or derision and is not the result 

of a misunderstanding.  Instead, he begins his declaration with ἀληθῶς, which elsewhere 

in Mark always denotes sincere speech in a context where sincerity of speech is precisely 

at stake (the related ἀληθὴς in 12:14, as we have seen, is an adjective that is clearly 

marked as insincere speech).  And when read through the lens of performance criticism 

                                                
 60 Ibid., 349. 
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the centurion’s words likely prompted applause from Mark’s audiences, indicating both 

the pivotal position his words occupy and their sincere, positive intent.   

 Yet despite concluding that the centurion speaks “truly” in Mark 15:39 we might 

wonder whether the content of his words is all that remarkable.  What does he mean 

when he exclaims that “this man” was υἱὸς θεοῦ?  Do these words represent a radical 

shift from the ridicule heaped on Jesus earlier in the crucifixion scene or merely a 

glimmer of sympathy and compassion?  Is the Roman soldier co-opting Jesus into his 

own worldview or experiencing a paradigm shift in his understanding?  We turn now to 

examine the content of the centurion’s confession. 

 
The Centurion’s “Christological” Confession 

 
 As we saw previously in Chapter Two, the exact force of the centurion’s words in 

15:39 has been hotly contested.  Much ink has been spilled marshalling grammatical and 

exegetical arguments to properly render the meaning of υἱὸς θεοῦ.  Thus despite our 

conclusions above it is still possible that the centurion’s speech is entirely sincere but 

either deficient (from a Christian perspective, in this case that of Mark or his Christian 

audience) or ambiguous.  That is, the centurion might be offering a genuinely positive 

evaluation of Jesus at his death that Mark still finds wanting.  This interpretive 

perspective would see the death of Jesus as the final victory of the misunderstanding that 

has pervaded Mark’s Gospel from the beginning of Jesus’ ministry. 

 Although there is some legitimacy to the interpreters who criticized earlier efforts 

to render Mark 15:39 as a “definite” grammatical construction (and thus a Christian 

confession), their insistence that the centurion’s words represent a diluted high regard for 

Jesus is unconvincing.  The phrase “Son of God” is arguably the most important title for 
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Jesus in the entire Gospel and its appearance on the lips of the centurion should hold 

pivotal significance for Mark, either good or bad.  We have ruled out mockery already as 

an option.  We now explore readings that understand this phrase Christologically, as 

constitutive of Jesus’ undisclosed identity in Mark. 

 
Jesus as the Divine Son of God 
 
 The insistence that the centurion labels Jesus not the Son of God but a son of a 

god, a quasi-divinized hero of sorts, dates back at least to the 19th century work of Ezra 

Gould.  As we saw in Chapter Two, Gould insisted that the lack of a definite article in the 

Greek construction υἱὸς θεοῦ meant that the centurion could not be hailing Jesus as the 

divine figure who shares fully in the Godhead of the Father, as in the later Nicean 

construction.  Rather this phrase indicated that the centurion understood Jesus to be “not 

the Son of God, but a son of God, after the heathen conception.”61  Even “Colwell’s 

Rule” could not save the definiteness of υἱὸς θεοῦ, for significant instances abound in 

Mark of these constructions that are indefinite or ambiguous.62  While scholars have 

generally left behind Gould’s articulation of the anarthrous υἱὸς θεοῦ as a Hellenistic 

god, some still insist that this phraseology claims Jesus as a Hellenistic hero.63 

 Yet it seems difficult to maintain that the centurion’s confession means anything 

less than what the other characters throughout the rest of Mark’s Gospel mean when 

                                                
 61 Ezra P. Gould, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Gospel According to St. Mark 
(ICC; Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1896), 295. 
  
 62 “In regard to Mk 15.39, therefore, grammar alone cannot eliminate the possibility that Mark 
intended the centurion’s reference to Jesus’ divine sonship to be indefinite.”  Johnson, “Mark 15:39,” 6-7. 
 
 63 “The dignified death of Jesus of Nazareth convinces the man of the world that a man of divine 
origins has passed away.” Ibid., 8. 
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using the same phrase.  The voice from heaven in 1:11 and 9:7 and the demonic agents in 

5:7 both associate the identity of Jesus as God’s Son with the divine sphere.  There is 

nuance in understanding the relationship between what it means to be God’s Son and its 

implications for the identity of the one so named depending on whether one relies on 

more Jewish or more Greco-Roman conceptions of divinity.  Regardless of the specific 

cultural milieu in mind, however, the phrase “Son of God” actually renders essentially 

the same idea in both contexts – a person with uniquely divine functions and authority.  

We now examine both models for understanding our phrase in this manner. 

 
 Son of God as Royal Messiah – the Jewish Model.  Understanding what resources 

Mark might be drawing on to articulate his understanding of Jesus as the Son of God 

inevitably leads to a discussion of how this phrase was understood by his Jewish peers 

and predecessors.  By tradition, Mark is considered a Jew, and the author’s extensive 

quotation of the Hebrew Scriptures indicates that this is a probable conclusion.64  We 

must begin our understanding for how Mark utilized the phrase “Son of God” in Jewish 

thought. 

                                                
 64 Traditionally the author of Mark was identified as the John Mark of Acts 15:37, Colossians 
4:10, and 2 Timothy 4:11.  Referring to Mark’s use of Scripture Joel Marcus notes that “…the only writing 
that is extensively quoted in the New Testament is the Old Testament.  The Old Testament – not Homer, 
Plato, or Cicero.  It is only the Old Testament books that are called ‘the writings’ (hai graphai; Mark 12:10, 
24; 14:49); it is only to them that the significant perfect passive verb gegreptai (‘it has been written’) is 
made to refer (Mark 1:2; 7:6; 9:12-13; 11:17; 14:21, 27; cf. 12:19).  Mark’s particular way of interpreting 
these writings, moreover, follows in the footsteps of the Old Testament exegesis of Jewish writers.  The 
God whose advent the Markan Jesus announces, to whom he calls his hearers to turn in penitence and faith, 
the God whom he trusts to raise him from the dead (an un-Hellenistic concept), is the God of Abraham, 
Isaac, and Jacob (cf. 12:26), and not of the philosophers” (Mark 1-8, 70-71). 
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 Although the incipit in Mark 1:1 contains the anarthrous phrase υἱὸς θεοῦ just like 

15:39, its genuineness is doubted by many interpreters.65  Most assume that it is far more 

likely a later scribe added the important words into the text than that they were 

accidentally omitted by a later editor.66  Some defend them as original, though, noting not 

only their broad presence in the manuscript tradition but also the ease with which they 

could have been accidentally omitted and their congeniality to Mark’s Christology.67  If 

original this phrase would provide a powerful argument against reading the same phrase 

in 15:39 as anything less than what Mark intended at 1:1. 

 Since the presence of υἱὸς θεοῦ is textually disputed in Mark 1:1, however, most 

interpreters begin with 1:11 when attempting to determine how Mark understands Jesus’ 

identity as God’s Son.  Here, at Jesus’ baptism, the heavens split and a voice declares, σὺ 

εἶ µου ὁ υἱός ὁ ἀγαπατός, ἐν σοὶ εὐδόκησα (“You are my son, the beloved; in you I am 

well pleased”).  Although there are likely several allusions to Old Testament texts present 

in this speech, arguably the most prominent is that to Psalm 2:7 LXX: Υἱός µου εἶ σύ, 

ἐγὼ σήµερον γεγέννηκά σε (“You are my son, today I have begotten you”).68  Although 

                                                
 65 Although the phrase is present in 1א, B, D, L, pc, latt, sy co, Irlat, it is missing in most other early 
manuscripts, including the important A and C texts. 
 
 66 For example, Marcus, Mark 1-8, 141; Collins, Mark, 130; Myers, Strong Man, 93; Camille 
Focant, L’évangile selon Marc (Paris: Les Éditions du Cerf, 2004), 53. 
 
 67 For example, Malbon, Mark’s Jesus, 58-59; John R. Donahue and Daniel J. Harrington, The 
Gospel of Mark (Sacra Pagina, Vol 2; Collegeville, Minn.: Liturgical Press, 2002), 60; Taylor, St. Mark, 
152. 
 
 68 Not all are convinced by the allusion to Psalm 2.  Although initially pushing back against 
standard interpretations since the verbal correspondence between Ps. 2 and Mark 1:11 “includes some of 
the most common words in Greek – or any language for that matter,” Michael Peppard, eventually 
concedes that, “The textual allusions are not as strong as they are normally made out to be, but there is 
some continuity of imagery and concepts with royal divine sonship in the Jewish Scriptures” (The Son of 
God in the Roman World: Divine Sonship in Its Social and Political Context [New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2011], 95, 106).   
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“son of god” in much of Hebrew thought can be understood as a reference to the 

righteous man who obeys God, the allusion to Psalm 2 in this context points to something 

more significant.69 

 The background of Psalm 2 lies in the exaltation of Israel’s king owing to his 

lineage of the Davidic monarchy.  Already in 2 Samuel 7:14 the prophet Nathan declares 

David to be God’s son, a role he fulfills by virtue of his royal office.  The motif of the 

national divinity adopting the king to become his son is commonplace throughout the 

Ancient Near East so such a declaration would not have been surprising.70  So long as a 

Davidic descendant inhabited the throne in Jerusalem this conventional interpretation of 

Psalm 2 was possible. 

 After the end of David’s line effected by the Babylonian exile, however, later 

Jewish interpreters applied this connotation to the royal Messiah who would come to 

fulfill David’s empty office.  As descendents of David the kings of Judah could be 

expected to lay claim to the title “God’s son” in a covenantal sense, as Psalm 2:7 attests.  

But when the Davidic monarchy came to an end the interpretation of the Psalm was 

developed eschatologically.  Now it was the Messiah who would fulfill David’s legacy by 

fighting the eschatological opponents of Israel and establishing God’s reign over the 
                                                
 69 Hermann Samuel Reimarus famously insisted that “Son of God” in early Christian settings had 
only the connotation of an obedient Jewish person, or the nation as a whole, pointing out that even around 
the time of Mark’s composition Wisdom of Solomon showed the wicked mocking the righteous man for 
calling God his father (2:16).  Malbon appears to take this trope of obedient servant as her primary 
interpretive grid for understanding Jesus’ sonship in Mark (Mark’s Jesus, 65).  But why would this be 
significant?  Lots of people, including the whole Jewish nation, could be considered sons of God and they 
did not need a voice from heaven to confirm that identity.  Adela Collins points out that it is not just the 
voice but the descent of the Spirit from heaven that marks Jesus’ identity as son uniquely (“Mark and His 
Readers: The Son of God among Jews,” HTR 92 [1999]: 395-96). 
 
 70 Most notably in Egypt where Amon-Re (and a host of lesser deities) oversees the process of 
“forming” the body of the king as well, a process which is collapsed into Ps 2:7’s simple “begotten.”  See 
Othmar Keel, The Symbolism of the Biblical World: Ancient Near Eastern Iconography and the Book of 
Psalms (trans. Timothy J. Hallett; New York: Seabury, 1978), 247-49. 
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world definitively.  Later Jewish literature developed this interpretation of Ps. 2 in a 

decisively eschatological direction, indicating that at the end time the Messiah would 

come to defeat all the nations once and for all.71  Thus the link between the sonship 

language of Ps. 2:7 and a Messianic figure was already established before Mark. 

 Some interpreters stop here, insisting that Mark’s use of “Son of God” is another 

way of labeling Jesus the Davidic Messiah.  Donald Juel, for example, understands the 

interpretation of Ps. 2:7 in Mk 1:11 as a piece of early Christian exegesis that (along with 

the Qumran community) understood the term “son” in strictly messianic terms.  “‘Son of 

God’ is an epithet used of Jesus because he is Messiah.  That is the logic in the Hebrews 

passage [1:3-4], in Mark 1:11; 14:61; and Rom. 1:2-4.”72  Although this title came 

eventually to be the foundation for further reflection on the relationship between Jesus 

and heavenly beings (God chief among them), in Mark “Son of God” remains only a 

synonym for “Messiah.”73 

 But the context for understanding Psalm 2 in Mark’s day (and in Mark’s Gospel 

specifically) is no longer just eschatology but apocalyptic eschatology.  In the traditions 

of Second Temple Judaism the language of the rage of the nations could also come to 

signify the cosmic forces behind the Gentile rulers who threaten not only Israel but the 

                                                
 71 Joel Marcus notes specifically the use of Psalm 2 by the Psalms of Solomon 17:21-46 as “one of 
the main elements in the tapestry of biblical allusions that are used here to portray the victory of ‘the Lord’s 
Messiah,’” as well as its use in 4QFlor 1:18-2:3 (Way of the Lord, 59-60).  He also points out that later 
Rabbinic interpreters were at pains to both insist on the eschatological interpretation of Psalm 2 while at the 
same time defend against Christian interpretations that sought to link Jesus to this passage (60-61).   
  
 72 Donald Juel, Messianic Exegesis: Christological Interpretation of the Old Testament in Early 
Christianity (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1988), 81. 
  
 73 Ibid., 81, 172-73.  
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return to chaos of all that God has ordered.74  In this case the assault on God and his 

Messiah is understood to occur in the supernatural sphere and the battle waged on a 

cosmic rather than a terrestrial level.75  This is precisely the type of context in which 

Mark operates, where the true conflict lies not in the realm of human affairs but in 

supernatural and cosmic dimensions.76 

 Mark’s appellation of Jesus as God’s Son, then, would signify more than mere 

royal Messianic identity.  Jesus as God’s Messianic agent who does battle against God’s 

(and Israel’s) supernatural enemies would in some significant way participate in God’s 

activity and identity.77  Jesus would be understood to belong, at least partially, to the 

                                                
 74 Victor Sasson draws parallels between the language of rebellion by the nations in Psalm 2 and 
the rebellion of gods against other deities from inscriptions found in Transjordan (“The Language of 
Rebellion in Psalm 2 and in the Plaster Texts from Deir ‘Alla,” AUSS 24 [1986]: 154).  John Gray 
maintains that the “nations” are “the political expression of the forces of Chaos” (The Biblical Doctrine of 
the Reign of God [Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1979], 80). 
 
 75 “The mention of Beliar in 4QFlor 2:2, for example, suggests that the citation of Ps. 2:1-2 in 
4QFlor 1:18-19 is understood as a reference to the demonic power that stands behind the hostile nations.  
The rabbinic interpretation of these verses as referring to the wars of Gog and Magog also points to the 
opposition’s superhuman dimension.”  Marcus, Way of the Lord, 62-63. 
 
 76 The theme of Jesus as a combatant against unseen spiritual forces is prevalent throughout Mark. 
“Immediately” after his investiture with the Spirit he is thrown into combat with Satan (1:13), his first 
public act involves battle with an unclean spirit (1:21-28), and his ministry is conceived as “binding” the 
devil and plundering his property (3:27).  Malbon points out that “Mark’s narrative is obviously the story of 
Jesus.  Everything revolves around him.  All the human characters find their places in relation to him.  But 
the Markan Jesus finds his place in relation to God – and the struggle between Satan and God that occurs 
when God’s kingdom comes near” (Mark’s Jesus, 53).  Likewise, Camille Focant observes, “The prologue, 
then, leads the reader to read this [combat with Satan in 1:13] into what will next be told of Jesus of the 
combat between the Holy Spirit and Satan, the impure spirit.”  (“Le prologue induit donc le lecteur à lire 
dans ce qui sera ensuite raconté de Jésus le combat entre l’Esprit Saint et Satan, l’esprit impur.) “Une 
christologie de type ‘mystique,’” NTS 55 (2009): 9. 
  
 77 Marcus observes, “…it is not just the king’s task but also the superhuman power necessary to 
accomplish that task that is in view in the bestowal of the title ‘Son of God.’” He goes on to insist that “the 
hostile  kingship that opposes and is overcome by the kingship of God consists not only of human enemies 
but also of their supernatural puppet masters.  The ‘Son of God’ who brings about their defeat, therefore, 
must also be a figure of more than human stature, and the concept of legal adoption is inadequate to express 
the meaning of his sonship” (Way of the Lord, 71).   
 We need not rely solely on historical critical approaches to establish the connection between Son 
language and participation in the divine.  The narrative itself offers us the same linkage.  “‘You are my 
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divine sphere.  But not just any divine sphere.  Jesus was understood as the agent of 

Yahweh, the God of the Jews.  The Jewish worldview, while inhabited by plenty of 

exalted and semi-divine beings and creatures, operated fundamentally on a sharp 

dichotomy between God’s sphere – what we today might call divine – and everything 

else.  God was Creator, everything else, including the myriad of angels, demons, and 

unseen forces, were part of the created order.78  Thus, Jesus’ participation in God’s 

activity and identity would imply more than supernatural status and power – it would 

suggest we ought to locate him on the other side of the Creator/creature divide.79 

                                                
Son,’ suggests that Jesus’ activity will need to be understood in relation to God’s activity.” Malbon, Mark’s 
Jesus, 77.   
 
 78  Richard Bauckham explains this well when he discusses the difference between “exclusive” 
and “inclusive” monotheism.  “In ‘inclusive’ monotheism, the one God is the highest member of a class of 
beings to which he belongs.  He is unique only in the sense of superlative: he is the most powerful of the 
gods… By contrast, ‘exclusive’ monotheism understands the uniqueness of the one God in terms of an 
absolute difference in kind from all other reality… It means the that there is no class of beings to which 
God belongs and of he which he can be the supreme instance.”  (Jesus and the God of Israel: God 
Crucified and other studies on the New Testament’s Christology of Divine Identity [Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 2008], 108-9.  Bauckham calls the first a “gradient” model and the second a “binary” model of 
monotheism. Early Judaism’s “monolotary” – the demand for the worship of a single deity – was a 
powerful force for transforming the religion of Israel from a gradient into such a binary model, as 
evidenced by the transformation of the modifier “Most High” for YHWH in the OT (113-22). 
   Larry Hurtado goes beyond this, arguing that not only did Jewish belief protect God’s status as 
unique but also insists that no scholar “is able to show an actual devotional pattern involving public and 
corporate worship offered to any figure other than the God of Israel in the extant sources that derive from 
and reflect the worship practices of Jewish groups of the [Roman] period” (Lord Jesus Christ: Devotion to 
Jesus in Earliest Christianity [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2003], 34).  He goes on to state that although 
Jewish practice often honored various exalted figures it “drew a sharp line between any such figure and the 
one God in the area of cultic practice, reserving cultic worship for the one God” (47-48).   
 This also explains why Judaism and the Christianity that followed never developed into truly 
dualistic religions, for the belief that God was fundamentally in control, at the center of all life, and 
possessed all power prevented such a conceptuality.  See Jeffery Burton Russell, The Devil: Perceptions of 
Evil from Antiquity to Primitive Christianity (London: Cornell University Press, 1977), 183. 
 
 79 “In Markan Christology, therefore, there can be no dichotomy between a royal interpretation of 
Jesus’ divine sonship and a concept of that sonship that sees Jesus as participating in some way in God’s 
very power and being… As son [Jesus] shares in God’s βασιλεία, his kingly power, and becomes the 
instrument of its extension into every corner of the creation through his defeat of the demonic cosmic 
forces that twist and destroy human life” (Marcus, Way of the Lord, 72). 
 This does not suggest that Mark, or any of the other early Christians, had a well-developed 
understanding of the relationship between Jesus and God.  On the contrary, it was precisely the ambiguity 
in their relationship that led directly into later Trinitarian and Christological debates, for the association of 
 



 67 

 Critics might grant all the preceding discussion and yet insist that it is precisely at 

15:39 where application of these conclusions fail, for it is here that the centurion 

confesses the anarthrous υἱὸς θεοῦ.  Surely, critics such as Ched Myers would insist, here 

the centurion means something different than the heavenly voice in 1:11 and 9:7, 

something other than the demons in 5:7 and the high priest in 14:61.80  Yet, this objection 

seems difficult to maintain considering the weight of our conclusions above.  If the 

centurion’s speech is marked as truthful speech, if it was likely received during 

performances of the Gospel with applause and cheer, and if the death scene is meant to be 

so clearly paralleled with the baptismal scene, so much so that the centurion shares in the 

divine speech,81 then it would seem difficult to contend that at precisely this point either 

Mark or his audience would understand the anarthrous phrase υἱὸς θεοῦ as a radical 

departure from everywhere else in the Gospel.  While this objection does not seem 

convincing to me, even if one is strongly inclined to insist on the weight of the 

centurion’s phrase as anarthrous we still reach a similar conclusion about its meaning – 

that Jesus is associated with the divine sphere in the highest manner – when we analyze 

its (anarthrous) nature against a Greco-Roman background.    

 
 Son of God as Imperial Ruler – the Roman Model.  Many critics insist that the 

anarthrous υἱὸς θεοῦ in 15:39 signals that the Roman centurion, relying on his stock of 

cultural funds, deems Jesus at best a semi-divine figure, one perhaps endowed with 

                                                
Jesus with God juxtaposed beside the assertion that they were in some way separate needed the kind of 
clarification and parsing that would generate intense scrutiny by later thinkers. 
 
 80 Myers, Strong Man, 393-94.  
 
 81 We develop this idea in detail in below in Chapter Four. 
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supernatural powers or possessing special insight into esoteric matters but still firmly a 

human.  In this case the centurion does not so much recognize Jesus as the Son of the 

only Creator God but one of many exalted human heroes.  This was the position of some 

of the interpreters we explored in Chapter Two (Alfred Plummer, Ezra Gould, Henry 

Barclay Swete).82  Modern interpreters like Earl S. Johnson and Whitney Shiner who 

advocate this position often point out the ambiguity that the phrase υἱὸς θεοῦ would 

conjure for someone whose thought-world was entirely shaped by Greco-Roman 

culture.83  Such an indefinite rendering might simply mean nothing more than a son of 

one of the myriad of divine figures that populated Greco-Roman belief. 

 But υἱὸς θεοῦ was not commonly used to denote a generally semi-divine figure.  

Precisely because there were so many deities in Greco-Roman thought semi-divine 

figures were most often associated specifically with the god or goddess in question.  If 

                                                
 82 See p. 14 in Chapter Two above. 
  
 83 Johnson elaborates that “… the use of the soldier’s confession is made even more problematic 
when the complexity of Roman concepts of divinity in general is taken into account.  An emperor could be 
worshipped as a son of god not only by being given the title but by being granted divine status through the 
worship of his Genius… Religion in the army, moreover, went beyond the worship of the emperor as a god.  
The cult of the standards, the use of the sacred oath (sacramentum), the importance of the military religious 
calendar, the veneration of various abstractions (virtues) such as Eirene, Themis, Pax, Concordia, Virtus, 
and Victory, as well as the importance of specific military Genii, demonstrates the multiplicity of images 
that the ‘confession’ of the centurion might have raised in the minds of readers who were familiar with 
Roman religious practices.”  (“Mark 15,39 and the So-Called Confession,” 409-10.  See also pp. 18-19 
Chapter Two above for his discussion about the centurion’s socio-cultural backgrounds. 
 Shiner simply notes that “[i]t is unlikely that a pagan could intend by the statement [υἱὸς θεοῦ] the 
same thing that the Christian confession entails.  Clearly pagans had to convert to a monotheistic belief in 
the God of Israel to become Christian or to understand the content of the Christian confession of Jesus as 
the Son of God.  Unless the centurion was already converted to Jewish beliefs, he could not make a proper 
Christian confession, and it would be unlikely for Mark’s audience to believe he had done so.” 
(“Ambiguous Pronouncement,” 7).   
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the phrase υἱὸς θεοῦ was used absolutely it might imply that the person in question was a 

son of Zeus, the father of the gods.84   

 While the phrase υἱὸς θεοῦ was somewhat rare in Greek for heroic or 

mythological figures, there is one person who consistently and universally claimed this 

title: the emperor Augustus.  On January 1, 42 BC, the recently slain Roman dictator 

Julius Caesar was declared by the triumvirs and Senate to have become a god.  His acts 

were made sacred and binding.  A temple was dedicated to his worship in the Forum 

where his body had been burned by the grieving masses.  The celebration of his birthday 

became mandatory and declared a public holiday.  And his adopted son, Octavian, earned 

one of his most useful resources in gaining and maintaining sole power over all the 

Roman world: the title divi filius, son of the god Caesar.85 

 Although lots of emperors could claim an assortment of divine honors, only 

Augustus laid claim uniquely and consistently to the epithet “son of god.”86 The best 

analogue for such a phrase is the Latin divi filius, the precise term used for Augustus.  

Since Latin lacks articles, the equivalent Greek phrase would be the indefinite θεοῦ υἱός, 

as testified in a letter written in Greek by the later emperor Tiberius who refers to 

                                                
 84 Adela Yarbro Collins, “Mark and His Readers: Son of God among Greeks and Romans,” HTR 
93 2 (2000): 86-87.  “It is not surprising that the expression υἱὸς θεοῦ is relatively rare in Greek, since 
Greek myths and cults were polytheistic.  Greek gods had names and were usually addressed and referred 
to with these names, rather than with the generic term θεός (‘god’).  Those familiar with Greek polytheisitic 
traditions, however, were likely to associate the Jewish or Christian term ‘Son of God’ with terms like ‘son 
of Zeus’ and ‘son of Apollo.’  Zeus was honored by the poets Hesiod and Homer as the father of gods and 
human beings.” 
 
 85 Anthony Everitt, Augustus: The Life of Rome’s First Emperor (New York: Random House, 
2006), 85. 
 
 86 Tae Hun Kim, “The Anarthrous υἱὸς θεοῦ in Mark 15,39 and the Roman Imperial Cult,” Bib. 79 
(1998): 225. 
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Augustus as “god Caesar son of god, Augustus, savior of freedom.”87 Divi filius is a “title 

with which no other emperor, with the possible exception of Tiberius, could be 

associated, and thus it cannot be loosely applied to the Roman emperors in general as the 

object of state cult.”88  Any emperor could later claim some aspect of divinity, but only 

Augustus claimed to be son of god.  Julius Caesar was called a god, a savior, a 

benefactor, but never son of god.89  No other emperor after claimed this title with any 

vigor, including Tiberius.90 

 It is likely, then, that a Greco-Roman audience hearing the centurion’s anarthrous 

confession in Mark circa AD 70 would immediately link Jesus with Augustus, the Roman 

world’s “Son of God.”91  Some have stopped here exegetically, insisting that the 

centurion’s confession of Jesus as υἱὸς θεοῦ is meant to indicate that Jesus, not Caesar, is 

the true ruler of the Roman world as now recognized by Rome’s own soldier.92  While 

there is likely some truth to this claim such arguments usually insist that this is a 

                                                
 87 Ibid., 232. 
 
 88 Ibid., 225.   
 
 89 Ibid., 228. He did, however, claim descent from Venus, which would technically make him the 
son of a goddess. 
 
 90 Ibid, 234-35. 
 
 91 I am not claiming here that Mark’s audience was entirely Greco-Roman (and therefore, not 
Jewish) in its composition, or even predominantly so, only that any members of his audience who were 
solely Greco-Roman would likely make this connection.  
 
 92 Evans asserts, “In calling Jesus the ‘son of God,’ the centurion has switched his allegiance from 
Caesar, the official ‘son of God,’ to Jesus, the real Son of God.  However, it is probably to read too much 
into the centurion’s declaration to understand it as an ‘orthodox’ Christian confession” (Mark, 510).   
 A generation earlier Philip H. Bligh suggested that the confession means “This man, not Caesar, is 
the Son of God!” (“A Note on Huios Theou in Mark 15:39,” ExpTim 80 [1968-69]: 53, italics original).  He 
goes on to quote approvingly of a commentary which states, “If v. 38 represents the significance of Jesus’ 
death for the Jewish world, this verse represents the Gentile acknowledgement of its significance.”  He 
contrasts the “divine” Caesar with the divine Jesus as Son of God but does not explain either concept of 
divinity. 
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“political” claim for Jesus, not a “religious” one.  Jesus is not being hailed as divine but 

as a political ruler.93  Essentially, this is the Greco-Roman version of Juel’s argument that 

“son of god” represents a strictly political or cultural identity and does not denote Jesus’ 

status as supernatural. 

 This fine distinction between identity and nature is foreign to the practice of 

Roman religion.  If Richard Bauckham could describe the Jewish theological worldview 

as binary, with God the Creator on one side and all other creatures on the other, then the 

Greco-Roman worldview was decidedly a spectrum with no sharp breaks.94  Michael 

Peppard argues that our modern concepts of Roman religion have been seriously tinged 

with Christianizing and Platonic assumptions.  We assume, Peppard insists, that it is 

nearly impossible for Christians to hear the label “Son of God” and not think of Nicaea, 

even when we are trying our hardest to consciously bracket the famous church council 

from discussion.95  But it’s not just Christianity: Platonism also clouds our views, for we 

inevitably ask, when confronted with notions of divinity in the Roman world, if they were 

viewed as reality or appearance, form or matter, object or name.96  We have gotten mired 

in such views partially due to the sources on which we have traditionally depended to 

reconstruct Roman religion: primarily Cicero and his literary peers.  Instead, Peppard 

counters, a new view of Roman religion must be based on coins, inscriptions, papyri, 

                                                
 93 Kim, “Anarthrous υἱὸς θεοῦ,” 226, insists that the emperor’s genius was worshipped, but not the 
person himself.  This fine distinction, however, will be immediately problematized below.    
  
 94 See n. 78 above.  His word for the Greco-Roman conception is “gradient.” 
  
 95 Peppard, Son of God, 32. 
 
 96 Ibid., 34.   
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jewelry, amulets – the stuff of common life that reflect what people actually did vis-à-vis 

religion rather than what academics like Cicero thought.97 

 What emerges from this new view of Roman religion is that divinity is understood 

to be not an essence so much as a status.  Continual benefaction from the highest 

echelons of society led to continual honor bestowed upon them.98  The emperor thus 

became a god not because he was recognized as such in essence but because he earned it 

by benefaction.  Superhuman benefactions led to superhuman status.  But this was the 

way all the gods earned their deity.  “In short, gods don’t first tell you that they’re gods; 

they show you, and then you tell them.”99 

 There is thus no yawning gulf between humanity and deity for the Roman world 

but a spectrum of beings who traverse it quite regularly.100  This means, for Peppard, that 

questions about whether those who worshipped the emperor “really” believed he was a 

god is a moot point.  The imperial cult was not just a result of political manipulation that 

produced results despite the fact that no one believed it.101  It was freely and energetically 

received as a way to pay tribute to the one who had bestowed such enormous (nigh-

                                                
 97 Ibid., 33.  Cicero himself, speaking about Varro’s theological system of Roman religion, says 
that most people neither understand nor know it.  Peppard suggests that the same verdict likely befell 
Cicero’s works as well. 
 
 98 Ibid., 35. 
 
 99 Ibid., 39.  He also suggests that this is the way it worked for Yahweh, who first led his people 
out of slavery from Egypt and was then worshipped as the Israelite god.  Although this may historically 
have been the case for ancient Israel, it seems very unlikely that Jews contemporaneous with Jesus would 
have conceded this point, as Hurtado and Bauckham insisted above.  It seems, then, that there were two 
separate devotional practices for Jews and Romans, yet both types of practices could used to understand the 
centurion’s appellation of Jesus as υἱὸς θεοῦ as divine. 
 
 100 Ibid., 35. 
 
 101 Ibid., 37. 
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divine) benefaction to the Roman world.  It was not a top-down phenomenon but one 

which spread on the ground both horizontally and vertically very quickly.102  Since there 

was little true distinction between divus, deus, and θεός, Augustus as a person was 

worshipped as a god, along with his genius and numen.103  The imperial cult thus 

broadcast Augustus’ claim as son of god to the widest possible audience. 

 The centurion’s confession of Jesus as υἱὸς θεοῦ, then, would not be heard by 

Mark’s Greco-Roman readers as merely a political epithet but as a claim to divinity, the 

highest kind of divinity that mattered for most people.  The anarthrousness of the 

centurion’s phrase would not indicate generic divinity but connection to the most 

pervasive “deity” in the Roman world, the divine Augustus, son of the god Caesar.104  

Therefore, whether we consider Jewish or Roman backgrounds, the centurion’s 

confession is a claim for understanding Jesus’ identity in divine terms, however 

conceived.105  What is significant about the centurion’s words is that he locates Jesus’ 

true identity in the divine sphere, something no other human character had hitherto done 

in Mark’s Gospel.  

 
 The Limits of Ideal Models.  Before I offer some conclusions let us first consider 

two issues that arise from this discussion.  We have been exploring the possibilities for 
                                                
 102 Ibid., 38 
 
 103 Ibid., 41-42, hence dismantling Johnson’s objection about “the complexity of Roman concepts 
of divinity” where he introduces precisely these finely nuanced differences (“So-Called Confession,” 409).  
See n. 83 above. 
 
 104 This was even more likely the case in the Greek east, where the tradition of associating one’s 
ruler with the divine sphere and considering the monarch a god in the fullest sense was strong and 
widespread.  
  
 105 That is, that in both devotional systems Jesus is not only highly honored but associated with the 
highest status, that of divinity however conceived and practiced. 
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understanding υἱὸς θεοῦ given two different cultural and religious backgrounds with 

which Mark’s audience might identify.  But what was Mark’s audience and how useful 

are these abstract schematizations we have offered?  First, we should admit that our 

confidence in knowing much concrete information about Mark’s original audience is 

extremely limited.  Because he is not writing a letter, Mark never identifies anyone in the 

Gospel with his own community.106  This means that we are deprived even of the “mirror 

reading” technique by which interpreters hope to discover information about Paul’s 

communities.  Nor are scholars even agreed on the location of Mark’s audience.  

Although the early external evidence argues for Rome or somewhere in Italy, Egypt 

(specifically Alexandria) was also offered by early commentators.107  The internal 

evidence seems to favor a place in the East (or at least that some of the audience had 

originally been from the East) but strong arguments have also been made for Rome on  

the same evidence.108  Rome and Syrian Antioch seem to be the two most viable choices 

among commentators with most preferring the former.109 

                                                
 106 With the possible exception of Alexander and Rufus, the sons of Simon the Cyrene, which we 
explored above in n. 5. 
  
 107 Irenaeus and Papias (on whom Irenaeus may rely) indicate Mark was written in Rome, as does 
Clement of Alexandria.  John Chrysostom believes it was Egypt.  See Collins, Mark, 7-8 for a fuller 
discussion. 
 
 108 Collins offers some of the various arguments that are presented to posit the likelihood of the 
Gospel’s composition in a particular place.  The term “Sea of Galilee,” though, does not correspond to the 
general Greek or Roman terms for that same body of water but rather Hebrew or Aramaic.  The presence of 
Aramaic words may indicate some familiarity with them (although they are often translated by Mark) as 
well as the fact that the Gospel is written in Greek and not Latin, although this may reflect that the audience 
was originally from the East (Mark, 8). 
 However, Latin words like lepta which appear in Mark 12:41-44 are translated as quadrans to the 
audience, presumably because “Greek coins are explained in terms of a Roman copper coin that did not 
circulate in the East” (Collins, Mark, 9).  The term “Syro-Phoenician” as a modifier of the Gentile woman 
in Mark 7:26 is also offered as an example of a phrase that makes sense only in Rome, where it was 
necessary to distinguish those two people groups (although Marcus points out that it is equally conceivable 
that Mark was using more precise Latin words to explain more imprecise Greek ones, [Mark 1-8, 32]).  
Other Latin loadwords like centurion (κεντυρίων) are thought to reflect a Roman provenance.   
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 If the provenance of Mark’s Gospel is difficult to know with much certainty the 

make up of Mark’s original audience is equally challenging.110  The few clues we have 

offer us only a very rough picture.  Mark seems to address a community that has 

undergone or is expected to experience persecution.111  He regularly includes citations of 

and allusions to the LXX, which seems to assume some familiarity with the Hebrew 

Scriptures.112  This might lead us to suspect that he is addressing Jews.  However Mark 

also often translates Aramaic phrases,113 explains Jewish cultic practices,114 and 

understands Jesus’ instruction about food to support the generally Pauline law-free 

                                                
 109 Marcus favors Syria and perhaps even Antioch although remains far from certain (Mark 1-8, 
33-37) as does Myers (Strong Man, 41).  Most others favor a Roman provenance, including Robert Gundry 
(Mark: A Commentary on His Apology for the Cross [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1993], 1043-45).  Some, 
like Robert A. Guelich  (Mark 1:1-8:26 [WBC 34A, Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 1989], xxx-xxxi) and 
Collins (Mark, 101-2) both feel preference should be given to Rome although admitting that ultimately the 
question of origins is unknowable. 
 
 110 Some scholars have argued that identifying a specific community with each of the Gospels is a 
fallacious application of methods used to analyze Pauline texts, notably Mary Ann Tolbert (Sowing the 
Gospel: Mark’s World in Literary-Historical Perspective [Minneapolis: Fortress, 1989], 303-4) and 
Richard Bauckham (“For Whom Were Gospels Written?” in The Gospels for All Christians: Rethinking the 
Gospel Audiences [ed. Richard Bauckham; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998], 9-48).  While I am not 
unsympathetic to these claims it still remains possible, it seems to me, to identify a vague cultural portfolio 
of who Mark thought he was writing to. 
 
 111 Brian Incigneri (The Gospel to the Romans: The Setting and Rhetoric of Mark’s Gospel [BIS 
65; Boston: Brill, 2003], 30-31) and Marcus (Mark 28-29) each highlight the prevalence of motifs of 
suffering and persecution throughout Mark’s Gospel and the difficulty an audience would have fully 
understanding Mark initially apart from that experience. 
  
 112 Most notably the very beginning of Mark’s Gospel (1:2-3) which sets the stage for the reading 
of the entire Gospel. 
  
 113 See, e.g., 5:41, 7:34, and of course 15:34.  Marcus points out that the use of foreign words in 
faith healing rituals was common and increased “the sense of mystery about that miracle that is about to 
occur” (Mark 1-8, 363).  See also Collins, Mark, 285-86. 
 
 114 Most notably in 7:3 where Mark explains that “all the Jews” ritually wash their hands before 
eating.  Marcus points out the parallel in the Epistle of Aristeas 305 where the author also explains this 
ritual washing, presumably because the author is portrayed as a Gentile (although likely an Alexandrian 
Jew, see Collins, Mark, 345) to explain that although “… his need to inform his readers about Jewish 
customs suggests that at least some of them are non-Jewish, it does not necessarily mean that all of them 
are, or that he himself is, as is shown again by the parallel to Ep. Arist. 305 (Mark 1-8, 441). 
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interpretation of table fellowship and ritual purity.115  All these observations seem to lead 

us to conclude that Mark is addressing Gentiles and not Jews.  The reality is likely much 

more complicated and includes the possibilities that Mark’s audience includes both Jews 

and Gentiles, or Gentiles with some Jewish leanings (“god fearers”), or Jews of various 

commitments and beliefs (and knowledge) about their own religious practices.116     

 The two models we have thus explored for understanding how υἱὸς θεοῦ might 

have been heard and understood are ideal types.  They assume an audience or individual 

fully conversant with Greco-Roman or Jewish culture but hermetically sealed off from 

the other.  Since, as we have just examined, Mark’s audience was likely a mix of these 

two types neither one does full justice to how they would understand that phrase.  

However, if even outlining the broad contours of Mark’s audience proves challenging 

then providing a detailed canvas of the various conceptualities of each of the different 

constituent groups within that community seems nigh impossible.  The purpose of 

                                                
 115 Mark 7:19.  Marcus points to the parallel in Rom 14:14 and suggests it may mean that Mark 
“moved in the same sort of circles that Paul did, namely those of Gentile Christians who did not feel 
themselves bound by the Jewish Law” (Mark 1-8, 455).  Collins cautions against reading too much into this 
line, though, and notes that “The comment of the evangelist should probably not be read as an indication 
that the evangelist and his entire audience had abandoned such observance.  It does make the point, 
however, that such observance is not necessary for followers of Jesus” (Mark, 356). 
 
 116 As Martin Hengel, observed, the dividing line between “Jewish” thought and “Hellenistic” 
thought is not fixed but fuzzy and variable, so that “From about the middle of the third century BC all 
Judaism must really be designated ‘Hellenistic Judaism’ in the strict sense” (italics original; Judaism and 
Hellenism: Studies in their Encounter in Palestine during the Early Hellenistic Period [Minneapolis: 
Fortress, 1974], 104).   
 Likewise John Barclay points out that, “The crucial variability among Jews was in the aspects of 
Hellenization they embraced…” (“Paul Among Diaspora Jews: Anomaly or Apostate?” JSNT 60 [1995]: 
91).  His analysis of Jewish engagement with Greek culture through the categories of Assimilation, 
Acculturation, and Accommodation (93-97) helpfully teases out the different ways in which Jews could and 
did appropriate Greek language and ideas, explaining how not all “Hellenization” was the same for every 
Jew.  
 Yet, while it is likely that many or most Jews would incorporate and be familiar with Hellenistic 
ideas, since they were a religious minority living subjugated under a dominant intellectual milieu, it does 
not seem equally as probable that most non-Jewish Greeks would be familiar with specifically Jewish 
conceptualities and ideas, thus some distinction is still useful. 
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examining each of these ideal types is to demonstrate that each cultural background, on 

its own, can come to the same kind of conclusion about what υἱὸς θεοῦ means 

independently from the other.  There is no likely scenario where υἱὸς θεοῦ would be 

rendered devoid of notions of divine identity.117   

 The weight of this confession, then, is not that the centurion bestows upon Jesus a 

title of respect or comes to realize that he is an honorable man after all, it concerns the 

centurion’s ability to see Jesus’ divine sonship in a way no other human has been able to 

see.  The crucified Jesus, dying on a cross, is not just a prophet, or a righteous man 

especially beloved by God, or an obedient man who especially loves God, or even a 

political ruler, whether Israel’s true king or Rome’s true emperor.  He is the divine agent 

of God’s activity in the world, announcing and bringing about God’s rule on earth. 

 A third possibility also exists, though.  It is conceivable that the centurion is 

sincere but that his words are inadequate even though Mark’s audience would hear them 

in their fullest possible (Christian) expression.  That is, one could agree with all of our 

conclusions so far – that 1) the centurion is sincere, not mocking, and 2) the audience 

would hear the phrase “son of God” as a marker of Jesus’ divine identity – but still posit 

that there could be slippage between what the audience expects the centurion to 

understand about his own words and what they understand about those words.  It is 

possible, that is, that the centurion is sincere but ambiguous and that the weight of his 

                                                
 117 The possibilities and complexities are multiplied when we consider mixing these two types in 
various ways (e.g., Greeks born in Greek culture but who have converted to Judaism and thus steeped in 
Jewish scriptures and traditions).  We could also add a further layer of complexity to this entire discussion 
by also addressing how Mark’s audience’s Christian background would have affected their understanding 
of υἱὸς θεοῦ since, presumably, the confession that “Jesus is Lord” would have been central to their 
conversion and continued religious experience.  



 78 

words rest not on their sincerity but on the irony given his ignorance.   We now turn to 

explore this possibility. 

 
The Centurion’s Identity 

 Whitney Shiner has championed an interpretation of the centurion’s response to 

Jesus’ death that fits the ambiguous but sincere description we described above.  For 

Shiner, Jesus’ death as told by Mark is a typical martyrdom story with the centurion’s 

positive response as simply the expected trope of the vindication of the martyr by the 

persecutor.118  The centurion’s words express “admiration” and “awe.”119  Yet, “[e]ven 

though both Pilate and the centurion are shown to be relatively positive, they can hardly 

be said to understand Jesus or to be models of action.  Pilate knows Jesus to be innocent 

but condemns him anyway.  The centurion kills him and then decides he was a divine 

person.”120  The centurion is positive towards Jesus but is also ignorant – his words 

constitute, in Shiner’s estimation, the pervasive “use of irony and misunderstanding 

throughout the crucifixion scene.”121  The centurion does not know what he is really 

saying when he declares Jesus to be “son of God.” 

                                                
 118 “Both the frequent appearance of the positive official in the martyrological literature and 
Mark’s own use of the motif in his depiction of Herod and Pilate suggest that when the centurion at the 
cross is found to vindicate Jesus at his death, it would occasion no more surprise on the part of his listeners 
than finding an acclamation of the crowd at the end of a miracle story.  Mark is simply telling a martyrdom 
story the way martyrdom stories are told.”  Shiner, “Ambiguous Pronouncement,” 14.  I disagree with 
Shiner’s assessment of Mark’s use of stock martyrdom tropes.  See the discussion in Chapter Four pp. 116-
20. 
 
 119 Ibid., 14. 
 
 120 Ibid., 16. 
  
 121 Ibid., 16. 



 79 

 Shiner’s conviction that the centurion “mistakes Jesus as a divine or divinely 

inspired person on a Hellenistic model” stems largely from his understanding of the 

centurion’s identity as a Roman soldier.122  Being a pagan meant that his statement could 

not possibly mean the same thing as when Christians employ the term.123  Thus, one issue 

that still prevents many interpreters like Shiner from conceding that the centurion’s 

confession could contain such Christological weight is the fact that the speaker is a 

veteran Roman soldier.   

 Three issues are bound up in the objection that a Roman centurion would ever hail 

a dying criminal as a divine figure.  First, a centurion could not, given his religious, 

cultural, and social background, believably make such a dramatic confession about what 

by all rights seemed like any ordinary man being executed by Rome.  Secondly, Mark’s 

audience would find it inconceivable for a Roman soldier to make such a claim, 

something Mark would clearly know.  Finally, the centurion’s narrative role in the story 

does not support his confession as pivotal since he does not subsequently appear as a 

follower or advocate of Jesus.  The first issue concerns the historical identity and 

background of the centurion (i.e., what the centurion as a historical figure would have 

believed and said), the second the cultural expectations of Mark’s audience (i.e., what 

Mark’s audience would expect a Roman centurion to have believed and said), and the 

third the literary function of the character in Mark’s story (i.e., how Mark uses the 

centurion’s speech to accomplish his purposes independently from either historical or 

audience expectations).   

                                                
 122 Ibid., 4. 
 
 123 See n. 83 above. 
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 Bound up in each of these avenues to understanding the identity of the centurion 

is an interpreter’s hermeneutic of reading.  Do we understand the text as a window into 

the past, a mirror of the present reader, an interaction between reader and text, or another 

layer in a text’s reception history (or all of the above)?  We cannot engage these 

questions in sustained depth here but as we consider each dimension of the centurion’s 

identity we will offer a few tentative thoughts on the exegetical use of historical and 

literary methods and their bearing on how we understand the role of the centurion in 

Mark.  Here, though, we address each concern over the centurion’s identity. 

 
 Centurion as a Historical Person.  Some interpreters weigh exegetical 

conclusions about the centurion’s confession based on what we might know about the 

centurion as a historical figure.  This procedure usually involves compiling detailed 

information about what can be known about the rank and function of centurions in the 

early imperial era and creating something of a sketch or anatomy of a typical centurion’s 

socio-economic status, cultural expectations, religious outlook, and likely experiences.  

This data then provides the matrix in which to gauge what a centurion might mean if he 

experienced the events recorded in Mark’s passion narrative. 

 This approach results in analyses resplendent in appeals to the “historical 

centurion.”  Being a member of the imperial legions, he might have used Latin during 

Jesus’ crucifixion, which would explain why, when transliterated into Greek, the phrase 

“Son of God” is anarthrous (since Latin has no articles).  Or he might have spoken the 

words in Greek but his Latinizing influence might have led him to drop the article.124  He 

                                                
 124 Kim, “Anarthrous υἱὸς θεοῦ,” 225.  Also cf. Harold A. Guy, “Son of God in Mk 15:39,” 
ExpTim 81 (1969-70): 151. 
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might have been too far away to be heard clearly by others, and we might not know fully 

what the centurion saw at the death of Jesus and how it might have affected him 

physically and psychologically.125  These approaches operate in the same vein as early 

Christian elaboration on this figure which sought to provide the centurion with a name 

and a more well-developed personality.126   

 All such attempts to locate the historical centurion and his reaction to the events 

of Mark’s Gospel are in vain, however.  Although there is an exceedingly high 

probability that the historical Jesus was crucified by the Roman authorities and died in a 

way similar to the way Mark describes, the passion narrative is not a historical document 

in the modern sense of historiography.  It is unlikely that either Mark or anyone he knew 

was an eyewitness to the events of Jesus’ crucifixion.127  This is not to say that some of 

the traditions Mark inherited were not based on eyewitness testimony of Jesus’ 

crucifixion.  We can probably outline a skeletal sequence of events that likely happened 

to Jesus but attempting to isolate precise details of Jesus’ crucifixion and apply exegetical 

weight to those is inappropriate.128   

                                                
 125 Kim, “Anarthrous υἱὸς θεοῦ, 239.  
 
 126 The Acts of Pilate 16 give him the name Longinus and show him to be the one who pierces 
Jesus’ side with a spear while the Gospel of Peter 8:31 calls the centurion Petronius. 
 
 127 Contra Papias who says that Mark received his information from Peter (Fragments of Papias 
6). 
 
 128 “At the level of basic history, we observe that it is highly probable that Jesus was crucified, 
close to Pesah, as a political and religious rebel.  Essentially, Jesus was put to death because he was 
accused of being a false prophet and magician who was in danger of leading the people astray.  
Furthermore, it is only slightly less probable that Jesus’ death was the inevitable result of a legal process 
that emerged from legal texts like Deuteronomy 13; 17:1-7; 18:20.”  Scot McKnight, Jesus and His Death: 
Historiography, the Historical Jesus, and Atonement Theory (Waco, Tex.: Baylor University Press, 2005), 
53. 
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 Mark likely received his passion narrative as an intact, pre-formed narrative unit 

(either written or oral) before he began composition of his Gospel.129  Scholars have long 

pointed out that a passion narrative would likely have arisen very shortly after the 

beginnings of the church in Jerusalem.  Christians would need a way to explain why their 

Messiah had died on a Roman cross and their preaching would be facilitated by the 

central aspect of their proclamation – the death and resurrection of Jesus.130  Furthermore, 

the passion narrative is a unique composition in Mark’s Gospel, containing the longest 

narrative sequence in the entire story.  Narrative time slows down dramatically beginning 

in 14:1, taking 2 chapters to describe the events that occur over the span of roughly 48 

hours.131  This is striking when compared to the rest of Mark, which contains mostly 

short, compact story units with few or no references to the passage of time.132  All of 

these observations point to Mark’s utilization of pre-existing material. 

                                                
 129 See, for example, Collins, Mark, 625.  Some have argued, though, that Mark composed the 
passion narrative himself and that others copied this unique composition from him (See John R. Donahue, 
“Introduction: From Passion Traditions to Passion Narrative,” in The Passion in Mark: Studies on Mark 14-
16 [ed. Werner H. Kelber; Philadelphia: Fortress, 1976], 81-6, where he discusses the possibilities for a 
pre-Markan passion narrative before rejecting it).  If this is the case then the argument for the centurion’s 
historicity is even more imperiled since Mark himself would be the creator of the story and thus more likely 
to create characters from whole cloth rather than redacting and incorporating existing traditions or reports 
into his own account.  See also the discussion in n. 2 above. 
 
 130 “Since Jesus was probably executed as a messianic pretender, it is reasonable to conclude that 
the earliest passion narrative was composed in order to vindicate him as messiah in spite of his ignominious 
death.” Adela Yarbro Collins, “From Noble Death to Crucified Messiah,” NTS 40 (1994): 489. 
  
 131 Narrative time is the speed at which events are reported by the narrator of a story as opposed to 
story time, which is how long the event would be expected to last.  Thus, the duration of one of Jesus’ days 
teaching and healing, which would take 24 hours of story time, might be covered in narrative time by only 
a summary paragraph or even sentence.  See Alan Culpepper, Anatomy of the Fourth Gospel: A Study in 
Literary Design [Philadelphia: Fortress, 1983], 70-71).  Roughly the same amount of space is devoted to 
Jesus’ preaching and healing in Galilee, which presumably happens in a matter of months, as the few hours 
of the passion. 
 
 132 Mark’s Gospel has often been compared to a series of beads on a string, each bead representing 
an individual pericope and the string the order in which Mark sets them together.  One could easily 
rearrange much of the material without losing any chronological or narrative integrity (though one would 
surely lose theological integrity).  The same cannot be said for the passion narrative. 



 83 

 All of the above observations lead us to the conclusion that with Mark’s passion 

narrative we are not dealing with strict history but rather a creatively and theologically 

driven (or focused) literary retelling of Jesus’ death.  Historical figures become literary 

figures.  In this case it is comparatively unimportant to ask what the centurion might see 

or how he might respond since he operates in Mark’s story not primarily as a historical 

figure but a literary character.  As a character in Mark’s story he acts and responds 

precisely the way the author desires him.  And this is true of all Mark’s characters.  It is 

historically improbable, for example, that each time the historical Jesus interacted with 

the scribes or Pharisees that they were completely stumped with nothing whatsoever to 

say.133  Yet this is exactly how Mark literarily presents Jesus’ interaction with them – 

they are consistently and repeatedly bested by Jesus in verbal battle and resort to violence 

since they cannot defeat him rhetorically.134 

 To seek answers to questions about the centurion as a historical figure as the basis 

for one’s exegesis, then, is wrought with peril.   Mark is not interested exclusively (or 

even primarily) in history.  Mark’s Gospel is proclamation and was received that way.  

So while it is rooted in historical events and would aid in reconstructing those events, 

neither its message nor its focus is on its strict historicity.  Attempting to peel back the 

layers of redaction and editing in Mark’s Gospel to discover the historical persons and 

                                                
 133 It is possible that Jesus regularly got the better of the Pharisees in public debate, at least 
rhetorically, so that they might as well have had nothing to say.  Using modern Presidential debates as a 
rough modern analogue, even when one candidate appears to overwhelmingly have “won” a debate the 
other side does not simply back down with no response.   
 
 134 Cf. Mark 2:12 (are the scribes who question Jesus included in the “all” who were amazed and 
glorified God?), 17 (the pericope just ends with Jesus’ declarative word with no rejoinder), 19-22 (same as 
above), 27-28 (same); 3:6 (the climax of the confrontation narrative at the beginning of Mark, where defeat 
leads to plans for murder), 22; 7:5; 8:11; 11:18, 33; 12:12, 17, 24-27, 34. 
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events behind them is a worthy endeavor but does not aid in exegeting the text.  Mark 

gave us his own version for a specific reason; understanding that reason is our primary 

aim.135 

 
 Centurion as a Cultural Symbol.  A second possible objection to the centurion’s 

confession as a statement of authentic Christian proclamation rests not on the basis of the 

historical likelihood that such a figure would ever say such a thing but instead the 

inherent unlikelihood that Mark’s audience would be capable of understanding such a 

figure to make such a statement.  These interpreters readily acknowledge that the 

centurion does not represent a particular historical person.  Nevertheless, they insist, the 

interactions of Mark’s audience with historical soldiers, including centurions, would 

condition them to understand those figures in such a way as to make untenable the notion 

that a Roman military officer, even a “literary” one, could ever mean by υἱὸς θεοῦ what 

they as Christians intend. 

 One aspect of this objection to the centurion’s Christian confession stems from 

the religious background in which all Roman soldiers were immersed.  Since Roman 

soldiers were drawn from such diverse quarters, it was essential to maintain a strong 

unity and cohesiveness if the disparate troops were to act together as a single unit.  The 

legionary standards, in the form of eagles, served this unifying end.  Writing at the end of 

the second century, the Christian apologist Tertullian caricatured the role of the standards 

in Roman legions, remarking, “The religious system of the Roman army is entirely 

                                                
 135 I agree wholeheartedly with Brown’s assessment of the role (and limitations) of history in 
exegesis: “While I have a deep respect for historical investigation, I regard an obsession with the historical 
to be as great an obstruction to understanding the Gospel PNs as the cavalier assumption that Christians 
knew nothing about what happened.  It is not tautological to insist that the Gospels are primarily 
evangelistic; to make them dominantly reportorial is a distortion,” Death of the Messiah, 1.24. 
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devoted to the worship of the standards; oaths are sworn by the standards, and the 

standards are preferred to all deities.”136  Although allowing for a degree of exaggeration, 

Tertullian seems mainly accurate in his description of Roman military religion.  An omen 

of eagles in the skies was a positive portent encouraging the legion to fight with renewed 

vigor; the loss of the eagle in battle, however, was synonymous with the loss of the 

legion’s soul.137  By imperial times it was comprised entirely of gold and housed in its 

own chapel.138 

 Additionally, festivals celebrated the founding of the legion, the natalis aquilae. 

Although dedications were usually made to the Capitoline triad (Jupiter, Juno, and 

Minerva), sometimes dedications could be made directly to the signa itself, although in 

association with these gods.139  Sometimes the signa was even understood to receive 

sacrifices itself. 140  Thus, to an outsider (especially a hostile one like Tertullian) the 

legionary’s practice of devotion could appear to take on a religious aura, a perception that 

seems at least partially correct.141 

                                                
 136 Tertullian, Apol. 16.  
 
 137 G. R. Watson, The Roman Soldier (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1969), 128.  The most 
infamous example of this totem-like devotion is seen in the devastating defeat of three Roman legions, with 
their eagles, in the Teutoburg forest in Germany in A.D. 9, to which event Augustus is said to have replied, 
“Quintilius Varus, give me back my legions” (Suetonius Aug. 23.4). 
 
 138 Dio Cassius 40.18.   
 
 139 Watson, Soldier, 130.  
 
 140 Josephus, Bell. 6.6. 
 
 141 Especially when “on the occasions of religious rites, the standards were anointed with oils, 
decorated with garlands, perhaps given battle honors and laurel wreaths… It may be impossible to 
determine if sacrifices and sanctified altars to the signa were purely honorific, but surely such events were 
not empty ceremonies.”  Georgia L. Irby-Massie, Military Religion in Roman Britain (Boston: Brill, 1999), 
41.  
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 Yet, in addition to this seeming religious devotion to the standards, soldiers 

worshipped two groups of gods: the state gods and personified virtues such as Disciplina 

and Virtus,142 as well as non-Roman cults.143  The latter were present entirely as the result 

of the individual’s own background and geography.  In this respect, legionaries’ 

perception of the divine did not differ greatly from that of their non-military 

contemporaries except that, in light of the dangers they faced, they were likely to be even 

more syncretistic, often addressing as many gods together as possible.144  But the former 

groups of entities were likely the universal objects of worship for all Roman troops.  The 

Roman army celebrated state festivals, including the annual sacrifices to Jupiter, Juno, 

and Minerva on January 3, thereby elevating the state gods (and thus the state itself) to a 

status of first among equals with respect to divine entities.145  Furthermore, the individual 

never offered sacrifices on his own; the group acted as a unit even in religious matters, 

with the leaders (presumably the centurions in many cases) taking the lead.146  Thus the 

religion of the soldier was to some degree defined by being a member of the military and 

deeply shaped by his participation in it. 

                                                
 142 Discipline was one of the things Roman soldiers were best known for.  They were trained 
specifically to inculcate the virtue of modestia (obedience, respect for authority) under any and all 
circumstances, making them models of self-discipline. This behavior was often reified into an abstract 
entity of its own.  See Sara Elise Phang, Roman Military Service: Ideologies of Discipline in the Late 
Republic and Early Principate (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 73. 
 
 143 Watson, Soldier, 131. 
 
 144 Yann Le Bohec, The Imperial Roman Army (ed. Raphael Bate; New York: Routledge, 2000), 
237. 
 
 145 Southern, Army, 160. 
 
 146 Le Bohec, Army, 237. 
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 The centurion was the highest rank a career soldier could achieve in the Roman 

legion.147  After achieving this rank a centurion would likely serve several successive 

commands in different legions at the same rank.148  He could be distinguished from the 

other men by his uniform and would have ridden on horseback during a march, elevated 

above his century in both status and altitude.149  Reaching the status of centurion was 

theoretically the ambition of every man since the attainment of this rank resulted in a 

rather drastic change.  A centurion was at the behest of the emperor who had to approve 

all transfers of centurions, theoretically meaning that a centurion’s connection to the state 

was even more direct than the soldiers he commanded. 

 In the Republican period centurions were paid double that of the regular soldiers 

and this practice likely continued into the imperial age.150 Furthermore, in the Augustan 

age centurions spent large sums of money to send their sons to school.151  Thus, 

economically as well as socially centurions seemed to have fared better than the average 

legionary.  We can perhaps conclude, then, that a centurion, especially the more elite 

ones, stood at the boundary of the two worlds of the elite and the masses, having a 

measure of dignity and wealth somewhere between the two. 

 With this background in mind, some scholars have insisted that it would be 

inconceivable for Mark’s readers to perceive a centurion as anything but a symbol of 

                                                
 147 Le Bohec, Army, 43. 
 
 148 Ibid., Army, 44. 
 
 149 Webster, Army, 132. 
 
 150 Southern, Army, 108-9.  
  
 151 Le Bohec, Army, 232. 
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Roman oppression and Hellenistic paganism.152  First and foremost, of course, a 

centurion represented Rome.  This perception was likely even stronger for a centurion 

than a lower-ranked member of the legion for the centurion did not simply obey orders 

but gave them as well.  In fact, this aspect of centurions is the one most noticeable in the 

other Gospels’ characterization of them.  Matthew and Luke portray a centurion as one 

with unquestioned faith in Jesus’ power to command, for he himself utters commands and 

they are obeyed (Matt 8:9//Luke 7:8). 

 Furthermore, a centurion, as a member of a legion which conspicuously honored 

its eagle standard, would have represented the worst of pagan idolatry to a Jew.  Even if 

the soldiers themselves did not conceive of their actions as actual worship of the gold 

statue, a Jew would likely draw no other conclusions than those already articulated by 

their own religious tradition.153  And as we have seen, a centurion would have likely led 

his men in offering sacrifices to the state gods and other deities.  Their offenses in Jewish 

eyes would have been all the greater. 

 A centurion would also have represented Rome’s culture and, to those chafing 

under Roman taxes or cultural hegemony, would have been seen by Jews as an agent of 

oppression.  Their use of Latin, even if it occurred only within military training, would 

likely have been perceived as especially foreign in the Greek east.  A Roman centurion, 

                                                
 152 “A Roman soldier’s allegiance to the Emperor was expected to be absolute and it is unlikely 
that Mark’s readers would find it believable that a professional soldier would risk his career in order to 
worship a crucified man, especially if by such a confession he might be risking his own death for treason.”  
Johnson, Mark 15.39, 13. 
 
 153 Isaiah 44:9-20 and The Epistle of Jeremiah 22, for example, both include polemics against 
pagan idolatry that includes the worship of beautiful objects fashioned to look like humans or animals, the 
latter specifically mentioning “birds” and “gold” items as objects of worship, a combination not likely to 
have been lost on Jews observing Roman military practice. 
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then, would have likely been seen as a kind of double outsider: a Gentile by virtue of 

ethnicity and an alien even to the Gentiles native to the region.   

 Despite this negative assessment, a centurion would have stood out as a respected 

and notable member, riding on horseback and wearing distinctive dress.  His social and 

economic location between the lower classes and the retainers of the ruling class would 

have been notable.  This is the other aspect of a centurion reported in the NT, when Peter 

converts Cornelius, a respected “God-fearer”.  He is described as being a very generous 

giver to the poor (Acts 10:2), who has several slaves (10:7), and a house large enough to 

host Peter for several days (10:48).   

 The result is that Mark’s readers would likely have understood centurions in two 

contradictory ways.  On the one hand their pagan religious practices and participation in 

the Roman military which effected the subjugation of their homeland would have led 

Jews to despise a centurion as an enemy of God and his people, idolaters and oppressors.  

Yet, on the other hand, their discipline, relatively high status and wealth would have 

made them attractive targets for evangelism, since they would likely be considered 

reliable witnesses (as Acts 10 demonstrates).154  It is exactly this kind of dialectic that 

Mark utilizes when he reports about the confession of the centurion at the death of Jesus. 

 It is most unexpected, then, when we discover that it is to this person that Jesus’ 

true identity is revealed, for he is the last person one would expect to perceive this kind of 

revelation (and the last one we would expect to care).  Care must be taken not to confuse 

the stable and dynamic elements at work in Mark’s depiction of the centurion.  What 

                                                
 154 Richard Pervo, Acts: A Commentary (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2009), 267, points out that Luke’s 
use of the centurion Cornelius combines his status as a high ranking member of society with his Jewish 
piety, both of which contribute to the narrative role of this figure.    
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seems clear is what Mark intends by placing the confession “Truly this man was the Son 

of God” into the centurion’s mouth; but the status of the centurion is uncertain.  Although 

others have argued that the centurion’s cultural symbolism ought to determine how we 

render his words,155 it is really the other way around, for we should really ask, “What is it 

that Mark is telling us by showing us that this kind of person – a Gentile, Roman soldier 

known for oppressing righteous Jews and the one who stands overseeing Jesus’ own 

execution – and not another – receives the divine insight which enables him to utter this 

confession?”156 

 Mark challenges expectations of what a centurion would do, just as other NT 

authors do.  Matthew and Luke both contrast the faith of a centurion with the unbelief of 

Israel.  Luke provides some narrative background to explain why Jesus might fulfill this 

request (“he loves our nation, and he built us our synagogue” say the Jewish elders, 7:5) 

but Matthew shows the centurion coming and beseeching Jesus with his request (8:5), 

something that would be unthinkable according to a characterization of the centurion 

based on the sketch above.157  And Cornelius’ reception of the Holy Spirit in Acts 10 is 

used as the literary vehicle through which the Gentile mission is authorized, something 

that “amazes” the Jewish companions of Peter (10:45).  Luke utilizes this character even 

                                                
 155 Myers, Binding the Strong Man, 392 observes that the narrative role of the centurion paints 
him as unreliable since he testifies that “Rome has defeated Jesus.”  Cf. Johnson, Mark 15.39, 13 above. 
 

156 In other words, we should not read why his statement is plausible based on these known 
descriptions, but rather what the ridiculousness of it on his lips shows us.  The narrator determines 
characterization ultimately, not the readers’ experiences. 

 
 157 In Luke the centurion sends the Jewish elders to Jesus in his stead, making his request perhaps 
more dignified, 7:3. 
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though his readers would likely have known that such a scenario was highly unlikely 

historically.158   

 We should understand Mark’s use of his own centurion in a similar vein.  Mark’s 

readers would very likely understand that a centurion would not simply forsake his 

training and tradition, and risk his place in the Roman army in order to praise or worship 

a dead convicted criminal.  But this should give us no pause for assessing the centurion’s 

words in the highest sense possible.  The centurion’s words tell us more about what Mark 

thinks God is doing at the moment of Jesus’ death than about the centurion himself.159   

 All this is to say that the audience’s conceptual world is not absolute in 

determining how a character in a text is to be understood.  Recalling once again the 

perspective of performance criticism we see that in performative settings, like the one in 

which the Gospel of Mark was likely received (at least initially and predominantly), what 

an audience knows about the world is not an absolute standard for their perception of 

what they see or hear in a performance.  “At times even, the audience’s preunderstanding 

– which provides the initial point of contact between audience and performer – may be 

directly challenged and subverted by the ensuing story.”160  It is precisely the willing 

suspension of disbelief with which any person enters into a narrative world (either 

                                                
 158 Pervo, Acts, 268, notes that Cornelius is presented as being “at the ‘dead end’ of ‘God-fearing’ 
piety, unable to take the final step of full conversion, which would presumably require abandonment of his 
office.”  Yet he goes on to note, “It is equally true that baptism would appear to prevent one from 
participation in the religious life of the Roman army,” (n. 28) indicating that Luke is more interested in 
using the character to develop his story than provide strict verisimilitude. 
 Thus also Kim, “Anarthrous υἱὸς θεοῦ,” 224 contends that “it is improbable that Mark would 
invent a saying that he knew none of his readers would find believable.” 
 
 159 Which is precisely the point in Acts 10 – Cornelius’ conversion is about God’s acceptance of 
Gentiles qua Gentiles, not a statement about Cornelius as a person or a centurion.  
 
 160 Iverson, “Centurion’s Confession,” 338. 
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through performance or otherwise) that allows what a reader/hearer of Mark already 

knows to be relativized and at times even overturned. 

 
 Centurion as a Literary Character.  The final objection to assigning a Christian 

meaning to the centurion’s confession concerns not issues of historicity or verisimilitude 

but the literary integrity of the character itself.  This objection stems not from concerns 

about how a centurion would act historically or how an audience could imagine him 

capable of acting, but how the narrative itself indicates how he should act.   

 Interpreters in this vein usually insist we should avoid making too much of the 

centurion’s “Christian” confession since for Mark proper confession is not a sign of 

authentic discipleship.  Naming Jesus, even correctly, does not imply either commitment 

to Jesus or the namer’s ability to ascertain truth.  What counts for Mark is discipleship.161 

 There is no denying that for Mark properly naming Jesus is an insufficient 

prerequisite for following Jesus.  This truth is nowhere better established than Peter’s 

“confession” at Caesarea Philippi in Mark 8.  After several false starts in attempting to 

identify Jesus, the lead apostle finally answers, “You are the Messiah” (8:29).  Jesus’ 

response (or lack thereof) is telling: “And he sternly ordered them not to tell anyone 

about him” (8:30).  Jesus then proceeds to explain the truth of his mission, which Peter 

soundly rejects (8:32), which prompts Jesus to utter perhaps his harshest rebuke in the 

entire Gospel: “Get behind me Satan, for you are not setting your mind on the things of 
                                                
 161 “Yet even if we do accept this as a confession, we have no guarantee of, and the theologians 
offer no good reason why we should assume, its legitimacy… In other words, the title does not necessarily 
represent a ‘confession’ at all, but more often the hostile response of those struggling to gain power over 
Jesus by ‘naming’ him… Against all this are we to see the centurion’s words as trustworthy?  If so, we will 
have failed to learn one of the most salient lessons of the whole story, which is that those in power indeed 
‘know who Jesus is,’ and are out to destroy him, whereas those who follow him are often unsure who he is, 
but struggle to trust him nevertheless.”  Myers, Strong Man, 391-92. 
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God but on the things of humans” (8:33).  Peter may have provided the “correct” title but 

his refusal to support Jesus’ mission indicates that he does not understand what the title 

means for Jesus.162   

 Likewise, it seems that the centurion does not become a follower of Jesus.   

“The centurion’s confession that Jesus was ‘son of God’ does not make him a Christian 

or convert, for mere recognition of Jesus’ divine sonship does not necessarily entail 

conversion…”163  The centurion plays almost no narrative role after this climactic 

confession whatsoever.  The only mention of him occurs a few verses later when Pilate 

summons him to determine if Jesus has already died and the centurion confirms that this 

is the case (15:44-45).  After this he drops out of the narrative entirely.  He has not 

become a follower of Jesus; as far as the narrative indicates, he continues in the service of 

Rome. 

 But the incredible significance of the centurion’s words spring not from their 

testimony to his conversion but rather to his seeing.  Throughout Mark’s Gospel 

(spiritual) blindness characterizes humanity resulting in a gross and increasing 

misunderstanding of Jesus and his mission.  The religious leaders who should celebrate 

Jesus’ advent oppose him, conspire to kill him (3:6), and attribute his work to the devil 

(3:22).  His own family rejects him, thinking him mad (3:21) and Jesus is hindered by his 

                                                
 162 It is instructive to compare this scene with its parallel in Matthew where Peter is explicitly 
praised for his proper confession of Jesus as the Messiah (Mt 16:17).  Here Peter clearly gets the “right” 
answer.  In Mark, however, there is no indication that Peter’s response is right.  Although surely Mark, who 
explains that his story is the beginning of the good news about Jesus “the Messiah” (1:1), believes Jesus to 
be the Messiah, it seems as though this story is intended in part to correct what this title means.  The three 
passion predictions in the central narrative of Mark 8:27-10:51 seem to offer a corrective to Peter’s simple 
confession, likely bound up with concepts similar to those found in Psalms of Solomon 17. 
 
 163 Kim, “Anarthrous υἱὸς θεοῦ,” 239. 
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own town’s unbelief (6:4-6).  Even his disciples whom Jesus has deliberately chosen as 

his allies are (partially) blind (8:17) and end up abandoning him and betraying him 

(14:50, 54, 66-72).  From the beginning until the very end no human character has rightly 

perceived or evaluated Jesus’ identity and work.  The centurion’s confession reverses this 

stark trend, indicating the eschatological sight that has eluded all the other characters in 

the Gospel.  Thus the centurion is described as “seeing” (ἰδών), the very function that 

others in the passion narrative claim but do not possess.164 

 Another way of stating the centurion’s narrative role is to describe him as a “plot 

functionary” rather than as an “autonomous being” in the story.165  That is, because, like 

almost all of the other minor characters of Mark’s Gospel, the centurion has so little time 

in the story he should not be understood as a character capable of development and 

growth.  Rather, the centurion as a character is primarily to be understood according to 

his function.166  This function, I suggest, is best described as showing the (spiritual) 

effects of Jesus’ death and conveying a theological point to Mark’s readers.167 

 The narrative function of the centurion, then, is not to demonstrate proper 

discipleship (which he doesn’t) – he is not presented as a model for following Jesus.  His 

role is rather as a narrative symbol of the significance of Jesus’ death – that at the death 

                                                
 164 The issue of the centurion’s sight is central both to our next chapter on the nature of his sight 
and in Chapter Five on the theological significance and ramifications of such an attribute.  
 
 165 These are the two terms Alan Culpepper gives to the two different groups of characters (or how 
characters are understood by literary critics),  Anatomy, 102.   
 
 166 “As a result [of the limited time characters are shown in the Gospel], one is almost forced to 
consider the characters in terms of their commissions, plot functions, and representational value.”  Ibid., 
102. 
 
 167 These are both issues to which we shall return (and explain more fully) in Chapter Five. 
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of Jesus spiritual insight becomes possible for humans.  Mark does not need (or intend) to 

present his centurion as an example for Christian discipleship. The focal point of the 

character is what has become possible as a result of the death of Jesus.168 

 
Conclusions 

 
 Although recent scholarship has attempted to present the centurion’s confession 

as a continuation of the mockeries Jesus receives during his crucifixion this interpretation 

is untenable.  The centurion’s declaration lacks all the markers that characterize the other 

characters’ speech as derisive or mocking or based on misunderstanding.  Furthermore, 

Mark explicitly adds the qualifier “truly” to his words, which we have seen elsewhere 

always indicates truthful speech on lips of other characters in Mark’s Gospel (or is 

explicitly marked as insincere by the narrator).  Thus the centurion’s proclamation is 

missing anything that Mark has used elsewhere to indicate we should read his speech 

negatively and included the very thing he has used elsewhere to highlight honest speech 

in a context where the truthfulness of the speaker might be in question.   

 Recent work in performance criticism has also given us insight into how Mark’s 

Gospel would likely have been received by an audience hearing it as an oral performance.  

Such an approach suggests that far from being the anti-climax or nail in the coffin of 

mockery the centurion’s speech would likely evoke cheering and celebration from the 

                                                
 168 Sonya K. Stocklausner and C. Anthony Hole object that, “Just as Peter’s declaration 
concerning Jesus in 8:29 was incomplete because it was limited only to the manifestation of Jesus’ Galilean 
ministry, the centurion’s confession is incomplete because it sees only the Jesus of the cross and ignores his 
previous activity.  The meaning and message of Jesus involves more than his death” (“Mark 15:39 and 
16:6-7; A Second Look,” McMaster Journal of Theology 1 [1990]: 37).   
 I would agree with the general thrust of this assertion but offer that Peter and the centurion are 
contrasted not as models of discipleship but in their ability to perceive supernatural information.  Here I 
agree with Gundry who notes, “That the declarer is not said to become a disciple – he remains only a 
military bystander, anonymous and unknown in the Christian community (contrast esp. v 21) – makes his 
declaration all the more remarkable” (Mark, 951).  
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audience, since it possesses all the signs of an applause line.  This line of research 

actually reinforces the notion that Mark 15:39 is a pivotal and climactic text for Mark’s 

story.  The centurion’s speech is sincere and positive. 

 The content of the centurion’s confession indicates insight into the divine identity 

of Jesus as God’s Son.  When viewed against a Jewish background we see Mark 

appropriating, and transforming, the ideas found in texts like Ps. 2:7 into a context of 

apocalyptic warfare, whereby Jesus is understood to be God’s agent in overcoming the 

spiritual forces of darkness that threaten Israel (and the world).  Jesus as God’s Son is 

understood to in some way participate in God’s own activity, placing his identity in a 

divine sphere for Jewish-minded readers.   

 Likewise, if read against a Roman background the centurion’s confession would 

clearly evoke language belonging to Augustus, who occupied a divine status in the 

Roman world due to his superhuman benefaction on behalf of the empire.  Identifying 

Jesus as “son of god” in the vein of Caesar does not simply locate him politically, but 

“religiously” as well since Roman practices of devotion did not operate with the duality 

distinctive of Jewish monotheism.  To claim that Jesus was like Caesar would be heard as 

a claim for Jesus’ divine identity.  Thus either way the centurion’s words identify Jesus as 

belonging to the divine sphere, underscoring the important aspect of his confession – that 

the centurion, unlike the other characters in the Gospel – exercises correct “sight” when 

naming Jesus. 

 We are left with the rather odd conclusion, then, that the centurion makes a 

confession whereby he correctly understands Jesus yet appears to have no reasonable 

basis in the narrative for doing so.  He is not just saying more than he understands – he is 
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understanding more than he should know.  How we are to understand this odd condition 

will be the central concern of our next chapter.   
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CHAPTER FOUR 
 

The Centurion’s Speech and Motivation: 
An Analysis of Why He Speaks His Words 

 
 

The Centurion’s Non-Triumphal Confession 
 
 We have concluded that the centurion, at Jesus’ death, speaks sincerely when he 

proclaims Jesus as God’s Son, a declaration that indicates he perceives Jesus’ divine 

identity.  Yet why does this figure draw such a conclusion about a victim condemned to 

die by the Roman authorities?  How does the centurion come to make his famous 

pronouncement?1  When interpreters arrive at this conclusion (a positive, unambiguous 

confession) they usually address such questions in one of two ways: either the centurion 

was keen to pick up on signs and portents that others ignored (perhaps because they were 

too busy mocking Jesus), or the centurion was so moved by Jesus’ particular manner of 

death that it caused him to reconsider his victim.  I shall find both answers wanting 

below.   I believe the simplest answer to these questions is the correct one – that the 

centurion does not appear to have any good reason for making the claims he makes, and 

that this fact is exegetically important for Mark’s theology of Jesus’ death.  But first let 

us examine these two other possibilities. 

 
                                                
 1 In line with our discussion previously in Chapter Three (pp. 80-84) concerning the “historical” 
centurion we should note that here we are not seeking to answer a historical question (although some frame 
it this way), namely, “Why did this particular individual about whom Mark reports make this particular 
statement?”  Rather we seek a literary answer – identifying the narrative logic that allows us to come to 
understand this character’s motivation.  This is similar to Elizabeth Struthers Malbon who seeks to 
understand “How does the story mean?” (Mark’s Jesus: Characterization as Narrative Christology [Waco, 
Tex.: Baylor University Press, 2009], 6). 
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Signs and Portents  
 
 Jesus’ death is accompanied in Mark’s telling by a number of signs and portents, 

supernatural elements which might signal to perceptive spectators that something unusual 

is happening with what should be a routine execution.  The two portents most readily 

identifiable are the darkness that covers the land from the sixth to the ninth hours (15:33) 

and the mysterious rending of the temple veil at the moment of Jesus’ death (15:38).  

Some interpreters have also sought to name the loud cry of Jesus’ death (15:37)2.   

 Interpreters as illustrious as Rudolf Bultmann have argued that the miraculous 

signs in the story provided the narrative logic necessary for the centurion to confess Jesus 

as God’s Son.3  The centurion, seeing these signs, then understands that Jesus is no mere 

mortal.  Others have elaborated this basic position, suggesting that the centurion’s own 

cultural background would have made him susceptible to making such connections 

between ominous portents and individuals of uncommon worth.4  Whatever the variety, 

however, the underlying arguments all rest on the same premise: unusual phenomena 

associated with the death of an outstanding individual are well-documented in the ancient 
                                                
 2 Craig Evans, Mark 8:27-16:20 (WBC 34B; Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 2001), 510.  Evans 
doesn’t name the shout a portent but it is the event to which the centurion responds, along with the rending 
of the veil (which causes it) and so acts as one in his reading.  Cf. also Howard M. Jackson, “The Death of 
Jesus in Mark and the Miracle from the Cross,” NTS 33 (1987): 16-37, who sets out the arguments for this 
reading, and Robert Gundry (Mark: A Commentary on His Apology for the Cross [Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1993], 950), who also follows this interpretive cue. 
 

3 Rudolf Bultmann, History of the Synoptic Tradition (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1968), 273-74.  
However, this seems to reflect Lukan theology rather than that of Mark, for Luke places the two events side 
by side, before the death of Jesus, in order to clearly group all of his portents together.  See Joel B. Green, 
“The Death of Jesus and the Rending of the Temple Veil (Luke 23:44-49): A Window into Luke’s 
Understanding of Jesus and the Temple,” in Society of Biblical Literature 1991 Seminar Papers (ed. 
Eugene H. Lovering, Jr.; Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1991), 545. 

 
 4 Tae Hun Kim, “The Anarthrous υἱὸς θεοῦ in Mark 15,39 and the Roman Imperial Cult,”  
Bib. 79 (1998): 224.  “It is also possible that the miracles and signs that occurred at the moment of Jesus’ 
death convinced the generally superstitious Romans and prompted the centurion to acknowledge Jesus’ 
divinity.” 
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Greco-Roman world.  Often times these phenomena served to validate a person’s 

greatness, so it would not be unexpected for Mark to signal the same in his own story 

about Jesus.5 

 
 Rending of the Temple Veil.  Some argue that the tearing of the temple veil would 

act as a sign to the centurion that something supernatural is happening at the moment of 

Jesus’ death.6  There are several problems with this suggestion, however.  First, there is 

no indication that the centurion, standing outside the city gates, could possibly see even 

the outer veil of the temple. Even this objection, however, causes us to deviate from the 

proper focus of the text, for debating about whether the centurion could or could not see 

the temple is to misunderstand Mark’s story for historiography.  The centurion and his 

activity are literary conceits of Mark, as is the rending of the temple veil, and intended for 

the purpose of the audience.7  Yet even according to the narrative Mark does not indicate 

that the centurion sees the ripping of the veil.  Furthermore, there is simply no indication 

                                                
 5 Adele Yarbro Collins, Mark: A Commentary (Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress, 2007), 765-66, 
provides the example of Cleomenes, king of Sparta, who committed suicide and whose body was flayed 
and hung up.  After a few days a giant serpent appeared on the body and kept away birds of prey from the 
corpse’s face, leading many to believe that he “was of a superior nature and beloved of the gods.”  Plutarch, 
Vit. Cleomenes 39.1-2. 
 
 6 We have already highlighted Jackson’s view that Jesus’ supernatural breath caused the tearing of 
the temple veil, to which the centurion responds with his confession (Miracle from the Cross, 26).  And 
Robert Gundry combines both together as well, arguing, “We have repeatedly seen that Jesus’ suffering 
neither evokes nor defines the centurion’s declaration.  It is evoked and defined, rather, by the supernatural 
strength that enables Jesus at the moment of his death to shout with a superhumanly loud voice and with 
exhalant force so powerful that it rends the veil of the temple” (Mark: A Commentary on His Apology for 
the Cross [Grand Rapids: Eerdman’s, 1993], 974).  
 

7 As R. T. France, The Gospel of Mark: A Commentary on the Greek Text (NIGTC; Grand Rapids: 
Eerdman’s, 2002], 658, makes clear: “But Mark does not say that the centurion saw it, and at the narrative 
level this would be impossible since one would have to be standing east of the temple (and nearer to it than 
any likely location of Golgotha) in order to see the curtain.  The account of the curtain is for the benefit of 
Mark’s readers as they think about the significance of Jesus’ death, not in relation to the following mention 
of the centurion.” 
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in the story that the centurion (or anyone else for that matter) is affected in the least by 

the rending of the temple veil, much less that he makes such a prominent declaration on 

the basis of its occurrence.8 

 Even if the centurion were to witness the tearing of the curtain we have no reason 

to believe it would serve for him as a positive portent concerning Jesus.  He might 

conceivably understand it as a sign that the gods of Rome had conquered the god of the 

Jews, that this one who claimed to be called “King of the Jews” was being shamed even 

further by having the temple of his god destroyed.  He might, like Josephus, suspect that 

the god of the Jews had now gone over to the Romans, seeing that they had defeated 

Israel’s prophet and king.9  There is simply little to connect the tearing of the veil with 

Jesus’ vindication in the centurion’s eyes. 

 Even more unlikely is the combination of the veil tearing with Jesus’ supernatural 

exhaling.  The suggestion of some that by ἐξέπνευσεν Mark indicates that Jesus’ 

breath/spirit went out in a loud cry and then proceeded to tear the temple veil, which the 

centurion then sees, is entirely untenable.10  Their position assumes that the Spirit in 1:10-

11 acts in parallel manner, that it is the Spirit which rends the heavens.  But this is not the 

case.  The likely allusion of 1:10 is Isaiah 63:19, where the prophet cries out, “O that you 

                                                
 8 There seems to be no immediate narrative role for the rending of the veil as it seems to affect no 
character or plot development.  In this case Mark might have well said that at this moment a bear caught a 
fish in a stream nearby.  The oddity of this verse into the narrative flow from v. 37 to v. 38 and its function 
will be discussed in detail below (pp. 142-54). 
 
 9 Josephus, Jewish War 3: 354; 5.367 (cf. 2.360-61; 5.366-67).  David M. Rhoads summarizies it 
as follows: “One should not interpret Josephus’ pro-Roman point of view as an abandonment of Judaism.  
For it was the God of the Jews who had gone over to the Romans… Josephus believed that God’s fortune 
was for ‘now’ resting with the Romans” (Israel in Revolution: 6-74 C.E.: A Political History Based on the 
Writings of Josephus [Philadelphia: Fortress, 1976)], 11-12). 
 
 10 Jackson, “The Miracle From the Cross,” 22-23, and Evans, Mark 8:27-16:20, 508-9. 
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would tear open the heavens and come down, so that the mountains would quake at your 

presence.” (NRSV)  However, in Isaiah, unlike Mark in this construal, God is the one 

ripping the heavens apart.  Likewise, in both 1:10 and 15:38, the verb used to describe the 

tearing is passive (or middle-passive in the participle in 1:10), and likely implies divine 

action.11  Furthermore, “The idea that a strong wind came forth from Jesus directed 

specifically and only at the veil of the temple is bizarre.”12 

 
 Darkness at Noon.  The phenomenon more likely to be understood as a sign is the 

darkness that covers the land at the sixth hour (15:33).  Greco-Roman literature is full of 

stories concerning great men whose deaths were accompanied by unusual celestial 

phenomena, including the darkening of the sun.13  Against such a cultural background it 

might seem plausible that the centurion would perhaps see the darkened sky and 

recognize the greatness of the man whose execution he was overseeing.   

 Yet, although the centurion presumably “sees” the darkness mentioned in v. 33, 

there is no indication that this event holds any significance for him.  We should first point 

out the obvious silence in Mark about connecting the darkness to the centurion; he does 

                                                
 11 Other instances of passive voice verbs where God is presumably the agent include 2:5, 9 (“Your 
sins are forgiven”); possibly 2:27 (“The Sabbath was made for humans, not humans for the Sabbath”); 4:25 
(“For the one who has, more will be given to him, and the one who does not have anything, even what he 
has will be taken away from him”); 6:14 (“John the Baptist has been raised from the dead”); possibly 8:12 
(“Truly I say to you if a sign should be given to this generation…”); 9:2 (“And he was transfigured before 
them”); 9:47 (“to be thrown into Gehenna”); 9:49 (“For everyone will be salted with fire”); possibly 10:38, 
39 (“Are you able to drink the cup I drink or to be baptized with the baptism which I am baptized with?”); 
11:23 (“… and if you do not doubt in your heart but believe that what you say will happen, it will done for 
you.”); 12:26 (“Now concerning the dead that will be raised…”); 14:28 (“But after I am raised up…”); and 
16:6 (“He has been raised”).  For the theological significance of this phraseology, see n. 104 below. 
 
 12 Collins, Mark, 763 (italics mine). 
 
 13 Collins, Mark, 752, notes that Julius Caesar, Alexander the Great, the philosopher Carneades 
and the mythical Romulus are included in such figures. 
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not mention the darkness any more than the rending of the temple veil as a factor in his 

proclamation.  Furthermore, even the bystanders who offer Jesus a drink in v. 36 have 

also presumably seen the darkness and yet it does not seem to affect their insistence on 

continuing to mock Jesus.  Interestingly, though, this silence concerning the effect of the 

darkness is in total contrast to the depiction of its effect at Jesus’ crucifixion in the 

Gospel of Peter, which narrates the same event quite differently: “And it was noon and 

darkness covered all Judaea.  And they were troubled and distressed lest the sun had 

already set since he was alive… And many were going about with lamps, supposing it 

was night, stumbled.”14  Although the Gospel of Peter may very well intend to make 

explicit what the author thinks Mark is saying implicitly, it is significant that Mark does 

not make this connection himself.15   

 Instead, the narrative itself seems to offer a hint as to whom the darkness is 

intended to affect.  Mark reports that darkness covered the whole earth from the sixth to 

ninth hours (15:33).  And then, “at the ninth hour, Jesus cried out with a loud voice, “My 

God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” (v. 34).  These two actions are linked by the 

reference to time.  Although this simply could be a way of ordering the events (this 

happened and then this happened), it seems far more likely that the reference to the ninth 

hour in v. 34 is meant to connect it to events recorded as enduring until the ninth hour in 

                                                
14 G. Peter 5:15, 18; trans. Paul Foster, The Gospel of Peter: Introduction, Critical Edition and 

Commentary (TENTS 4; Boston: Brill, 2010), 308. 
 

 15 It is probably unlikely that this is case, however.  The Gospel of Peter explicitly states that the 
participants in Jesus’ execution are Jews, so their concerns about the failing of the light is not about the 
strange behavior of the sun itself but rather “that the inability to see the sun will lead to an inadvertent 
transgression of Torah stipulation” (Foster, Gospel of Peter, 313).   
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v. 33.  In this case, Jesus, having experienced the darkness for three hours on the cross, 

finally cries out his lament right before he dies.16 

 The cause of cosmic darkness in the OT was almost universally understood to be 

an action of God, but in Second Temple Jewish thought, with its developing sense of 

apocalyptic eschatology, celestial darkness was often associated with the agents of 

darkness. In Sib. Or. 3:64-65, 68-69, it is now Beliar who controls the heavenly lights, 

raising up “the sea, the great fiery sun and shining moon …,” not as a sign of judgment 

but in an effort to “lead astray many faithful, chosen Hebrews, and also other lawless 

men.”  Likewise, in the Ascension of Isaiah 4:5 Beliar “will cause the sun to rise by night, 

and the moon also he will make to appear at the sixth hour.”17  In this instance Beliar is in 

control of the heavenly bodies and he actually performs the opposite task that occurs 

when Yahweh’s judgment comes at the last days, causing the sun and moon to shine 

when they should not rather than darkening them when they ought to give light. 

 It is thus striking to note that in many cases the darkness motif is aligned not with 

God’s imminent advent into the world but rather the devil’s activity to deceive or destroy 

the righteous.  The Qumran documents testify to this trend as well, noting that the “Angel 

of Darkness” works against the sons of light (1QS 3:17-26), and blames “m[en of 

Be]lial” for the darkening of one’s countenance, crying out that, “The light of my face 

has become gloomy with deep darkness, my countenance has changed into gloom” (1QH 

                                                
16 As Marcus, Mark, 1054, notes, “This probably means that the darkness extends up to and 

includes the moment Jesus cries out and dies at the ninth hour.”  This makes the most sense as his cry of 
dereliction comes at the moment of climax, when the darkness has taken its fullest toll on Jesus.  

 
 17 M. A. Knibb, trans., “Martyrdom and Ascension of Isaiah,” 2.161 in The Old Testament 
Pseudepigrapha (2 vols.; ed. James H. Charlesworth; Peabody, Mass.: Hendrickson, 1983). 
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13:26, 32).18  In certain ways, then, darkness becomes the domain not of God but God’s 

enemy, the devil, and is a mark of his activity in the world.  

 Although the other “supernatural” phenomenon at the death of Jesus – the rending 

of the temple veil – is described as a divine passive (ἐσχίσθη; 15:38), the verb in 15:33 is 

a middle passive participle γενοµένης (thus, literally, darkness “happens” over the land) 

and it does not necessarily follow that God is the cause of both.19  Many interpreters, 

seeing an echo to Amos 8:9, insist that, just like the prophetic text mentioned, Mark is 

describing God as the one who brings darkness over the land during the time of the feast 

at noon causing mourning like that of an only son.20  However, there are several problems 

with this approach.   

 First, the verbal connections between Mark 15:33 and Amos 8:9 are few and 

consist of common words.21  Although it is possible, perhaps even likely, that Mark had 

Amos in mind, it is not self-evident.  Second, the feast language is only present during 

the Last Supper scene but has not been reintroduced since then and, as Brown points out, 

it is unlikely that this background is intended to continue to serve an interpretive role 

                                                
18 All quotations from the DSS come from Florentino Garcia Martinez and Eibert J. C. Tigchelaar, 

eds., The Dead Sea Scrolls: Study Edition (2 vols.; Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdman’s Publishing, 1997, 1998). 
 

 19 Contra Kent Brower, “Elijah in the Markan Passion Narrative,” JSNT 18 (1983): 89, who 
insists, “God can only be responsible for the darkness at noon over the whole land (v. 33) and the rending 
of the temple veil from top to bottom (v. 38)…”.  
 
 20 E.g., Vincent Taylor, The Gospel According to St. Mark: The Greek Text with Introduction, 
Notes, and Indices (2nd ed.; New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1966), 953; Raymond Brown, The Death of the 
Messiah: From Gethsemane to the Grave: A Commentary on the Passion Narratives in the Four Gospels (2 
vols.; New York: Doubleday, 1994), 2.1035; Donald Senior, The Passion of Jesus in the Gospel of Mark 
(Collegeville, Minn.: Liturgical Press, 1984), 129. 

 
21 Only σκότος and γήν are shared in common. 
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during the crucifixion.22  Third, the mourning for an only son in the Amos passage refers 

to the mourning the Israelites will do when the day of Yahweh comes upon them, 

whereas if there is a mourning motif in Mark it must be for Jesus, and it is not at all clear 

who mourns for him. 

 It seems more profitable to read Mark 15:33 not as an example of intertextuality 

between two specific texts, but rather as Mark’s use of the developing tradition history of 

the darkness motif found in passages like Amos 8:9 as well as myriad others.  Thus, the 

later Jewish literature that sees in the darkness motif the presence of forces aligned 

against God must be taken into account.  Although it is God who causes the sun to go 

dark at noon in Amos 8:9, it is Beliar who “will cause the sun to rise by night, and the 

moon also he will make to appear at the sixth hour” (Asc. Is. 4:5, italics mine).  This 

striking parallel suggests that Beliar could be understood to appropriate the kinds of 

activity that Israel’s God performs in earlier literature.  It possible, then, that Mark, even 

with Amos 8:9 in mind, could understand the supernatural darkness to be a result of 

Satanic activity. 

 Furthermore, Mark’s outlook is thoroughly dualistic, understanding the story of 

Jesus in light of Israel’s holy war tradition, except that instead of fighting Israel’s 

political enemies Jesus combats the spiritual forces of darkness.  Jesus begins his ministry 

being tempted by Satan in the wilderness (1:13) and initiates his public activity with the 

exorcism of a man in a synagogue (1:21-28).  And, most definitively, the Markan Jesus 

                                                
22 Brown, Death of the Messiah, 2.915.  “Mark’s account… describes only the Last Supper in a 

Passover context, never giving any indication that the day following the Supper is Passover.”  Thus, 
reading Passover imagery into the crucifixion account is fraught with difficulty since Mark does not make 
that connection for us explicit.   

 



 107 

describes his ministry as one of entering a strong man’s house and binding him so that he 

might plunder his house.23 

 Given this cosmic dualism, it seems probable that Mark could understand the 

darkness at the cross as the (seeming) victory of the forces of darkness over Jesus.  The 

one who claimed to bind the strong man (3:27) has now himself been bound.  The one 

who commanded the sea of chaos and ordered it to be still (4:39) now finds himself 

immersed in chaotic darkness.  And the one who caused evil spirits to leave their hosts as 

they screamed out now finds himself about to scream out.24    

 Thus, although we might ultimately conclude that God, the bringer of darkness in 

the Day of the Lord traditions in order to render his judgment, is likewise the one 

responsible for the darkness at the cross, it seems equally plausible that, given the 

increased dualism in the later tradition and present in Mark’s Gospel, darkness itself is a 

sign of demonic activity, another assault on the Jesus who in Mark suffers unrelenting 

abuse on the cross.   

 That Jesus could direct his complaint toward God even if satanic forces cause the 

darkness is not unknown in Jewish literature.  As mentioned above the Qumran literature 

testifies to the darkening of one’s countenance caused by the agents of Beliar (1QH 3:24-

32).  The literary context of Jesus’ cry (Ps 22:1) is a similar lament, and although Jesus 

                                                
23 Myers, Strong Man, 164-67.  Also Camille Focant, “Un christologie de type ‘mystique’ (Marc 

1.1-16.8),” NTS 55 (2009): 1-21, identifies conflict with satanic forces as central to the plot of Mark.  She 
notes that the first five chapters center around Jesus’ encounter and battle with the demonic, including his 
temptation by Satan (1:13), the exorcism in Capernaum (1:21-28), the Beelzebul controversy (3:19-30), 
Satan as the enemy of the preaching of the word (4:15), and the extended encounter with Legion in the 
Gerasenes (5:1-20).  

 
24 See Frederick W. Danker, “The Demonic Secret in Mark: A Reexamination of the  

Cry of Dereliction (15:34).” ZNW 48 (1970): 48-69.  He suggests that the “loud cry” of Jesus in 15:34 
parallels the cries of demoniacs as Jesus attempts to exorcise them.   
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does not despair, he is still confrontational to the God who remains silent.25  Likewise, as 

Danker points out, “Hodayoth 5, 32-34 associates with darkness the profound suffering of 

the righteous man at the hands of his mocking enemies.”26   

 Jesus’ cry of dereliction from the cross shows that he, thus, and seemingly he 

alone in the narrative bears the full “weight” of the darkness that covers the earth in v. 33, 

for he responds to the enduring gloom with his final words of frustration and complaint 

against the God he once called “Father.”  No one else shows any awareness of the 

darkness, either literally or metaphorically, except for the one the story centers on.  Jesus 

is the sole target of the eerie shadow that covers the earth. 

 If the narrative logic means that the darkness is intended to target Jesus then it is 

no longer to be understood as a portent of a great man’s passing but rather the final 

assault of Jesus by dark forces.  Therefore, we cannot conclude that the centurion makes 

his confession on the basis of any of the portents associated with Jesus’ death.  

 It is likely that this is the perspective of Matthew rather than Mark.  In Matthew’s 

account, the centurion “and those with him guarding Jesus seeing the earthquake and 

what took place, became greatly afraid and said, ‘Truly this was the Son of God!’” (καὶ οἱ 

µετ᾿ αὐτοῦ τηροῦντες τὸν Ἰησοῦν ἰδόντες τὸν σεισµὸν καὶ τὰ γενόµενα ὲφοβήθησαν 

σφόδρα, λέγοντες ἀληθῶς θεοῦ υἱὸς ἦν οὗτος, Mt 27:54).  Matthew follows Mark very 

closely at many places in his Gospel and this scene is no exception.  Of the 13 words 

                                                
25 Thus, Collins, Mark, 755, “While it is clear that Jesus’ cry in v. 34 expresses a sense of 

abandonment by God, that expression should not be confused with despair.  The despairing person retreats 
into silence, whereas Jesus speaks.”  Contra, L. Paul Trudinger, “‘Eli, Eli, Lama Sabachthani?’: A Cry of 
Dereliction? Or Victory?” JETS 17 (1974): 235-38, who suggests that we should translate the text “to what 
have you committed me?” rather than “why have you abandoned me?” 

 
26 Danker, “Demonic Secret,” 51. 
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used by Mark, Matthew has 9 or 10.27  Likewise, this verse is in exactly the same place in 

the narrative as its Markan parallel, immediately following the mockery of Jesus’ co-

crucified victims and preceding Jesus’ cry of dereliction.  However, after Jesus’ death 

Matthew adds a list of apocalyptic events – the shaking of the earth, the rending of the 

rocks, the opening of the tombs, and the raising of the saints (Matt 27:51b-53) – to the 

Markan rending of the temple veil.28  These events, along with darkness, create a specific 

kind of apocalyptic atmosphere such that the centurion, and those with him, “seeing the 

earthquake and what happened” (ἰδόντεσς τὸν σεισµὸν καὶ τὰ γενόµενα), confesses Jesus 

to be “Son of God” (Matt 27:54).  The darkness, then, is likely to be grouped with these 

other phenomena as apocalyptic portents of the significance of Jesus’ stature at his 

death.29  

 
 Mark’s View of Signs.  It is not at all clear exegetically that Mark intends the 

supernatural darkness and rending of the temple veil to be understood as portents which 

prompt the centurion’s confession.  Even if we were to give such suggestions the benefit 

of the doubt, there is another reason for being suspicious of seeing these events as 

portents or signs meant to provoke the centurion to revelatory insight, namely that Mark 

is entirely ambivalent in his estimation of signs as purveyors of revelation.  Although 

                                                
27 The difference being whether one counts πᾶσαν as a parallel for ὅλην. 
 

 28 See the excellent discussion of this material in Ulrich Luz, Matthew 21-28: A Commentary 
(trans. James E. Crouch; Minneapolis: Fortress, 2005), 560-71. 
 

29 Senior, Passion of Jesus, 128.  Brower recognizes this difference but it is unclear what he means 
when he says, “No more remarkable contrast exists between the scene as portrayed by Matthew compared 
to Mark than in this factor.  For Matthew, it is the external, supernatural phenomena which call for the 
confession.  For Mark, it is the manner of Jesus’ death” (“Elijah,” 93).  Yet Brower is unclear in what he 
means since he does not elaborate.  The gaping question is why would the centurion evaluate Jesus so on 
the basis of his rather typical execution? 
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there seems to be some consistent relationship between people’s faith and the ability of 

Jesus to perform “acts of power” (δύναµις), there appears to be no such relationship 

between signs and faith.30   

 Mark is not opposed to signs in principle.  Jesus’ disciples ask for the signs that 

will signal the end of the world (13:4) and he seems to offer a sign to those who witness 

the healing of the paralytic (2:10).  In the former case Jesus describes the specific 

preternatural signs the disciples (and, by extension, the readers of Mark’s Gospel) should 

look for to know that God is about to bring history to its conclusion.  Here Jesus does not 

seem opposed to the suggestion that signs might serve a positive function in aiding 

perception and understanding. 

 In the story of the healing of the paralytic, Mark does not use the word “sign” 

(σηµεῖον) to describe Jesus’ activity, but it seems likely that Jesus’ intent is to provide a 

sign.  Here Jesus forgives the sins of a paralytic brought before him by his friends, but the 

scribes protest in their hearts, believing Jesus’ actions to be blasphemy (2:7).  Knowing 

what is in their hearts, Jesus confronts the scribes, and asks them rhetorically if it is easier 

to pronounce the man’s sins forgiven or to heal him so that he can walk.31  The reason 

Jesus explicitly offers for healing the man, though, is, “So that you might know that the 

                                                
 30 Mark 6:5 is the best example of this relationship, where Jesus is reported as being unable to 
perform any acts of power on account of the lack of faith in the community present.  Elsewhere Jesus 
informs his beneficiaries “your faith has made you well” (5:34; 10:32; also cf. 2:5). 
 
 31 The answer, of course, is that while it is easier simply to say that Jesus forgives sin (because 
such an action cannot be empirically observed), it is really the more exclusive task, for as the scribes rightly 
noted, only God can forgive sin.  Yet Jesus intends to demonstrate his authority to do what is untestable 
(forgiven sins) by performing a still difficult (but testable) act, namely healing the man of his infirmity.   
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Son of Man has authority to forgive sins on earth” (2:10).  Jesus’ supernatural action is 

offered as proof of his credentials, which must be understood as a sign.32 

 Despite these examples, to see the supernatural events surrounding the death of 

Jesus as positive signs meant to induce faith or offer insight to the characters in the story 

cuts against the grain of Mark’s thought.  Even though Jesus offers to explain the signs of 

the end times to his disciples, he also warns explicitly about the coming of “false christs 

and false prophets” who will appear to offer “signs and wonders” (σηµεῖα καὶ τέρατα) 

that will actually lead people away from the truth, not offer an avenue to it (13:22). Here 

it seems that Mark is skeptical, or even hostile, to “signs and wonders” understood as 

such.  Whereas a sign might be a demonstration of someone’s authority from God or 

credentials, wonders are more often associated with spectacle for the sake of spectacle.33  

It is likely that Mark here intends to link these individuals with the various prophets and 

resistance leaders during the Jewish War whom Josephus mentions as offering signs and 

wonders to the people as proof of God’s imminent ushering in of salvation to Israel 

through their military uprising against Rome.  Jesus condemns these signs because they 

link Israel’s salvation with armed conflict, a complete denial of the way of the cross Jesus 

insists as a prerequisite for salvation (8:34-37).34 

 Likewise, Jesus refuses to offer a sign to the Pharisees when they approach him 

after the feeding of the four thousand.  Mark explains that they came and “began to argue 

with him, seeking from him a sign from heaven in order to test him” (8:11).  Jesus starkly 
                                                
 32 See Jeffrey Gibson, “Jesus’ Refusal to Produce a ‘Sign’ (Mk 8.11-13),” JSNT 38 (1990): 40-42. 
 
 33 See Olaf Linton, “The Demand for a Sign from Heaven (Mk 8, 11-12 and Parallels),” ST 19 
(1965): 128-29.  When Mark wishes to denote a “miracle” he uses δύναµις (Gibson, “Jesus’ Refusal,” 51). 
 
 34 Gibson, “Jesus’ Refusal,” 49. 
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refuses their request, although it is not immediately apparent why.35  It is likely that it 

was the nature of the Pharisees’ request – a sign ἀπὸ τοῦ οὐρανοῦ (from heaven) – as 

well as their intent (“to test him”) that elicits Jesus’ harsh reaction.  A sign from heaven 

was often highly associated with a sign of God’s salvific deliverance, a decisive and 

triumphal act of God over Israel’s enemies.36  Thus, Jesus refuses their request for 

precisely the same reason he warns so strongly against the signs and wonders of the false 

prophets and false christs of the end times, since both seek for God’s salvation in military 

might rather than the embrace of suffering, which is antithetical to the heart of Mark’s 

Gospel. 

 Given this understanding of Mark’s evaluation of signs, it seems entirely unlikely 

that he would intend the centurion to respond positively to the “signs and wonders” 

present at the crucifixion.  As we have seen, Jesus’ enemies at the cross have repeatedly 

engaged in precisely the same kind of behavior as the Pharisees in 8:11, asking for a sign 

of God’s salvation through Jesus’ triumph (even though Mark does not use σηµεῖα in the 

crucifixion scene).  The passersby insist that Jesus demonstrate salvation – “save 

yourself” – precisely through triumph over a chief symbol of Roman militarism, “by  

coming down from the cross” (καταβὰς ἀπὸ τοῦ σταυροῦ, 15:29).  The chief priests and 

scribes go further, making Jesus’ descent from the cross (καταβάτω νῦν ἀπὸ τοῦ 

σταυροῦ) a necessary precondition for their insight and faith (15:32).  And the bystanders 

                                                
 35 So stark is Jesus’ refusal that he does not even complete the conditional sentence: εἰ δοθήσεται 
τῇ γενεᾷ ταύτῃ σηµεῖον (“If a sign is to be given to this generation…” 8:12). 
 
 36 “[I]t is clear that according to Mark the ‘sign’ is a phenomenon whose content is apocalyptic in 
tone, triumphalistic in character, and the embodiment of one of the ‘mighty deeds of deliverance’ that God 
had worked on Israel’s behalf in rescuing it from slavery.”  Ibid., 53. 
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are “hoping” to witness the sign of Elijah’s advent to offer God’s deliverance to Jesus, 

which would be effected by taking him down (καθελεῖν αὐτόν).  It seems clear that these 

characters are mockingly seeking the same sign as the Pharisees – a sign of God’s 

deliverance effected through or on behalf of Jesus.37 

 We have no reason to think that the centurion, as a character in the story, would at 

this point have any different disposition towards Jesus than these previously mentioned.38  

And thus no reason to think that Mark would offer a narrative sign to such as these in 

response to their mocking request for one.  For if we read the darkness and the rending of 

the veil as signs and portents of positive worth, intended in some way to vindicate Jesus 

to the characters in the story, it would be a kind of triumphalism, a way to turn the way of 

the cross into the way of the revolutionary.  These are precisely the kinds of signs that 

Mark has rejected in the strongest possible terms elsewhere and it would be odd to expect 

them here, finally, at the culmination of his story.  Jesus would not accomplish the 

victory of God by the cross but in spite of it, because of the extraordinary signs and 

wonders present at work to nullify the humiliation of the cross.   

 If we are to see the events of the darkness and the tearing of the veil as signs at all 

we should probably understand them as signs to the readers that the eschatological events 

predicted in 13:24-25 are now coming true at Jesus’ death – that this moment marks the 

turning of the ages.  Here Jesus alludes to popular apocalyptic imagery saying, “The sun 

will be darkened, and the moon will not give its light, and the stars will fall from heaven, 

                                                
 37 Mockingly because these characters do not expect to actually see a sign, just as the Pharisees 
were not interested in Jesus’ credentials but sought him out in order to test him. 
 
 38 If anything, if Mark told us nothing more about the centurion except that he was present, we 
might suspect that he was even more hostile to Jesus since he was overseeing his execution. 
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and the powers in the heavens will be shaken.”  Recalling this saying, the reader knows 

that something of great importance is happening, that the world is definitively and 

irrevocably changed and the structuring of the cosmos has been altered.39  Yet none of 

those to whom Jesus predicted this event are present to witness it.  Thus it cannot operate 

as a sign to the characters in the story, for the only ones prepared to interpret such signs – 

Jesus’ disciples – have failed to see it.   

 
Jesus’ Manner of Death 
 
 Another possibility we have considered is that the centurion sees how Jesus dies, 

namely, that somehow the manner in which Jesus “performs” his death has a striking 

effect on the centurion who thus comes to regard Jesus in a different light.  Before we 

consider this interpretation we should note that it is an improvement over the previous 

suggestion that the centurion was motivated by signs and portents, for it appears to be 

rooted exegetically in the text: Mark seems to say very clearly that the centurion saw 

“how he died” (οὕτως ἐξέπενευσεν, 15:39).  It would not seem amiss initially, then, to 

propose that this is the reason for the centurion’s confession.  And, in fact, I believe this 

interpretation is generally right, although not for the same reasons as others.  To 

anticipate my conclusions, I do not believe the centurion is changed by seeing how Jesus 

died but that the centurion’s “seeing” is changed which allows him to understand the 

death of Jesus differently.  That is, I do not think the centurion responds to Jesus’ dying 

differently than we might expect because he notices something unusual about his manner 

                                                
 39 Here I am in tentative agreement with Myers, Strong Man, 343, 389-90, who labels the 
prediction in 13:24-25 as “the fall of the powers” and its culmination in the crucifixion as “the end of the 
world,” for the structures that undergird the present order are being done away with. 
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of death.  Rather it is the centurion’s perception itself that is altered so that he sees in this 

typical act of crucifixion something he would not expect to find.  The important 

distinction here is between the centurion’s perception and Jesus’ manner of dying.  I 

contend that what is unusual is the former, not the latter, whose execution would pale in 

comparison to the kinds of death considered noble and glorious in the ancient world. 

 
 A Noble Death.  The Greek tradition of glorious death in military combat was 

transformed into the concept of noble death primarily through the example of Socrates, 

who chose to embrace his state-sponsored execution rather than flee and live.40  This 

example spawned a tradition of the philosopher’s death, in which the virtuous 

philosopher chose “contempt of suffering or death” over a violation of their intellectual 

convictions, imitating the “calm but unyielding attitude” of the prime philosopher.41  

Tragic deaths motivated by the desire to save others through one’s death came to be 

included in the broader category of noble death.42  The Romans developed their own 

peculiar notion of noble death stemming from the devotio (“dedication, devotion”) of 

military personnel to their task and comrades in arms, which highly praised deaths 

accomplished for the sake of the well being of the state.43 

 The common element throughout these different traditions that makes one’s death 

noble is the attitude of overcoming death, especially “overcoming physical vulnerability” 

                                                
 40 Adele Yarbro Collins, “From Noble Death to Crucified Messiah,” NTS 40 (1994): 482-84. 
 
 41 Jan Willem van Henten and Friedrich Avemarie, Martyrdom and Noble Death: Selected Texts 
from Graeco-Roman, Jewish and Christian Antiquity (New York: Routledge, 2002), 12. 
 
 42 Of particular interest is Euripides’ story of Hecuba, who asserts at her death, “Out of free will I 
die.  Let nobody touch my flesh, I will offer my neck with stout heart” (Hec. 448-9; cited in Ibid., 15). 
 
 43 van Henten and Avemarie, Martyrdom, 19. 
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that violent death induces.44  A noble death is not merely constituted by the person who 

can look past death in order to accomplish his more fundamental goals, or hold tightly to 

her foundational convictions, but one who possesses the proper disposition vis-à-vis his 

death and its process.   Noble deaths are worthy of imitation because the attitudes and 

actions of those dying are praiseworthy and held in high esteem. 

 Most interpreters who consider Mark’s passion narrative an example of noble 

death point to Jesus’ action on the cross just before he dies.  They read Mark as 

presenting a figure who screams out loudly right at the moment before his last breath, 

demonstrating a man who refuses to give in to the ignominiousness of death, on which 

basis the centurion then proclaims him to be God’s Son.  Because Jesus, at his death, 

ἀφεὶς φωνὴν µεγάλην (“lets loose a loud voice” 15:37), some have suggested that this 

modifies the next action, namely that Jesus ἐξέπνευσεν (“dies”) and have concluded that 

“his shout [was of] superhuman strength.”45  This show of force could have so impressed 

the centurion that it led him to re-evaluate his prior conclusions concerning this crucified 

man.  Some have suggested additionally that Jesus’ cry was the actual cause of the 

rending of the veil.46  Others have left the exact connection unclear but note that Mark 

                                                
 44 David Seeley, The Noble Death: Graeco-Roman Martyrology and Paul’s Concept of Salvation 
(JSNTSS 28; Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1990), 96, 113. 
 

45 Gundry, Mark, 948.   
 
46 Ibid, 949-50: “And just the force of the Spirit’s coming down (κατα-) caused the heavens to be 

rent (1:10), so the force of the Spirit’s exhalation by Jesus causes the veil of the temple to be rent from the 
top downward.”  See also Stephen Motyer, “The Rending of the Veil: A Markan Pentecost,” NTS 33 
(1987): 155-57. 
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indicates that the centurion makes his confession after he witnesses Jesus’ graceful 

passing.47 

  
 A Martyr’s Death.  The Jewish trope of the martyr’s death is closely related to the 

Hellenistic notion of a noble death.  What makes one’s death specifically a martyrdom is 

the addition of confrontation with authorities who attempt to persuade or compel 

individuals to deny their religious convictions and the martyr’s “witness” to the truth of 

their convictions by their refusal to comply, even at the pain of death.48  Although the Old 

Testament contains stories we might label as proto-martyrdoms in Daniel 3 and 6 most 

would point to the Maccabean literature as the first full fruition of martyrdom in Jewish 

literature, which texts went on to influence both later Christian and Rabbinic (and 

Muslim) concepts.49 

 Even if some would be skeptical of seeing Jesus’ death as somehow noble or 

superhuman one might insist that the centurion is nonetheless deeply affected by the 

manner of his dying.  One could instead point to Jewish martyrdom literature as a model 

and suggest that Jesus’ death in Mark conforms to those patterns.  The martyr’s death, as 

opposed to a noble death, occurs specifically within a context of persecution and 

suffering, involving a hostile Gentile ruler or proxy who exercises power over God’s 

                                                
 47 Gundry, Mark, 949, also highlights Mark’s choice of ἐξέπνευσεν.  He quotes E. K. Simpson, 
Words, 14, who explains that it is a “poetic vocable reserved for solemn occasions.”  Gundry further argues 
that, “The use of it instead of the common ἀπέθανεν or ἐτελεύτησεν, ‘died,’ lends further dignity to Jesus’ 
death.  Mark’s verb occurs especially for the deaths of important persons and just possibly may hint at the 
impermanence of Jesus’ death, for in Chaereas and Callirhoe 1.1.14; 3.9.1 Chariton uses it for fainting.” 
 
 48 The word “martyr,” of course, derives from µαρτυρεῖν, meaning to bear witness or to testify. 
 
 49 We call Daniel 3 and 6 “proto-martyrdoms” since no one dies (the principal characters are 
rescued each time from danger by miraculous intervention).  See van Henten and Avemarie, Martyrdom, 
42-43. 
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faithful.  The oppressive overlord attempts to either break his victim or entice him to 

abandon his devotion to God but the martyr refuses, choosing suffering and death before 

betraying God.  A common trope of these stories is the final reflection of the ruler who 

understands that this martyr, by his death, has defeated him.  In 2 Maccabees the king 

Antiochus is “astonished” at the boldness the third of seven sons shows in the face of his 

own death (7:12), feels he is “being treated with contempt” by the mother of the young 

men (7:24) and finally, when the youngest son refuses to yield and chooses death over 

violating the Law, the king “fell into a rage, and handled him worse than the others, being 

exasperated at his scorn” (7:39).50  Again in 4 Maccabees the author proclaims that the 

steadfastness of the martyrs “conquered the tyrant” Antiochus (1:11) who is later 

described as their “antagonist” (17:14).  Here Antiochus again “marveled” (17:17) at the 

endurance of martyrs and even uses them as examples for his own soldiers in bravery and 

courage (17:23-24).  In this context, the centurion can be seen as the proxy for the ruler 

who, witnessing Jesus’ death, recognizes that Jesus the martyr has endured the horrors of 

crucifixion and remained unbroken, even to the point that the centurion’s confession 

comes to be seen instead as a “cry of defeat.”51 

 The difficulty of trying to cast Jesus’ death in the mold of Hellenistic Jewish 

martyrdom is that on comparison with the literary exemplars of martyrdom Jesus’ 

crucifixion bears striking contrast to them.  Although there are likely martyrological 

elements in the passion narrative, they do not decisively define the nature of Jesus’ 
                                                
 50 All translations NRSV. 
 
 51 John Pobee, “The Cry of the Centurion – A Cry of Defeat,” in The Trial of Jesus: Cambridge 
Studies in honour of C. F. D. Moule (ed. Ernst Bammel; Napierville, Ill.: Alec Allenson, 1970), 100, insists 
that the centurion as “a representative of Rome which executed Jesus now admits that it was a mistake.  
Jesus by implication is a martyr.” 
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confrontation with the Jewish or Roman authorities.52  A quick comparison of the Second 

Gospel with martyrdom literature shows that the Markan Jesus does not engage in verbal 

combat with his persecutors like Eleazar and the seven sons of 4 Maccabees who refuse 

to yield to Antiochus’ demands53 or the Christian Polycarp who dismisses the Roman 

governor.54  The Markan Jesus is silent, “taken” and “handed over” by the various 

authorities (14:53; 15:1, 15), and dies with a cry longing for God’s presence (15:34).55  

By contrast the seven sons and Polycarp both die with bold confidence, assuring their 

persecutors of God’s wrath to come.56  It is instructive that when later Christians looked 

for resources for approaching martyrdom they often turned to texts like 4 Maccabees 

rather than the crucifixion narrative in Mark.57  And when Jesus was the model for 

                                                
 52 Ibid., 92-95.  Pobee cites Mark’s use of the Psalms of the Righteous Suffer (22, 69) as examples 
of martyrological elements, but these should probably be seen as elements which influenced martyrdom 
literature rather than examples of martyrdom themselves.   
 
 53 4 Maccabees 5:38; 6:5, 10, 30; 9:7, 15, 17, etc.  Note especially the repeated taunt to the king 
“Why do you delay, O tyrant?” (6:23; 9:1). 
  
 54 Mart. Pol. 9.2-11.2.  Polycarp’s final injunction, “But why do you delay?  Come, do what you 
will!” (11.2) bears striking resemblance to the taunts of the Maccabean martyrs pointed out above.   
 
 55 I agree here with Gérard Rossé that “The characteristic content of the abandonment of Jesus is 
thus the suffering of the ‘loss of God,’ of his absence or estrangement… [t]his cry is no longer a crying for 
help or vengeance, it is the cry for God himself” (The Cry of Jesus on the Cross: A Biblical and Theological 
Study [trans. Stephen Wentworth Arndt; New York: Paulist, 1987], 111).   
  
 56 2 Maccabees 7:14 (fourth son), 17 (fifth son), 19 (sixth son), 35 (seventh son); 4 Maccabees 9:9 
(first son), 32 (second son); 10:11 (third son), 21 (fourth son); 11:3 (fifth son), 23-24 (sixth son); 12:12 
(seventh son); Mart. Pol. 11.2.  Paul Hartog summarizes it this way: “Mart. pol. (as most martyrologies) 
emphasizes the nobility of the protagonist, which becomes one of the themes of the narrative…” 
(Polycarp’s Epistle to the Philippians and the Martrydom of Polycarp: Introduction, Text, and 
Commentary, [Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013], 220). 
  

57 We know that 4 Maccabees, for example, was quickly used by the early church to provide an 
example of how Christians should face martyrdom, possibly by Origen in his Exhortation to Martyrdom, 
and may have influenced the Mart. Pol. as well.  See David DeSilva, “An Example of How to Die Nobly 
for Religion: The Influence of 4 Maccabees on Origen’s Exhortatio ad Martyrium” JECS 17 (2009): 354.  
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second century martyrs it was the Lukan or Johannine Jesus who was held up as a model 

for triumphant suffering.58  

 The Jewish martyrdom tradition is populated with characters who actively defy 

their persecutors and many times end up controlling the scene literarily.  Yet Jesus seems 

to exhibit little evidence of this behavior at his death.  His only words are arguably those 

of lament, not defiance (15:34), and he ceases to be a meaningful agent as soon as Pilate 

decides his fate by handing him over for crucifixion (15:15).  The kind of boldness 

evidenced by the Maccabean martyrs and Polycarp puts the Markan Jesus to shame. 

Although elements of the martyr tradition do appear in Mark’s Passion Narrative we 

cannot on the whole classify Jesus’ passion as a martyr’s death. 

 Whether interpreted through the lens of a pagan noble death or Jewish martyrdom 

the effect of such readings is to highlight Jesus’ honorable and victorious death, the 

position from which the centurion makes his confession.  According to this reading, 

although Jesus dies on a Roman cross, is abused and mocked, the centurion recognizes a 

quality within this man (which no one else has noticed) that so impresses him that it 

causes him to reevaluate the person whose execution he is overseeing.  The centurion 

comes to realize, based on Jesus’ actions and demeanor, that he possesses a different 

nature about him than the typical victim of crucifixion.  When he sees the manner in 

which he dies, the centurion’s reflections reach their culmination with his profession of 

the supreme dignity of this character who has just died. 

                                                
58 Simha Goldin, The Ways of Jewish Martyrdom (trans. Yigal Levin; ed. C. Michael Copeland; 

Turnhout, Belgium: Brepols, 2008), 25.  “These [martyrdom] themes, borrowed from the New Testament 
Passion scenes, formed the associative background in which the second-century martyr operated… When 
the Roman proconsul Pilate, while judging Jesus, asked him, ‘Art thou a king, then,’ he answered: ‘Thou 
sayest that I am a king’ (John 18.37).” 
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 The Scandal of the Cross.  The first difficulty these interpretations face is the fact 

that Jesus dies on a cross.  That a centurion should respond positively in any way to the 

crucifixion of an individual is difficult to imagine – that he should associate a crucified 

person with divinity is even more difficult still.  As Martin Hengel notes, “The real gods 

of Greece and Rome could be distinguished from mortal men by the very fact that they 

were immortal – they had absolutely nothing in common with the cross as a sign of 

shame (αἰσχύνη).”59  So thoroughly repulsive was the imagery and connotation 

associated with crucifixion that for the centurion, by simply observing Jesus’ death on the 

cross, to come to the conclusion on his own that this man was in any way related to the 

divine sphere requires an uphill shift in cultural expectations.   

 The perspective of the other four speakers in Mark’s passion narrative (whom we 

have investigated at some length previously) represent the typical responses and 

evaluation of someone who is being crucified.  Cicero called crucifixion “the most cruel 

and disgusting penalty” and “the most extreme penalty.”60  Crucifixion was the slave’s 

punishment, used as a deterrent against the great mass of slaves in the Roman world and 

such penalty was strictly associated with the lower classes.61  It was considered so 

obscene and offensive that the educated literary elite of Greco-Roman society could 

scarcely bring themselves to discuss it in polite discourse.62 

                                                
59 Martin Hengel, Crucifixion in the Ancient World and the Folly of the Message of the Cross 

(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1977), 7 (italics original).   
 

 60 In Verrem 2.5.165, 168 (Cicero: The Verrine Orations, Volume I [LCL; trans. L. H. G. 
Greenwood; Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press,] 1935). 
 
 61 Hengel, Crucifixion, 54.  He suggests that the lower one was on the social scale the more 
repulsive crucifixion was since the threat of its humiliation was more real (61). 
 
 62 Ibid., 38. 
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 Furthermore, because crucifixion physically elevated the victim above his 

persecutors it was often seen as a way in which those who attempted to rise above their 

social location were put in their place, mocking their pretense to rise so high.63  It is 

possible that crucifixion was also associated with mocked kingship, the setting of the 

victim on the sedile understood as the mock enthronement of a monarch, so that the 

punishment simultaneously “elevated” the victim to the highest status all the while 

actually revealing their complete lack of status.64  There is nothing in Mark’s story to 

suggest that the centurion would share a different outlook on crucifixion. 

 Yet it is not only the reality of Jesus’ crucifixion that makes a noble death a 

difficult conclusion but also the manner in which Jesus suffers crucifixion.  A person 

who Stoically accepted his death by crucifixion might possibly illicit a response of praise 

or commendation from onlookers.  Yet this is not the picture Mark gives us of Jesus’ 

death.  The very evidence some commentators point to as proof that Jesus is perceived as 

dying heroically can just as easily point in the opposite direction.  The verb ἐξέπνευσεν 

need not be understood as a dignified dying or even a soft, uneventful “passing away” but 

can signify a horrible dying.65  Furthermore, Jesus crying out with a “loud voice” is 

precisely what those possessed with demons do in the Gospel as they are being violently 

expelled, so there is no reason to conclude that such an appellation of Jesus is a positive 

                                                
 63 Joel Marcus, “Crucifixion as Parodic Exaltation,” JBL 125 (2006): 78.  “Indeed, I would like to 
suggest that irony was exactly [the executioners’] intention: this strangely ‘exalting’ mode of execution was 
designed to mimic, parody, and puncture the pretensions of insubordinate transgressors by displaying a 
deliberately horrible mirror of their self-elevation.” 
 
 64 Ibid., 84. 
 

65 As Taylor, St. Mark, 596, notes, “Mark describes a sudden violent death.  For this reason 
renderings like ‘breathed his last’ (RSV) or ‘gave up the ghost’ (AV, RV) are too smooth.” 
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one.66  Others have suggested that the final “loud cry” actually reiterates v. 34 where 

Jesus gives his single word from the cross in Mark, his cry of dereliction.67 

 In fact, the manner of Jesus’ dying actually became an apologetic problem rather 

than an asset for a Christian culture attempting to make inroads into a pagan society that 

highly esteemed the noble death.  Adele Yarbro Collins notes that the barbs of critics to 

the death of Jesus resulted from their “application of the standard of the noble death” to 

the passion.  Instead of a noble death, “the Jesus of the passion narrative is so thoroughly 

human that he shares the natural fear of death… [for] he knows beforehand that death is 

the great enemy of God and that to die means to be utterly forsaken, abandoned even by 

God.”68  This fear is in stark contrast to the likes of Socrates who could embrace his 

unjust death with dignity and even humor.69   

 It is perhaps possible that the centurion would recognize the inherent irony in the 

act of crucifixion itself and as a result see Jesus in a different light.  Because crucifixion 

as a punishment sought to mock the pretensions of those who attempt to rise above their 

station it could sometimes work against the executioners and end up exalting the very 

victim that the authorities sought to humiliate.70  Yet Mark does not seem to prepare the 

                                                
66 Danker, “Demonic Secret,” 48-69. 
 

 67 Frank J. Matera, The Kingship of Jesus: Composition and Theology in Mark 15 (SBLDS 66; 
Chico, Calif.: Scholars, 1982), 30. 
 

68 Collins, “From Noble Death,” 487, 485-86. 
 

 69 Socrates jokingly asks if he may pour “a libation to some deity from this cup” which contains 
his poison (Plato, Phaedo 117B).  He later “raised the cup to his lips and very cheerfully and quietly 
drained it” (Phaedo 117C) and ridicules his friends for weeping and acting like women, instead urging 
them to “[k]eep quiet and be brave” (Phaedo 117D [LCL; trans. Harold North Fowler; Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1914]). 
 
 70 Marcus, “Parodic Exaltation,” 86-87.  Marcus specifically references the passage in question: 
“And what happened if the prisoner mocked by crucifixion as a person of high status or a presumptive 
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reader for this kind of reversal.  Although it is possible that a figure suffering on a cross 

might come to be regarded as noble or praiseworthy, the depiction of Jesus in Mark 

leaves much to be desired.  

 
 The Horror of the Cross.  Read on its own (apart from the context of the rest of 

Mark’s Gospel), the Markan Passion Narrative is an almost complete contrast to the ethos 

of the Greek noble death or the Jewish Hellenistic martyrdom.71  Instead of befriending 

death or dismissing its power, Jesus displays the opposite tendency at its inevitable 

advent, becoming distressed and agitated (14:33),72 even confiding to his disciples, “I am 

deeply grieved, even to death; remain here, and keep awake” (14:34).73  Furthermore, 

Jesus finds himself surrounded by disciples who will soon desert him, despite their 

                                                
monarch responded to his torture with unaccountable dignity?  The audience for the penal performance 
might then be tempted to conclude that the crucified victim actually did possess a certain noble or regal 
quality (see Mark 15:39 parr.).”  The audience in question for Mark seems best understood as his readers, 
who would see this as an act of reversal, not the literary figure of the centurion.  And much depends on how 
one evaluates Jesus’ “performance” during his death, which, as we will see below Marcus himself argues 
elsewhere, is not impressive.   
 
 71 The perspective I offer here will be tempered shortly below by the context found within the rest 
of Mark’s Gospel, particularly the passion predictions.   
 

72 Marcus, Mark 8-16, 983, notes that the verb Mark uses here to describe Jesus’ disposition, 
ἐκθαμβεῖσθαι, is used elsewhere in the Gospel “to portray Jesus overwhelming others by the divine power 
manifest in his words (10:24), his healing miracles (1:27), his radiant countenance (9:15), and, ultimately, 
his rising from the dead (16:5-6)… Now, however, Jesus himself is overwhelmed and anxious as he faces 
death” (italics original).  This behavior is unbecoming for the ways in which “martyrs, including Christian 
ones, were expected to face death and thus to testify to a higher truth.”  Contrast this with Marcus’ 
suggestion that Jesus’ “performance” might inspire the centurion in Mark 15:39 (“Crucifixion,” 87). 
 

73 Senior, Passion of Jesus, 70-72, notes that although Jesus has prayed several other places in the 
Gospel (e.g. 1:35) this is the only place where the content of his prayers are revealed, which is one of 
lament.  He cites Psalms 30:8-10; 40:11-13; 42:9-11; 43:1-2,5; 55:4-8; and 116:3-4 as possible “verbal 
echoes” with Jesus’ Gethsemane petition.  As a prayer of lament, then, Jesus is seeking deliverance from 
death, not the courage to face it bravely.   

Additionally, Collins, Mark, 677, notes the parallel language between this prayer and Jonah’s 
response to God in Jonah 4:9 LXX.  The contrast is also striking, for whereas God initiates the conversation 
with Jonah and he responds with these words, here Jesus offers these words but God does not reply.   
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fiercest protests (14:27-31), and who sleep as their leader agonizes over his fate (14:37).74  

Jesus’ waiting is filled with tension and conflict, and even when he actively seeks their 

support he finds them unable to offer any encouragement, for they are asleep (14:37-38).   

When Jesus begins to pray, he does not petition God for his disciples but for 

himself; his focus is not outward but inward: “Abba, Father, for you all things are 

possible; remove this cup from me” (14:36a).75  Even when he accepts the coming terror 

(14:36b) he repeats his initial request two more times (14:41), indicating that he has not 

decisively accepted his imminent arrest and execution.76  What finally ends this process is 

not a moment of clarity for the imperiled hero but the arrival of his betrayer (14:41-42).  

 From this point forward, Jesus will not display mastery of his emotions but rather 

increasing subjectivity to the whims of others. Likewise, at this moment in the narrative 

Jesus loses all initiative and becomes an almost entirely passive figure, being handed over 

from one authority to the next.  Finally, although Jesus is presented as an honorable 

person by the author, he is not recognized as such by any of the characters in the story.  

Instead, Jesus begins a journey towards mockery and ridicule.   

                                                
74 Werner Kelber, “The Hour of the Son of Man and the Temptation of the Disciples,” in The 

Passion in Mark: Studies on Mark 14-16 (ed. Werner Kelber; Philadelphia: Fortress, 1976), 57, observes 
that this scene plays a larger role in the Gospel as well.  One of the main narrative threads running 
throughout the story is the conflict between Jesus and his disciples who do not understand him.  Here, the 
conflict reaches its climax and resolution: the closest companions of Jesus become “opponents of a 
suffering Messiah.”  Jesus thus suffers not only at the hands of his enemies but even the transformation of 
his handpicked disciples into his own antagonists. 

 
 75 Which is a marked contrast to John 18:8-9 where Jesus acts primarily for his disciples’ interest 
without any concern for himself.  A comparison with John 12:27 is also instructive where the Johannine 
Jesus appears to dismiss this kind of attitude precisely. 
 

76 This inability of Jesus to accept his death led to pagan critics, e.g. Celsus, arguing that Jesus 
could not have been divine as he lamented his death so (Origen, Against Celsus 2.24).  Many of the 
patristic interpreters have attempted to smooth the rough edges of this passage, suggesting that Jesus began 
to be overwhelmed but did not arrive at such a state or was only upset on account of the others.  Hilary of 
Poitiers even “asserts that only heretics say that Jesus feared death.”  See Marcus, Mark 8-16, 986. 
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 The trial of Jesus occurs before two separate official bodies with two slightly 

different perspectives on Jesus himself.  In the first trial, Jesus is brought before the 

Jewish authorities who are “looking for testimony against Jesus to put him to death” 

(14:55).  When they can find no legitimate evidence they bring forth false witnesses who 

testify about Jesus’ statements against the temple, although Mark notes that even then 

they have failed to coordinate their lies (14:59).  Only then does the high priest ask Jesus 

directly about the kinds of claims he is making for himself and Jesus responds boldly in 

the affirmative, even adding that the one who accuses him “will see the Son of Man 

seated at the right hand of the Power, and coming with the clouds of heaven” (14:62). 

Jesus’ response is not the end of the matter, but leads to his utter humiliation before his 

enemies.77   

 Not only is God notably absent from the entire trial, but also even the one 

remaining ally of Jesus denies any connection to him whatsoever.78  Just as Jesus came 

three times seeking support from Peter during Gethsemane, but found him sleeping, so 

now Peter adds insult to injury by disassociating himself from him three times (14:66-

72).  In the end, Peter finally recourses to cursing Jesus, utterly and completely dissolving 

their previously strong affiliation.79 

                                                
77 Marcus, Mark 8-16, 1016-17, notes that although Jesus’ insistence that his judges will soon be 

judged by God “reflects a standard martyrological motif,” the outcome is remarkably different: “rather than 
proceeding to annihilate his enemies, [Jesus] is instead condemned, mocked, and beaten by them.”   

 
 78 God’s presence is a common feature of martyrdom literature.  As just one example, note 
Martyrdom of Polycarp 9:1 “Now a voice from heaven came to Polycarp as he was entering the stadium: 
‘Be strong, Polycarp, and play the man!’  No one saw the speaker, but many of ours heard the voice.” 
 

79 It is likely that object of Peter’s curse is Jesus himself, since he has just been asked about his 
association with him.  See Marcus, Mark 8-16, 1020. 
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 When Jesus is first brought before the governor, his first response is one of 

contempt: “You are the King of the Jews?” (15:2).  Jesus’ retort, “You are saying so,” 

(15:2) demonstrates that he is not gently and mildly accepting all that is happening to 

him.80  When Pilate points out the severity of the charges laid against him, Jesus makes 

no further attempt to retain his honor (15:3).  It is the charges and accusations of Jesus’ 

enemies – and not his rhetorically superior rebuttals – that will now determine the course 

of events. 

From this point forward, Jesus ceases to be a subject in any sense of the word and 

becomes instead an object over which other subjects will vie.  Pilate addresses not Jesus 

but the crowd in his attempt to frustrate the plans of the chief priests (15:9-10). The 

active players involved in deciding the fate of Jesus are the Roman governor and the 

increasingly frantic mob, with the chief priests working to agitate the crowd (15:11).  

Jesus no longer defines his own path; Jesus succumbs to his enemies, falling prey to one 

of the most dehumanizing and degrading experiences the ancient world devised: 

crucifixion.  

 Once sentenced to death by Pilate, Jesus is handed over to the soldiers who then 

have a bit of fun mocking this would-be king before getting on with the serious business 

of execution.  In the process, Jesus is stripped of his clothes and dressed as a monarch, 

complete with a royal diadem, which provide the pretext for the soldiers’ mockery and 

beating (15:16-20). When he is led out for crucifixion, Rome gloats over its victim by 

                                                
80 These alternative translations are provided by Marcus, Mark 8-16, 1027. 
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forcing Jesus into a mock procession of imperial victory.81  Jesus finds himself without 

the luxury of instructing the soldiers to avoid nailing him to his instrument of torture; 

instead the soldiers crucify him and divide his garments among themselves as the spoils 

of victory over the royal pretender (15:21-24).  He has become persona non grata, a 

slave to all.82 

 The violence and cruelty of the soldiers only gives way to the derision of Jesus’ 

enemies and fellow convicts.  There is no one to cheer and rally for Jesus as he plunges 

deeper into his final hours.  Instead passersby mock his claim to destroy the epicenter of 

religious power; 83 the chief priests who had orchestrated his entire downfall heap abuse 

on him by suggesting that he come down from the cross in order to validate his messianic 

claims;84 even those in misery with him whom we might expect to love the company of a 

fellow crucified alongside them take their jabs at Jesus (15:25-32).  Mark presents his 

dying protagonist not as a noble hero but as a broken man.   

                                                
81 Marcus, Mark 8-16, 1046, suggests that this mockery scene reflects Roman triumphal 

processions, in which a victorious general would be crowned and acclaimed by his soldiers.  This scene, 
then, “depicts a sort of anti-triumph.”  

 
82 Besides the reference to 10:45, this phrase also indicates the way in which Jesus would have 

been perceived by his contemporaries, for to lack agency over one’s own body was the very definition of 
slavery.  For a free person to be beaten, mocked, and led around simply as a body was to treat him as a 
slave, an extremely demoralizing and dishonorable experience in the eyes of everyone.  See Jennifer A. 
Glancy, Slavery in Early Christianity (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2006), 13. 

 
83 Coming down from the cross would indicate agency, something Jesus has entirely lost.  “Indeed, 

the victim’s immobility was one of the most dreaded aspects of death by crucifixion; the prisoner is often 
described as being ‘fixed to the cross.’”  Jesus’ enemies, however, demonstrate their sovereign freedom, for 
they may come and go as they please.  See Marcus, Mark 8-16, 1051. 
 

84 The religious leaders do not even address Jesus in their mockery, but each other, indicating their 
overwhelming scorn for him.  Ibid., 1052. 

 



 129 

 When Jesus does finally open his lips to offer a prayer to God, it is not to bless 

God for the honor of suffering for his glory,85 but to echo the alienating words of the 

psalmist, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” (15:34).  The one who had 

previously been affirmed as the Anointed One now addresses the deity not as ‘father’ but 

in the one of most generic manners possible: ‘my God.’  But God does not answer.  The 

Beloved Son has become the Abandoned Son.86  Finally, Jesus dies shrouded in darkness 

and with the same “loud cry” (15:37) that he once elicited from the demons as he 

powerfully expelled them from their captive humans.87  The one who had begun his 

public ministry with the announcement that the kingdom of God is at hand now lies 

slaughtered as a mocked king seemingly abandoned by that very God.  For Mark, Jesus’ 

crucifixion is the crowning achievement of his enemies’ relentless and tasteless pursuit to 

overcome their rival.88  Jesus approaches his death beaten, broken, and abandoned.  Jesus 

dies supremely horribly. 

                                                
 85 Compare once again Mart. Poly. 14:1-3 where Polycarp offers precisely such a prayer. 
 

86 This cry is “not an isolated narrative event, but the culmination of one of the governing story 
lines in Mark’s drama.”  Jesus’ supporters dwindle throughout the story until, at last, even God himself 
abandons Jesus.  It is also important to note that Mark reverses the order of references to Ps 22 in the 
passion contrary to their original context, so that the cry in 15:34, in which Jesus quotes Ps 22:1, is actually 
the culmination of a process in which the Psalm is being presented backwards.  See William Sanger 
Campbell, “Why Did You Abandon Me? Abandonment Christology in Mark’s Gospel,” in The Trial and 
Death of Jesus: Essays on the Passion Narrative in Mark (Geert van Oyen and Tom Shepherd, eds.; 
Dudley, Mass.: Peeters, 2006), 99, 114. 

 
87 Myers, Binding the Strong Man, 390, draws attention to the parallels between Jesus’ φωνὴν 

µεγάλην (loud cry) and the demons who make the same cry when they are exorcised by Jesus.  He 
comments, “Is this the darkest reversal of all, inferring that the powers have ‘exorcised’ Jesus? … The 
evidence seems overwhelming.  Elijah did not come, and heaven has remained silent. It was not the strong 
man who was bound, but Jesus; not the temple that was destroyed, but Jesus.” 

 
88 Of course, Mark also wishes to stress that all these things have happened ‘according to the 

Scriptures,’ implying that God is still in control behind this nightmare.  This twin causation – the victory of 
evil men and the will of God – lies behind Mark’s “scripturalizing” impulse found throughout the passion 
narrative.  See Mark Goodacre, “Scripturalization in Mark’s Crucifixion Narrative,” in The Trial and Death 
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 “Seeing that in this way he died.”  What, then, are we to make of Mark’s note that 

the centurion’s speech springs from ἰδὼν … ὅτι οὕτως ἐξέπνευσεν (15:39)?  We should 

first note the interpretive issue with classifying the present active participle ἰδών.  It is 

possible to read this causatively, rendering, “Because the centurion saw… that in this 

way he died he said…”.  This would demonstrate the strongest possible linkage between 

the manner of Jesus’ death and the centurion’s confession, effectively illustrating a cause- 

and-effect scenario.  Yet it is more likely that we are to take this participle temporally, so 

that we instead have, “When the centurion saw…”.89  The participle in this case indicates 

sequence rather than causation.  This reading increases the symmetry with 15:37, which 

also pairs a temporal participle (ἀφεὶς) with exactly the same finite verb as in 15:39 

(ἐξέπνευσεν).  Furthermore, beginning with 15:33 Mark has introduced time indicators to 

mark the passage of time (third hour, sixth hour, ninth hour) and introduced his material 

as a series of happenings.  Reading ἰδών as temporal in this light makes the best sense of 

the larger flow of the narrative. 

                                                
of Jesus: Essays on the Passion Narrative in Mark (Geert van Oyen and Thomas Shepherd, eds; Dudley, 
Mass.: Peeters, 2006), 47. 

 
 89 Daniel B. Wallace, Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics: An Exegetical Syntax of the New 
Testament (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1996), 623-24, 631-632, discusses the nature of both kinds of 
participles.  A. T. Robertson, A Grammar of the Greek New Testament in the Light of Historical Research 
(2nd ed., New York: Hodder & Stoughton, 1915), 1124, notes that on their own participles “do not express, 
time, manner, cause, purpose, condition or concession” and that it is misleading to treat circumstantial 
participles as adverbial.  Furthermore, he argues that such classification “is only justified by the context and 
occasional use of a particle” (1125).  The principle issue in identifying temporal participles is “a context 
where the temporal relation is the main one rather than that of cause, condition, purpose, etc.” (1126).  As I 
argue above this seems to be the case with Mark 15:39, but perhaps it is best to heed the advice of Stanley 
E. Porter, Idioms of the Greek New Testament (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1992), 190-91, who 
comments that when translating Greek participles into English “even though a dependent clause may be 
used, the interpreter must resist the temptation to assume that a participle and a clause are identical, since 
the participle is still a participle.” 
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 The second, and arguably more persuasive, reading for connecting the manner of 

Jesus’ death with the centurion’s statement is the adverb οὕτως.  Normally we would 

expect οὕτως to possess referential quality, “referring to what precedes, [being rendered] 

in this manner, thus, so.”90  Yet it is not at all clear to what this adverb refers.  If we 

translate the phrase somewhat woodenly, we have, “And when the centurion saw… that 

in this way he died…” we immediately are forced to ask, “Which way?”  If οὕτως has 

referential force to what is it referring? 

 Modern interpreters have not been the only readers of Mark to ask such questions.  

The textual history of Mark 15:39 shows several scribes apparently attempting to clarify 

this problem.  It seems that some scribes found οὕτως useless – probably since it had no 

clear referent – and deleted it.91  Others testify to a reading that adds the masculine 

nominative participle κράξας,92 the accusative participle κράζαντα,93 or the finite verb 

ἔκραξεν,94 suggesting three different attempts to explain Jesus’ cry as the referent for 

οὕτως and thus the cause for the centurion’s confession.95 

                                                
 90 BDAG, 741-42. 
 
 91 W Θ 565 2542s l 844 sys.  It is possible that this represents the earlier reading of the text, but the 
MSS that attest the longer reading – a A B C D, et al. – are much stronger so most conclude that these texts 
are later deletions.  
 
 92 C, W, Θ. 
 
 93 D. 
 
 94 k. 
 
 95 “The variation in the form of κράζω suggests that the three other readings may be independent 
expansions.” Collins, Mark, 732, note i. Likewsise France, Mark, 649, suggests that “[I]t is perhaps 
marginally more likely that κράξας was added (perhaps under the influence of Mt. 27:50) because it was 
felt that and original οὕτως needed to be clarified, and that οὕτως then dropped out of a few texts (but not 
the majority) because the phrase had become too cumbersome.”  
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 If we are unable to find a referent for οὕτως what are we to do with this adverb? 

When all other options fail, οὕτως loses it referential quality and becomes somewhat of a 

decorative word, becoming “without further ado, just, simply.”96  John 13:25 offers an 

example of οὕτως used in this manner, without a clear referent and translated as “so” 

(NRSV).  It is possible, then, that in Mark 15:39 it should be treated as “a simple ‘thus’ 

(so RSV) with resumptive or restorative rather than recapitulative force.”97  In this case, 

the exegetical significance shifts from the specific event the centurion saw to the seeing 

of the centurion himself.   

 In other words, the purpose of the adverb is simply to take up the thread of the 
 narrative again after the brief digression of v. 38.  In this case, the emphasis in the 
 interpretation of the participle ἰδών (“When he saw”) should be not so much on 
 exactly what the centurion saw as on the implication of the text that he saw rightly 
 in contrast to the other bystanders mentioned in vv. 35-36.98 
 
Thus, it is the participle that carries the exegetical freight in this verse, not the adverb.   

 But if the centurion is not reacting to the manner of Jesus’ death to what is he 

reacting?  We have just examined the possibility that some supernatural portent is the real 

cause of the centurion’s reaction.  But we dismissed that possibility since it is not at all 

clear the centurion is even aware of those portents and since Mark’s view of signs seems 

contrary to that kind of theological rationale.  In any case the text itself seems to point us 

directly to Jesus’ death (if not the manner of his death) as the proximate cause of the 

centurion’s response.  But there does not seem anything particularly noble or victorious 

                                                
 96 BDAG, 742.  
 
 97 Harry L. Chronis, “The Torn Veil: Cultus and Christology in Mark 15:37-39,” JBL 101 (1982): 
99 n. 8. 
 
 98 Collins, Mark, 766.  Italics original. 
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about Jesus’ death that the centurion would notice.  Why would he respond so positively 

to something so overwhelmingly humiliating and demeaning? 

 This leaves us with a rather odd set of conclusions: at the death of Jesus the 

centurion makes a sincere, positive confession of Jesus as God’s Son but appears to do so 

from no clear motivation.  I want to argue, however, this non sequitur set of 

circumstances lies at the heart of Mark’s theology of the cross and, rather than being an 

obstacle to interpretation, actually drives the theological logic of Mark’s presentation of 

Jesus’ death.   

 The proper understanding of Jesus’ death has already been outlined before we 

arrive at the passion narrative.  In each of the three passion predictions and following 

discussions (8:31-9:1, 9:30-37, 10:32-45) Jesus anticipates his death and reflects briefly 

on its meaning.  While we could comment a great deal about these passages two points in 

particular are worth highlighting for our present discussion.  First, Jesus frames his death 

with the theologically loaded word δεῖ (8:31), implying that God wills his death.  Most 

likely behind this idea of the divine necessity of Jesus’ death lies an apocalyptic view of 

history in which certain events must happen for the divine plan to unfold.99  Jesus’ 

rejection, suffering, and death are somehow necessary for God’s will to be fulfilled.100  

 Secondly, Jesus also redefines how one should understand the meaning of death 

in general.  “For whoever would wish to save his life will lose it but whoever loses his 

life for my sake and the gospel will save it” (8:35).  Marcus notes the striking parallels to 

                                                
 99 Collins, Mark, 404. 
 
 100 Marcus rightly notes that “these observations still beg the question why God willed Jesus’ 
scripturally foretold death,” noting that the closest Mark comes to an answer is found in the ransom saying 
of Mark 10:45 (Mark 8-16, 605). 
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this saying in Xenophon, in both form and content, in which generals encouraged their 

men to fight valiantly to preserve their lives.101  Here Jesus reverses the logic of these 

appeals precisely in the context of taking up one’s cross (8:34).  Jesus will not fight to 

preserve his life despite the taunts of the onlookers at the cross (15:21-32) for it is 

ordained by God and the necessary trigger for the next stage of God’s unfolding plan for 

history.  Thus, Mark has already provided a way for understanding Jesus’ death that both 

includes the horror and scandal of the cross without letting those realities provide the 

final word on what his death means. 

 These reflections represent an “insider’s” perspective on Jesus’ death.  This 

insight does not neutralize the humiliation of Jesus’ death or explain away his 

abandonment and rejection.  Rather it allows one to see that precisely in this rejection, 

suffering, and humiliation the divine plan is at work to set history on its proper path.  

Mark has already outlined in Jesus’ passion predictions the proper manner of 

interpretation, the proper lens to understanding Jesus’ mission and identity.  This is how 

Jesus’ disciples should have understood what was happening to him since he explained it 

to them three times.  Yet they are not present to observe these events, having fled at 

Jesus’ arrest (14:50-52), and we are repeatedly told that they did not understand Jesus’ 

teaching anyway (8:32-33, 9:32, 10:35-40).   

 It is the centurion instead who rightly understands Jesus.  Yet how is it possible 

for him to perceive this?  He was not present with the disciples when Jesus explained his 

death.  I believe this paradox exposes a central theological concern for Mark – that the 

                                                
 101 The most prominent parallel to me is “Whoever is desirous of saving his life (hostis te zen 
epithymei), let him strive for victory; for (gar) it is the victors that slay and the defeated that are slain 
(Anabasis 3.2.39; cited in Mark 8-16, 626, which also contains the others). 
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truth of Jesus is known through divine revelation and that revelation happens at the cross.  

It is through revelation that the centurion sees the same event as the others at the cross yet 

understands the meaning of that event differently.  And I think Mark’s text offers us a 

clue that revelation is occurring at this precise moment by narrating the rending of the 

temple veil. 

  
The Centurion’s Speech and the Rending of the Veil 

 
 We have already discussed above briefly the possibility of the tearing of the 

temple veil in Mark 15:38 acting as a sign or portent to the centurion (coupled with the 

supernatural darkness that has fallen over land) on which basis he confesses Jesus to be 

God’s Son.  We rejected this interpretation, concluding that the centurion as a character 

in the narrative would have been unable to see the temple sanctuary, that the historical 

ability of the centurion to see it is irrelevant since both are literary conceits of Mark, and 

that it would cut against Mark’s theological perspective given his rejection of 

triumphalistic signs.  It seems unlikely that Mark wants his readers to understand that the 

centurion makes his proclamation on the basis of seeing signs, including the tearing of 

the temple veil. 

 We should not conclude, however, that this action holds no narrative significance 

for Mark, even with regard to the centurion’s confession.  In fact, the rending of the 

temple veil feels so disruptive to Mark’s narrative that it seems to beg the reader to search 

for interpretive significance.  If Mark were a movie rather than a written document, we 

would feel the odd intrusion of this statement even more jarringly, for the camera would 

have to pan from Golgotha, where Jesus is dying from crucifixion, all the way to the 

temple where the veil hung, and then immediately back again to Golgotha to see the 
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response of the centurion. Thus at issue is not whether the rending of the temple veil 

plays a role in our understanding of the centurion’s confession but how it functions to 

interpret what immediately follows and precedes it. 

 As we discussed above in Chapter Two, there are a myriad of ways interpreters 

have sought to interpret the significance of the tearing of the veil, including a sign or 

portent accompanying the death of a great figure, a display of God’s judgment on 

Jerusalem and its corrupt temple, a vindication of Jesus’ death, a proleptic act signaling 

the future destruction of the city and the temple, and the removal of the barrier between 

God and humanity.102  These need not be mutually exclusive interpretations.  Our aim 

here is to investigate how the rending of the temple veil affects the centurion’s speech in 

the following verse.103 

 There are two literary devices Mark seems to utilize with respect to the rending of 

the temple veil that offer us insight into how it connects with the centurion’s speech.  

First, the rending of the temple veil very likely acts as a kind of document-wide inclusio 

with the beginning of the Gospel in 1:11, where at the baptism of Jesus the heavens are 

torn apart.  Secondly, the abrupt intrusion of the remark about the temple veil (15:38) in 

the narrative after 15:37, where Jesus dies, and before 15:39, where the centurion makes 

his profession, is a narrative interruption.  Both of these literary features are well known 

                                                
 102 See Chapter Two, pp. 25-30. 
 
 103 It should not seem at all surprising that we could expect the rending of the temple veil to be a 
polyvalent symbol, encompassing both negative and positive aspects.  On the one hand the temple cultus 
and its attendant apparatus seems to function decidedly negatively in Mark, as the object of Jesus’ “curse” 
(11:12-25) and the power base for Jesus’ opponents in Jerusalem, the chief priests, the scribes, and the 
elders (11:18, 27; 12:13; 14:1, 10; 15:31).  On the other hand, the temple is criticized not for its existence 
but for its failure to embody its God-given purpose of being a “house of prayer for all the nations” (11:17). 
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in Mark and both offer us specific textual connections between 15:38 and other texts in 

Mark.   

 
The Inclusio of Mark 15:38 and 1:10 

 Most interpreters now note the strongly parallel motifs between these two scenes 

that open and close the Gospel.  At least four elements are present in both pericopes.  The 

first and probably most significant of these parallels is the linguistic connection between 

15:38 and 1:10, where a form of the verb σχίζω is used.  This rather rare word is found 

only two times in Mark, and it is used here to refer only to the tearing of the temple veil 

and the heavens respectively.  Furthermore, the action is narrated in both places as a 

divine passive (ἐσχίσθη and σχιζομένους respectively) indicating the direct activity of 

God in the narrative, which is rare in the Gospel where “God is not seen, only heard – 

and then not by everyone.”104  In some ways this is an unusual choice of words for Mark 

since it is not the normal one used for the opening of the heavens in visionary contexts.105 

                                                
 104 Malbon, Mark’s Jesus, 75.  Furthermore, the manner in which Mark talks about God is itself 
unadorned, often lacking attribution and highlighting God’s transcendence and mystery (unlike the other 
Gospels; see John Donahue, “A Neglected Factor in the Theology of Mark” JBL 101 [1982]: 569).  Despite 
this, God is the “hidden principal player” in Mark (Der heimliche Hauptakteur im MkEv ist Gott), who 
although unseen is in reality the prime actor.  “But God is not just an author and director of the Jesus-event 
in the background, he directly plays as an actor in the happenings and directs them.  The theological 
liabilities present in the Passion show that even behind the enemies of Jesus, in fact, God acts” (Aber Gott 
steht nicht nur als Autor und Regisseur des Jesusgeschehens im Hintergrund, er greift auch unmittelbar als 
Akteur in das Geschehen ein und lenkt es.  Die theologischen Passiva im Passionsgeschehen zeigen an, daß 
selbst hinter den Gegnem Jesu eigentlich Gott handelt [9,31; 10,33f; 14,41],” Ludger Schenke, Das 
Markusevangelium [Stuttgart: Kohlhammer,1988], 87-88).  This juxtaposition of God’s hiddenness with 
God’s active engagement helps explain why the divine passives at 1:10 and 15:38 are so important for 
understanding Mark’s narrative world. 
 
 105 Both Matthew and Luke change this rather violent word for the gentler ἠνεῴχθησαν (3:16) and 
ἀνεῳχθῆναι (3:21) respectively, which means “open” rather than “tear.”  This same word is used in T. Levi 
18:6-12 to describe how in “the seventh week” of Levi’s apocalyptic timetable “[t]he heavens will be 
opened, and from the temple of glory sanctification will come upon [the eschatological priest, cf. 18:1] 
(trans. H. C. Kee, “Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs,” in The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha [2 vols.; 
ed. James H. Charlesworth; Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1983], 1.795).  Joel Marcus, Mark 1-8 (AB 27; 
New Haven, Conn.: Doubleday Publishers, 2000), 159. 
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 Many interpreters have sought in Mark 1:10 an allusion to Isaiah 63:11—64:1, 

not least because the same action of rending appears in tandem with a reference to the 

heavens.  Here the prophet says, “Where is he that brought up from the sea the shepherd 

of his flock?  Where is he who put within him his Holy Spirit?  … O that you would rip 

the heavens apart and descend! (LXX: a spirit from the Lord descended).”106  Part of this 

eschatological idea of God’s advent into the world is likely mediated through the word 

σχίζω itself, for the tearing of the heavens implies a permanent change in the fabric of the 

cosmos.107  It would appear that for Mark the baptism of Jesus initiates an unchangeable 

alteration in the world.108 

 The second element parallel in both is the naming of Jesus as God’s Son.  At the 

baptism Jesus emerges from the water and hears a voice from heaven exclaim to him, 

“You are my Son” (1:11).  Likewise, immediately after the tearing of the temple veil the 

centurion cries out declaring, “Truly this man was God’s Son” (15:39).  These remarks 

are especially significant since the declaration of Jesus as God’s Son seems to occur at 

pivotal points in the Gospel.  Mark’s story begins with God’s declaration from heaven, at 

the initiation of Jesus’ ministry (1:11).  It is confirmed again by God at the 

transfiguration, in the very middle of the story (9:7), after Jesus has been hailed as 

Messiah by Peter (8:29).  And it ends with the centurion’s confession (15:39), just as 

Jesus dies, effectively ending his ministry.   
                                                
 106 I. Buse, “The Markan Account of the Baptism of Jesus and Isaiah LXIII,” JTS 7 (1956): 74. 
 
 107 Donald Juel, Mark (Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1990), 33.  “What is opened may be closed; what 
is torn apart cannot easily return to its former state.”   
 
 108 And so “God has ripped the heavens irrevocably apart at Jesus’ baptism, never to shut them 
again.  Through this gracious gash in the universe, he has poured forth his Spirit into the earthly realm.”  
Marcus, Mark 1-8, 165. 
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 There are two other elements some interpreters have pointed out as parallels 

between 1:10 and 15:38 but in my opinion they are weaker than the first two.  In both 

pericopae something is said to descend (the Spirit in 1:10 and the tearing of the veil in 

15:38) and the word for breath or Spirit (πνεῦµα and ἐξέπνευσεν) are found in both. 

Additionally within the immediate area around the pericopae are references to Elijah, in 

the form of John the Baptist in 1:9 (who later will be so identified by Jesus, 9:13), and on 

the lips of the bystanders in 15:35-36.109  It is difficult to know what to make of these 

proposed parallels but if we consider them significant it only serves to strengthen the 

structural similarity between 1:10 and 15:38.110 

 The strong affinity between 15:38 and 1:10 would suggest that something 

similarly momentous is happening at the moment of Jesus’ death as well.  Yet reliance on 

this intratextuality still leaves us asking what the rending of the temple veil symbolizes 

for Mark beyond a general sense that God is in some way acting directly at Jesus’ death.  

Although the torn veil probably foreshadows the destruction of the temple (perhaps in 

response to the death of Jesus) it is significant that Mark highlights specifically the 

tearing of the curtain in the sanctuary.111  Daniel Gurtner has pointed out that although a 

few texts from the Second Temple Jewish period do associate the torn veil with the 

                                                
 109 David Ulansey, “The Heavenly Veil Torn: Mark’s Cosmic Inclusio,” JBL 110 (1991): 123. 
 
 110 Stephen Motyer, “The Rending of the Veil: A Markan Pentecost?” NTS 33 (1987): 156, 
postulates that the presence of the Spirit is indicated by Mark’s choice of ἐκπνέω and links this with the 
rending of Elisha’s cloak, which signifies a “new Elijah” has come on the scene.  Howard M. Jackson, 
“The Death of Jesus in Mark and the Miracle from the Cross,” NTS 33 (1987): 30-31, sees the Spirit’s 
downward activity in both 1:11 as it descends from heaven and 15:38 as the breath of Jesus which 
“descends” in the downward motion of the torn veil. 
 
 111 For the arguments suggesting that the torn veil represents the temple’s destruction see Chapter 
Two p. 27.  
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temple’s destruction (e.g., Sir. 50; Lives of the Prophets 12:10) the vast majority of 

instances all refer to one thing – the heavenly firmament in Gen. 1:6.112  

 Gurtner notes that the articles in the temple were often understood to represent 

elements of the universe113 and many have pointed out Josephus’ observation that the veil 

of the temple was embroidered with “a panorama of the entire heavens” for “it typified 

the universe.”114  The temple veil was thus understood to represent the heavenly veil that 

served, “in part, to conceal divine secret plans” that “are disclosed only when the barrier 

is breached either by one hearing what is said behind it or, in rare occasions, when a 

heavenly being is permitted to penetrate it.”115  The cosmological symbolism of the 

curtain of the sanctuary thus cements the association of 15:38 with 1:10 and leads us to 

understand the curtain as a representative of the heavens which act as a veil dividing 

human and suprahuman spheres, especially insofar as it acts to sequester supernatural 

knowledge.  

 We can fairly conclude, then, that the rending of the temple veil is a narrative 

instance of revelation, a moment when the heavenly veil is torn open and the secrets of 

the supernatural world are offered to humans.  In an apocalyptic context the opening of 

heaven is accompanied by revelation given (by either God or a supernatural intermediary) 

                                                
 112 Daniel M. Gurtner, “The Rending of the Veil and Markan Christology: ‘Unveiling’ the ‘ΥΙΟΣ 
ΘΕΟΥ (Mark 15:38-39),” BI 15 (2007): 299-300. 
 
 113 Ibid., 300. 
 
 114 Gurtner, “Rending of the Veil,” 303; Ulansey, “Heavenly Veil,” 124-25.  Josephus, Jewish War 
5.5.4 (LCL; trans. H. St. J. Thackeray; Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1979).   
 
 115 Gurtner, “Rending of the Veil,” 302. 
 



 141 

to a human recipient.116  Two things should be noted at this point.  First, the apocalyptic 

nature of the rent veil indicates that the revelation that accompanies it is just that – 

something revealed.  Whatever is disclosed to the recipient of revelation is not available 

through normal, human methods of investigation.  Apart from the apocalyptic event there 

would be no channel for any person to obtain the information that he receives in that 

moment.117   

 Secondly, the flip side of this assertion is that all the passive voice verbs we just 

noted above are to be understood as having God as their subject.  God is the actor who 

chooses to reveal in an apocalyptic moment, at God’s own choosing, and for God’s own 

purposes.  In an apocalyptic act God does not respond to human inquiry but takes the 

initiative to reveal what was otherwise not even a known concern or issue in the human 

sphere.  This is not to say that God does not respond to human pleadings with apocalyptic 

events.  4 Ezra, for example, shows that this is not the case.  Rather, it is the perspective 

that apocalyptic offers of which humans are unaware.  “Ezra,” for example, pleads to 

God to understand the destruction of the temple by the “Babylonians” (3:28-36).  God 

responds to this desire for vindication and comfort, but the answer given by God (through 

the angel Uriel) is not really an explanation but a perspective about God’s plan and 

purposes about which Ezra’s “understanding has utterly failed” (4:1-2).118 

                                                
 116 Ibid., 304.  This is the model given in Rev. 1:1 for John the seer – who claims he comes by his 
knowledge via an angel – and subsequently followed in the narrative in 4:1 where “in heaven a door stood 
open” and a voice beckons John to “Come up here, and I will show you what must take place after this.”  
 
 117 See Paul S. Minear, New Testament Apocalyptic (IBT; Lloyd R. Bailey and Victor Paul 
Furnish, eds.; Nashville: Abingdon, 1981), 15; Leon Morris, Apocalyptic (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1972), 
33. 
 
 118 Translation by Bruce M. Metzger, “The Fourth Book of Ezra: A New Translation and 
Introduction,” in The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha (2 vols.; ed. James H. Charlesworth; Garden City, 
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 It is at this point that objections are raised concerning which veil Mark references 

in 15:38.  The remarks Josephus makes about the cosmological symbolism of the temple 

veil refers only to the outer veil that prohibited entry into the Holy Place from the 

innermost court of the temple complex.119  But there were two veils to which 15:38 could 

refer, including both the outer veil and the inner veil that separated the Most Holy Place 

from the Holy Place.  The word found in Mark v. 38, καταπέστασµα, was used to refer to 

both the outer and inner curtains but more often the inner one, while καλύµµα, was used 

for the outer one but never the inner one.120  Yet weighing against this consideration for 

some is the fact that the centurion could not see the inner veil from outside the city gates 

where Jesus was being crucified.121   

 Such objections are unnecessary, though.  The centurion responds not to his 

observation of the rending of the veil but rather to the death of Jesus as we concluded 

above.  Furthermore, what the centurion could historically see is irrelevant to the 

symbolism inherent in the rent veil itself.122  The connections between 1:10 and 15:38 

                                                
NY: Doubleday, 1983).  “Ezra” and “Babylon” are noted in inverted commas since they refer to the late 1st 
century A.D. anonymous author of the work and Rome respectively (Metzger, “Ezra,” 1.520). 
 
 119 André Pelletier, “La tradition synoptique du ‘voile déchiré à la lumière des réalités 
archéologiques,” RSR 46 (1958): 168-79. 
  
 120 Brown, Death of the Messiah, 2.1111. 
 
 121 Jackson, for example, argues that the narrative of Mark implies that Golgotha was located on 
the Mount of Olives, “for it is the only place of sufficient elevation outside the walls of the city from which 
the outer curtain of the Temple, facing east, could be clearly seen, away across the Wadi Kidron” (“Miracle 
from the Cross,” 24).   
 
 122 Brown agrees on this point but pushes further to suggest that any symbolic value associated 
with the rent veil was lost on Mark’s readers and that Mark himself was perhaps unaware of the different 
veils, their symbolic values, or their locations in the temple, the author likely never having been inside it 
himself (Death of the Messiah, 1112-13).  I find it hard to agree with Brown’s minimalist position.  If Mark 
had no knowledge of this symbolism then the parallelism that already exists between 1:10 and 15:38 
creates an accidental further point of linkage.  Beyond this, Gurtner points out that even in the 1st century 
BC the veil was being understood as a symbol beyond itself in Sirach 50, Lives of the Prophets 12:10, Philo 
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establish the literary framework for understanding the meaning of the veil, offering a 

point of reference to Mark’s readers who might otherwise have been unfamiliar with 

what the veil is meant to represent.  The connection Gurtner provides between the temple 

veil and the heavenly firmament in later Jewish literature substantiates this link, 

suggesting that Mark was not original in seeing the rending of the heavens and the rent 

veil as parallel events.  We need not ask to which historical veil 15:38 refers, only to 

maintain that a veil associated with the temple possessed this symbolic quality. 

 Mark has intentionally arranged the beginning and ending of his Gospel so that 

they mirror each other.  These parallels are not only examples of intratextuality that serve 

as interpretive aids, but structural markers that highlight the larger message of Mark’s 

entire story.  The fact that this inclusio encompasses nearly the whole of the document 

suggests that it is structurally intentional and significant.123  If we allow Mark 1:10 and 

the attendant symbolism of the temple veil to interpret Mark 15:38, then, we see that at 

the death of Jesus God has acted to suspend the barrier between heaven and earth in much 

the same way he did at Jesus’ baptism, an act that is both irrevocable and apocalyptic.  

That this is a moment of revelation seems likely.  The nature of that revelation and its 

significance remain to be explored.     

 
 
 

                                                
Giants 53, and Joseph and Aseneth 10:2 (“Rending of the Veil,” 299-300).  It seems as though speculation 
about the symbolic aspect of the temple veil was fairly widespread. 
 

123 Ulansey, “The Heavenly Veil Torn,” 123, notes that, “the two occurrences of the motif of 
tearing in Mark do not appear at random points in the narrative, but on the contrary are located at two 
pivotal moments in the story – moments that, moreover, provide an ideal counterpoint for each other – 
namely, the precise beginning (the baptism) and the precise end (the death) of the earthly career of Jesus.  
This significant placement suggests that we are dealing here with a symbolic inclusio…”  (italics original). 
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The Interruption of Mark 15:38 

 That 15:38 parallels the rending of the heavens in the opening of Mark’s Gospel is 

usually well accepted.  Less appreciated, however, is the role that 15:38 plays in its 

immediate narrative context.  As mentioned above, the rending of the temple veil is a 

fairly rough intrusion into an otherwise smoothly flowing narrative.  If we removed this 

verse completely the scene would read seamlessly from Jesus’ giving out a loud cry at his 

death to the centurion who sees that he dies and makes his confession.124   

 The other evangelists likely found this passing reference to the torn veil in 

between the death of Jesus and the centurion’s confession odd, for both Matthew and 

Luke take pains to clean up the narrative flow.125  Matthew keeps the tearing of the veil in 

the same spot – immediately following Jesus’ death but before the centurions speaks 

(27:51a) – but adds an entire set of apocalyptic phenomena immediately following 

(27:51b-53).  Whereas the Markan centurion reacts to the death of Jesus – effectively 

ignoring the rending of the temple veil – the Matthean centurion (and those with him) 

responds to τὰ γενόµενα (“the things that happened,” 27:54), so that the rending of the 

veil accompanies the set of eschatological signs Matthew has added.126  The link between 

what the centurion says and the death of Jesus is thus broken, and what was an odd 

discursion in Mark’s story – an offhanded reference to the torn veil – now becomes the 

main vein of Matthew’s narrative thrust.      

                                                
 124 There are other alternatives to improved narrative flow.  Collins suggests that perhaps it is the 
centurion’s confession which Mark has added to his source; her “tentative reconstruction” of the pre-
Markan passion narrative includes 15:38 but not 15:39 (Mark, 819).   
 
 125 John, which might be independent of Mark entirely, has no such reference whatsoever. 
 
 126 Dale C. Allison, Jr., The End of the Ages Has Come: An Early Interpretation of the Passion 
and Resurrection of Jesus (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1985), 40-46. 
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 Luke apparently found Mark’s arrangement equally baffling (or ineffective) for he 

has rearranged Mark’s sequence.  The sequence of events between Luke and Mark in this 

pericope are similar: Darkness covers the land, Jesus cries out, and the centurion 

responds.  Luke has left out the offering of wine and the bystanders’ mention of Elijah 

and changed the content of both Jesus’ and the centurion’s speech.  Yet Luke retains the 

 
Table 1: The Tearing of the Temple Veil in Mark and Luke 

Mark Luke 

And darkness came over the whole land 
from the sixth hour until the ninth hour. 

 
 

15:33 

It was now about noon and darkness 
came over the whole land until three in 
the afternoon, while the sun’s light 
failed; 

23:44-45a 
 and the curtain of the temple was torn in 

two. 
23:45b 

And at the ninth hour Jesus cried out 
with a loud voice, “Eloi, Eloi lema 
sabachthani,” which means, “My God, 
my God why have you forsaken me?” 

15:34 

Then Jesus, crying with a loud voice, 
said, “Father, into your hands I 
commend my spirit.” 
 

23:46a 
The Bystanders offer wine and mock 
Jesus’ appeal to Elijah 

15:35-36 

 

And then Jesus cried out with a loud 
voice and died. 

15:37 

Having said this he breathed his last. 

23:46b 
And the veil of the temple was torn in 
two from top to bottom. 

15:38 

 

And when the centurion who was 
standing by opposite him saw that thus 
he died he said, “Truly this man was 
God’s Son.” 

15:39 

When the centurion saw what had taken 
place, he praised God and said, “Truly 
this man was innocent.” 

23:47 
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tearing of the temple veil, but now places it immediately following the darkness and prior 

to Jesus’ words (and also the centurion’s). 

 It seems likely that Luke has coupled the two supernatural phenomena together 

purposefully, although the reason for such a grouping varies according to interpreter.127  

Whatever the reason, Luke’s rendering arguably reads more smoothly. 

 The presence of the rending of the temple veil at this particular place in Mark’s 

telling – between the death of Jesus and the centurion’s confession – is thus highly 

significant.  It is possible that this represents nothing more than compositional clumsiness 

on Mark’s behalf, a mistake later corrected by his successors.  Rudolf Bultmann, after all, 

considered the entire “death of Jesus” scene in Mark 15:33-39 “strongly defaced” (stark 

entstellt) and felt that the introduction of 15:38 was “purely novelistic” (rein 

novellistische) in order to introduce one more “of the portents into the death of Jesus” 

(die τέρατα beim Tode Jesu), and thus notably lacking in artistic or literary merit.128  But 

his Greek syntax notwithstanding there is clear evidence of Mark’s sophistication 

elsewhere.129  So we ought to look for what Aristotle called the probable and necessary 

connections between events that forms a story’s plot.130 

                                                
 127 Dennis D. Sylva, “The Temple Curtain and Jesus’ Death in the Gospel of Luke,” JBL 105 
(1986): 250, argues that Luke’s gathering both events together is “to present the last moment of Jesus’ life 
as a communion with the God of the temple.”  Raymond Brown allows for this possibility but suggests that 
a negative interpretation – that both darkness and rending represent God’s wrath against those responsible 
for killing Jesus – is more likely (Death of the Messiah, 1106).   
 
 128 Die Geschichte der synoptischen Tradition (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1957), 295. 
 
 129 Mark’s Greek syntax is well-known for its less-than-literary quality (Daniel Wallace lists it as 
“Semitic/Vulgar,” Greek Grammar, 30).  There is evidence of sophistication, though.  Intercalation is one – 
a practice that used to be considered clumsy is now seen as literary merit (James B. Edwards, “Markan 
Sandwiches: The Significance of Interpolations in Markan Narratives,” NT 31 [1989]: 194-95). 
 
 130 Poetics 1450b-1451b, cited in R. Alan Culpepper, Anatomy of the Fourth Gospel: A Study in 
Literary Design (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1983), 80. 
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 Some have suggested that 15:38 and 15:39 offer two independent responses to the 

death of Jesus.  Since the former deals with the temple (representing the establishment 

religion that opposed Jesus) and the latter with Jesus’ identity as God’s Son, some argue 

that these statements mark the Gospel’s closure for both of these narrative threads.131 

Others see v. 38, v. 39, and vv. 40-42 that follow as three separate reactions to the death 

of Jesus by different characters.132  Finally, still others see a causal relationship between 

v. 38 and v. 39, namely that the events of v. 38 somehow allow or instigate the 

confession in v. 39.133   

 Yet, as we have seen, while the centurion’s confession seems to flow naturally 

from the preceding narrative, the rending of the temple veil seems out place or 

undeveloped.134  Furthermore, there are lines of connection not just between v. 37 and v. 

                                                
 131 “In sharpest focus is the scene of Jesus’ death, Mark 15:33-39, for it stitches into one fabric two 
narrative threads that reach back into the larger Gospel.  The first… is the question and meaning of Jesus’ 
identity as God’s Son.  The second… relates to the Jerusalem temple.  In the Markan account of Jesus’ last 
moments, these two issues are addressed as direct, parallel consequences of Jesus’ death.”  John T. Carroll 
and Joel B. Green, The Death of Jesus in Early Christianity (Peabody, Mass.: Hendrickson, 1995), 31 
(italics mine). 
 

132 Myers, Binding, 392, sees the centurion, the women disciples, and Joseph of Arimathea’s 
request for Jesus’ body as three separate “responses” to the death of Jesus, who play out their roles in two 
parts, the centurion as a witness to Jesus death (15:39, 44), the women who watch Jesus die and be buried 
(15:40, 47), and Joseph who requests his body and buries him (15:42, 46).  In his schema, the centurion 
testifies that “Rome has defeated Jesus,” Joseph that “the Sanhedrin has defeated Jesus,” and the women 
who continue to follow Jesus as “true disciples.” 

 
133 Bultmann, History, 273-74, offers an interesting form critical analysis of the situation.  He 

suggests that “vv. 33 and 38 go together: the τέρατα at the death of Jesus and their impression on the 
Gentile onlookers… It may be supposed that v. 39 originally went with v. 37 because ιδων οτι ουτως 
εξεπνευσεν refers to ο δε Ιησους . . . εξεπνευσεν.  But what is meant by ουτως is in all probability the τερας 
in v. 33.”  The difficulty with this assessment, beyond Bultmann’s overconfidence in form criticism to yield 
concrete, unambiguous results, is his linking the darkness motif and the rending of veil as omens or 
portents surrounding Jesus’ death.  If this proposal for their linkage is eliminated, then we can actually add 
Bultmann as another voice supporting the connection between v. 37 and v. 39.   

 
 134 Collins agrees: “Verse 38 appears to be a digression in the present form of Mark.  In his source, 
it served to interpret the death of Jesus.  The evangelist retained this climactic verse, but added a second 
interpretation in v. 39.  The links with v. 37 show that the statement of the centurion in v. 39 is a reaction to 
the death of Jesus and not to the splitting of the curtain of the temple” (Mark, 766 n. 336).  Although I have 
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38 and v. 37 and v. 39 independently but from v. 37 through v. 38 and onto v. 39.  Rather 

than positing a dual climax whereby v. 38 and v. 39 both independently respond to the 

death of Jesus, we should see a narrative development that begins with v. 37 and ends 

with v. 39.135 

 First, as mentioned above, there are parallel grammatical constructions in both v. 

37 and 39.  Both utilize a temporal participle (ἀφεὶς and ἰδών respectively) and link it 

with the same finite verb (ἐξέπνευσεν).  This symmetry points to their narrative 

continuity.  These parallel constructions are not parallel events – they are serial.  The 

centurion offers up his observation only “when [he] saw that in this way [Jesus] died” 

(39), continuing the narrative thread left off at verse 37 where Jesus has just died.  The 

centurion (and all other characters for that matter) seems oblivious to the rending of the 

temple veil.  His story is a continuation of the one begun in v. 37. 

 Secondly, by way of comparison, we note that immediately preceding this 

narrative unit (37-39) is another discrete unit showing a strikingly similar arrangement.  

Verses 33-36 form a distinct unit, following the triple mockery of Jesus in 29-32 (by the 

passersby, chief priests, and those crucified with Jesus, although their speech is not 

recorded).  In v. 33 darkness covers the land accompanied by a narrative indicator of 

time.  Next, in v. 34, the next indicator of time is given (connecting these two verses 

                                                
far less confidence than Collins in our ability to determine what Mark found in his sources and what he 
added, Collins seems right to insist that v. 38 appears out of place. 
 
 135  “This means it will no longer do to assume that, in Mark's mind, the torn veil (15:38) and the 
centurion's confession (15:39) represent two independent and unrelated consequences of Jesus' death, as if 
the lines of connection in the narrative ran only from 15:37 to 15:38, and from 15:37 to 15:39. It must now 
be seen that there are lines of literary connection running betwen [sic] 15:38 and 15:39 as well. The 
question then becomes: what sort of connection is it? How is the torn veil linked in Mark's mind to the 
centurion's confession? What does the veil-rending have to do with the climactic recognition of Jesus as 
Son of God (υἱὸς θεοῦ)?” Chronis, “Torn Veil,”108-9. 
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serially) and Jesus cries out with a loud voice (his cry of dereliction).  Finally, in v. 35 

“some of those standing by” (τινες τῶν παρεστηκότων) respond to Jesus with speech.   

 Each event in this unit occurs in serial fashion and thus exhibits some strong 

relationship with the following event.  The supernatural darkness is followed by the cry 

of Jesus.136  The cry of Jesus, in turn, is the impetus for those standing by to make their 

statement about Elijah.  We can visualize this narrative flow thusly: (33) => 34 => 35-

36.137   

 In the following unit, however, the situation is different.  Here Jesus’ loud cry 

accompanies his death, which is followed by the rending of the veil in the text but has no 

narrative connections to it whatsoever.  Then we resume the story with the centurion 

responding to Jesus’ death with his speech.  This narrative flow looks different: 37 = (38) => 

39.138  Whereas the narrative flow of the first unit is fairly straightforward the narrative 

flow of the second seems confusing and convoluted.  Mark has just demonstrated that he 

is capable of depicting a supernatural event that accompanies a report concerning 

something Jesus does without it oddly interrupting the flow of that narrative.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
 136 Whether Jesus’ cry is caused by the darkness or not is debatable.  Even if the darkness is not 
the cause of his cry, however, it does not interrupt the following sequence.   
 
 137 The parentheses around 33 indicate that it may or may not directly cause the events of 34. 
 
 138 Likewise, the parentheses around 38 indicate that it is not a part of the narrative flow of 37 to 
39.  It is placed after 37 since that is its location in the text but above the plane of 37 and 39 since it is 
operating on a different narrative sequence. 
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Table 2: The Narrative Order of Mark 15:33-36 and 15:37-39 
 

Verses 33-36 Verses 37-39 

Supernatural event (Darkness) 
33 

Jesus cries out in loud voice and dies 
37 

Jesus cries out in loud voice 
34 

Supernatural event (rent veil) 
38 

Those standing by respond with speech 
35-36 

Centurion standing by responds with 
speech 

39 
 

 The presence of narrative connections between v. 37 and 39 and the absence of 

any intruding material in the parallel unit immediately preceding this one suggest we 

should understand v. 38 as an interruption.  The intrusion of v. 38 serves to interrupt the 

flow of the sequence of events from vv. 37 to 39 by introducing a new element into this 

narrative complex.  Identifying 15:37-39 as a narrative interruption has implications for 

how we interpret this short passage.  Although Mark does not provide any explicit 

commentary on this feature the stark juxtaposition of these two narrative strands (the 

rending of the temple veil in v. 38 and the centurion’s confession in v. 39) highlights that 

they should be understood together.  Mark’s previous use of intercalation should prepare 

his readers for understanding connections between two apparently unrelated events 

narrated in succession.139  Elsewhere in Mark, the inner and outer units of intercalated 

stories appear to be mutually interpretive, so that we can understand the one in light of 

                                                
 139 Intercalation is a literary device peculiar to Mark, occurring in at least 6 places in the Second 
Gospel.  Six seems to be the lowest accepted number of occurrences among scholars, comprising Mk 3:30-
35 (Jesus’ family and dispute with the Pharisees), 5:21-43 (healings of Jairus and the woman with the 
hemorrhage), 6:7-32 (Mission of the twelve and the beheading of John the Baptist), 11:12-25 (the cursing 
of the fig tree and “cleansing” of the temple), 14:1-11 (the plot against Jesus and the anointing at Bethany), 
and 14:53-72 (Peter’s denial and Jesus’ trial by the Sanhedrin, cf. Tom Shepherd, Markan Sandwich 
Stories: Narration, Definition, and Function [AUSDDS 18; Berrien Springs, Mich.: Andrews University 
Press, 1993], 106-7).  Although the specifics of what constitutes an intercalation is sometimes disputed, 
generally it is recognized as a narrative device in which one story is interrupted by another and then returns 
to the first story for closure (Shepherd, Markan Sandwich, 312-28). 
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the other.140  Although this short sequence from v. 37 to 39 should not be understood as 

an example of intercalation it does seem that the interruption of v. 38 works in a similar 

manner.  The use of the passive ἐσχίσθη is best understood as a divine passive – it is God 

who rends the veil of the temple.141  God’s rending of the veil in some way seems to be a 

response to the death of Jesus, which is narrated in both v. 37 and v. 39.  But the 

interruption is the key – the rending of the veil occurs precisely at the death of Jesus.  As 

we demonstrated above, the rending of the veil is an apocalyptic act and pairing it with 

the exact moment of Jesus’ death interprets Jesus’ death itself as an apocalyptic act. 

 Furthermore, like the central story of the sandwich the rending of the veil should 

also serve to interpret the centurion’s speech.  The apocalyptic moment represented by 

the rending of the temple veil now becomes linked with the centurion’s speech.  

Although the centurion does not witness the rending of the temple veil his actions are 

nevertheless inextricably related to that event.  The centurion responds to the death of 

Jesus (“seeing that thusly he died”) but he does not offer his evaluation on the basis of 

that observation alone.  The rending of the veil permits the centurion’s “seeing” (ἰδών).142 

 We can now summarize (and synthesize) our conclusions.  The narrative role the 

rending of the temple veil plays at the death of Jesus can be established on the basis of its 
                                                
 140 The purpose of intercalating stories is also disputed.  Some insist that it is merely a literary 
device intended to heighten suspense or stretch narrative time.  Most, though, at least argue that the device 
is meant to relate the two stories together in a mutually interpretive relationship, without always defining 
the nature of that relationship. When intercalation is defined “irony” is often given as the intended function 
of sandwiches (Shepherd, Markan Sandwich, 338). Those who have ventured to provide more specific 
rationales suggest that the middle story is the key for understanding the outer story and that the interpretive 
nature is explicitly theological (James B. Edwards, “Markan Sandwiches: The Significance of 
Interpolations in Markan Narratives,” NovT 31 (1989): 195-96). 
 
 141 Divine passives are common throughout the NT but their use does not seem to arise from any 
reticence by the authors to use the name of God as an agent of action (Wallace, Greek Grammar, 437-38).  
For a discussion about the use of divine passives, see note 104 above. 
 
 142 The centurion’s sight is a major topic of discussion in Chapter Five, pp. 222-30. 
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structural connections and narrative placement.  The connection of 15:38 with 1:10 (the 

rending of the heavens) serves to demonstrate that identification of Jesus as God’s Son 

occurs in a context of apocalyptic unveiling.  The insertion of 15:38 between v. 37 and v. 

39 indicates that the centurion’s speech is in some way related to, and even caused by, the 

rending of the temple veil.  Taking these ideas together we might say that the death of 

Jesus is a moment of apocalyptic unveiling wherein the centurion is enabled to take up 

the divine speech that has named Jesus the Son of God.  This would allow us to say much 

about the nature of the centurion’s speech, but it would stop short of explaining why the 

centurion says what he says.  Why this individual and not the bystanders, or the 

passersby, or any other character present at the crucifixion scene?   

 What remains to be explored is a third structural connection with respect to 15:38.  

This verse not only connects Jesus’ death with his baptism and interrupts (and therefore 

interprets) his death with the centurion’s confession, it also serves to contrast the 

centurion’s speech with the speech of all the other characters in the crucifixion scene.  

The rending of the temple veil acts as a rhetorical device to contrast the mockery of Jesus 

(and thus the “improper” evaluation of him, according to Mark) performed by all the 

characters present at Jesus’ crucifixion with the sincere confession of Jesus as God’s Son 

(the “proper” evaluation) by the centurion.  Once established, this third narrative role of 

15:38, combined with the other two explained above, will offer an answer to the reason 

why the centurion and no one else speaks truthfully and sincerely about Jesus at his 

crucifixion.   
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Synkrisis and Mark 15:38 
 

 Literary critics have often pointed out the conclusions reached above yet their 

methods were driven by modern literary perspectives that were likely alien to Mark.  The 

following rhetorical analysis reaches similar conclusions but the exercise is worthwhile 

for two reasons.  First, the analysis conducted here relies on the canons of ancient 

rhetoric as outlined in various manuals of education for writing, suggesting that Mark 

may well have been understood in this way.  Thus even though many of the conclusions 

we will reach below are not novel we gain the recognition that early readers of Mark 

would have reached those same conclusions emically.143 

 Secondly, and more importantly, a rhetorical analysis, combined with the above 

observations, does throw up an interesting conclusion that has theological import for 

Mark.  Specifically, a rhetorical analysis helps us both answer the question “Why does 

the centurion respond to Jesus’ death with his confession?” and points to what that 

answer means for Mark’s understanding of Jesus’ death.   

Of all the Gospel writers, some scholars consider Mark the least likely to have 

had any formal rhetorical training.  Richard Burridge bluntly states that, “Mark betrays 

little or no rhetorical education.” 144  He reasons that an author who is unable to master 

basic Greek syntax and grammar would not likely have had the kind of advanced 

education where rhetoric was formally introduced to those learning Greek 

                                                
 143 “Emic” approaches to culture investigate how those inhabiting the culture themselves 
understand their world.  “Etic” approaches represent those outside a culture attempting to investigate that 
culture using generally universally held notions the world utilizing the scientific method.  See Conrad P. 
Kottak, Mirror for Humanity: A Concise Introduction to Cultural Anthropology (2nd ed.; Boston: McGraw 
Hill, 1999), 12. 
 

144  “The Gospels and Acts,” in Handbook of Classical Rhetoric in the Hellenistic Period, 330 
B.C. – AD 400 (ed. Stanley E. Porter; New York: Brill, 1997), 527. 

 



 154 

composition.145  Moreover, he insists, “It would be surprising if he [Mark] took the 

secondary and higher classes in rhetorical composition but had missed the primary 

linguistic training in the use of καί and δε!”146  Mary Ann Tolbert makes a similar point 

when she notes Mark’s “simplicity of Greek style, the unpolished rhetorical development, 

the lack of philosophical or literary pretension, and the typological conventional 

narrative… [that] seem to place [this] text on an entirely different plane from the majority 

of extant works from the Greco-Roman world.”147  As a result she classifies Mark (and 

the other Gospels) at the same literary level as the ancient Greek novels.148 

 Although these estimations are true insofar as Mark is not a good example of the 

highest literary quality, it would still take some skill to compose a document as rich and 

textured as Mark’s Gospel, especially if its inter-connections are as intentional and well-

placed as many scholars think.149  Furthermore, even without formal training it seems 

likely that Mark would have grasped and utilized some basic rhetorical techniques since 

he, and the other New Testament writers, “were born into a culture whose everyday 

                                                
145 It is well known that Mark’s style is rough and unrefined.  “Unlike pure rhetorical Greek which 

prized conjunction and the period, Mark’s writing has little connection: eighty-eight sections begin 
paratactically merely with καί (often used incorrectly where δε would have been better) and there are 
nineteen examples of asyndeton, no linking at all.”  Burridge, “Gospels,” 526.   

 
146 Moreover, “If we bring all five elements [of rhetorical training] together, we can begin to form 

some conclusions.  Mark’s rough Greek style and his preference for assertive, radical rhetoric rather than 
argument suggest that it is unlikely that he has had any formal training in Greek rhetoric.  It would be 
surprising if he took the secondary and higher classes in rhetorical composition but had missed the primary 
linguistic training in the use of καί and δε!” 530. 
 
 147 “The Gospel in Greco-Roman Culture,” in The Book and the Text: The Bible and Literary 
Theory (ed. Regina M. Schwartz; Cambridge: Basil Blackwell, 1990), 261. 
 
 148 Ibid., 262. 
 

149 The finely structured outlines of many scholars testify to this belief.  See, for example, Myers, 
Binding, 111; Malbon, Mark’s Jesus, 30, 34, 38; Marcus, Mark 1-8: A New Translation with Introduction 
and Commentary (AB 27; New York: Doubleday, 2000), 64. 
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modes of oral and written discourse were saturated with a rhetorical tradition…”150 a 

point even Burridge concedes.151  Yet Mark does show evidence of the use of rhetorical 

chreiai, a tool that “[s]tudents able to write Greek at Mark's level typically learned…  

through progymnastic education.”152  Thus learning to compose Greek at all likely 

involved some basic acquaintance with rhetorical devices, even if Mark could not name 

them or use them as effectively as Cicero. 

 
Synkrisis 

Regardless of what we conclude about Mark’s education, there is at least one 

rhetorical device that is patently present throughout his passion narrative: synkrisis.  One 

of the most visible rhetorical devices used in Mark’s passion narrative is the comparison 

and contrast between two individuals or things.  The first-century educator Theon 

described synkrisis as, “language setting the better or the worse side by side.”153  

Classically, synkrises are “not comparisons of things having a great difference between 

them,”154 although it is not unknown for unambiguously good and bad entities to be 

                                                
 150 Cf. C. Clifton Black, The Rhetoric of the Gospel: Theological Artistry in the Gospels and Acts 
(St. Louis: Chalice Press, 2001), 3. 
 
 151 “Therefore, if one discerns patterns of rhetorical persuasion in Mark’s Gospel, it is more likely 
that these came to him either as unconscious forms of argument common to humankind or through general 
awareness within his pluralistic culture” (“The Gospels and Acts,” 530). 
 
 152 Jerome H. Neyrey, “Questions, Chreiai, and Challenges to Honor: The Interface of Rhetoric 
and Culture in Mark’s Gospel,” CBQ 60 (1998): 679-80. 
 

153 Aelius Theon, Exercises 112, in Progymnasmata: Greek Textbooks of Prose Composition and 
Rhetoric (trans. George A. Kennedy; Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2003), 52. 

 
154 Ibid., 112 (53). 
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compared.155  In fact, in the exercises attributed to Hermogenes, the author informs his 

readers that, “Sometimes we blame one thing completely and praise the other; for 

example, if you were to deliver a comparison of justice and wealth.”156  In such instances, 

the double encomium or double invective typical of many synkrises becomes an 

encomium on one thing or person and an invective against another.157  Although Mark’s 

passion narrative is not in the form of a discourse contrasting one idea or character with 

another, its narrative utilizes synkrisis to invite comparison and contrast between 

individuals.158 

 
Synkrisis in the Passion Narrative 

 At least three times Jesus’ perspective or attitude is contrasted with another 

person’s or group’s in the Markan passion narrative.159  The first of these occurs in 

                                                
155 Although synkrisis is often labeled as “the comparison of the praise of two persons or things … 

made between equal or unequal objects,” comparisons of praise and invective are not unknown. Lausberg, 
Heinrich, Handbook of Literary Rhetoric: A Foundation for Literary Study (ed. David E. Orton and R. 
Dean Anderson; trans. Matthew T. Bliss, Annemiek Jansen, and David E. Orton; Boston: Brill, 1998), 495   

 
156 Hermogenes of Tarsus, Preliminary Exercises 19, in Progymnasmata: Greek Textbooks of 

Prose Composition and Rhetoric (trans. George A. Kennedy; Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2003), 
84. 

 
157 As Aphthonius the Sophist seems to indicate in his Preliminary Exercises 31R, in 

Progymnasmata: Greek Textbooks of Prose Composition and Rhetoric (trans. George A. Kennedy; Atlanta: 
Society of Biblical Literature, 2003), 114: “As a whole, synkrisis is a double encomium or <a double> 
invective or a speech made up out of encomium <and invective>” (brackets original).  Theon, however, 
discourages this usage. 

 
158 Although many of the exercises speak of synkrisis as a form of discourse, Nicolaus the Sophist 

recognizes that this is an artificial contrivance and not necessary for the use of synkrisis.  “All in all, the use 
of synkrisis takes many forms, as does that of encomium, both when employed by itself as a whole 
discourse and when part of something else.”  He goes on to remark that, “while composing synkrises we 
are practicing for invention of prooemia and composition of narrations in which we mention the merits as 
though giving a narrative…”  (italics mine).  Preliminary Exercises 62, in Kennedy, Progymnasmata, 164. 

 
159 It can be argued that all of these features are part of the pre-Markan passion narrative.  

However, many of the pericopae which we will investigate contain typical elements of Markan redaction, 
including the famous “sandwiching” so common in Mark, and can therefore be considered the composition 
of the author.  Furthermore, it is really irrelevant whether it was Mark or his predecessors who first 
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Gethsemane when Jesus goes out to pray.  He brings his inner circle of Peter, James, and 

John along with him and tells them, “My soul is deeply grieved unto death; remain here 

and keep awake” (14:34).  After he leaves to pray that his hour might pass him by, Jesus 

returns to find his closest friends sleeping, a pattern that is repeated three times (14:37-

38, 40, 41).  While Jesus is attempting to prepare himself for the eschatological trials that 

await him, his companions remain oblivious to the pivotal events that are at hand.160  

Here Mark contrasts his struggling but resolved protagonist with his clueless followers.161   

 Mark 14:53-72 is the clearest example of synkrisis in Mark’s passion narrative.162  

After his arrest, Jesus is brought before the council of high priests and elders for a trial 

while Peter follows from a distance to see what will happen.  The mention of Peter before 

Jesus’ trial (14:54) and the subsequent exposition of his denial (14:66-72) forms yet 

another Markan intercalation, inviting comparison between Jesus and Peter.  The purpose 

                                                
introduced this rhetorical device, for it is present in our current text either way and the intended audience 
would have heard it as “Mark’s.”  

 
160 Indeed, as Marcus, Mark 8-16, 987, indicates, “It may be that Jesus’ address of Peter with his 

old name, ‘Simon,’ hints at this incipient apostasy; instead of being ‘the Rock,’ the ecclesiastical 
foundation of Jesus’ new-age edifice, Peter is in danger of slipping back into the old age where Satan holds 
sway.” 
 

161 Collins, Mark, 681, points out that, “The effect of the use of this pattern [threefold repetition] 
increases the pathos of the portrait of Jesus struggling alone without the support of his friends.  It also 
emphasizes the weakness and failure of the disciples,” thus suggesting comparison between the Jesus who 
struggles to maintain alertness in his time of testing and the disciples who utterly and completely fail. 

 
162 Marcus, Mark 8-16, 1021, observes, “Indeed, it seems that the two scenes [of Jesus’ trial and 

Peter’s denials] unfold simultaneously in a sort of upstairs/downstairs scenario: while on the upper level 
false witnesses accuse Jesus, who stoutly confesses the truth and pays for it with his life, on the lower level 
trustworthy witnesses accuse Peter of adherence to Jesus, a charge that he vehemently denies.”  Likewise, 
Collins, Mark, 698, notes that, “The combination of the two stories… highlights the contrast between 
Peter’s repudiation of Jesus, which is the first open denial of him, and Jesus’ confession before the high 
priest, which is the first time that Jesus openly declares his identity.”  She also observes that this is one of 
the clearest examples of Markan intercalation.  Finally, Kim E. Dewey, “Peter’s Curse and Cursed Peter,” 
in The Passion in Mark (ed. Werner H. Kelber; Philadelphia: Fortress, 1976), 97, points out that, “Here Mk 
has split the denial story and inserted the hearing with the effect that these two incidents appear to serve as 
commentary upon each other – certainly Mk sees their relationship as important.” 
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of the comparison seems fairly obvious – while Jesus boldly testifies to his identify, 

although it ultimately costs him his life (14:62-64), Peter cowardly denies his association 

with Jesus three times.  Jesus receives an implicit encomium while Peter an invective, 

exactly the pattern we should expect to find in a synkrisis of two individuals.163 

 The final example of synkrisis is the contrast the narrative draws between the 

innocent Jesus condemned to death and the guilty Barabbas allowed to go free. When 

Barabbas is introduced, he is described as one who is “bound with the rebels who had 

committed murder in the insurrection” (15:7).   Mark presents Pilate as viewing the 

charges against Jesus as unworthy of deserving death (15:14).164  Yet, despite his efforts 

to release him, Pilate “because he wished to satisfy the crowd, released to them 

Barabbas; and after he flogged him, he handed Jesus over to be crucified” (15:15, italics 

mine).  The comparison between the two figures is even stronger if, as many scholars 

think likely, the name “Barabbas,” which means “son of the father,” is intended to 

provide the foil to the other Son of the Father, Jesus.165   

                                                
163 Note the parallel in Libanius, Progymnasmata Comparison 3.1, in Libanius’ Progymnasmata: 

Model Exercises in Greek Prose Composition and Rhetoric (trans. Craig A. Gibson; Atlanta: Society of 
Biblical Literature, 2008), 335, where he declares that, “Athens has produced nothing better than 
Demonsthenes and nothing worse than Aeschines.  I say this neither idly abusing the latter nor flattering the 
former, but looking to the facts,” which seems a clear example of encomium and invective, comparing the 
good and the bad. 

 
164 “The crucial thing for Mark, however, is not the paschal amnesty but the comparison and 

contrast between Jesus and Barabbas, the revolutionary leader who ends up being freed.  Both Jesus and 
Barabbas are bound (15:1, 7), and the militant connotation of ‘king of the Jews’ suggests that Jesus, like 
Barabbas, is being depicted by his enemies as a revolutionary figure.”  Marcus, Mark 8-16, 1035 (italics 
mine). 

 
165 “Since Jesus addresses God as ‘Abba’ in Gethsemane, the name ‘Barabbas (bar Abba)’ 

suggests that Jesus and this other prisoner are rival claimants to be the son of God, that is the Messiah, and 
that they are to be compared and contrasted as such.”  Collins, Mark, 718 (italics mine). 
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 What these examples demonstrate is that the device of synkrisis is not foreign to 

the author of the Gospel, but rather that it is a stock tool Mark uses throughout the 

passion narrative to show what he does not tell.166  The reader does not need to be told 

that Jesus is more admirable than Peter, or that the Roman verdicts concerning Jesus and 

Barabbas are exactly reversed – the narrative shows these to be true.  It should not 

surprise us, then, to find another example of synkrisis in the last part of Mark’s passion 

narrative. 

 
Centurion’s Speech as Synkritical Contrast  

 Structurally, 15:16-39 can be seen to form a separate section from the preceding 

material in Mark.  Roman soldiers frame the episode (the cohort in v. 16 and the 

centurion in v. 39), and from this point on Jesus becomes an entirely passive figure, being 

handed over from one figure to the next, having lost all agency of his own, and speaks 

only at his death, and then, only to God.  Furthermore, there is no longer any doubt 

remaining which direction the narrative will take, for Jesus has been condemned to death, 

his disciples have abandoned him, and his enemies have fully succeeded.  Finally, each of 

the characters who speak in this section speak either to or about Jesus without expecting 

any response from him. 

 In this section, the words of the characters take on a different function than during 

his arrest and trial.  Before, as Jesus was being tried before the respective authorities, 

Jesus’ opponents spoke with sobriety and somberness.  Jesus’ fate was in doubt and they 

                                                
166 The difference between narrative and discourse provides the appropriate context for 

understanding why Mark shows instead of tells.  A good speech uses synkrisis to clearly and effectively 
explain which person or thing is the better or worse, but good narrative allows the comparison to speak for 
itself.  An effective narrative does not simply explain to the reader that a character is frustrated but shows 
that he is frustrated through his words and interactions with others. 
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worked to ensure that they would prevail over him.  After 15:15, when Jesus is 

condemned to die and handed over to the Roman soldiers, their speech changes to 

mockery and insults.  There is no longer any reason to speak with earnestness, for the 

outcome is now assured.  Thus, every single character for whom Mark reports direct 

speech after 15:15 speaks with mockery and derision concerning Jesus.  All characters 

except one: the Roman centurion who, seeing the crucified Jesus, declares him to be 

“Truly… the Son of God” (15:39).  This contrast, I suggest, is a fourth example of 

synkrisis present in Mark’s passion narrative.   

 Beginning in 15:16 the speech of all the characters who follow in the narrative is 

an evaluation of Jesus.  The soldiers who clothe Jesus in purple, place a crown of thorns 

upon his head, and kneel down in homage to him, salute him as they say, “Hail, King of 

the Jews!” (15:18).  Not only does the context indicate that the soldiers are speaking 

sarcastically to Jesus, but the narrator also notes that they were “mocking” (ἐνέπαιζαν) 

him (15:20).  The basis for their mockery, of course, is obvious: no one who is a king 

would be treated in the way in which Jesus is treated.  The soldiers are thus saying with 

their sarcasm that only is Jesus not a king, but he now occupies a position about as far 

away from royalty as one can get.  Whether or not they are responsible for the inscription 

placed at the cross (15:26), its declaration has exactly the same tone of mockery: a king 

does not belong on a cross. 

 The next characters who speak are the passersby who jeer at a Jesus who is now 

firmly fixed on a cross. They shake their heads, in the vein of the stereotyped mocker of 

the righteous sufferer, and say, “Aha, the one who would destroy the temple and build it 

in three days, save yourself by coming down from the cross!” (15:29).  Their speech is 
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framed in the form of a taunt, mocking the claim associated with Jesus at his trial to be 

able to destroy the temple and rebuild it in three days (14:58).  The passersby chide the 

immobility of one who claimed to be able to move the temple mount (11:23).167

 Immediately following these words, and in the same vein, is the speech of the 

chief priests and scribes who “mock him” saying, “Others he saved, yet himself he is not 

able to save.  Let the Messiah, the King of Israel, come down now from the cross so that 

we might see and believe” (15:31-32).  Although it is framed as a conditional imperative 

(let x happen and then we will do y), it is, like the other speeches, entirely cynical and 

derisive.168  The chief priests do not believe that Jesus is the Messiah or the King of 

Israel, and they know he is not able to come down from the cross.   

 The final mockery of Jesus comes after he cries out in Aramaic to God in the 

words of Psalm 22:1, ελωι ελωι λεμα σαβχθανι (15:34).  Although it has been suggested 

that the bystanders who respond actually mistake Jesus’ ελωι for ηλι, an abbreviated 

form of ηλιας,169 it is more likely that they purposefully misunderstand Jesus’ words in 

order to mock him.170  In this case the bystanders’ response, “Behold, he is calling 

                                                
167 As Marcus, Mark 8-16, 1051, notes, “Indeed, the victim’s immobility was one of the most 

dreaded aspects of death by crucifixion; the prisoner is often described as being ‘fixed to the cross,’ … 
Jesus’ immobility is mocked by the passersby (15:29-30) and the chief priests (15:31-32), all of whom 
challenge him to come down from the cross.  In their view, his paralysis demonstrates the hollowness of his 
claim to be king; far from possessing the limitless freedom of a monarch, he is transfixed and helpless.  A 
contrast is provided by the first group of mockers, whose freedom of movement is emphasized: they are 
those who pass by, wagging their heads as they do so.” 

 
168 “In contrast to the plebian passersby, these elite leaders do not address Jesus directly with their 

ridicule but each other, and … this grammatical difference underlines their scorn for him.”  Ibid., 1052. 
 

169 So Brower, “Elijah,” 88. 
 

170 It seems much more likely that the bystanders would honestly misunderstand the cry of Jesus in 
Matthew’s Gospel, where Matthew changes Mark’s ελωι to ηλι (Mt 27:46).  In fact, is seems probable that 
Matthew’s redaction of Mark here demonstrates his reading of Mark – that it is an authentic misunderstand 
– which Matthew attempts to clarify with his change, as he does elsewhere innumerable times with Mark. 
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Elijah,” (15:35) is itself mockery, connecting it with a cry for help.  The action that 

follows is difficult to understand because Mark’s syntax is unclear, but it seems likely 

that someone other than the speaker in v. 35 runs to fill a sponge with sour wine, put it on 

a stick, and offer it to Jesus to drink. The speech in v. 36, “Wait, let us see whether Elijah 

will come to take him down,” could be offered either to another bystander or to Jesus. 171  

Either way, it is also mockery, for it means to convey that the speaker knows Elijah will 

not come to take Jesus down from the cross, for Jesus is insignificant and he is dying 

humiliated as a condemned criminal.172   

 In each of these four cases, the opponents of Jesus have, through their mockery 

and taunting, given their evaluation of Jesus.  They see him either beaten and flogged (so 

the soldiers in 15:16-20) or affixed to a cross, bleeding and dying alone (the passersby, 

chief priests and scribes, and bystanders, 15:21-36).  Their verdict is that this man who 

was perhaps delusional about his own importance and significance, has now found his 

proper place.173  In their eyes, a crucified man is a defeated and pathetic man, not a king 

                                                
171 This reading is how the NRSV renders the Greek.  The confusion lies in how to take ἄφετε 

ἴδωμεν in v. 36.  If ἄφετε is independent then there could be distance between the speaker and the person 
in v. 35 who offers Jesus a drink.  If it is related to ἴδωμεν then the speaker must be associated with the 
figure in v. 35.  The latter seems more likely.  See Collins, Mark, 756. 

 
172 This mockery has the same kind of feel as when boys chide other boys for calling their 

‘mommy,’ to come and help them when they are hurt or insecure.  Thus, the playground equivalent to this 
taunt is, “Let’s see if mommy is going to come and wipe your nose!” 

 
173 Marcus, “Parodic Exaltation,” 78, sees an intentional connection between the punishment of 

crucifixion and the kind of mockery offered by Jesus’ enemies.   
Indeed, I would like to suggest that irony was exactly their intention: this strangely ‘exalting’ 

 mode of execution was designed to mimic, parody, and puncture the pretensions of insubordinate 
 transgressors by displaying a deliberately horrible mirror of their self-elevation. For it is revealing 
 that the criminals so punished were often precisely people who had, in the view of their judges, 
 gotten ‘above’ themselves—rebellious slaves, for example, or slaves who had insulted their 
 masters, or people of any class who had not shown proper deference to the emperor, not to 
 mention those who had revolted against him or who had, through brigandage or piracy, 
 demonstrated disdain for imperial rule. Crucifixion was intended to unmask, in a deliberately 
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(15:18), not a prophet (15:29), not a messiah (15:32), and not worthy of divine rescue 

(15:36).   

 It is also important to note that these voices represent a fair cross section of the 

population.  Presumably only the chief priests and scribes have any history with Jesus 

before this moment, having set themselves against him much earlier in the narrative 

(11:27).  The remaining characters only encounter Jesus at his crucifixion, and they likely 

represent both Jewish and Gentile groups.174  Thus, this amalgamation of different 

backgrounds, perspectives, and histories with Jesus all result in a similarly resounding 

conclusion: the crucified Jesus is a nobody and rightly condemned.   

 To this litany of negative responses comes the final instance of direct speech in 

the entire passion narrative.  The centurion, seeing the manner in which Jesus dies, says 

in response, “Truly this man was the Son of God!” (ἀληθῶς οὕτος ὁ ἄνθρωπος υἱὸς θεοῦ 

ἦν, 15:39).  We have already determined that the centurion’s speech is sincere; what we 

seek here is the significance of the centurion’s confession vis-à-vis the other characters at 

the crucifixion.  Most notably, the centurion evaluates Jesus in exactly the opposite 

manner of the soldiers, passersby, chief priests and scribes, and the bystanders.  Whereas 

they see failed royalty and divine absence, the centurion sees a connection to divinity.  

Moreover, the centurion speaks about Jesus in the same way both the narrator (1:1) and 

the heavenly voice (1:11, 9:7, presumed to be God’s) do. 

                                                
grotesque manner, the pretension and arrogance of those who had exalted themselves beyond their 

 station. 
 
174 The Roman soldiers are clearly Gentiles and the chief priest and scribes are clearly Jews.  Since 

the bystanders in vv. 35-36 know the tradition about Elijah coming to rescue those in need, they are likely 
Jews as well.  The passersby are indeterminate, for their words do not reveal any particular orientation and 
anyone in the area could have likely heard Jesus’ word (or those attributed to him) about the temple. 
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The Rending of the Veil and Synkrisis 
 

 Having reviewed and analyzed the speeches of the characters in the scene of 

Jesus’ crucifixion, we are now in a position to see how Mark has utilized his final 

instance of synkrisis.  All the individuals before Jesus’ death understand Jesus to be a 

failed prophet, messiah, and king.  Jesus had tried to attain to a high and noble status and 

yet now, dying ignobly on a cross, it is revealed that he has failed to accomplish his 

mission.  The centurion, in contrast, sees in this man the Son of God.  The characters are 

similar, their experiences and interactions with Jesus are similar, but their evaluation of 

Jesus is completely different.175   

 The conclusion that we must draw, then, is that the centurion has no good reason 

for saying what he says at Jesus’ death.  He is in no better position to evaluate Jesus 

rightly (that is, according to how the narrator sees him) than the other characters at the 

cross.  This scenario is striking precisely because it is stunning and unexpected.  The 

seemingly arbitrary response of the centurion to Jesus’ death points us back to the role of 

the torn temple veil in 15:38.  As we mentioned above, the location of this rather unusual 

occurrence is somewhat odd and seems to obstruct the flow of the narrative, for the 

centurion’s confession is in response to the events of 15:37. 

 It is at this point that our analysis of the synkrisis between the centurion and the 

others present at Jesus’ crucifixion demonstrates its exegetical utility.  In every other 

                                                
175 The contrast between the evaluations of the anonymous figures engaging in direct speech in 

Mark’s passion narrative who we have been surveying and the centurion’s is, in essence, a contrast between 
what Malbon calls “Projected Christology.”  Thus, the synkrisis Mark develops addresses specifically 
Christological concerns.   However, as Malbon, Mark’s Jesus, 57-58, points out, Mark’s Christology 
cannot simply be approached on the basis of titles alone, but must consider who says what and when.  The 
fact that Mark locates all the negative evaluations of Jesus before his death and the centurion’s after is of 
immense importance for understanding not only their difference but also the narrative role that the 
intervening material plays – in this case, the rending of the temple veil in 15:38.   
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instance of synkrisis in Mark’s passion narrative that we surveyed earlier, the reason for 

the distinction between the “good” example of Jesus and the “bad” example of his 

particular foil was apparent: Jesus stays awake and prays at the hour of his πειρασµός, the 

disciples sleep (14:32-42); Jesus boldly testifies to his identity before his accusers, Peter 

cowardly denies his association with Jesus (14:53-72); Jesus is an innocent man 

condemned to die, Barabbas is a guilty man allowed to go free (15:15).  The reason for 

the centurion’s confession, though, is entirely unclear, and suggests not that he is 

somehow able to perceive what the others could not or that he is a more receptive, open 

individual but rather that something external has changed that now allows him to see 

what the others could not.176  That we should look for an external cause points to the role 

the torn temple veil plays. 

 Two aspects of the rending of the veil are most pivotal for understanding its 

meaning and role: the fact that it is rent and that it is the veil of the temple.  As noted 

above, the torn veil in 15:38 constitutes one half of Mark’s “cosmic inclusio,” the other 

part being 1:10.  That Mark has deliberately, and painstakingly crafted these as parallel 

scenes appears likely.  Thus, the meaning of the rent heavens in 1:10 seems a likely 

starting point for interpreting how Mark understands the rending of the veil in 15:38.  In 

that scene, the rent heavens initiate a sudden and dramatic change in the relationship 

between heaven and earth, for what is torn can no longer be undone.177  Furthermore, we 

                                                
176 External, that is, to the centurion.  We have already concluded that what doesn’t change is the 

centurion’s internal disposition, that he doesn’t has a change of heart and now considers Jesus differently 
than the other characters in the passion narrative because seeing Jesus die softens him or inspires him or the 
signs associated with his death frighten him into this confession. 

 
 177 One potential question is what role the rending of the heavens plays offering revelation.  If the 
rending of the veil represents God’s offer of revelation to the centurion would not the rending of the 
heavens offer something similar?  I think this line of thinking is essentially correct and we explore it more 
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know from Josephus that on the outer veil of the temple, “was portrayed a panorama of 

the heavens, the signs of the Zodiac excepted.”178  Likewise, the inner curtain “was an 

imitation of heaven.”179 

 The connection between 1:10 and 15:38 becomes even more convincing when we 

realize that “the temple itself was considered a gateway from earth to heaven,” and that, 

according at least to later Jewish understanding, “the sky itself is as the Most Holy Place, 

the firmament its veil, and creation itself is the holy place of the universal sanctuary.”180  

In this case the veil and the heavenly firmament serve the same function: to separate and 

hide the divine from humanity.181  To rend the heavens or the veil, then, means exactly 

the same thing: to allow the earth access to heaven.  “[T]he rending of the veil is likewise 

to be read in an apocalyptic sense: the veil symbolizes the heavens, and the rending of the 

heavens is equated with the rending of the veil.”182  The tearing of the temple veil, then, 

is an apocalyptic act, an unveiling of heavenly realities.  And the one to whom this 

apocalyptic revelation is made at the death of Jesus is the centurion, who immediately 

                                                
fully in Chapter Five (pp. 220-21).  For the present discussion let us suffice to note that there is a difference 
of magnitude between the revelation offered by the rending of the heavens and the rending of the temple 
veil.  What the former offers proleptically becomes complete in the latter. 
 

178 Josephus, War 5.5.4. 
 
179 Collins, Mark, 759. 
 
180 Gurtner, “Rending of the Veil,” 300-1. 
 
181 Ibid., 302. 
 
182 Ibid., 303. 
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identifies Jesus in the way only supernatural beings have hitherto spoken in Mark’s 

Gospel.183    

 Thus, the fact that Mark places the tearing of the temple veil, a thoroughly 

apocalyptic action, between the death of Jesus in v. 37 and the centurion’s response in v. 

39 demonstrates the role that it plays for Mark – it explains how the centurion can say 

what he says.184  The centurion’s confession of the crucified Jesus as “Son of God” is not 

a result of the centurion’s righteous disposition or a testament to his powers of 

perception; it is the result of God’s apocalyptic unveiling of the identity of Jesus at his 

death, an unveiling signaled by the rending of the temple veil.  In this way, the divine 

speech in 1:11 is now taken up and appropriated by the centurion in 15:38,185 not because 

the centurion is manifestly godly, but because God has given to this person supernatural 

insight not otherwise available to him.186 

                                                
183 “For in apocalyptic visions, the subsequent context to the opening of heaven constitutes the 

content of the vision – that is, what is revealed, and to whom… what is revealed is Jesus’ identity as, in 
some sense, ‘son of God.’  Second, the one to whom it is revealed is a (Gentile) centurion.”  Gurtner, 
“Rending the Veil,” 304. 

 
184 Which is a positive one, contra Brown, Death, 2.1109, who insists, “The deduction, however, 

that therefore there should be both a negative and positive fulfillment in the rending of the veil in 15:38 is 
weak, for the positive element (if it need be present) may lie in the centurion’s confession of Jesus as Son 
of God in 15:39 and have nothing to do with the veil.”  This is true if the positive element rests entirely on 
the centurion’s confession in v. 39, but if, as Gurtner argues, the rending of the veil is formally parallel to 
apocalyptic unveilings, then even apart from the centurion’s confession the rending of the veil, like the 
rending of the heavens in 1:10, has a positive, revelatory function. 
 

185 The centurion thus joins the heavenly voice along with the narrator and the unclean spirits in 
confessing Jesus as Son of God.  “All these may be said to provide ‘reliable commentary’ for the reader on 
the true nature of Jesus as the evangelist perceives him.” W. R. Telford, The Theology of the Gospel of 
Mark (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 39. 
 

186 Contra Senior, Passion, 128, who insists,  
Unlike Matthew’s version, Mark does not present tearing of the veil as part of a series of 

 apocalyptic signs which have at least some positive meaning.  Nor does Mark imply that the 
 opening of the veil is what enabled the centurion to make his confession of faith, the splitting 
 thereby having revelatory significance.  There is no hint in Mark (again in contrast to Matthew’s 
 version) that the centurion (or anyone else for that matter) even knows the veil is torn.  What 
 prompts his confession is not such marvelous happenings but ‘seeing how Jesus expired’ (15:39).  
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 This understanding of the centurion’s confession, then, subverts the initial 

synkrisis already developed, for unlike the other three examples of synkrisis in the 

passion narrative, this one does not flow from a comparison of better and worse 

individuals, but individuals who are for all intents and purposes synonymous.  And yet, 

one of them makes a right confession while the others do not.  Although invective 

properly falls on the words of the soldiers, passersby, chief priests and scribes, and 

bystanders, encomium does not likewise apply to the centurion, for his confession does 

not come from his inherently better disposition but is rather the result of the apocalyptic 

action of God.187   

 
Subverting Synkrisis 

 We are now in a position to state the “theology” of the rending of the temple veil.  

The centurion rightly evaluates Jesus, unlike the other characters present at the 

crucifixion.  Mark thus sets up a synkrisis between the centurion and the other individuals 

                                                
I agree with Senior’s premises but not the conclusions he draws from them.  The centurion does not declare 
Jesus Son of God because he saw miraculous signs, an idea Mark himself would condemn (8:12).  But that 
only reinforces the question of how the centurion makes his confession at all.  Concluding that the 
centurion does so based on seeing how Jesus died ascribes to the centurion incredible deductive powers not 
available to anyone else in the Gospel, not even Jesus’ closest disciples.  It makes the centurion a “good 
guy” in contrast to the four other “bad guys” present in the crucifixion scene.  This is what we should 
expect from Mark’s synkrisis, but we are given no indication that the centurion is any more favorable to 
Jesus than any of the other characters.  In fact, he is the most likely to be ill disposed to him, considering 
that he is likely the one overseeing Jesus’ crucifixion. 

 
187 I agree wholeheartedly with Theodore J. Weeden’s theological drive and that this is precisely 

the theological perspective that Mark intends to impart to his audience.  But I part ways with Weeden when 
he claims that, “The centurion in contrast to others in the drama proclaims Jesus to be the Son of God – not 
because Jesus produced a miraculous feat, as Jesus’ adversaries require for belief, but because he saw how 
Jesus died.  The only person with real power at the cross paradoxically verifies Jesus’ Christological status 
not because Jesus awed him with his power but because Jesus died a suffering, ‘powerless’ death” (“The 
Cross as Power in Weakness,” in The Passion in Mark [ed. Werner Kelber; Philadelphia: Fortress, 1976], 
120). I am less certain that the centurion “sees” because he sees how Jesus died.  Seeing an insignificant 
man suffer and die ignominiously on a cross should have the exact opposite effect on anyone, especially the 
centurion charged with overseeing his death.  The only explanation, and perhaps the unspoken assumption 
behind Weeden’s assertion, is that God reveals this insight to the centurion, allows him to see with proper 
sight.  
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who speak in this section of the passion narrative.  But synkrisis usually involves not just 

commendable behavior but also the reason why an individual is commendable.  But in 

this case we are forced to ask, “What is praiseworthy about the centurion?”  Based on the 

narrative Mark has provided, we must conclude: nothing at all!  The centurion is not 

qualitatively different from any other character in the drama surrounding Jesus’ 

crucifixion.  His confession, then, is not symptomatic of human achievement but of the 

divine presence active in the death of Jesus.  It is God who removes humanity’s 

blindness, in the most surprising of means, at the cross and not the centurion who finally, 

contrary to every other character in the story, “sees” of his own accord. 

 The final synkrisis in Mark’s passion, then, is not a comparison between the 

centurion and the other characters at all, but really a synkrisis between humanity’s 

evaluation of the crucified Jesus and God’s.  What is being contrasted is the human 

interpretation of what Jesus’ death must mean and the divine understanding of his death.  

Humanity judges the dying Jesus one way, but God renders a judgment on their 

judgment, for God “appears” at the cross to rend the veil, showing that he has not 

forsaken Jesus.  Thus, the rending of the temple veil indicates that the cross is a 

theophany so that in the divine abandonment of Jesus God is most fully present. 

 We can more readily appreciate the deeply subversive nature of this divine/human 

synkrisis by comparing these conclusions with those of Frank Matera, who offers a very 

similar set of conclusions concerning the centurion’s confession.  Matera sees the 

centurion’s confession as a response to a single cry (v. 34 and v. 37 both referencing the 

same loud cry of Jesus).  In this way, the centurion’s positive confession forms a contrast 

to the reaction of the bystanders who use this cry as the basis to mock Jesus.  Yet Matera 
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insists that the centurion confesses Jesus as Son of God because “he saw that he died thus 

(houtos exepneusen).  Here the houtos refers to the last mention of the great cry found in 

v. 37 which we have judged is a reprise of v. 34.  Thus the centurion’s confession is, like 

the mockery, related to the cry of Ps. 22.”188  For Matera, the cry of Jesus on the cross is 

not one (only) of abandonment or dereliction but represents the whole psalm, including 

its eschatological victory.  Mark’s community would have heard it as a messianic cry, 

and thus as a cry of a royal figure.189  Therefore, for Matera, “The centurion does not 

make his confession because he saw a man die in utter abandonment, but because the 

crucified one dies with a messianic cry.”190  The centurion stands in for the Markan 

community, who also hear this cry messianically.  What allows the centurion to 

understand Jesus’ words in this way is the tearing of the temple veil, which grants him 

“access to the divine glory and allows him to make the first public proclamation of the 

gospel, by a human being, that Jesus is the Son of God.”191 

 My position is very close to Matera’s.  I agree that the centurion offers a contrast 

to the other speakers present (although Matera does not reach this conclusion via a 

rhetorical-critical approach).  I also agree that the rending of the veil and the death of 

Jesus are the pivotal moment for allowing the centurion’s confession since he speaks 

from the other side of the eschatological divide from the other characters at the 

crucifixion, that no possibility of his confession existed before this moment.  I disagree, 

                                                
 188 Matera, Kingship, 137. 
 
 189 Matera, Kingship, 127-35. 
 
 190 Matera, Kingship, 137. 
 
 191 Matera, Kingship, 139. 
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however, on the messianic nature of Jesus’ cry (and even that 15:34 and 15:37 are 

intended to be understood as referring to the same cry, although that is possible).   Most 

importantly, however, I disagree that it is access to the divine glory revealed when the 

temple veil is torn that allows the centurion to accomplish the right exegesis of this 

saying.  I contend that Jesus’ cry is one of abandonment and that the centurion utters his 

words despite that cry, not because of it.  He is able to do so not because he has been 

keyed in to the proper way to exegete Jesus’ death but because he is given eschatological 

sight by the apocalyptic act of God to perceive what heretofore only supernatural beings 

could perceive.  He may speak for Mark’s community but he does so only insofar as he 

transmits divine speech, not “proper” human speech.   

But this divine presence is not simply one of judgment and condemnation, a 

railing against the sin of the Gentiles and rebellion of Israel’s leaders.  The torn veil 

combined with the centurion’s confession indicates that this mysterious presence of God 

at the cross is for humanity, that it is redemptive and life giving.192  The rending of the 

veil is revelation for the world.  The heavenly light now, at a cross shrouded in darkness, 

pierces human blindness.  Mark reveals this final synkrisis, ostensibly between the 

centurion and the mockers, to actually be a sort of sign of the larger synkrisis of 

comparing the initiative of God to save with the utter blindness of humanity.   

 

                                                
192 Here I am opposed to Brown, who maintains that, “By the violent rending (schizein) God 

responds vigorously, not only to vindicate Jesus whom God has not forsaken, but also to express anger at 
the chief priests and Sanhedrin who decreed such a death for God’s Son,” Death of the Messiah, 2.1100.  
Brown goes on to connect the tearing of the high priest’s garments in 14:63 with the rending of the veil in 
15:38, both of which concern issues of the sanctuary and Jesus’ identity.  In his schema, the Sanhedrin 
interrogates Jesus, the passersby mock Jesus, and God vindicates Jesus.  However, not only are the words 
used in 15:38 σχιζειν and 14:63 διαρρηξας different, but it suggests that God’s tearing action is “angry” in 
a way akin to the chief priests.  Is God’s rending the heavens in 1:10 also an angry act?   
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Conclusions 

 We may now summarize our conclusions before proceeding in the next chapter to 

articulate their theological consequences.  The centurion does not utter his confession on 

the basis of any signs or the noble manner in which he observes Jesus die.  The rending 

of the temple veil is mentioned for the benefit of the reader and no character is shown to 

be aware of it or responds to it.  The darkness that covers the land does not seem to affect 

the bystanders who continue the mockery found in the pre-darkness characters.  

Therefore, there is no reason to think the centurion would have or could have responded 

to the darkness.  If anyone is affected by the darkness it is Jesus himself, who does not 

seem to experience it as a sign of God’s presence but rather as evidence of his 

abandonment, after which he finally utters his cry of dereliction.  Furthermore, Mark 

elsewhere has demonstrated a deep hostility over the use of signs to promote 

triumphalism, which is exactly how the darkness and the torn veil would function if they 

were seen as signs by the characters in Mark’s story.   

 Although other writers (like Luke) will later aim to present Jesus’ death in the 

vein of the noble death or martyrdom traditions Mark, if anything, de-emphasizes this 

aspect of Jesus’ death.193  Instead the dreary, brutal nature of Jesus’ agony, betrayal, 

loneliness, and mistreatment are highlighted in his passion story.  Jesus’ actions on the 

cross would inspire no heroic accolades, as his final cry before passing is just as likely to 

                                                
 193 Richard I. Pervo, Acts: A Commentary (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2009), points out the many links 
between the martyrdom of Stephen in Acts 7 and the death of Jesus in Luke, including the absence of a 
formal sentence (unlike Mark), and prayer for the forgiveness of enemies (195-96).  Of course, this 
parallelism is usually explained by the fact that Stephen’s death is made to conform to Jesus’, but the fact 
that both look so similar highlights how much Jesus’ death also looks like that of the prototype for 
Christian martyrs.  Pervo later highlights the similarity between the two when he notes, “In typical 
martyrological style, Stephen appears unfazed by this brutal assault,” and then (in fn. 29) invites a 
comparison to Jesus in Luke 23:27-35, 4 Macc. 9-12, Martyrs of Lyons 16-20, and Mart. Pol. 2:2 all in 
contrast to Mark 15:20-37 (198). 
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be related to the demonic shriek of the possessed who are exorcised throughout Mark’s 

Gospel as a grand and dignified cry of defiance or victory.  I conclude, therefore, that the 

centurion’s speech is not prompted by any signs or the manner of Jesus’ death, whether it 

be that of the martyr or the noble philosopher. 

 The tearing of the temple veil, although not functioning as a sign or wonder, 

remains irreducibly important to understanding the reason for the centurion’s confession.  

The rending of the veil in 15:38 almost certainly forms an inclusio with the rending of the 

heavens in 1:10, indicating that the moment of Jesus’ death, like the moment of his 

baptism, is an apocalyptic event in which God breaks into the human sphere.  Yet this 

event appears as an intrusion into the tightly packed narrative of 15:37-39, a construction 

we might label as another instance of Markan sandwiching.  When read as a narrative 

interruption we can see that the narrative event of 15:38 – the rending of the temple veil – 

directly affects the story of Jesus’ death and the centurion’s response.  This apocalyptic 

action becomes the basis for revelation offered to the centurion.   

 Finally, by realizing the synkrisis at work in 15:16-39 we see that it is this 

moment of apocalyptic revelation that separates the centurion’s evaluation of Jesus from 

those of all the other characters in the story.  The cause of the centurion’s confession is 

not to be found in his disposition or perception but rather God’s apocalyptic action.  

Insofar as the centurion’s words and the words of the other characters in the story are 

being contrasted, the revelatory cause of the centurion’s speech introduces another, more 

fundamental synkrisis between the way in which humans evaluate the death of Jesus and 

the manner in which God does.  The centurion is on the right side of the contrast only 
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because he is offered divine perspective.  The significance of this human/divine synkrisis, 

as well as the mode in which it is presented, are the topics for our next chapter. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 
 

The Centurion’s Speech and Markan Soteriology: 
Salvation as Revelation, Reconciliation, and Redemption1  

 
 

 We have seen that the centurion, in response to God’s apocalyptic act, “sees” and 

proclaims the truth of Jesus’ identity at the moment of his death.  He is contrasted with 

the other speakers at the cross who mock and ridicule Jesus, creating a synkrisis between 

them.  But because the centurion’s insight derives solely and completely from the prior 

act of God, who offers the centurion “sight” as a gift, I suggested that the real synkrisis 

Mark creates is between God and humanity.  The human perspective of Jesus’ death is 

represented by the mockers and revilers—to them Jesus is a fraud and a boaster brought 

low.  The centurion represents God’s own perspective—that Jesus, in his suffering and 

death, is understood as God’s Son.   

 In this chapter we explore the theological ramifications of these conclusions.  

Mark 15:39 has often been mined for its contribution to our understanding of Mark’s 

Christology.  Although there is surely Christological significance to this verse it also 

offers a compact expression of Mark’s soteriology as well such that Mark 15:39 

demonstrates what salvation means for Mark.  Specifically, I suggest that it shows that 

for Mark the cross offers eschatological sight, rapprochement between the hostile spheres 

of humanity and divinity, and the extension of Israel’s blessings to the Gentiles.  What it 

means for Jesus’ death to be salvific is thus summarized (although not exhausted) by 

these categories. 
                                                
 1 An earlier version of this chapter was published as Brian K. Gamel, “Salvation in a Sentence: 
Mark 15:39 as Markan Soteriology,” JTI 6 (2012): 65-78.  
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Eschatological Sight 

 One of the ironies of Mark’s Gospel is the way in which Jesus is presented by the 

evangelist and the manner in which he is largely received by the characters in the story. 

Jesus appears preaching the good news of God’s kingdom (1:15), defeating the spiritual 

forces oppressing humanity (1:21-28), and announcing that his coming marks the end of 

Satan’s tyranny over the world (3:23-27).  Yet Israel does not recognize Jesus as God’s 

agent of deliverance but rather disowns him (6:2-3) and conspires to “destroy” him (3:6).  

There is a sense throughout Mark’s Gospel that spiritual blindness is a condition that 

grips the entirety of humanity.2  Yet, there is also a countervailing trend found in the 

narrative as well.  Although most individuals do not perceive the truth of Jesus, Mark 

highlights characters at the edge of his story who seem to demonstrate genuine insight.  

The centurion, as we have seen, represents the climax of this development.  How, then, 

are we to make sense of these seemingly conflicting patterns?  Answering this question, 

and the implications that follow, will concern us in the proceeding discussion. 

 
Blindness of Humanity to “Spiritual” Realities 

 In Mark 10:42, following James’ and John’s request for special seats of honor 

when Jesus enters his glory, Jesus begins to explain to his disciples about the nature of 

power and authority for those who would follow Jesus.  He remarks, “You know that the 

ones thought to rule among the Gentiles lord it over them and the great ones among them 

tyrannize them” (οἴδατε ὅτι οἱ δοκοῦντες ἄρχειν τῶν ἐθνῶν κατακυριεύουσιν αὐτῶν καὶ 

                                                
 2 As will become clear further on, I use the term “spiritual blindness” for lack of a better 
descriptor.  People are blind in Mark to what moderns would often call spiritual realities (things concerning 
the supernatural sphere).  It is unlikely that Mark, or his contemporaries, would make much distinction 
between “spiritual” and “material” realities, however, as Ched Myers rightly points out (Binding the Strong 
Man: A Political Reading of Mark’s Story of Jesus [Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1988], 46).   
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οἱ µεγάλοι αὐτῶν κατεξουσιάζουσιν αὐτῶν, 10:42).  What is odd about this passage is οἱ 

δοκοῦντες ἄρχειν – “the ones who are thought or who appear to rule.”  Both Matthew 

and Luke eliminate this phrase (Mt 20:25: οἱ ἄρχοντες τῶν ἐθνῶν, “the rulers of the 

Gentiles;” Lk 22:25: οἱ βασιλεῖς τῶν ἐθνῶν, “the kings of the Gentiles”).  It seems 

unlikely that Mark would disagree with either Matthew’s or Luke’s redaction on one 

level—Mark seems to indicate precisely the “rulers” and “kings” his synoptic cousins 

indicate.  The difference, however, is that for Mark these human authorities only appear 

to rule—the true power behind those individuals is the host of spiritual powers to which 

humanity is blind.   

 Translating οἱ δοκοῦντες ἄρχειν is a difficult affair.  In Kittel’s treatment of 

δοκέω two intransitive definitions are offered: 1) “to appear,” or “to have the 

appearance,” and 2) “to count for something,” or “to be of repute.” It is under the second 

of these that the editors translate Mark 10:42 as “those who are accounted rulers.”3 

France, citing Kittel’s entry, argues that the Markan phrase does not “question the reality 

of their rule, but rather draws attention to the fact that they are seen to rule, and that their 

status is publicly recognized.”4  Collins shares this same basic interpretive thrust, 

translating the text as “those who are recognized as ruling the nations,” even calling it a 

term of “honor” containing “no hint of depreciation.”5 

 Yet many other interpreters note the illusory force of the phrase, emphasizing 

Kittel’s first intransitive definition.  Evans translates the phrase “those who are supposed 

                                                
 3 Kittel, “δοκέω, κτλ.” TDNT, 2.232-33. 
 
 4 R. T. France, The Gospel of Mark: A Commentary on the Greek Text (NIGTC; Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 2002), 418, italics original. 
 
 5 Adela Yarbro Collins, Mark: A Commentary (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2007), 499. 
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to rule.”6  Myers renders it as “the ‘so-called’ rulers of the nations.”7  Most relevant, 

however, is Lohmeyer’s remark on this passage: “In Mark the expression [οἱ δοκοῦντες 

ἄρχειν] is steeped in the knowledge that all earthly ‘rule’ is only an appearance, 

compared, one can most likely assume, with the true ‘rule’ of God.”8 

 Lohmeyer’s comment becomes the basis for Marcus’ further expansion.9  Gundry, 

dismissing a reading that understands οἱ δοκοῦντες ἄρχειν to refer to only the appearance 

of rule, notes that “… if [οἱ δοκοῦντες ἄρχειν] deals with mere appearance at all, it 

describes apparent rule as genuine non-rule.”10  This idea is precisely what Marcus argues 

– that the illusion of human rule is based on the inability of humans to see reality 

properly, so that the “apparent rule” of kings and lords is in fact “genuine non-rule.”  

Marcus draws attention to a parallel phrase in 4 Macc. 13:14.11  Here the brothers who 

are about to be martyred implore one another to “not fear the one supposing to kill us” 

(µὴ φοβηθῶµεν τὸν δοκοῦντα ἀποκτέννειν).  David deSilva translates the passage as “the 

one thinking to kill” drawing on “the tradition that no true injury can befall the sage at the 

hands of the tyrant,” and “the more immediate consideration that the end of this life is not 

                                                
 6 Craig A. Evans, Mark 8:27-16:20 (WBC 34B; Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 2001), 118. 
 
 7 Myers, Strong Man, 278. 
 
 8 “Bei M ist der Ausdruck also von dem Wissen getränscht, dass alle irdischen “Herrschaft” nur 
ein Schein ist, gegenüber – so dars man wohl ergänzen – der wahren ‘Herrschaft’ Gottes.”  Ernst 
Lohmeyer, Das Evangelium des Markus (13th ed.; Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1954), 223. 
 
 9 Joel Marcus, “Mark 4:10-12 and Marcan Epistemology,” JBL 103 (1984): 558 n. 5. 
 
 10 Robert H. Gundry, Mark: A Commentary of His Apology for the Cross (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1993), 586. 
 
 11 Joel Marcus, Mark 8-16: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary (AYB 27A; 
New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 2009), 755. 
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the end of existence.”12  Antiochus only appears to be the victor over the brothers since 

he does not have access to all the information.  The phrase here notes the contrast 

between perception and the truth of the situation as seen from the spiritual realm. 

 More importantly, Marcus draws attention to Daniel Harrington’s work on the 

ideology of rule in Daniel 7–12 in light of Jesus’ use of the Danielic Son of Man 

language immediately following this saying (10:45).13  Here Harrington demonstrates 

that the vision of the four beasts in Dan 7 correspond to the succession of empires in the 

Ancient Near East that exercised control over Israel.  At the end of the vision the Son of 

Man appears to establish dominion replacing the oppressive empires.  Harrington 

concludes, “[b]ehind the vision and its interpretation is the conviction that the God of 

Israel is the true ruler…”.14  Drawing on this Marcus interprets οἱ δοκοῦντες ἄρχειν to 

mean that “earthly rulers are not really sovereign but only seem to be so, since behind 

them stand angelic and demonic forces, and ultimately God.”15 

 Likewise, the only real powers in Mark’s narrative are God and Satan (and their 

lesser hosts) who each have “kingdoms” (1:15, 3:24) in conflict with each other (3:27).  

                                                
 12 David A. deSilva, 4 Maccabees: Introduction and Commentary on the Greek Text in Codex 
Sinaiticus (Leiden: Brill, 2006), 208. 
 
 13 Marcus, Mark 8-16, 755. 
 
 14 Daniel J. Harrington, “The Ideology of Rule in Daniel 7-12,” in Society of Biblical Literature 
1999 Seminar Papers (SBLSPS 38; Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 1999), 544-45. 
 
 15 Marcus, Mark 8-16, 755.  It is also interesting to note that, unlike other ANE literature, the 
Hebrew scriptures never describe God or any of the heavenly beings as ever being blind, with God in 
particular frequently being described as seeing.  See Ray W. McAllister, “Theology of Blindness in the 
Hebrew Scriptures” (Ph.D. diss., Andrews University Seventh-Day Adventist Theological Seminary, 
2010), 349. 
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The implication, then, is that humanity is blind to this reality, ascribing rule to human 

authorities but not understanding the truth behind that appearance.16   

 
Blind Especially to the Identity of Jesus 
 
 Mark’s insistence on humanity’s blindness to spiritual realities is manifested most 

clearly, however, concerning the identity of Jesus.  From the beginning Mark’s audience 

knows who Jesus truly is – God’s Son who has received the Spirit from on high and 

empowered for battle against Satan’s host.17  Yet no person in the narrative perceives 

Jesus in this manner.  They understand neither the invisible war at hand between the 

forces of Satan and God nor especially the identity of God’s key agent in this conflict, 

even as Jesus draws attention in his preaching to the turn of the ages occurring in his 

ministry.18   

                                                
 16 The metaphor of blindness for lack of intellectual or spiritual perception was rich in the ancient 
world, especially in the Greek philosophical tradition.  Although all humans could be understood as blind 
in the sense that they did not know the future, and thus their own fate, usually the appellation was applied 
to specific groups of people, such as the wealthy, lovers, and non-philosophers.  See Schrage, “τυφλός, 
κτλ.” TDNT 8.276-77.  Additionally, Chad Hartsock uses the ancient rubric of physiognomy, in which a 
person’s moral character was determined from their physical attributes, to assert that an ancient audience 
evaluating a physically blind person “would also likely think in metaphorical terms, that is, [they would be] 
lacking spiritual vision” (Sight and Blindness in Luke-Acts: The Use of Physical Features in 
Characterization [Leiden: Brill, 2008], 53, italics original). 
 
 17 Jesus is God’s agent, wielding (or being wielded by?) the Spirit to combat Satan’s power.  “At 
this stage [in the narrative], the attention of the reader is awakened: what will signify in the life of Jesus the 
baptism in the Spirit?  What he knows of it, the reader sees immediately after the descending on Jesus from 
the episode of the baptism (1:9-11) and the Spirit sends Jesus to the desert in order to go into combat with 
Satan (1:12-13).  The enigma of v. 13 suggests without doubt simply, in a kind of prolepse, his victory over 
Satan.  The prologue, then, leads the reader to read this into what will next be told about Jesus as the 
combat between the Holy Spirit and Satan, the impure spirit” (À ce stade, l’attention du lecteur est éveillée: 
que signifiera dans la vie de Jésus le fait de baptiser dans l’Esprit? Quoi qu’il en soit, le lecteur le voit 
aussitôt après descendre sur Jésus lors de l’épisode du baptême (1.9-11) et l’Esprit envoie Jésus au désert 
pour entrer en combat avec Satan (1.12-13). L’énigmatique v. 13�suggère sans doute discrètement, dans une 
espèce de prolepse, sa victoire sur Satan.��Le prologue induit donc le lecteur à lire dans ce qui sera ensuite 
raconté de Jésus le combat entre l’Esprit Saint et Satan, l’esprit impur).  Camille Focant, “Une christologie 
de type ‘mystique’ (Marc 1.1-16.8),” NTS 55 (2009): 8-9. 
 
 18 Jesus’ proclamation as relayed by Mark is the summary formula, “The time has been fulfilled 
and the kingdom of God is at hand; repent and believe in the good news!” (1:14-15).  Joel Marcus draws 
attention to the theological symmetry of this statement.  In the context of apocalyptic eschatology, Jesus 
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 Enemies and Family.  Following Jesus’ initial success Mark outlines the rising 

opposition to Jesus based primarily on his enemies’ misunderstanding of his identity.  At 

this point in the narrative the Pharisees fulfill the role of Jesus’ (human) antagonists.19  

They first appear “questioning in their hearts” why Jesus presumes to forgive sins (2:6-7).  

They then address their complaints to Jesus’ disciples, asking why their teacher chooses 

“tax collectors and sinners” as his dinner companions (2:16), and why their disciples and 

John the Baptist’s fast but Jesus’ do not (2:18).20  They finally address Jesus directly, 

challenging his disciples’ act of plucking grain on the Sabbath (2:24).  When Jesus 

preemptively addresses their objection to healing on the Sabbath, the Pharisees (along 

with the Herodians) discuss how they might “destroy” Jesus (3:6).   

 The Pharisees’ encounters with Jesus evince a pattern of rising opposition.  They 

first are reported as questioning in their hearts (2:6), then as addressing Jesus indirectly 

through his disciples (2:16), then as directly addressing Jesus (2:24), and finally they 

                                                
provides the indicative declaration that the old age is over (the time has been fulfilled) and the new age is 
dawning (kingdom of God is at hand) and then offers the proceeding imperatives to repent (turn from old 
age) and believe in the gospel (embrace the new age of God’s reign). Marcus, Mark 1-8, 175.  This 
proclamation fits nicely with the theme of spiritual warfare that has already played out in the temptation of 
Jesus immediately preceding his preaching.  
 
 19 Jesus’ human opponents become more numerous and diverse later including Herodians (3:6, 
12:13), scribes (3:22, 11:27), Herod (8:15), chief priests and elders (11:27), Sadducees (12:18), and finally 
the high priest (14:60) and the Roman governor Pilate and the soldiers under his command in Jerusalem 
(15:1, 16).  Elizabeth Struthers Malbon labels the supernatural conflict between God and Satan (which is 
the foundational conflict) as “Background” conflict whereas the conflict with the religious authorities is 
seen as the “Middle Ground” conflict in that in reflects and relies on the former conflict but is 
distinguishable from it as well.  Mark’s Jesus: Characterization as Narrative Christology (Waco, Tex.: 
Baylor University Press, 2009), 46-48.   
 
 20 It’s unclear if the Pharisees are the subject of the question in 18b.  Mark identifies both groups 
in 18a, stating that the disciples of the Pharisees and those of John were fasting.  Verse 18b has only two 3rd 
person plural verbs (ἔρχονται and λέγουσιν), introducing no new characters.  It is possible that one or both 
of these groups are the intended subject but this would seem odd since both groups are referred to in the 3rd 
person in their direct discourse.  It is possible that the scribes are meant, since they figure as Jesus’ 
opponents in the previous two pericopae (2:6, 16), although in the second the compound “scribes of the 
Pharisees” is used, which suggests that there is some fluidity between these two groups.  See Marcus, Mark 
1-8, 233; Collins, Mark, 197-98. 
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break off dialogue entirely, refusing to answer Jesus’ rhetorical question (3:4).21  In each 

case the Pharisees implicitly base their evaluation of Jesus on their lack of understanding 

concerning his identity. He is not God’s authorized agent (and surely does not participate 

in God’s own identity in some way) and therefore not authorized to forgive sins.  He is 

not “the Holy One of God,” as the unclean spirit rightly noted, since Jesus demonstrates 

such willingness to eat with sinners.  He is no different than (and actually inferior to) 

John the Baptist or the Pharisees whose disciples keep traditional practices of fasting.  He 

is not the Son of Man who is Lord over the Sabbath.  Rather, Jesus is someone dangerous 

enough that the Pharisees conspire with another political body (the Herodians) in order 

that he might be destroyed.22 

 Following this series of conflicts the narrative reinforces this dichotomy between 

the supernatural and natural spheres by noting that whenever unclean spirits would 

encounter Jesus they would hail him as “the Son of God” (3:11).  Yet Jesus’ own family 

consider him “out of his mind” and attempt “to restrain him” (3:21).23  And the scribes 

from Jerusalem, a new set of characters on the scene, arrive and declare Jesus to be 
                                                
 21 With each new scene the tension rises between Jesus and his opponents.  While there are several 
legitimate ways to structure the five controversy stories of 2:1-3:6, the linear progression of rising conflict 
should not be minimized and likely represents a pre-Markan collection meant to explain the necessity of 
Jesus’ death.  See Joanna Dewey, Markan Public Debate: Literary Technique, Concentric Structure, and 
Theology in Mark 2:1-3:6 (SBLDS 48; Chico, Calif.: Scholars, 1980),  43. 
 
 22 Dewey (Markan Public Debate, 119) notes that the conflict between Jesus and his opponents 
develops from dispute over Jesus’ identity as blasphemer or Son of Man in the first pericope (2:1-12) to 
matters of life and death by the final pericope (3:1-6). 
 
 23 Collins, Mark, 227, notes that the misunderstanding and rejection of an individual considered to 
have divine or charismatic gifts is common in ancient literature.  Plato’s Socrates mentions the philosopher 
who is “rebuked by the vulgar, who consider him mad and do not know that he is inspired” (Phaedr. 249C-
D), and Philo makes a similar comment about the gift of Jewish philosophy which to “the unenlightened 
may seem to be drunken, crazy, and beside itself” (Ebr. 36 §145-46).  In these contexts, though, 
presumably other insiders (philosophers) would recognize the true nature of the charismata. In Mark, 
however, such insight is noticeably absent.  Additionally, it is not only that Jesus is considered crazy for his 
divine enablement but that he is rejected by his own family, echoing the lament of Ps 69:9 (“I have become 
a stranger to my kindred, an alien to my mother’s children” [NRSV]). 
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possessed by Beelzebul as an explanation for his ability to dispel evil spirits (3:22) – the 

same spirits that were just seen (by the audience) proclaiming Jesus’ true identity.24   

 That these two episodes are related to one another through the Markan literary 

device of intercalation provides not just the declaration of a division between 

supernatural and natural perceptions of Jesus but also hints at an explanation.  The 

intercalation is highly concentric, centering on Jesus’ parable of the Strong Man.25 

 
Table 3: The Chiasm of Mark 3:20-35 

3:20-21 Jesus’ relatives reject Jesus 
3:22  Scribes charge Jesus with demonic activity 
3:23-27  Parable of the Strong Man 
3:28-30 Jesus charges scribes with demonic activity 
3:31-35 Jesus rejects his relatives 
 
 
 
Intercalating Jesus’ relatives with the scribes suggests that the perspective of the latter is 

analogous to the perspective of the former.26  Both the scribes and Jesus’ family fail to 

understand Jesus’ activity because they do not understand who he is. 

 Jesus’ parable implies that humanity exists as hostages in captivity to “a strong 

man” who must first be bound before his possessions can be plundered (3:27).27  This 

                                                
 24 “The logic of the scribes was simple: because they believed themselves to be God’s 
representatives, Jesus’ ‘secession’ necessarily put him in allegiance to Satan.  To borrow from the symbolic 
canon of [Myers’] modern cold war dualism, Jesus is being labeled a ‘communist.’”  Myers, Strong Man, 
165. 
 
 25 Marcus, Mark 1-8, 278; Gundry, Mark, 172. 
 
 26 As we discussed previously (Chapter 4, p. 151 n. 145), this device of intercalation takes Jesus’ 
blatant opponents – the scribes who accuse him of acting under demonic agency – and a group that 
seemingly would be Jesus’ natural allies – his family – and links them together.  This is clearly seen at the 
end of this section where Jesus’ family, when they come to call him, are depicted as “standing outside” 
(ἔξω στήκοντες, 3:31), symbolically rendering his blood relatives as outsiders who do not “do the will of 
God” (3:35).   
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captivity is (at least partly) responsible for humanity’s blindness – they cannot see the 

truth of their existence because they live enthralled to malevolent forces. Captivity and 

blindness are often connected in the OT.28  When Samson is captured by the Philistines, 

their binding him with bronze shackles occurs alongside their gouging out his eyes (Judg 

16:21).  Nahash the Ammonite offers a treaty with the city of Jabesh-Gilead, which he 

has besieged, offering to withdraw if they consent to having a single eye gouged out of 

every man (1 Samuel 11:2).  After Zedekiah’s rebellion against Nebuchadnezzar, the 

Babylonian army captures the young king, kills his family before his eyes, and then put 

out his eyes and binds him in fetters (2 Kgs 25:7; Jeremiah 52:11).  Isaiah 42:7 lists the 

blind alongside the captives in the list of those to whom the Lord will bring salvation.  In 

Ezra’s prayer he suggests a relationship between God giving light to the people’s eyes 

and the easing of their bondage (Ezra 9:8).  Bondage and blindness are correlated in the 

Psalms, where the petitioner complains of his eyes wasting away because of his enemies 

(6:7; 31:8-9) and requests “light to my eyes” lest his enemy fully triumphs over him 

                                                
 27 Although I use the language of parable to describe Jesus’ speech since Mark 3:23 describes it so 
(ἐν παραβολαῖς), its status as a parable proper is in question.  It does not appear, for example, in the list of 
parables covered in either Arland J. Hultgren’s The Parables of Jesus: A Commentary (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdman’s, 2000) or Klyne Snodgrass’s Stories with Intent:  A Comprehensive Guide to the Parables of 
Jesus (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2007).  
 Collins, Mark, 233, points out that vis-à-vis the scribes “This brief saying is more like a fable in 
that it veils a claim that the Markan Jesus does not want to make explicit.”  Using Karl Meuli’s work on 
ancient αἶνος (fable), Collins goes on to explain that if the speaker of a fable is weaker or of lower status 
the fable is a disguised warning or request.  If the speaker is more powerful then the fable may contain an 
element of irony.  Thus here Jesus is either offering a veiled request to see things from his point of view (if 
lower status) or threatening the scribes to be mindful of his authority (if higher status).   
 The saying about the Strong Man itself, however, indicates that the power of Satan is coming (or 
has come) to an end.  Marcus, Mark 1-8, 283, suggests that Isa 49:24-25 may lie in the background of this 
passage, where “God takes spoils from a powerful opponent by rescuing his people from their captivity.”  
 
 28 Of course the metaphorical captivity I am arguing that Mark depicts is different from the literal 
captivity in the OT stories.  Although they are not identical they are not entirely different either. 
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(13:3).  Blindness could often be correlated with the consequences of rebellion and the 

imprisonment that followed.29 

 This parable demonstrates a relationship between Satan (the “strong man”) and 

captivity, which as we have seen is often correlated with blindness in the OT.  The 

possible relationship between Satan and blindness is strengthened in the parable of the 

sower.  Here Jesus describes the reaction of people to the preaching of the word.  The 

first type is like a seed falling alongside a rocky path and eaten by birds (4:4).  In the 

interpretation to the parable that Jesus provides, the seed is “the word” (4:14) and the 

birds who eat the seed represent Satan who “immediately comes and takes away the 

word” (4:15).  That “the word” is a metaphor for the preaching of the gospel seems 

likely.30  Satan’s activity as one who keeps the word from humans and thus preserves 

their blindness to the realities to which the gospel testifies fits with the image of the 

strong man who holds humans in captivity.  In both situations Satan can be understood as 

the perpetrator of humanity’s blindness. 

 Jesus’ activity as the one who binds the strong man to plunder away his 

possessions, then, suggests that the end of this blindness is coming through his own 

ministry.  It is all the more surprising, then, that even those whom Jesus has handpicked, 

presumably snatched from the strong man themselves, also struggle in their 

understanding of Jesus and his mission. 

 

                                                
 29 McAllister, “Theology of Blindness,” 354-55, 362 
 
 30 Collins points out the absolute use of ὁ λόγος in our passage and 2:2 where Jesus speaks “the 
word” to the gathered crowd.  The relationship between these passages and 1:14-15 strongly suggest that it 
represents Jesus’ proclamation of the gospel (Mark, 251-52).   
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 Disciples.  The sphere of misunderstanding eventually encompasses Jesus’ own 

disciples.  After Jesus stills the raging storm that threatens the disciples’ lives they ask 

one another, “Who is this, then, that even the wind and sea obey him?” (4:41).  They 

increasingly demonstrate, however, that they are incapable of answering this question.  

One of the most readily acknowledged structural units in Mark is 8:22–10:52.31  Just 

prior to this section the disciples’ utter lack of insight is highlighted by their conversation 

with Jesus in the boat.  Jesus warns his followers about the “yeast of the Pharisees and of 

Herod” (8:15) and they think he is scolding them for forgetting to bring any bread (8:16).  

What follows is a litany of implicit criticism: “Why are you talking about having no 

bread?  Do you still not perceive or understand?  Are your hearts hardened?  Do you have 

eyes, and fail to see?  Do you have ears, and fail to hear? … Do you not yet understand?” 

(8:17-18, 21).32  The implied answer to each question is “Yes.”  The disciples do not see, 

do not hear, do not perceive or understand.  That they lack understanding is amply 

emphasized in this section; the following section focuses on what they do not understand 

– the identity of Jesus.33 

                                                
 31 Collins, Mark, 397, lists 8:27-10:45 as a unit with 8:22-26 being labeled a “transition unit” that 
bridges the previous sections to the new section and 10:46-52 understood likewise.  This schema is 
similarly utilized by John R. Donahue and Daniel J. Harrington, The Gospel of Mark (Collegeville, Minn.: 
The Liturgical Press, 2002), 258.  Marcus, Mark 8-16, 589-92, sees it as a complete unit held together by 
common themes and word choices (“on the way,” for example).  Malbon, Mark’s Jesus, 28, identifies this 
as a single, central unit.  Myers, Strong Man, 110, sees 8:22-26 as the “front end of frame of a major 
section” with pivotal narrative significance.  And Joanna Dewey, “Mark as Interwoven Tapestry: Forecasts 
and Echoes for a Listening Audience,” CBQ 53 (1991): 221, notes that of the 17 outlines she surveys, 82 
percent acknowledge 8:22-10:52 as a discrete unit in Mark.  Norman Perrin’s seminal work, The New 
Testament: An Introduction (New York: Harcourt, 1974), 145-47, notes the transitional “giving-of-sight” 
stories that frame 8:27–10:45.  
 
 32 Likely the most devastating critique is the one which echoes 4:12 (having eyes to see and not 
seeing) showing that they are outsiders.  Marcus, Mark 1-8, 511. 
 
 33 This passage surely highlights that they do not understand Jesus’ teaching, but the meaning 
behind the numbers is not self-evident.  “In particular, the emphasis on the numbers in these questions has 
occasioned a great deal of fascinated speculation, but the truth is that there is no fixed OT or Jewish 
symbolism either for five thousand or for four thousand, and that five, seven, and twelve can signify many 
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 The next section, 8:27-10:52, is organized around the three predictions Jesus 

makes of his own impending death, the first prompted by Peter’s “confession” and 

eventual conflict with Jesus over his fate (See Table 1).  In each of the three episodes 

Jesus gives a prediction of his death that is immediately followed by the disciples’ 

manifest misunderstanding.  Jesus then offers a correction to the disciples’ 

misunderstanding through his own teaching that directly opposes the nature of their 

misunderstanding with a specific injunction, with the last passion prediction in the 

sequence being the longest and most involved.  In each scenario Jesus attempts to offer 

insight into his mission and purpose and each time the disciples fail to grasp Jesus’ 

destiny, and thus his identity.34       

 
Table 4: The Structure of Mark 8:22–10:51 

 Healing of Blind Man 
(8:22-26) 

 

First Passion Prediction 
(8:31) 

Misunderstanding (8:32) 
Peter’s Rebuke 

Correction (8:33-9:1) 
Take Up Your Cross 

   
Second Passion Prediction 
(9:30-31) 

Misunderstanding (9:32-34) 
Who is the Greatest? 

Correction (9:35-37) 
Become Like a Child 

   

Third Passion Prediction 
(10:32-34) 

Misunderstanding (10:35-37) 
Request of James and John 

Correction (10:38-45) 
Become Like a Slave 

 Healing of Blind Bartimaeus 
(10:46-51) 

 

 

                                                
different things.”  Marcus, Mark 1-8, 513.  Marcus goes on to suggest that the focus in this passage is on 
seven and twelve – the number of baskets left over from each feeding – in which case both numbers likely 
represent the eschatological fullness of the new age Jesus is inaugurating (514).  
 However the failure here to understand Jesus’ work is more fundamentally a failure to understand 
who Jesus is, which the next section of Mark attempts to demonstrate. 
 
 34 In each of these three scenarios the narrator notes that Jesus and his disciples were “on the way” 
to someplace (ἐν τῇ ὁδῷ, 8:27; 9:33; 10:32), a Markan phrase highlighting the metaphorical “way” of 
discipleship.  Marcus, Mark 8-16, 590-91.  
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 Surrounding these three sequences of prediction, misunderstanding, and 

correction are two accounts of Jesus healing blind men.  Nearly all scholars agree that 

these accounts symbolically represent Jesus’ attempt to offer insight to his disciples.35  

The last episode featuring Bartimaeus will be dealt with below extensively; for now it is 

enough to note that the pericope represents the completion of what is begun in the healing 

of the first man.  That we are dealing with a symbolic narrative seems evident from its 

strategic placement immediately after Jesus’ queries to his disciples, including the 

poignant question, “Having eyes, do you not see?” (8:18).36 This episode, therefore, is a 

narrative representation of the disciples’ own blindness as well as a commentary on what 

follows concerning Jesus’ interaction with them. 

 This healing story is unique in Mark (and all the Gospels) since Jesus’ first 

attempt at healing is unsuccessful.  After an elaborate procedure, including taking the 

man from the village of Bethsaida, putting saliva on his eyes, and laying his hands on 

him, Jesus asks the man if he can see anything.  “I see people that look like trees walking 

around” (8:24).  Jesus tries again and this time the man sees clearly (8:25).  Nowhere else 

in any early Christian literature does Jesus heal in stages.  We are thus justified in seeing 

intentionality on Mark’s part in including this story and placing it precisely where he 

does.37  This two-step process of healing seems to foreshadow the kind of process Jesus 

                                                
 35 Kevin W. Larsen, Seeing and Understanding Jesus: A Literary and Theological Commentary on 
Mark 8:22-9:13 (New York: University Press of America, 2005), 29.  A notable exception is Gundry, 
Mark, 421-22. 
 
 36 Collins, Mark, 390, notes that this is a citation of Jer 5:21 and provides “the main clue that the 
audience should make a connection between the disciples and the blind man.” 
 
 37 Although commentators like Hugh Anderson, The Gospel of Mark (NCB; Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1981), 204, try to downplay this two-stage development by saying that, “The gradual cure 
suggests no more than the intractable nature of the malady and so in the end magnifies the healer’s 
miraculous power,” it seems very likely that both Matthew and Luke eliminated this passage from their 
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will undertake to heal the blindness of his disciples – one in which they begin to see but 

only incompletely at first.38   

 Jesus finally forces the issue about his identity.  As they travel through the 

villages of Caesarea Philippi he asks his disciples pointedly to tell him what other people 

are saying about who he is (8:27).  After receiving their answers he then asks them 

directly, “Who do you say that I am?” (8:29a).  Peter responds, perhaps speaking for the 

whole group, by affirming that Jesus is the Messiah (8:29b).  Unlike Matthew’s account 

(Matt 16:17, where Jesus calls him “blessed”), Peter is not praised for his answer.  

Instead Jesus says nothing.  He makes no comment at all on what Peter says.  He only 

“charges” (ἐπετίµησεν) them to tell nothing about him (8:30).39 

 At this point it is worth considering if Mark thinks that Peter has answered Jesus 

correctly.  On the one hand we know that Mark believes that Jesus is the Messiah since 

the very opening of his Gospel explicitly labels him so: “The beginning of the gospel of 

                                                
own Gospels since it can more likely be seen as Jesus failing to heal at first.  If Mark is not specifically 
utilizing the two-stage aspect of this healing specifically it is very difficult to understand its purpose.   
 
 38 Larsen, Seeing and Understanding, 77, argues against understanding this passage primarily as a 
commentary on the disciples’ blindness, noting that, “While blindness may be a metaphor for lack of 
knowledge and understanding, the literal act of giving sight should probably take priority in understanding 
how such an episode is understood.”  Larsen suggests instead that this miracle, like the rest in Mark, should 
primarily be understood Christologically as a manifestation of Jesus’ identity.   
 Heikki Räisänen, The “Messianic Secret” in Mark (SNTW; trans. Christopher Tuckett; 
Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1990), 204, also argues against a symbolic interpretation of this story since the 
disciples either see clearly by 8:29 or continue to see dimly throughout the rest of Gospel.  As Collins, 
Mark, 395, notes, though, a better understanding of the passage is to predicate the disciples’ full 
understanding after Jesus’ resurrection, when, as we will discuss below, they will “see” Jesus (16:7).  And 
as Myers, Strong Man, 239, notes, “Still, the healings do not formally resolve the plot crisis of 
incomprehension – the discipleship narrative will yet collapse altogether.  Rather, they function to 
encourage the reader to continue; they represent a discourse of hope even as the story-scape grows more 
ominous.” 
 
 39 “Mark uses the same strong command (epetimesen) with which Jesus earlier silenced the 
demons (1:25; 3:12; and the wind, 4:39), preparing us for the somber accusation of 8:33.”  Myers, Strong 
Man, 242.  
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Jesus the Messiah” (1:1).40  Furthermore Jesus seemingly uses the title “Messiah” 

approvingly when discussing treating those who perform good works on his behalf 

(9:41).41  And it is likely that Jesus’ apocalyptic speech in Mark 13 is intended to contrast 

the way of Jesus and his followers contemporary with Mark (ca. AD 70) to that of other 

prophetic figures around the same time when Jesus speaks of “false Messiahs” (13:21-

22).42  Finally, when questioned before the Sanhedrin as to whether or not he is truly the 

Messiah, Jesus finally answers unequivocally, “I am” (Mk 14:61-62).43 

                                                
 40 It is possible that Mark uses Χρίστος simply as a surname, much like Paul often appears to use 
it as well, since it lacks an article in 1:1.  In Paul’s own writings there is ambiguity over the usage of 
Χρίστος when it is combined with the name of Jesus as to whether it is a name or a title.  “But as time went 
on Christ came to be regarded increasingly as a proper name, yet in spite of this the article was still used 
with it here and there.  This was possible because the habit had already been formed, but equally because it 
was quite possible to use the article with the proper name.  It is this stage which is reflected in Paul’s 
writings.”  Werner Kramer, Christ, Lord, Son of God (SBT 50; London: SCM, 1966), 212, italics original.   
 Mark, however, only uses Χρίστος without the article in 1:1 and 9:41 and both are in genitive 
cases.  Elsewhere Mark always uses Χρίστος with the article (8:29; 12:35; 13:21; 14:61; and 15:32), 
implying that it retains its usage as a title.   
 
 41 Craig A. Evans, Mark 8:27-16:20 (WBC 34B; Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 2001), 66, explains 
that the phrase ὅτι Χριστοῦ ἐστε (“because you belong to Christ”) is likely a later Christian saying perhaps 
originating from prophecy in the early church.  This is highly likely since nowhere else does Jesus refer to 
himself as Χρίστος, instead preferring “Son of Man” when referring to himself in the 3rd person (2:10, 28; 
8:31,38; 9:9, 12, 31; 10:33, 45, 48; 13:26; 14:21, 41, 62). 
 
 42 The usual ways of dating Mark use the apocalyptic discourse in chapter 13 to link the Gospel’s 
composition with the Jewish Revolt which lasted from AD 66-74.  Most debates center on whether Mark 
was written prior to the destruction of the temple in 70 (Collins, Mark, 14; Myers, Strong Man, 41) or 
afterwards (Adam Winn, The Purpose of Mark’s Gospel [WUNT 2.245; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2008], 
67).   
 It is likely that these ψευδόχριστοι were meant to reflect characters like Theudas, Simon son of 
Gioras, and an unnamed Egyptian prophet mentioned by Josephus, the last of whom he calls a “false 
prophet” (ψευδοπροφήτης) and the second of whom he refers to as one working “portents” (τέρατα), both 
of which are referenced in Mark 13:32 (See Collins, Mark, 612-13, for citations).   
 
 43 Vincent Taylor, The Gospel According to St. Mark: The Greek Text with Introduction, Notes, 
and Indexes (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1959), 568, believes there is good reason to go with a longer 
variant reading, σὺ εἶπας ὅτι ἐγω εἰµι (“You have said that I am”) since it is well attested by Θ fam. 13, 
472, 543, 565, 700, 1071, geo, arm, and Origen and since it would explain the readings in Matt 26:64, σὺ 
εἶπας (“You are saying it”) and Luke 22:70 ὑµεῖς λέγετε ὅτι ἐγω εἰµι (“You say that I am”). If so this would 
make this statement another example of the Markan Jesus’ indirect speech.   
 Evans, Mark 8:27-16:20, 450, points out that the directness of this speech may have been off-
putting to certain Jewish audiences, noting that Simon ben Kosiba (bar Kochba) was later discredited for 
claiming himself that he was the Messiah, explaining the rationale for its change in Matt and Luke and in 
certain ms. traditions.   
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 Yet there is more to understanding Jesus for Mark than correctly articulating his 

proper title.44  Mark believes Jesus is the Messiah but explains what he thinks that means 

through his story.  As Eugene Boring notes, “While Mark does not do christology without 

considerable attention to titles, neither does he make finding the appropriate title for Jesus 

the primary method of christology, precisely because pronouncing the correct title can 

still be a profound misunderstanding (8:27-31).”45  Rather, Jesus is to be understood as 

Messiah by understanding how he is characterized in the story.46 

 Immediately after Jesus tells his disciples to say nothing to anyone concerning 

this discussion he makes the first of his passion predictions.  Since this discussion 

immediately follows Peter’s confession we may be relatively sure that Jesus is here 

explaining what he means by “Messiah.”  Two things are of interest in this exchange.  

First, even though Peter has presumably correctly identified Jesus as “Messiah” Jesus 

continues to speak about himself using the more enigmatic phrase “Son of Man” (8:31).  

Even if we are not fully certain what Jesus intends to convey by utilizing this phrase, it 

seems significant that he does not, at this point, shift to using the “correct” hidden title 

                                                
 Myers, Strong Man, 376, suggests that it is only here, in the courtroom where Jesus is prosecuted 
and condemned, that his confession is appropriate. 
 
 44 The notes above for each of the “positive” indicators of Jesus as Messiah in Mark all reveal, 
with the exception of the incipit, textual or historical ambiguity concerning their authenticity.  This is not to 
say that Mark does not believe Jesus is the Messiah or that he takes issue with the title “Messiah” but does 
suggest that there is at best soft support for the direct affirmation of Jesus’ Messiahship by Jesus himself. 
 
 45 Eugene Boring, “The Christology of Mark: Hermeneutical Issues for Systematic Theology,” 
Sem. 30 (1984): 133.  Boring goes on to assert that Mark’s story does not simply supply “…only the raw 
materials for christology, awaiting some explanation in propositional language to explicate a ‘real’ 
christology based on Mark’s narrative.  Mark’s narrative is already a christology” (136-37). 
 
 46 Malbon’s subtitle “Characterization as Narrative Christology” intentionally advocates this idea, 
analyzing 1) what others say about Jesus, 2) what Jesus says in response to those characters, 3) what Jesus 
says instead of what others say, 4) what others do that mirror what Jesus does, and 5) what Jesus does 
(Mark’s Jesus, 18-19). 
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now.47  It is possible that Jesus’ reticence to discuss himself as “Messiah” is part of a 

“messianic secret” in which the truth about Jesus can only be revealed in due time.48  It is 

also possible, however, that Jesus is reluctant to adopt Peter’s “right” label for him 

because his followers are not (yet) capable of using it correctly. 

 That Jesus might rightly fear his disciples’ misuse of “Messiah” appears entirely 

justified when we turn to our second item of interest.  Immediately following Jesus’ 

“definition” of Messiah in 8:31 Peter takes Jesus aside and “rebukes” (ἐπιτιµᾶν) him 

(8:32).  Peter rejects Jesus’ “definition” of Messiah.  In turn, Jesus “rebukes” Peter, 

telling him to “get behind me” (ὕπαγε ὀπίσω µου), and denounces his conceptions of 

Messiah in the strongest possible terms, even naming Peter as “Satan” (8:33).49  Jesus 

then offers a corrective vision for understanding “Messiah,” announcing the 

programmatic type of life required of his disciples as that of denying self and taking up 

cross (8:34). 

 Although Peter is never recorded as giving his own “definition” for Messiah we 

can be fairly confident in its rough shape.  We know that it is nearly the opposite of what 

                                                
 47 This would be an example of Malbon’s third category, what Jesus says instead of what others 
say.  She notes “The title ‘Christ’ is bent, approached from a different angle, by the juxtaposition of Jesus’ 
statement that the ‘Son of [Man]’ must (Gk dei) suffer at the hands of men – as well as rise again after three 
days (8:31).”  Ibid., 204. 
  
 48 “Messianic Secret” is a term first coined by William Wrede to offer a unified theory to the 
various instances where Jesus’ orders silence concerning his work or identity.  Wrede postulated that the 
messianic secret was a later invention by the early church to account for the disparity between Jesus’ non-
acceptance by his peers as well as the reports of all his miraculous activity.  Although Wrede’s particular 
theory is no longer accepted wholesale, most commentators have sought their own explanation for Mark’s 
“messianic secret” even if they no longer use the phrase.  (For summaries of scholarship and reception on 
the messianic secret, see Collins, Mark, 170-72; Marcus, Mark 1-8, 525-27; and especially Räisänen, 
“Messianic Secret,” 38-75). 
  
 49 Jesus seems to be putting Peter back in his place.  By taking him aside, presumably privately, 
and rebuking him, Peter is treating Jesus like his disciple.  Jesus’ rebuke reaffirms his own prerogative to 
rebuke, and his command to “get behind me,” is a reminder for Peter to return where he belongs, following 
Jesus as a disciple.  Collins, Mark, 407. 
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Jesus himself has outlined (as Mark intends to show by drawing the contrast between 

Peter’s ideas as “the things of humans” versus “the things of God” that Jesus represents).  

We would not be too far off in assuming that Peter’s idea of Messiah is represented more 

or less accurately by texts such as the Ps. Sol. 17:21-25 where the psalmist prays,  

 See, Lord, and raise up for them their king, the son of David, to rule over your 
 servant Israel in the time known to you, O God.  Undergird him with strength to 
 destroy the unrighteous rulers, to purge Jerusalem from gentiles, who trample her 
 to destruction; in wisdom and in righteousness drive out the sinners from the 
 inheritance; to smash the arrogance of sinners like a potter’s jar; to shatter all their 
 substance with an iron rod; to destroy the unlawful nations with the word of his 
 mouth; at his warning the nations will fell from his presence; and he will condemn 
 sinners by the thoughts of their hearts.50  
 
This concept also seems to represent the messianic beliefs of the bystanders and chief 

priests and scribes in Mark 15 as well as James and John in 10:35-45.51 

 Jesus does not directly comment on Peter’s acclamation of himself as Messiah but 

instead orders silence.  He does not adopt the title Messiah for himself, and his and 

Peter’s “definitions” of Messiah appear to be polar opposites.  We can feel fairly justified 

in concluding, then, that Peter’s confession is right in name but wrong in meaning.  That 

is, Peter (and, by proxy all the disciples) has properly “named” Jesus as Messiah but has 

failed to understand what Jesus means by that same word so that Peter is essentially 

wrong in his evaluation of Jesus.  Thus even at the moment of Peter’s deepest insight he 

                                                
 50 Translation by R. B. Wright, “Psalms of Solomon,” in The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha; (2 
vols.; ed. James H. Charlesworth; Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1985), 2.667. 
 
 51 Collins, Mark, 53-64, extensively catalogues the textual and historical background within which 
Jews would have likely invested and understood the term “Messiah.”  Psalms of Solomon 17, the Dead Sea 
Scrolls (particularly 1QS 9:10-11; 1QM 5:1-2, 15:2-3; 4Q285 frg. 6+ 4; and 1QSb=1Q28b 5:20-29), 4 
Ezra, and various messianic figures found in Josephus’ writings (particularly Judas, Simon, and Athronges 
who emerged after the death of Herod the Great, and Menahem and Simon ben Gioras who rose during the 
Jewish revolt) all shared in common acclamations of a figure descended from David or in some way 
associated with Israel’s royal heritage who utilized violence to expel and destroy the Gentile occupiers and 
restore the land and temple to purity (62).   
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is partially blind (like the blind man healed the first time in 8:23-24) and unable to 

perceive the truth behind what he says.  His thinking extends only to “human things” and 

cannot pierce into the realm of “God things.”  Thus Peter has become a “Satan” – an 

enemy and obstacle to Jesus.52  Once again Satan is linked with misunderstanding (as in 

the parables of the strong man and the sower) and the mention of his name may suggest 

not only that Peter’s thoughts are like the devil’s but also perhaps that they may originate 

from him as well. 

 This episode forms the basis for the repeating pattern we see throughout this 

section of Mark: Jesus offers a prediction of his impending arrest and death, the disciples 

afterwards respond with words or actions showing they do not understand what Jesus is 

saying, and Jesus offers them corrective teaching (Mk 8:31-9:1; 9:30-37; 10:32-45).  

After Jesus’ second prediction the disciples argue among themselves about who the 

greatest among them is only to have Jesus correct them by using a child as an example of 

true greatness (9:30-37).53  After Jesus’ third prediction James and John ask Jesus for 

seats of honor at his right hand and his left when he enters his kingdom in glory, and 

Jesus replies by explaining that servitude is greatness (10:32-45).54  The corrective 

                                                
 52 “The issue [in Mark] shifts from a lack of understanding to misunderstanding.  The disciples 
now understand who Jesus is, but they misunderstand” what Messiah means.  David Rhoads, Joanna 
Dewey, and Donald Michie, Mark as Story: An Introduction to the Narrative of a Gospel (2nd ed.; 
Minneapolis: Fortress, 1999), 125. 
 
 53 As Marcus, Mark 8-16, 670, notes  
 “In the Markan context the disciples’ reluctance to ask [about Jesus’ passion prediction] is a sign 
 of spiritual malady, as is suggested not only by its couple with the theme of ignorance but also by 
 a comparison with previous passages in which their misunderstandings were mentioned: [6:52; 
 8:17, 33; 9:32].  This comparison suggests that the disciples’ present psychological state, what we 
 might call their ‘question anxiety,’ is part of a deeper disorder of the soul (‘hardness of the heart’) 
 that ultimately can be traced back to Satan.” 
 
 54 Indeed, as Marcus again notes, “Rather than laying their bid right on the table, however, James 
and John begin with an attempt at manipulation that is breathtaking in its audacity, in effect asking Jesus to 
sign a blank check” (Mark 8-16, 751). 
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teaching in these episodes is offered to the disciples in the narrative but they are shown 

repeatedly to fail each time to grasp what Jesus is saying about himself and his journey.  

After the second prediction the narrator notes, “But they did not understand what he was 

saying and were afraid to ask him” (9:32, italics mine).  And after the third prediction, 

when James and John request their seats of honor, Jesus tells them both baldly, “You do 

not know what you are asking” (10:38).  Both individually, Jesus’ inner circle – Peter, 

James, and John – and collectively the disciples as a group have all been shown failing to 

understand Jesus.  The scathing questions during the boat ride — “Do you not perceive or 

understand?” — has been answered through the narrative with a resounding “No”! 

 The final coup de grace for the disciples’ misunderstanding comes during the 

passion narrative.  As Jesus prepares for his final hours in prayer in Gethsemane he 

returns to find his disciples sleeping.  He addresses his prime apostle as “Simon,” asking 

if he does not have at least the strength to stay awake for “one hour” (14:37).55  When 

Jesus returns a second time he once again finds them sleeping, even after his exhortation 

to “keep alert and pray” (14:38).  The narrator explains their sleep on account of “their 

eyes” being “weighed down” (ἦσαν γὰρ αὐτῶν οἱ ὀφθαλµοὶ καταβαρυνόµενοι) (14:40b).  

Although this phrase at first seems to offer a naturalistic explanation for their sleep – they 

were exhausted – the very fact that Mark offers an explanation suggests there is more to 

their sleep than physiology.  The weighing down of their eyes communicates to the 

reader that the disciples are essentially blind to the happenings at Gethsemane – they 
                                                
 55 It is likely that Jesus’ address to Peter as “Simon” is intentional, since Peter is now (and has 
consistently been) failing to embody the “Rock” his nickname suggests, especially considering that the 
narrator just previously referred to him as “Peter.”  This is all the more significant considering that this is 
the last time Jesus addresses Peter in Mark.  See T. V. Smith, Petrine Controversies in Early Christianity 
(WUNT 2.15; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1985), 177.  We should not, however, conclude that Peter’s failure 
is absolute and irrevocable, as though Jesus were undoing Simon’s call as Peter, since at the empty tomb 
the young man tells the women to go and tell “Peter” about the risen Lord (16:7).   
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cannot perceive the import of Jesus’ struggles.  “Their natural sleepiness is but the 

outward manifestation of a nonphysical, religious blindness.”56  The comment 

immediately following, “and they did not know what to say to him” (14:40c), only 

confirms that their closed eyes should be understood as blindness.  Once again the 

disciples do not understand. 

 This scene, then, seems to offer us insight into what Mark thinks is happening 

“behind the veil” of appearances.  Earlier the strong man was identified with Satan, who 

has humanity captive, a condition commonly related in the OT to blindness.  The birds 

who eat the seed of the sower are also revealed to represent the devil who takes away the 

word from humans as soon as it is given to them, preventing them from understanding the 

gospel.  It seems possible, then, to attribute to Satan the agency behind the passive 

participle καταβαρυνόµενοι, for it is not the exhaustion that Mark emphasizes in this 

passage but the disciples’ lack of perception.  If Paul could conceive of the “god of this 

age” blinding the minds of unbelievers in a post-Easter world (2 Cor 4:4) then we may 

feel justified in positing for Mark a belief in the devil blinding the minds of all humanity 

before the decisive death and resurrection of Jesus.57 

                                                
 56 Werner H. Kelber, “The Hour of the Son of Man and the Temptation of the Disciples (Mark 
14:32-42)” in The Passion in Mark: Studies on Mark 14-16 (ed. Werner H. Kelber; Philadelphia: Fortress 
Press, 1976), 49.  He further explains that, “This brief descriptive phrase belongs to the established form of 
gar-clauses which serve to draw the attention of the reader to a level of perception lying beneath, or 
outside, the immediate plot structure.  In the case of 14:40, the description of the disciples’ ‘heaviness of 
eyes’ does therefore appear to point to a blindness on a deeper level.  It is only on the story level (linear 
plot structure) that the three close their eyes as a result of physical exhaustion.  On the discourse level (the 
narrator’s communication to the readers) they close their eyes to what essentially transpires at 
Gethsemane.” 
 
 57 The reference in Mark 6:52 to the fact that in response to Jesus’ walking on water the disciples’ 
“hearts were hardened” might attest to a similar phenomenon.  It is unclear who the subject is of the 
hardening action, although Collins insists that in this passage “… the evangelist is expressing a profound 
sense of the difficulty human beings have in grasping divine revelation” (Mark, 336). 
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 The final scene with Peter caps off the failure of the disciples to perceive Jesus’ 

identity.  After Jesus is arrested Peter follows from a distance and finds himself in the 

courtyard outside where Jesus is being interrogated (14:54).  Here Peter famously denies 

Jesus three times, just as Jesus predicted Peter would (14:30).  This account appears in all 

four Gospels with slight variations.  Comparing Mark’s version to the other three helps to 

highlight his unique emphasis (See Table 2). 

 As we can see, John’s account is perhaps the most sparsely reported.  Here (and 

only here) is Peter actually questioned.  In all the other accounts Peter’s accusers make 

statements he denies whereas in John they inquire about Peter’s knowledge and 

involvement.  The first two questions are identical (“Are you not also one of his 

disciples?”) with simple, matching answers (“I am not”).  The third question inquires 

specifically about Peter’s presence in the garden where Jesus was arrested but Peter is 

given no direct speech by John, the evangelist simply noting that Peter denied the 

question. 

 The Synoptics all roughly agree on the kinds and order of statements Peter’s 

accusers make: two statements about Peter being with Jesus and a third about his Galilean 

origin.  The answers, however, are different.  Luke’s account is essentially the mirror 

image of Mark’s.  Peter first says he does not know Jesus, then simply denies association, 

and finally claims to not understand what is being said.  The order here seems to be 

increasingly more general instances of denial, from not knowing Jesus specifically, to not 

being associated with him, to a claim to not even understand what is being asked of him. 
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Table 5: Synopsis of Peter’s Denial in the Four Gospels 
 

Matthew 26:69-75 Mark 14:66-72 Luke 22:56-62 John 18:15-18,  
25-28 

Maid: “You also are 
here with Jesus the 
Galilean” 

Maid: “You also 
were with the 
Nazarene, Jesus” 

Maid: “This man 
was also with him” 

Maid: “Are you not 
also one of this 
man’s disciples?” 

Peter: “I do not 
know what you 
mean” 

Peter: “I neither 
know nor 
understand what 
you mean” 

Peter: “Woman, I do 
not know him” 

Peter: “I am not” 

Another maid: “This 
man was with Jesus 
of Nazareth” 

Same maid: “This 
man is one of them” 

Someone else: “You 
also are one of 
them” 

“They”: “Are not 
you also one of his 
disciples?” 

Peter: denied with 
oath “I do not know 
the man” 

Peter: again he 
denied it (no direct 
discourse) 

Peter: “Man, I am 
not” 

Peter: “I am not” 

Bystanders: 
“Certainly you are 
also one of them, for 
your accent gives 
you away” 

Bystanders: 
“Certainly you are 
one of them, for you 
are a Galilean” 

Another: “Certainly 
this man also was 
with him, for he is a 
Galilean” 

Servants of high 
priest: “Did I not 
see you in the 
garden with him?” 

Peter: invoke curse 
and swears “I do not 
know the man” 

Peter: invoke curse 
on himself and 
swears “I do not 
know the man” 

Peter: “Man, I do 
not know what you 
are saying” 

Peter: again he 
denied it 

 

 In Mark, though, Peter’s denials become increasingly more specific.  First, Peter 

claims not to know what the maid is saying, and then simply denies association with 

Jesus.  With the final accusation, however, Peter resorts to curses and swears an oath 

saying, “I do not know the man.”  His answers rise to a crescendo with this final 

declaration.  Peter’s definitive rebuttal of his accusers is accompanied by curses, likely 

both on himself and on Jesus, and an oath to attest the validity of his following statement 

that he does not know Jesus.58  Although this denial in the narrative serves to show 

                                                
 58  “Thus we find that Mk has created the second and third denials, and in a progression those 
denials intensify from an attempt to evade an answer in the first stage (in the tradition) to repeated denials 
in the second, to outright cursing and total dissociation in the third.”  Kim E. Dewey, “Peter’s Curse and 
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Peter’s complete breakdown as a disciple by failing to side with Jesus against his 

enemies, on another level Peter is shown to speak most truthfully – he has not and does 

not now understand who Jesus is.59   

 
 Demons as Exceptions.  Shortly after Jesus’ return from his wilderness struggle 

and the calling of his first followers (1:12-20) Jesus performs the first public act of his 

ministry in Mark’s Gospel.  On the Sabbath he enters a synagogue and teaches.  His 

teaching is immediately hailed as “astounding” (ἐξεπλήσσοντο), for those present 

recognize that he “was teaching them as one having authority” (διδάσκων αὐτοὺς ὡς 

ἐξουσίαν ἔχων, 1:22).  This note is important, for ἐξουσία denotes “‘the ability to 

perform an action’ to the extent that there are no hindrances in the way”60 and is often 

applied to kings (Dan 4:31, 37; 1 Macc. 6:11; Rev 17:12-13) and divine kings (Dan 4:27, 

31; Phil Cherubim 27; Matt 28:28).61  Thus “[t]he crowd’s recognition of Jesus’ authority 

indirectly testifies that the dominion of God, which was declared to be near in 1:15, is 

beginning to make itself felt.”62  The crowd, that is, seems able to sense that Jesus is in 

some way different, manifested by the fact that his teaching is identified with “authority.” 

                                                
Cursed Peter (Mark 14:53-54, 66-72)” in The Passion in Mark: Studies on Mark 14-16 (ed. Werner H. 
Kelber; Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1976), 101-2. 
 
 59 Matthew accomplishes something similar but with less dramatic movement.  If anything 
Matthew is more emphatic about Peter’s denial, describing Peter’s oath twice and repeating his insistence 
that he does not know Jesus in his second denial as well as his third.  But this structure makes Peter’s final 
statement about not knowing Jesus less dramatically important since it only repeats what Peter has already 
said.  Raymond Brown also notes that Matthew tends to give “greater distinctness to the denials” which 
may explain why he elevates Peter’s denial so forcefully even in his second response (The Death of the 
Messiah: From Gethsemane to the Grave: A Commentary on the Passion Narratives in the Four Gospels [2 
vols.; New York: Doubleday, 1994], 1.602). 
 
 60 W. Foerster, “ἔξεστιν, κτλ.” TDNT, 2.562. 
  
 61 Citations provided by Marcus, Mark 1-8, 191. 
 
 62 Ibid.  
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 Yet it is not the crowd who recognizes Jesus in this scene.  Rather, when a “man 

with (in) an unclean spirit” (ἄνθροπος ἐν πνεύµατι ἀκαθάρτῳ) interrupts Jesus’ teaching, 

it is the demon who declares “I know who you are, the Holy One of God” (οἶδά σε τίς εἶ, 

ὁ ἅγιος τοῦ θεοῦ, 1:24).63  Although on one level this statement is intended to show the 

spirit attempting to gain control over Jesus by revealing that he knows his true identity, 

this remark works on a separate level as well.64  By juxtaposing the unclean spirit’s words 

with the crowd’s acclaim of Jesus’ teaching Mark demonstrates that the demon knows the 

true identity of Jesus but the crowd can only vaguely sense something unique about him.  

That the crowd follows Jesus’ successful exorcism with the exclamation “What is this? A 

new teaching – with authority!  He commands even the unclean spirits and they obey 

him” (1:27) only further reveals that they can name the activity but not the individual.65  

Thus supernatural characters know the truth about Jesus but human characters do not.  

Even then, however, the demons declare Jesus as God’s Son not in order to confess him 

as Lord but rather to control him.66 

                                                
 63 Here the demon calls Jesus “Holy One of God” rather than “Son of God” (as in 5:7) but 
functionally the two terms are very similar.  In a context of apocalyptic eschatology, true holiness would 
only come about at the end time when God would definitively act to wipe away all evil (cf. 1QM 13:2-6, 
where the writer asks God to damn Belial and his spirits “for their deeds of filthy uncleanness.  For they are 
the lot of darkness and the lot of God is for everlasting light [Florentino García Martínez, The Dead Sea 
Scrolls Translated: The Qumran Texts in English (trans. Wilfred G. E. Watson; Leiden: Brill, 1992), 107]).  
In the Qumran community God accomplishes this feat by the “spirit of holiness” which will cleanse by 
“ripping out all spirit of deceit” from human hearts (1QS 4:21, Martínez, Dead Sea Scrolls, 7).  The 
demon’s concern reflects this tradition, presenting Jesus as God’s holy agent.  See Marcus, Mark 1-8, 193. 
  Whether as God’s Son or the Holy One of God the narrative importance of these demonic 
exclamations is that they “knew him” (1:34) in precisely the way people do not.  
 
 64 It was common in exorcism stories even apart from the Gospels for the proper knowledge and 
use of one’s name to be used as a weapon against spirits or their human counterparts.  Here the evil spirit is 
likely attempting to gain power over Jesus by asserting he knows his identity.  See Collins, Mark, 168-169.   
 
 65 They do not ask, nor answer, the more important question “Who is this?” perhaps already 
demonstrating their inability to perceive the truth of Jesus.  
 
 66 Many commentators point to the many parallels with the Testament of Solomon where Solomon, 
presented as an exorcist, battles with demons.  In these encounters knowledge of one’s name allows him to 
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Blindness as the Condition of Humanity 

 This short survey of the disciples’ own failure to understand Jesus’ identity and 

teaching about himself demonstrates that even Jesus’ closest followers fail to perceive the 

truth of his character rightly.  It is all the more surprising when we consider that the 

disciples – the men Jesus handpicked, the ones he chose “to be with him”  (3:14) – fall 

short in such a remarkable manner.67  This observation should not lead us to conclude, 

however, that the disciples fail irrevocably and are ultimately rejected, both by Jesus and 

Mark, as models for discipleship.68   

 First, that the disciples misunderstand Jesus shows that they do exhibit some 

perception, but it remains clouded.  The pericope of the blind man who undergoes healing 

in two stages (Mk 8:22-26) is instructive in understanding the disciples’ own status.  

Jesus’ first attempt at healing results in the man seeing something (8:24).  Peter does 

understand that Jesus is Messiah (8:29) even if his articulation of that concept is finally 

                                                
gain power over the other.  In addition to these references, Collins points out the statements of a magician 
who tries to gain power over the moon since he knows its “majestic names” (Mark, 169). 
  
 67 Collins, Mark, 215-16, points out that the Twelve are likely to be understood as Jesus’ attempt 
to reconstitute (eschatological) Israel, an expectation echoed in the Temple Scroll’s admonition to the 
future king of Israel to appoint 12 princes to “be with him,” and 12 priests, and 12 Levites (11QT 57:2-15).  
In the narrative context of Mark, however, the immediate task of the Twelve is “to be sent out to preach the 
message and to have authority to cast out demons” (3:14-15), implying that they are participating in the 
very activities that mark out Jesus’ own provenance.      
 
 68 Various theories abound suggesting that the failure of the disciples in Mark is complete and total 
and is polemically aimed at the historical Twelve and their influence in early Christianity.  As just one 
example, Kelber himself writes “By setting standards over against the three leading disciples the Mkan 
Jesus discredits the notion of apostolic leadership and succession.  Those Christians identified with Peter, 
the three, and the twelve are challenged by the impact of Gethsemane.  They find themselves disestablished 
from their base of power and reoriented toward Jesus’ precarious path of suffering and death” (“Hour of the 
Son of Man,” 59-60).  This assessment seems far too severe considering the evidence, especially when the 
expectation of the disciples’ restoration is announced in 16:7. 
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inaccurate.  The disciples throughout the narrative are likely understood as inhabiting this 

kind of condition.69 

 Secondly, the disciples fail miserably in Mark but the story ends with the hope of 

(or anticipation of) their restoration.70  The young man at the tomb tells the women, “But 

go and say to his disciples and Peter that he is going before you to Galilee.  There you 

will see him, just as he told you” (16:7).  The disciples, unable to properly perceive Jesus 

during their sojourn with him, will finally “see” Jesus.  It is also highly significant that 

the disciples are told to return to Galilee, where they will once again follow Jesus as 

disciples.71 

 Rather than signaling their total rejection, the failure of the disciples to properly 

understand Jesus highlights the reality that no human character in Mark’s Gospel fully 

“sees” and understands Jesus and the drama taking place in the unseen spiritual realm.  

Nearly everyone is blind to these realities – the crowds, the religious leaders, Jesus’ 

family, and even his followers, the ultimate insiders.  The demons know all too well who 

Jesus is and what his advent signals (their destruction, 1:24) but humans cannot pierce the 

                                                
 69 See p. 16 n. 42 above. 
 
 70 The motif of the disciples’ failure reaches its zenith in 14:50, when, just as Jesus is arrested, 
“All of them deserted him and fled.”  The curious tale immediately following of a young man who flees 
naked, leaving his clothes behind, is likely a literary conceit intended to demonstrate the utter sense of 
reversal that has afflicted the disciples’ convictions.  Those who “have left everything and followed 
[Jesus]” (10:28) are now leaving everything in order to escape him.   
 
 71 Evans, Mark 8:27-16:20, 537, argues that εἰς Γαλιλαίαν should be rendered “in Galilee” rather 
than “to Galilee” (citing 1:9, 21, 39 as examples where εἰς is used in place of ἐν).  Additionally, he suggests 
that “‘he is going before you,’ implies leadership, not simply prior arrival in Galilee.”  Likewise, J. Lee 
Magness, Sense and Absence: Structure and Suspension in the Ending of Mark’s Gospel (SBLSS; Atlanta: 
SBL/Scholars Press, 1986), 30-31, points out that it was a standard literary practice in the ancient world to 
allude to well-known events occurring after the ending of a text without actually narrating them.   
 It is also possible that Galilee is mentioned as the symbolic location of discipleship, since that is 
where the followers’ of Jesus began their journey with him.  If this is true then it is an invitation to begin 
following Jesus again, though now with new eyes, in the place that first generated their discipleship.  See 
Myers, Strong Man, 122, 365, 398-99. 
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veil between earthly and spiritual realities.  The problem, for Mark, is not that the 

disciples are too dense but that they are human, a perspective Mark shares with much of 

Jewish apocalyptic literature and its understanding of the limitations of human knowing.  

 
 Apocalyptic Epistemology.  One of the key premises in apocalyptic literature and 

literature containing or representing an apocalyptic worldview is the belief that life as 

experienced by human beings does not reveal the full picture of the cosmos.  It assumes 

that there is a hidden dimension to the world of which most people are unaware and have 

no capacity to know.  One of the marks of apocalyptic, thus, is the belief that the true 

history of humanity (or at least of God’s interactions with true Israel) has been concealed 

(or lost) from the fund of general knowledge and is only knowable by God’s direct act.72  

Thus in Jubilees, for example, the author casts his rewriting of Genesis as the true story 

of Israel’s past, given to Moses on Mt. Sinai by divine revelation, lost and now re-

discovered (Jub. 1:4-6).73  It was necessary that “the LORD revealed to him [Moses] both 

what (was) in the beginning and what will occur (in the future)…” (Jub. 1:4).74  And real 

danger exists that the divinely ordained 364-day calendar will be forgotten and Israel will 

“forget the feasts of the covenant and walk in the feasts of the gentiles, after their errors 

                                                
 72 D. S. Russell, The Method & Message of Jewish Apocalyptic: 200 BC – AD 100 (Philadelphia: 
The Westminster Press, 1964), 108-09, includes “esoteric in character” as one of the four key 
distinguishing characteristics of Jewish apocalyptic, especially as it relates to knowledge of history.  The 
other three are “literary in form, symbolic in language and pseudonymous in authorship.”  
 
 73 Rewriting Scripture is not the sole provenance of apocalyptic.  Josephus, for instance, also 
refashions the narrative of the Old Testament, altering the stories he tells sometimes quite dramatically 
(compare Ant. 1.222-236 with Genesis 22 where Isaac now willingly offers himself up as a sacrifice, 
complete with a Hellenistic speech explaining his motivation!).  The rewriting of Scripture in apocalyptic, 
however, takes the form of introducing the “true” history now revealed by God; Josephus claims he is 
“neither adding nor omitting anything” (Ant. 1.17, Translation by J. Thackeray, LCL).  
 
 74 Translation by O. S. Wintermute, “Jubilees: A New Translation and Introduction,” in The Old 
Testament Pseudepigrapha (2 vols.; ed. James H. Charlesworth; Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 2.1985). 
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and their ignorance” (Jub. 6:38).75  Likewise, the Animal Vision in 1 Enoch 85-90 is both 

a rewriting of the biblical narrative from Genesis to Ezra-Nehemiah as well as “a 

revelatory, predictive dream vision.”76   

 Furthermore, apocalyptic often presupposes the belief of supernatural actors at 

work in human history behind the detection of human inquiry.  Although evil spirits and 

ministering angels are well known in older Jewish literature there is a considerable 

expansion of scope and understanding of the roles and prominence of angels and demons 

in Second Temple Jewish literature, especially those steeped in apocalyptic.77  The end 

result is a quasi-dualistic worldview consisting of invisible forces waging war against one 

another while humans live largely ignorant of their presence.   

 The appearance of power relations, causation, and human destiny, then, is 

obscured from human perception.  Humans may assume that Cambyses rules Persia but 

the seer Daniel, privileged with apocalyptic insight, knows that it is the spiritual “prince 

of Persia” who governs spiritually and invisibly in place of the human rulers (Dan 

                                                
 75 A 364-day calendar is divisible by 7, which is the constitutive number of a “jubilee” (49 years).  
This means that each year is exactly 52 weeks long so that each festival falls on the same day every year 
and remains constant.  This internally consistent calendar is necessary, according to Jubilees, so that 
Israelites can practice the festivals at the proper time and thus ensure that they are properly fulfilled.  See 
Michael Segal, The Book of Jubilees: Rewritten Bible, Redaction, Ideology and Theology (SJSJ 117; 
Leiden: Brill, 2007), 7-8. 
 
 76 George W. E. Nickelsburg, 1 Enoch 1: A Commentary on the Book of 1 Enoch, Chapters 1-36; 
81-108 (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2001), 32. 
 
 77 Russell, Jewish Apocalyptic, 236-40, describes and explains this phenomenon.  The “raw 
material” for the highly developed angelology and demonology of apocalyptic texts already existed in the 
Old Testament itself, with references to Yahweh’s divine council and messengers and sons of God acting 
on his behalf (236).  Israel’s exile in Babylon, and later Persia, however, introduced a more dualistic notion 
of supernatural good and evil.  Additionally, the growing transcendence of God provided a need for 
intermediary figures between the increasingly distant deity and humanity whereas the suffering experienced 
in exile demanded an explanation for the problem of evil.  The result, Russell contends, was a highly 
developed understanding of spiritual actors on the side of both good and evil waging war behind 
humanity’s perception, and an adaptation of Persian dualism into Israel’s monotheism, resulting in a view 
of the world and history as “antagonistic” (240).   
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10:13).78  The denizens of the Roman empire may blithely continue operating under the 

belief that the emperor largely directs the course of the Greco-Roman world but John of 

Patmos knows differently, that God reigns supreme on his throne, for he was invited to 

see the truth of the world when a door in heaven was opened.79  As we discussed above, 

Antiochus IV is taunted by the martyrs facing his torture as being only the one “who 

thinks he kills” (4 Macc. 13:14).80  And the elect in 1 Enoch 90:6 “open their eyes and 

see,” during the last days, implying their blindness up until that point.81 

 This de facto blindness of humanity to the larger realities of life is not accidental, 

however.  Humans cannot see the truth of their existence because they have been blinded 

by those very spiritual forces of which they are largely unaware.  Thus, the covenanters at 

Qumran can declare that they can know the “wisdom that has been hidden from mankind, 

knowledge and prudent understanding (hidden) from the sons of man” (1QS 11:6) only 

because “from the source of [God’s] knowledge he has disclosed his light, and my eyes 

                                                
 78 John J. Collins, Daniel: A Commentary on the Book of Daniel (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1993), 
374-75, outlines briefly the ancient Near Eastern belief that different nations were each governed by 
different spiritual entities (gods or angels).  The opposition Daniel’s messenger faced was not from the 
human ruler of Persia but its real, spiritual governor, the “prince of Persia,” who was eventually overcome 
by another spiritual being, the angel Michael “one of the chief princes,” allowing Daniel’s prayer to be 
answered. 
 
 79 That the “door was opened in heaven” (θύρα ἠνεῳγµένη ἐν τῷ οὐρανῷ) suggests that God is the 
subject of the action.  The opening of a door in heaven, or the opening of the heavens themselves, was a 
common trope in both Jewish apocalyptic literature as well as Greek mythology whose common purpose 
was to introduce a revelatory scene “which expresses [the seer’s] attainment of truth as divine revelation.” 
David E. Aune, Revelation 1-5 (WBC 52; Dallas, Tex.: Word Books, 1997), 280-81.  
 
 80 See the discussion above on p. 178.  
  
 81 “God grants a new revelation that parallels the revelation given in the wilderness after the 
exodus… The text up to this point indicates a significant change in events.  The opening of the lambs’ eyes 
indicates a reversal of the blindness that has characterized the nation since the time of Manasseh…” 
Nickelsburg, 1 Enoch 1, 398. 
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have observed his wonders” (1QS 11:3).82  A more intentional and malicious blindness is 

found in Paul’s second letter to the Corinthians where he explains that for those who 

cannot perceive the gospel, “In their case the god of this world has blinded the minds of 

unbelievers, to keep them from seeing the light of the gospel of the glory of Christ, who 

is the image of God” (2 Cor 4:4).83  When “Ezra” attempts to understand the suffering of 

God’s people in the present age he is told by his revealing angel that such information is 

not possible given his human status and location in the present age: “Your understanding 

is quite confounded regarding this world, and do you wish to comprehend the way of the 

Most High?” (4 Ezra 4:2).84   

 
 Mark’s Epistemology.  From this matrix of Jewish apocalyptic Mark has 

constructed his own view of human epistemology, a dualistic worldview in which God, 

through the agency of Satan, has blinded the “outsiders” while offering insight to the 

privileged “insiders” (although, as we have seen, it does not always stick).  The world as 

                                                
 82 Translation by Florentino García Martínez, The Dead Sea Scrolls Translated: The Qumran 
Texts in English (2nd ed.; trans. Wilfred G. E. Watson; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1996), 17-18. 
 
 83 The “god of this age” (ὁ θεὸς τοῦ αἰῶνος τούτου) is almost certainly Satan since he rules “this 
age” under God’s decree not the “new age” inaugurated by Christ’s death and resurrection (See Ralph P. 
Martin, 2 Corinthians [WBC 40; Waco, Tex.: Word Books, 1986], 78, for a discussion of Paul’s 
demonology).  Paul can refer to God hardening human hearts and Satan blinding people to the truth of the 
gospel at the same time given the nature of his dualism (See Victor Paul Furnish, II Corinthians: 
Translated with Introduction, Notes, and Commentary [AB 32A; Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1984], 
220).   
 
 84 Translation by Michael E. Stone, Fourth Ezra: A Commentary on the Book of Fourth Ezra 
(Minneapolis: Fortress, 1990), 78.  The angel Uriel offers to explain to Ezra the question he seeks if he can 
answer one of his arcane questions.  After Ezra fails, Uriel reiterates “You cannot understand the things 
with which you have grown up; how then can your vessel comprehend the way of the Most High?... And 
how can one who is corrupt in the corrupt world understand the way of the incorruptible?” (4 Ez 4:10-11).  
Ezra finally laments, “It would be better for us not to be here than to come here and live in ungodliness, and 
to suffer and not understand why we suffer” (4:12). 
 Christopher Rowland adds “Attempting to understand the apparent injustices of the present (4 Ez. 
7:16) is futile, because, despite being given a mind to understand, humanity’s sin makes it difficult to do so, 
and so they await eternal torment (4 Ez. 7:71)” (“Apocalyptic: The Disclosure of Heavenly Knowledge,” in 
The Cambridge History of Judaism, Volume 3: The Early Roman Period [William Horbury, W.D. Davies, 
and John Sturdy, eds.; Cambridge: Cambridge Univeristy Press, 1999], 787). 
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a whole, thus, is oblivious to the spiritual realities that govern their lives.  However, Mark 

does not keep his epistemological dualism intact.  For although Jesus ostensibly offers the 

“mystery of the kingdom of God” (4:11) to his disciples, increasingly throughout the 

remainder of the story (as we have discussed above) even the insiders are shown to be 

incapable of rightly perceiving the truth of their existence (and some outsiders will 

become insiders!).  Remarkably, even those to whom the mystery has been given still 

remain in darkness and are shown also to be outsiders. 

 For Mark, this Christological blindness is paradigmatic for the kind of blindness 

that is inherent to the human condition as a whole.  Although Mark nowhere discusses his 

ideas about anthropology (since his work is a narrative rather than an essay) the place 

where we find his most sustained attention to this idea is found in Jesus’ explanation 

about his purpose in speaking in parables.  After Jesus offers his initial parable about the 

sower (4:1-9) he explains to “those who were around him along with the twelve,” (4:10) 

privately, why he speaks in parables.  Jesus responds, explaining, “To you the mystery of 

the kingdom of God has been given, but to those outside everything happens in parables” 

(4:11).  If we stop here it appears that Jesus is demarcating two different groups: insiders, 

like the twelve, who receive the mystery of God’s kingdom, and outsiders, who hear only 

stories but do not perceive the truth.  And indeed Mark seems to support this idea in some 

way: the religious leaders, Jesus’ family, and the crowds have all already appeared in 

roles as outsiders (3:21-22) whereas he has chosen the twelve “to be with him” (3:14).   

 Jesus’ explanation for this condition confuses the matter somewhat, however.  He 

continues explaining, “…to those outside everything happens parables, in order that [ἵνα] 

‘looking they might look and not see and hearing they might hear and not understand lest 
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they turn and it be forgiven them’” (4:11b-12).  The ἵνα in this clause is meant to explain 

the observation in the previous clause – namely, that outsiders and insiders do not exist as 

a result of different peoples’ varying degrees of cognitive power or willingness to be 

open but because they have been blinded.85 

 Many commentators take issue with this interpretation.  For them Mark 4:12 

cannot mean what it appears to mean on the surface – that the parables of Jesus effect 

blindness.  The main interpretive issue is the ἵνα noted above.  A number of suggestions 

have been offered to bypass the face value of this word usually rendered with purposeful 

force (“in order that”).  Some contend that ἵνα here is a shorthand for ἵνα πληρώθῃ (“in 

order to be fulfilled”), thus changing the force from the purpose of Jesus’ parables to the 

purpose of Scripture.  Others argue that ἵνα is a mistranslation of the Aramaic de- whose 

regular meaning is “who.”  Still others suggest that ἵνα can be used in place of ὥστε to 

express result rather than purpose. France, who outlines these various interpretations, 

adds his own reading: that “while the lexical meaning indicates purpose, this is to be 

understood within the context of Semitic thought which tends to suppress second causes, 

so that human decisions are attributed to the overriding providence of God.”86 

 Klyne Snodgrass takes another route to resolving the dilemma.  For him, the 

wording of Isaiah 6:9-10 is hyperbole whose illocutionary effect is “to urge hearing a 

                                                
 85 The fairly radical nature of this statement can be highlighted by comparing it to its Matthean 
and Lukan counterparts.  Both Matthew and Luke eliminate the word “outside” (εξω) and replace it with 
something more benign (“to them” in Mt 13:11; “others” in Lk 8:10).  Likewise they both add “to know” 
(γνῶναι) to the phrase “To you have been given [to know] the mystery…” highlighting that the disciples 
do, in fact, know and understand what Jesus says to them (Collins, Mark, 247).  More importantly, 
Matthew eliminates the ἵνα in Mark and replaces it with ὅτι, making parables now a medium for revelation 
rather than a means of obscuration (Hultgren, Parables, 462).   
 
 86 France, Mark, 199. 
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context where judgment is assured…”.87  Jesus, himself a prophet, takes up the language 

of Isaiah in order to once again get Israel’s attention.  “[The words of Is 6:9-10] express 

by hyperbole what has already happened due to hardness of heart and unwillingness to 

hear.  They function as irony, as provocation to bring about hearing and obedience.  

Jesus’ use of the quotation and his parable formed on it both have the same function.”88  

This may very well be true but I believe we should probably first seek to take the 

uncomfortable and confusing ἵνα phrase at face value in the context of Mark’s Gospel 

before attempting moving past it.89 

 Mark 4:11-12 presents a picture of humanity divided into two groups, the insiders 

who have access to information and the outsiders who do not, as we mentioned above.  

But it also expresses that this division is part of the divine will as well as the blindness 

that occurs through the agency of Satan.90  The blindness will not last forever, though.  

“For there is nothing hidden, except to be revealed, nor is anything secret except to come 

to light” (Mk 4:22).  The concealing of true knowledge until an appointed time is a 

                                                
 87 Snodgrass, Stories with Intent, 160. 
 
 88 Ibid., 161.  Italics original. 
 
 89 This is especially true since ἵνα is combined with µήποτε (“lest”).  It is difficult to see how 
“purpose” would not be the principal understanding of the ἵνα in this clause when it is followed by a word 
that expresses intention. 
 
 90 The parallels with the apocalyptic literature reviewed above demonstrates how Jewish writers 
could conceive of Satan responsible for human blindness as well as God’s ultimate responsibility for 
Satan’s authority.  That God could be directly responsible (or oversee) evil spirits has roots in the OT, 
notably 1 Kgs 22:19-23 where the prophet Micaiah ben Imlah reveals his vision in which a deceitful spirit 
is sent by God to deceive Ahab.  The early Christians adopted the increasingly dualistic cosmology of 
Second Temple Judaism and developed a system in which “three complementary explanations of evil exist: 
God tolerates it; the Devil wills it and promotes is; individual wills freel choose it.  But because God’s part 
in this scheme is permissive rather than active, the guilt is shifted from him to sinners, and especially to 
their leader, the Devil” (Jeffrey Burton Russell, Satan: The Early Christian Tradition [Ithaca, NY: Cornell 
University Press, 1981], 220). 
 



 210 

commonplace in apocalyptic.91  For Mark Jesus’ baptism inaugurates the beginning of 

this revelation that will be available for all humans.  The “insiders,” by virtue of their 

relationship with Jesus, are offered additional insight. 

 In the current time, however, even the insiders do not have unadulterated access 

to true knowledge.  “The time of Jesus’ ministry on earth is a penultimate time, during 

which the disciples comprehend something but do not have the full picture.”92  Mark 

4:13, where the disciples ask the meaning of the parable that Jesus has already spoken, 

provides a sharp contrast to the immediately preceding verses (11-12) where Jesus just 

explained that they were insiders privy to the “mystery of the kingdom.”  A striking 

parallel exists in the Qumran literature, where a dualism between those “inside” is set up 

against those “outside”: “In the hand of the Prince of Lights is dominion over all the sons 

of justice; they walk on paths of light.  And in the hand of the Angel of Darkness is total 

dominion over the sons of deceit; they walk on paths of darkness.”93  Immediately 

following, however, is a description of the those insiders under the power of evil forces in 

the present: “Due to the Angel of Darkness all the sons of justice stray, and all their sins, 

their iniquities, their failings and their mutinous deeds are under his dominion in 

compliance with the mysteries of God, until his moment.”94  In both situations a dualism 

                                                
 91 The Qumran documents express these ideas clearly.  “[Y]ou have hidden the truth a while, [your 
favour, until] the ordained time” (1QHa 9:24).  “Until now the spirits of truth and of injustice feud in the 
heart of man… For God has sorted them into equal parts until the appointed end and the new creation.” 
1QS 4:23, 25 (Martínez, Dead Sea Scrolls, 349, 7, italics mine). 
 
 92 Joel Marcus, “Mark 4:10-12 and Marcan Epistemology,” JBL 103 (1984): 568.  Italics original. 
 
 93 1QS 3:20-21 (Martínez, Dead Sea Scrolls, 6).  
 
 94 1QS 3:21-22 (Ibid.).  Also note that this arrangement is described as “in compliance with the 
mysteries of God,” revealed God to be the ultimate one responsible for  
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is established but its absoluteness is shattered by the following caveat about humans 

living in this current age.95  

 Thus all humans, regardless of their status as insiders or outsiders, exhibit some 

level of blindness according to Mark.  Even the knowledge available to humans now is 

shrouded in misunderstanding.  Thus full human knowledge is not possible now and this 

situation reflects the divine will.  Only God and Satan (and their hosts) “know truths that 

are hidden from human beings.  Human beings as human beings do not know the truth 

about God, Jesus, or their own condition.  For them to recognize vital truth, an act of God 

is necessary.”96  Apart from this direct, apocalyptic action of God, humans remain 

blinded and unaware of their blindness.  This is precisely what Mark demonstrates is 

happening in the activity of Jesus.  Starting at Jesus’ baptism, and culminating in Jesus’ 

death, God intervenes to overcome and remedy this situation. 

 
Precursors to the Centurion 

 In direct opposition to the generally pessimistic anthropology outlined above 

exists another phenomenon in Mark’s narrative.  Although the story seems to generally 

demonstrate a lack of human ability to perceive the truth of their existence and the world 

around them, it is also populated by characters who defy this characterization.  Several 

times throughout Mark’s Gospel characters demonstrate a surprising awareness or 

perceptivity to the realities about which all the other characters are oblivious.  Their 

understanding is not complete or always well articulated but their appearance is highly 

significant so that they appear as colorful swatches on a black palette. 

                                                
 95 Marcus, “Marcan Epistemology,” 568. 
 

96 Ibid., 559.  
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 With these characters we find an opposite tendency in Mark to the bleak outlook 

on human epistemology.  The presence of these individuals seems to serve as indications 

that God’s truth is breaking into the world even during the ministry of Jesus, at least 

partially.  The general condition of blindness just discussed above is already being 

overturned with the advent of Jesus.  These characters and their experiences act as 

precursors to the full perception displayed by the centurion at the end of the Gospel.  If 

the centurion’s confession in 15:39 marks the definitive moment of revelation in Mark’s 

story then we might understand that the revelation at Jesus’ baptism in 1:10 acts as its 

suggestive precursor.  The rending of the heavens in 1:10, in other words, initiates in part 

what the rending of the temple veil in 15:39 completes in full – the removing of 

humanity’s blindness through God’s apocalyptic act of revelation.   

 The minor characters in Mark are the usual suspects for these insightful 

individuals.  Ironically, those on the margins, the “outsiders,” are shown to be “insiders,” 

while the major characters (Jesus’ disciples) are “insiders” who gradually become 

“outsiders.” Minor characters are often times viewed monolithically as either those who 

“consistently exemplify the values of the rule of God”97 or dismissed as leftovers from 

Mark’s inherited tradition rather than his intentional redaction (and thus, implicitly 

determined as presented without theological value).98  It is better to view the minor 

characters as neither wholly good nor irrelevant but as characters providing an open-

                                                
 97 Rhoads, et al, Mark as Story, 129. 
  
 98 Joel F. Williams, Other Followers of Jesus: Minor Characters as Major Figures in Mark’s 
Gospel (JSNTSup 102; Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1994), 28-31. 
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ended response to Jesus (beyond his disciples and enemies) that are used narrativally to 

invite the implied reader to engage in Mark’s story.99   

 First we might consider all unnamed characters who approach Jesus as 

supplicants seeking healing or freedom from demonization as contenders for characters 

with spiritual insight.  Like Peter, these characters all recognize something unique about 

Jesus – in this case that he is capable of healing their ailments.100  The leper who 

approaches Jesus wishing to be healed announces to him, “If you choose, you can make 

me clean” (1:40).  Likewise we can consider similarly the four friends of the paralyzed 

man who dig through the roof to present their friend before Jesus for healing (2:3-4), 

Jairus (5:22-23), the hemorrhaging woman (5:25), the father of the demonized boy (9:17-

18), and the various unnamed crowds who throng to Jesus for healing (1:34; 3:10; 6:54-

55).  In each case there is recognition of Jesus’ power, sometimes accompanied by verbs 

of perception (Jairus “saw” Jesus, 5:22; the hemorrhaging woman had “heard about 

Jesus”, 5:27) or acclamations of salvation (“your sins are forgiven,” 2:5; “your faith has 

saved you,” 5:34). 

 More notable for his insight into Jesus’ identity is the man in whom dwelled 

Legion.  Arriving in “the country of the Gerasenes” Jesus “immediately” is confronted by 

                                                
 99 Elizabeth Struthers Malbon, “The Major Importance of Minor Characters in Mark,” in The New 
Literary Criticism and the New Testament (Elizabeth Struthers Malbon and Edgar V. McKnight, eds.; 
JSNTSup 109; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic, 1994), 61.  Malbon argues that most recurring characters in 
Mark (and thus “major characters) fall into two categories – “enemies” and “fallible followers” (62).  These 
alignments are not fixed for each character as some enemies become followers (Joseph of Arimathea) and 
some followers become enemies (Judas Iscariot).  We must allow a continuum of responses between these 
two poles and that is where the minor characters fall for Malbon (64).   
 
 100 Malbon, “Minor Characters,” 64-65, comments that these stories tend to highlight Jesus’ 
“power and the certainty that the kingdom of God has come near.” 
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a man with an unclean spirit (5:1-2).101  After Jesus successfully expels the demon(s) the 

newly restored man begs Jesus to allow him to “be with him” (ἵνα µετ᾿ αὐτοῦ ᾖ, 5:18).102  

This language is strikingly similar to that used in 3:14 to describe Jesus’ choosing of 

twelve who might “be with him” (ἵνα ὦσιν µετ᾿ αὐτοῦ) and it is perhaps for that reason 

that Jesus rejects his request.103  Yet Jesus commissions him with his own task to “Go 

home to your friends, and tell them how much the Lord has done for you, and what 

mercy he has shown you” (5:19).  When the man leaves, however, Mark reports that the 

man tells everyone “how much Jesus had done for him” (5:21).  The discrepancy 

between what the man is instructed to say and what he actually says is slight but telling – 

it implies that this man understands a tighter connection between the Lord and Jesus than 

any of the other characters have yet demonstrated.104  To see in Jesus’ action the work of 

God is an enormous advance over the Pharisees who attribute to Jesus the work of 

Beelzebub (3:22) and Jesus’ family who deem him “out of his mind” (3:21).   

 Even more remarkable still is the Syro-Phoenician woman in Mark 7 who 

approaches Jesus to request his assistance with her demon-possessed daughter.  This 

                                                
 101 It is well known that there are problems with geography for this passage of Mark.  The ancient 
region of Gerasa (modern-day Jerash) was more than thirty miles southeast of the Sea of Galilee, making 
any encounter with Jesus as he departs a boat from that sea problematic historically.  See Collins, Mark, 
263. 
 
 102 It is unclear whether there is a single demon or many.  The demon uses singular language when 
speaking to Jesus as first (τί ἐµοὶ καὶ σοί) and Jesus addresses the spirit singularly (ἔξελθε τὸ  πνεῦµα τὸ  
ἀκάθαρτον).  Later, however, when asked his name, the demon answers λεγιὼν ὄνοµά µοι, ὅτι πολλοὶ  
ἐσµεν) and when they enter the pigs there are said to be “about two thousand” of them (ὡς δισχίλιοι).   
 
 103 That is, being “with” Jesus as a disciple is a prerogative he chooses, not the disciple.  Collins 
suggests that Jesus’ rejection may stem from the desire for only members of Israel to participate in Jesus’ 
ministry in this way (at this time, Mark, 273).   
 
 104 “This alteration of the object of proclamation from ‘the Lord’ to ‘Jesus’ expresses an important 
Markan insight about the role and identity of Jesus in relation to God: where Jesus acts, there God is acting.  
This does not mean that, for Mark, Jesus is God (cf. 10:18; 12:35-37; 13:32), but neither can the two be 
absolutely separated.”  Marcus, Mark 1-8, 354. 
 



 215 

scene is noteworthy for several reasons, not least of which is the fact that it is the only 

episode in the entire Gospel (and possibly the entire NT) where Jesus is bested by an 

interlocutor.105  This woman, clearly identified as a Gentile (“a Greek, a Syro-phoenician 

by birth,” 7:26), searches out Jesus because she “heard of him” (7:25), presumably 

meaning that she was familiar with his famed power to heal and exorcize evil spirits.106  

Jesus rejects her request, however, using the surprisingly offensive imagery of a dog to 

set the woman in her place and dismiss her plea.107  The woman’s response, however, 

accepts Jesus’ insulting metaphor but alters it to her advantage, combining respect (she 

calls him “Lord”) with wit to push back against his imagery.  In reply Jesus, lacking his 

characteristic pithiness, tells the woman that her request has been granted. 

 The woman’s awareness of Jesus is striking.  She is said to have “heard” of him, 

highlighting her perception, especially in light of Jesus’ invitation to “Let anyone with 

ears to hear listen!” (4:9).108  She also calls Jesus κύριε (“Lord”), a rarity in Mark’s 

                                                
 105 Camille Focant insists that the oddity of the scene, without a pure form of either controversy or 
healing, as well as the embarrassment of Jesus being refuted (by a woman!) both argue strongly for the 
historicity of this encounter (“Mc 7,24-31 par. Mt 15,21-29.  Critique des sources et/ou étude narrative,” in 
The Synoptic Gospels: Source Criticism and the New Literary Criticism [BETL 110; ed. Camille Focant; 
Leuven: Leuven University Press, 1993], 39-75.)  Rudolf Bultmann argued previously, though, that a 
controversy-dialouge in which Jesus is not the victor in no way denigrates Jesus.  The main point is the 
change in Jesus’ behavior.  (History of the Synoptic Tradition [trans. John Marsh; New York: Harper & 
Row, 1963], 38).   
 
 106 “Hearing” about Jesus is a common motif in Mark: the “great multitude” in Galilee comes to 
Jesus hearing about all he was doing (3:7-8), the hemorrhaging woman had “heard” about Jesus and so 
seeks him out (5:27), and Bartimaeus the blind man “heard” that Jesus was coming through Jericho (10:47).   
In all cases this verb of perception highlights a truth about those coming to Jesus. 
 
 107 Collins notes the widespread cultural consensus on “dog” as a term of opprobrium in Jewish 
thought, including Ps 22:12-13, 16, 20 where dog is used of the psalmists enemies; 4Q396 2:9-11 where 
dogs are forbidden to enter Jerusalem on account of their tendency to eat bones; and in rabbinic literature 
where dog often refers to someone unlearned in scripture, Mishnah, or Talmud (Mark, 366-67).    
 
 108 “The exhortation of v. 9, on the literal level, implies that all who have the physical ability to 
hear are able to understand the parable.  On the metaphorical level, however, it prepares for the parable 
theory that follows by hinting that not all who have the physical ability to hear have also the capacity to 
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Gospel.109  Her use of κύριε is notable but also ambiguous since it can just as easily be 

rendered “sir” as “Lord,” especially considering that κύριε does not seem to be an 

especially Christologically value-laden title for Mark.110  Most important of all she 

obtains her request because of her ability to enter Jesus’ own metaphor, using the image 

of the dog and subtly shifting it against him.111  The woman understands a truth about 

Jesus that drives her persistence, an understanding that seems to elude Jesus’ own 

disciples.112  Perhaps even more significantly, the woman receives this truth of Jesus in a 

parable but understands.  This stands is marked contrast to the announcement Jesus 

makes in 4:11 that those on the outside receive everything in parables and yet do not 

understand.   

                                                
understand” (Collins, Mark, 246).  Thus, the “hearing” of the woman could be construed as connoting her 
ability to understand more than others. 
 
 109 It is difficult to determine the nuance of the different usages of κύριος in Mark.  Some 
instances seem to clearly refer to God: 11:9 (“Blessed in he who comes in the name of the Lord!”); 12:11 
(“this was the Lord’s doing” quoting Ps 118:23), 29-30 (“Hear, O Israel: the Lord our God…” and “You 
shall love the Lord your God…”; and 13:20 (“If the Lord had not cut short those days…”).  In others there 
is precisely the same slippage of reference between Jesus and God perhaps present in our current passage, 
notably 1:3 (“Prepare the way of the Lord…”), 5:19 (“Go and tell them how much the Lord…” discussed 
already above), 11:3 (“The Lord needs it…”), and 12:36-37 (“David himself calls him Lord…”).    
 
 110 This is the only instance of κύριος in the vocative in Mark.  In W. R. Telford’s survey of the 
titles of Jesus in Mark “Lord” is not even mentioned (he instead discusses, “Teacher,” “Prophet,” 
“Messiah,” “Son of David,” “Son of Man,” and “Son of God.” The Theology of the Gospel of Mark 
[Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999], 30-41).  Additionally Malbon notes that except for the 
quotation of Isaiah in Mk 1:2-3 the narrator never calls Jesus “Lord” explicitly (Mark’s Jesus, 71-73). 
  
 111 P. Pokorny, “From a Puppy to the Child: Some Problems of Contemporary Biblical Exegesis 
Demonstrated from Mark 7.24-30/Matt 15.21-8,” NTS 41 (1995): 337, notes the woman’s amazing ability 
to utilize Jesus’ own metaphor as a weapon against his seeming dismissal.  Additionally, the woman 
effectively takes on the role of Jesus as winner of a verbal joust.  Marcus, Mark 1-8, 464, notes that the 
phrase “answered and said,” here used of the woman, is an OT formula that “usually introduces the words 
of Jesus himself in Mark (3:33, 6:37, 9:19, 10:3, 24, 51, etc.) and often expressing the main point of the 
passage (e.g. 8:29; 11:14, 22).”  He also cites instances in Jewish literature where women have bested men 
in verbal sparring. 
 
 112 Pokorny, “From a Puppy to the Child,” 323, highlights the connections between this story and 
the other women in the Gospel who “compelled Jesus to a decisive action and/or statement” (the others 
being the bleeding woman of 5:25-34 and the woman anointing Jesus at Bethany in 14:3-9).   
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 The next character exhibiting this similar insight into Jesus is the scribe who 

approaches Jesus to ask him to comment on the greatest commandment.  Although set in 

the context of attempts to trap Jesus, the scribe in Mark 12 does not appear deceptive or 

adversarial in his intent.113  He also is described in perceptive terms, “hearing” (ἀκούσας) 

Jesus’ dispute with the religious leaders and “seeing” (ἴδων) that Jesus answered them 

well (12:28).114  Additionally he praises Jesus for his answer (12:32) and Jesus in turn 

appears to praise him as well, describing the scribe as “not far from the kingdom of God” 

(12:34).   

 We have already determined that it would be a mistake to label the scribe an 

actual enemy of Jesus or one who only appears sincere.115  This is conspicuous since he is 

a member of a class of characters (i.e., the religious leaders) that the Gospel almost 

always portrays as Jesus’ fiercest antagonists.  Whereas the supplicants, including the 

man possessed by Legion and the Syro-Phoenician woman, are implicit allies of Jesus (or 

at least neutrally aligned), this scribe should be diametrically opposed to him.  Yet he 

praises Jesus and he appears to see and understand, rare qualities of characters in Mark’s 

Gospel.  And Jesus highly praises his response.  Although Jesus’ commendation of the 

                                                
 113 The previous two pericopes to this episode involve the Pharisees’ and Herodians’ question 
about paying taxes to Caesar and the Sadducees’ question about the resurrection (12:13-17, 18-27) and the 
one following has Jesus denounce the scribes for their thirst for respect and privilege (12:38-40).  This is 
notable especially since both Matthew and Luke reframe this same discussion so as to make it a clear 
controversy story with the scribe as an opponent of Jesus (Mt 22:35//Lk 10:25 both specifically names the 
man as a lawyer and explains that his intent in asking the question is “to trick [Jesus]”). 
 
 114 Marcus, Mark 8-16, 842, notes that both terms reflect 4:10-12 “but unlike the blinded 
‘outsiders’ of that verse of the hostile interrogators of the immediately preceding passages, this scribe sees 
with insight and hears with understanding.” 
 
 115 For our discussion about this see above, Chapter Three pp. 49-52. 
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scribe as being “not far” from God’s kingdom underscores the distance remaining 

between the scribe and God’s kingdom116 his words should not be taken negatively.117   

 Perhaps the most perceptive character who encounters Jesus in Mark’s Gospel is 

blind Bartimaeus whose sight is restored to him by Jesus.  We should note at the outset 

that the character is named, one of only about 4 minor characters to get names in Mark’s 

Gospel.118  Although the significance of Bartimaeus’ name is uncertain it is unusual for 

supplicants to be named in the Gospels and it seems as though his naming highlights an 

important function for this character.119  Like other supplicants we have seen Bartimaeus 

“hears” about Jesus and pursues him (10:47-48).120  But this story possesses at least three 

                                                
 116 “Nor does the Markan Jesus go overboard in his praise of the scribe; the latter is close to the 
dominion of God, but not fully in it” (Marcus, Mark 8-16, 845, italics original). 
 
 117 Collins, Mark, 577, labels Jesus’ words as a figure of speech called “litotes” (λιτότης), which 
means an “understatement so as to intensify, affirmation by the negative of the contrary.”  Contra Myers, 
Strong Man, 318, who describes the scribe as understanding only “intellectually” and highlighting that 
Jesus does not issue an invitation for him to follow, and Gundry, Mark, 710, who assesses the scribe as an 
opponent of Jesus. 
 
 118 The others being Jairus (5:22), Simon of Cyrene (15:21), Joseph of Arimathea (15:43) and 
perhaps the women who acts as witnesses of Jesus’ death and resurrection (Mary Magdalene, Mary the 
mother of James, and Salome, 15:40, 47; 16:1), if one considers them “minor” characters.   
 Simon of Cyrene seems to be a known historical figure to Mark’s community, highlighted by the 
reference to him as the “father of Alexander and Rufus” (15:21) otherwise missing in the other Gospels 
(see Marcus, Mark 1-8, 27-28; Collins, Mark, 736).  Likewise Joseph of Arimathea’s story has 
verisimilitude, describing the kind of activity a pious Jew would want to perform even if he had no 
allegiance to Jesus (Collins, Mark, 776).  And the women at the cross and tomb all seem to be historically 
identifiable individuals known, if not directly by Mark’s community, then certainly by the earliest Christian 
traditions (although the names also probably represent an effort by Mark to standardize the list of witnesses 
to Jesus’ death, burial, and resurrection, see Marcus, Mark 8-16, 1060). 
 This would only leave Jairus and Bartimaeus as named minor characters not otherwise known in 
the early church and thus perhaps as invented names. 
 
 119 Collins suggests that since it is unusual for supplicants to be named we might suppose there is 
likely some significance to his name, for which she gives three possibilities: 1) he could be a known 
historical character (like Simon of Cyrene), 2) it could have been used simply for verisimilitude, making 
Mark’s story more vivid, or 3) it is an allusion to Plato’s Timaeus (Mark, 508).   
 
 120 See n. 105 above. 
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distinctive features that set it apart from other pericopae featuring minor characters who 

evidence perception of Jesus’ identity.   

 First, Bartimaeus hails Jesus as “Son of David” (10:47-48).  Son of David is a 

loaded title, likely invoking Jesus as a messianic figure.  This declaration might seem on 

par with Peter’s confession of Jesus as Messiah, suggesting that Bartimaeus understands 

something of the nature of Jesus’ identity.121  It also might simply recognize Jesus’ ability 

to heal, as “Son of David” was also associated with Solomon, a famed exorcist and healer 

in his own right according to Jewish literature during this era, in which case his request is 

on par with other supplicants who also seek out Jesus for healing.122  The importance of 

Bartimaeus’ acclamation of Jesus as “Son of David” is complicated, however, by Jesus’ 

apparent attempt to distance himself from that title in 12:28-34, prompting some scholars 

to suggest that it is actually an indication of Bartimaeus’ lack of perception.123  Even if 

                                                
 121 Vernon K. Robbins, “The Healing of Blind Bartimaeus (Mark 10:46-52) in the Marcan 
Theology,” JBL 92 (1973): 226, makes a direct connection between Bartimaeus’ insightful Christology 
(calling Jesus the Son of David) and proper discipleship, even arguing that “Son of David” was inserted 
into the story by Mark himself (234-36).  Mary Ann Beavis, “From the Margin to the Way: A Feminist 
Reading of the Story of Bartimaeus,” JFSR 14 (1998): 38, considers Bartimaeus’ speech “inspired,” 
understanding his naming of Jesus a Son of David within the broad stream of Greco-Roman traditions 
about blind prophets. 
 
 122 James H. Charlesworth, “Solomon and Jesus: Son of David in Ante-Markan Traditions (Mark 
10:47),” in Biblical and Humane: A Festschrift for John F. Priest (Linda Bennett, David L. Barr, and 
Elizabeth Struthers Malbon, eds.; Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1996), 138, points out that “Son of David” was a 
title used by Solomon in the Testament of Solomon where he appears as an exorcist and healing figure.  
Charlesworth suggests that this title in Mark is not messianic and is meant only to connect Jesus to other 
Solomonic traditions that would have been well known at the time.  This argument weighs heavily against 
Robbins’ assertion that “In first century Jewish tradition the Son of David was not expected to heal” and 
only gained this connection through Mark’s own work at uniting the title with the concept (“Blind 
Bartimaeus,” 242). 
 
 123 Marcus, Mark 8-16, 850, describes the logic of Jesus’ dispute with the scribes over the meaning 
of “Son of David” in 12:35-37 as follows:  
 “The scribes call Christ the Son of David, implying that David is his father,  
 But David himself calls the Christ his lord.   
 No father calls his own son ‘lord’;  
 Therefore David is not the Christ’s father, and the Christ is not David’s son” (italics original). 
 Marcus believes that in light of the Jewish war, with claimants to messianic privileges like 
Menachem and Simon, Mark was attempting to highly qualify what being “Son of David” might mean.  
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this is the case, however, we might construe his misunderstanding of Jesus on par with 

Peter’s acclamation of Jesus as Messiah – he perceives something true about Jesus even if 

Jesus would not accept the manner in which that understanding is articulated. 

 The second feature that sets this pericope apart is that this episode immediately 

follows the requests of James and John for places of honor at Jesus’ right and left hands.  

Jesus’ question to them – “What do you want me to do for you?” (τί θέλετέ [µε] ποιήσω 

ὑµῖν; 10:36) – is nearly identical to his question to Bartimaeus (τί σοι θέλεις ποίησω; 

10:51).  Yet whereas James and John ask for special honors for themselves Bartimaeus 

asks to see, which is perhaps the very thing for which the Sons of Thunder should be 

asking.124  And, perhaps more importantly, after Jesus grants his request he gives a 

variation of his typical dismissal, “Go, your faith has saved you” (10:52a) but Bartimaeus 

uses his newfound freedom to “follow [Jesus] on the way” (10:52b).125  It is hard not to 

understand this explanation as anything less than Mark describing Bartimaeus as 

becoming a disciple of Jesus.126 

                                                
Thus, “For Mark, then, Jesus is the Davidic Messiah, but the ‘Son of David’ title does not pluck out the 
heart of his mystery” (850, italics original). 
 And Telford, Theology, 36, notes that Bartimaeus is blind when he calls Jesus “Son of David.”  He 
suggests that Mark may be in some tension with the received title “Son of David,” desiring to move away 
from it since it implies a triumphalism inimical to discipleship (37). 
 
 124 Collins, Mark, 511, “The similarity between the two leads the audience to compare the two 
requests… Again, James and John are cast as negative models and the blind man as a positive model.” 
  
 125 Jack Dean Kingsbury, Christology of Mark’s Gospel (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1983), 
comments on the differences between this pericope and call narratives, noting that Jesus uses a typical 
dismissal formula when addressing Bartimaeus (104 n. 159).  Marcus, Mark 8-16, however, observes that 
“Jesus, to be sure, does not say ‘Follow me’ but ‘Go.’  But the careful reader of Mark’s Gospel has already 
learned that Jesus’ words can sometimes imply more than, or even the opposite of, what they seem at first 
glance to mean (cf. 7:24-30)” (765).   
 
 126 Paul J. Achtemeier, “‘And He Followed Him’: Miracles and Discipleship in Mark 10:46-52,” 
Sem. 11 (1978): 132, argues that this pericope should not be considered a miracle story but rather a 
discipleship story considering that it caps off the section containing references to the “way” with the claim 
that Bartimaeus “followed him on the way” into Jerusalem, the place of Jesus’ passion.    
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 The final, and perhaps most conclusive, aspect of this story is also the most 

obvious – the blind Bartimaeus is given back his sight.  Whereas blindness in the earlier 

parallel pericope (8:22-26) seemed to foreshadow the blindness of the disciples and that 

the recovery of their sight would occur slowly, in stages, here Bartimaeus sees clearly at 

once and uses his sight to follow Jesus.127  It is not only that Bartimaeus sees, but that 

Jesus commends him saying “Your faith has saved you,” implying a relationship between 

the repairing of his physical ailment with his renewed spiritual condition.128   

 Taken together we may offer some tentative conclusions about Bartimaeus.  Even 

if Bartimaeus’ confession of Jesus as “Son of David” is meant to denote his lack of 

understanding (an argument with which I am sympathetic), he does so while still blind 

and so this observation only considers our reckoning of him before he is healed by Jesus.    

The fact that Bartimaeus asks for what John and James should have asked and follows 

Jesus, as well as the fact that he regains his sight (expressed as salvation) seem to 

overwhelmingly support the notion that he is a character who perceives more than the 

others in the story.  Bartimaeus truly sees in more ways than one. 

 
Revelation as Prolepsis and Pinnacle 
 
 We have now surveyed two distinct, seemingly contradictory patterns concerning 

Mark’s anthropology.  On the one hand Mark appears to draw heavily on the Jewish 

                                                
 127 For discussion on this see pp. 189-90 above. 
 
 128 Earl S. Johnson, Jr., “Mark 10:46-52: Blind Bartimaeus,” CBQ 40 (1978): 201, points out that 
“Mark’s understanding of σῴζω in 10:52 becomes especially clear if the close relationship between 
salvation and sight in Jewish and Christian literature is examined.”  After a short survey of that literature, 
including the LXX, T. of the Twelve Patriarchs, Qumran documents, and 2 Clement, Johnson asserts that, 
“[t]hese passages, which equate salvation with the granting of spiritual vision, provide a parallel to Mark’s 
interpretation of 10:46-52 and a key theme for the blindness and sight which he develops throughout the 
gospel.”  
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apocalyptic traditions that emphasize human blindness into the things of God.  Humans 

are incapable of perceiving the truth of their existence on their own and remain unaware 

of their blindness.  Mark particularly accents the blindness of people with regard to Jesus’ 

divine identity and mission.  The religious leaders are especially obtuse in their dealings 

with Jesus but even his family and followers exhibit misunderstanding and rejection. 

 On the other hand, however, Mark consistently highlights characters who seem to 

demonstrate a genuine understanding of Jesus.  They seek him, plead with him, push 

back against him, and follow him even when not called.  They understand something 

about Jesus, even if that understanding remains inchoate and incomplete.  We might 

characterize all of them as “not far from the kingdom of God.”   

 How are we to make sense of this Janus-like feature of Mark’s story?  I believe 

that Mark still accepts, with caveats, the picture of human blindness as expressed by 

Jewish apocalyptic that we discussed above.  Humans are generally incapable of knowing 

God’s truth without the direct intervention from God.  But this kind of intervention is 

precisely what we find at the beginning of Mark’s story when the heavens are rent at 

Jesus’ baptism.  God has begun the process of revelation already with the ministry of 

Jesus.   

 The characters who display insight are proof that Jesus’ presence has changed the 

epistemological fabric of humanity.  The tearing of the heavens at the beginning of Jesus’ 

ministry (1:10) inaugurates the age of perception.  Yet such understanding remains 

proleptic and partial.  These characters can recognize an essential truth about Jesus but 

cannot articulate it.  Their perception operates at the margins, identifying Jesus with the 

Lord (5:19-20), hailing him as the Son of David (10:48) or Teacher (12:32) or even 
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Messiah (8:29) but not as God’s Son.  God’s apocalyptic unveiling has begun in the 

ministry of Jesus but will not find its apogee until the cross.  

  In this way the centurion’s confession, while still shocking and climactic, is not 

completely without precedent.  Although his insight is fuller and more complete than the 

other characters who precede him in the story, his is not an isolated case.  The process of 

revelation, begun by God’s rending of the heavens, crescendos with the centurion (and 

the rending of the temple veil).  What is unique about the centurion’s proclamation, 

however, is the depth of his insight and the manner in which it is mediated.   

 
Sight as Gift to the Centurion 

 The centurion, then, is the pivotal and marquee example of human perception in 

Mark’s Gospel.  His act of seeing is noteworthy in two ways.  First, what is proleptically 

present in the characters discussed above is now fully manifest in the centurion.  No 

qualifications have to be given concerning the centurion’s own perception – he sees fully 

and completely.  Secondly, because the centurion’s sight is attributable only to God’s 

apocalyptic act, it accompanies (and symbolizes) the turn of the ages in which full sight 

will be available to all of humanity who encounter Jesus as the Crucified One.  

Combining these two ideas, we can say that the centurion’s eschatological sight is an 

apocalyptically-mediated gift representing the new condition of humanity before God as 

a result of Jesus’ death on the cross.  Let us turn to explore these ideas more fully. 

 
 Sight as Supernatural.  As we discussed previously in Chapter Four, the centurion 

stands in contrast to the other characters present at Jesus’ crucifixion.129  While all the 

                                                
 129 See pages 164-69 above. 
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other individuals either mock or misunderstand Jesus, the centurion, who is described as 

“seeing,” rightly understands him as “Son of God” (15:39).  It is highly significant that he 

adopts the same label for Jesus – God’s Son – that is used both by the divine voice (1:11 

and 9:7) and the demons who “know” Jesus (1:34, 3:11).  The fact that the centurion 

takes up the divine speech for Jesus means we can place him on the supernatural side of 

the epistemological divide between humans and super-human beings.130  The implication, 

then, is that the centurion perceives Jesus in the same way as do the non-human 

characters. 

 Furthermore, the verb used to describe the centurion’s action – ἰδών (from εἶδον) 

– has a specialized range of meaning in Greek literature and particularly in Mark’s 

Gospel concerning perception, especially spiritual perception.  The verb εἶδον (along 

with ὁράω, which utilizes εἶδον as a 2nd aorist form) means “to see” but often renders “to 

experience, to understand or perceive, to know.”131  This contrasts quite noticeably with 

βλέπω which contains “a stronger emphasis on the function of the eye than in ὁράω” and 

thus tends to be used to signify the opposite of physical blindness.132  In the LXX εἶδον 

and ὁράω cover most of the references to seeing but are the only words used to connote 

                                                
 130 Telford, Theology, 52-53, notes that 1:11 and 9:7 act as “reliable commentary” for the narrator 
since they are words attributed to God’s own self.  He lists the demons and the centurion as other notable 
moments of reliable commentary (although he does not use that phrase for them).  The centurion, of course, 
is the only non-supernatural character in this list, highlighting something about the nature of his insight.   
 
 131 Michaelis, “ὁράω, κτλ.” TDNT, 316-17.   
 
 132 Ibid., 317. 
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one “seeing God’s glory” or “to see God,” expressions never found with βλέπω.133  This 

same distinction is found in Philo.134   

 More importantly, Joel Marcus has persuasively pointed out that Mark 

consistently uses εἶδον for Jesus’ acts of seeing that are supernatural.  Jesus is regularly 

portrayed as “seeing” his disciples (1:16, 19; 2:14; 3:34; 8:33; 10:14, 23) or potential 

disciples (10:21; 12:34) and people for whom he has compassion (2:5; 5:32; 6:34).135  He 

is also described as seeing or understanding, however, in situations where physical sight 

would not be possible or would not make sense of the passage.  In 2:5 Jesus “sees” the 

faith the paralytic’s friends after they lower him down to Jesus through a roof to present 

him for healing.136  In 5:32 Jesus continues “looking around to see the woman” who had 

touched him, demonstrating that he already perceives the person touching him to be a 

woman.137  When the disciples endeavor a late night trip on the sea Jesus “sees them 

straining against the oars” (6:48) even though darkness has already fallen and they were 

in the middle of the sea (6:47).138  And when the Pharisees and Herodians come to 

                                                
 133 Ibid., 324-27.  Michaelis counts 520 uses of ὁράω and 930 for εἶδον but only 130 for βλέπω, 35 
of which occur in Ezekiel for “geographical or architectural directions” (327).   
 
 134 Philo uses ὁράω for “to see God” but βλέπω for sense perception.  Ibid., 334-35. 
 
 135 Marcus, Mark 1-8, 423. 
 
 136 Ibid., 216.  It is not clear if the paralytic’s faith should also be included in this passage. 
 
 137 Ibid., 359.  Marcus notes that the Greek literally renders “the one having done this” (ἰδεῖν τὴν 
τουτο ποιήσεσαν) but the article is feminine.  He also notes that other commentators have suggested that 
the knowledge the supplicant is a woman comes from the narrator’s perspective and not Jesus’ but counters 
that Jesus is shown being clairvoyant elsewhere linked with verbs of seeing and thus concludes that the 
expression “is another example of the supernaturally penetrating gaze of Jesus, and thus for Mark Jesus 
does indeed know the gender of his accuser.” 
 
 138 Ibid., 423.  Marcus indicates that from John 6:19 we accurately get that the middle of the sea 
would be about 25 to 30 stadia from the shore or about 3 or 4 miles, much to far to see anything at night. 
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question Jesus about giving taxes to Rome Jesus calls their bluff, “seeing their 

hypocrisy.”139 

 For the centurion, then, to “see” Jesus at his death and, as a direct result of his 

seeing, proclaim him to be God’s Son – the very identity hidden from all other humans – 

is highly significant.  Mark uses the verb of supernatural perception and the one used to 

describe Jesus’ own act of supernatural insight.  The centurion is not just demonstrating 

strong inference skills but supernatural sight – the perception of reality that thus far only 

superhuman characters have exhibited in Mark’s story.  The centurion sees as no human 

has hitherto seen. 

 
 Sight as Eschatological.  The death of Jesus on the cross is not only the object of 

the centurion’s sight but its proximate cause as well.  The cross marks the turning of the 

ages for Mark.  What has changed in Mark’s narrative at the death of Jesus is the age in 

which humans live.140  This change has direct implications for human ability to perceive 

and understand. 

 J. Louis Martyn has convincingly argued that 2 Cor 5:16 concerns “Epistemology 

at the Turn of the Ages.”141  Paul writes, “From now on then, therefore, we regard no one 

according to the flesh, even if we knew Christ according to the flesh, but now we know 
                                                
 139 Marcus, Mark 8-16, 817.  Marcus notes that most texts have “knowing” (εἶδως) rather than 
“seeing” (ἰδών) but counters that “seeing” is found in several early manuscripts (including א, D, f13, 28, 
565, pc, it) and that “seeing” is the more difficult reading (how does one see hypocrisy?).   
 
 140 The explicit contrast between a present evil age and an age to come in which God obliterates 
evil and restores Israel to glory is attested in later apocalyptic Jewish literature like 4 Ezra and 2 Baruch.  
Qumran documents refer to “the age of wickedness” sometimes distinguishing it from the coming of the 
Messiah (CD 6:10, 14; 12:23; 15:7; 1QpHab 5:7-8).  Both are likely developments of Daniel 2 and 7 where 
there are visions of a succession of ages.  See James D. G. Dunn, The Theology of Paul the Apostle (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998), 41. 
  
 141 Thus he so names his chapter discussing this verse in Theological Issues in the Letters of Paul 
(Nashville: Abingdon, 1997), 89. 
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him no longer so.”  Martyn argues that the vexing phrase “according to the flesh” is to be 

taken adverbially, and not adjectivally, based not only on the statistics of Paul’s use of 

the phrase elsewhere in his letters but also the broad context of the unit of 2 Cor 2:14-

6:10 which begins with the apostle identifying himself as living at the juncture of the 

ages.142  Additionally he notes that the repetition of temporal language in the verse – 

“from now on,” “now,” “no longer” – indicates a time shift.143  Paul, thus, means to 

indicate that human ways of knowing – epistemology – have been irrevocably altered by 

the death of Jesus.  Knowledge “according to the flesh” is to see things according to the 

paradigm of the old age which is now bankrupt and receding because of Christ’s work. 

 Although it is not possible to locate Mark without question in a Pauline orbit it 

seems that Mark thinks similarly about epistemology at the turn of the ages.144  The 

announcement of Jesus in his proclamation of the gospel indicates that Mark believes the 

                                                
 142 Ibid., 91-92.  Martyn notes that Paul uses the phrase “according to the flesh” a total of 19 times 
(as opposed to 1 for John).  Besides the two occurrences in this verse he counts 4 as adjectival and the other 
13 as adverbial, including the 4 other occurrences of the phrase in 2 Corinthians.   
 
 143 Ibid., 90. 
 
 144 The influence of Paul on Mark is a matter of debate.  Martin Werner, Der Einfluss paulinischer 
Theologie im Markusevanelium: eine Studie zur neutestamentlichen Theologie (Giessen: Töpelmann, 
1923), 209 argued that supposed Mark and Paul overlaps represent nothing more than the shared cultural 
heritage of earliest Christianity (“Wo Markus mit Paulus übereinstimmt, handelt es sich immer um 
allgemein-urchristliche Anschauugen.”).  J. C. Fenton, “Paul and Mark,” in Studies in the Gospels: Essays 
in Memory of R. H. Lightfoot (ed. D. E. Nineham; Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1955), 92, 94, discusses 
specifically the connection between the Pauline understanding of fulfillment of the ages with the Markan 
one.  Fenton concludes that Paul and Mark share a great deal of similarity of thought, though he concedes 
this might have something to do with the fact that both represent the only Christian literature extant before 
AD 70 (111).  Joel Marcus, “Mark – Interpreter of Paul,” NTS 46 (2000): 479-81, argues that the Markan 
and Pauline theologies of the cross in particular are so remarkably similar that Werner’s attempt to wedge 
the two apart is illegitimate. 
 This consensus might be changing as evidenced by James G. Crossley’s recent “Mark, Paul, and 
the Question of Influences,” in Paul and the Gospels: Christologies, Conflicts and Convergences (LNTS 
411; Michael F. Bird and Joel Willits, eds.; London: T & T Clark, 2011), although he also suggests that 
Mark or Markan tradition might have influenced Paul which for our purposes would still lead us to the 
same conclusion – that Paul and Mark have similar views about epistemology and eschatology (11-12).   
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turn of the ages to already be present in the preaching of Jesus.145  The consummation of 

the old age and the proper dawn of the new age, however, is especially effected by the 

death of Jesus.146 

 All this means that the centurion’s sight is not only supernatural but also 

eschatological.  His way of seeing is indicative of the kind of understanding marked by 

the new age that the proclamation and death of Jesus brings about.  His sight is “new age” 

sight, his insight that the dying Jesus on the cross is the manifestation of God’s Son is the 

kind of perception that characterizes those who do not see “according to the flesh,” but by 

the light of the new chapter in human history. 

  
 Sight as Salvation.  We might summarize the above two points by suggesting that 

the centurion’s sight is affected both vertically (that is, it belongs to the provenance of 

supernatural beings) and horizontally (that is, temporally – it belongs to the new age and 

not the old).  He sees from a new position and from a new age of history.  Yet his sight 

has nothing to do with him.  We have discussed already that Mark’s eschatology is 

apocalyptic, that the turn of the ages is brought about by a direct act of God.  The fact 

that the centurion sees from “above” and from “beyond” other humans is an indication of 

                                                
 145 As we mentioned above in n. 18, Marcus, Mark 1-8, 175, points out that Jesus’ inaugural 
preaching in 1:14-15, “The time has been fulfilled and the kingdom of God is at hand; repent and believe in 
the gospel,” indicates that in the preaching and ministry of Jesus himself the old age is being wrapped up 
(“the time has been fulfilled”) and the new age is at hand (“the kingdom of God is at hand”).   
   
 146 The death of Jesus is the dawn of a new age in both Paul and Mark.  “In any case, for both 
Mark and Paul, the cross of Jesus is a historical event of transhistorical significane, which exposes a radical 
split – quite literally so, in Mark 15:38 – between the ‘rulers of this age’ (1 Cor 2:8) and ‘the reign of God’ 
(Mark 1:15).”  C. Clifton Black, “Christ Crucified in Paul and Mark: Reflections on an Intracanonical 
Conversation,” in Theology and Ethics in Paul and His Interpreters: Essays in Honor of Victor Paul 
Furnish (Eugene H. Lovering, Jr. and Jerry L. Sumney, eds.; Nashville: Abingdon, 1996), 201. 
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God’s own direct action to affect his situation.  He sees after God has changed the 

calculus of human sight. 

 Consider once again the other characters present at the cross.  They all see before 

God’s act, before the rending of the veil.  This contrast – this synkrisis we discussed 

previously in Chapter 4 – between the centurion and the other human characters forms 

the basis for one of the most important themes of Mark’s theology.  The centurion does 

not rightly perceive Jesus because he knows more, because he is more virtuous, or 

because he is more observant than the other characters.  His understanding of Jesus is not 

the result of purer insight or access to better information or superior ability or 

perception.  He “sees” because – and only because – he is so granted the apocalyptic 

revelation that the cross affords, signaled by the rending of the temple veil.  This 

revelation is an act of God – the hidden actor at work in the divine passive of 15:38 (the 

temple veil was torn in two from top to bottom)147 – and can be understood as a salvific 

gift that God offers to the centurion and, by proxy, to the world.148 

 For Mark this perception is a gift because it stems not from human faculty but 

from God’s initiative to remove humanity’s blindness.  Revelation is received, not 

achieved.  As we discussed previously in Chapter 4, observing a person die, especially 

someone dying a cruel and brutal death, would likely prompt no spiritual insight into the 

nature of that person.149  Everyone outside of Jerusalem saw Jesus dying and made no 

profound statement about his identity.  Instead, the sight of his torture elicited jeers and 

                                                
 147 For God as the “hidden principal actor” in Mark see Chapter Four, p. 136 n. 104.  For 15:38 as 
a divine passive see Chapter Four, p. 102 n. 11. 
  
 148  For a discussion of the centurion as a symbolic figure who should be understand primarily as a 
“plot functionary” see Chapter Three, p. 94. 
 
 149 See pp. 114-34 in Chapter Four. 
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taunts.  The centurion, though, looks on the other side of God’s revelatory act, after the 

rending of the temple veil, and “seeing that [Jesus] died in this way” he beholds a 

theophany.  The centurion, too, sees Jesus dying.  The centurion, too, sees his brokenness 

and abandonment.  God’s act does not negate these things; the centurion does not look 

past them or behind them.  Rather, he sees precisely the same event – Jesus suffering on a 

cross – and perceives that suffering as theophany, as God revealed.   

 It is highly important that the order and sequence of events are properly 

construed.  The centurion does not see a man dying, perceive him differently as a result 

of the manner of his death, and then conclude that this man is the Son of God.  God’s act 

comes first and is definitive: the veil is rent in two from top to bottom.  Nor does God’s 

act change what he sees.  The centurion is not enlightened by God’s revelation, then 

observes Jesus dying, and then sees his dying as a glorious or noble act, and then 

concludes that he is divine.  Rather, God acts, then the centurion’s way of perceiving the 

same information as those around him (the passersby and bystanders and chief priests and 

scribes) changes and he sees the same thing but now understands it differently.  God’s 

revelation changes how he sees.  His way of knowing has changed.  He still observes 

Jesus dying, suffering, broken.  But these things now convey the identity of God’s Son.  

God acts, the centurion looks and he sees in the dying of Jesus the presence of God. 

 The apparent synkrisis between the centurion and the other characters is now 

exposed.  Mark has set up a contrast only to tear it down.  For the real comparison is 

between God’s way of perceiving Jesus’ death and humanity’s way of seeing it.  The 

centurion becomes a representative of God’s perspective only because God grants him to 

see it.  Human ways of knowing and evaluating are now weighed and found empty.  Thus 
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Mark’s narrative prioritizes God’s prerogative to give.  But it also articulates the nature 

of God’s gift – the focus of God’s revelation is not simply the content of what is revealed 

(that Jesus is, in fact, God’s Son) but also the proper way of knowing.  God’s gift of sight 

is a critique of human ways of perceiving, a judgment on humanity’s judgment.150  

 In one sense, then, this critique is itself salvific for humanity for it reveals that 

people do not see the world rightly and offers a new perspective with which to replace the 

old.  The centurion’s seeing is the beginning of eschatological sight, the start of seeing 

the world in light of the death of Jesus.  The narrative hints that this way of seeing, which 

started with the centurion, will continue even with Jesus’ disciples.  At the tomb when the 

women encounter the young man dressed in white they are told to “Go say to his 

disciples and to Peter that he goes before you into Galilee; there you will see him, just as 

he told you” (16:7).  The final “supernatural” message of the Gospel is that the disciples 

will see Jesus.  Seemingly, then, for Mark one aspect of the saving significance of Jesus’ 

death is that it ushers in eschatological sight.  The perception that has been hidden from 

the world has now pierced the fog of obscuration.  The blindness that characterizes the 

human condition has begun to be healed.  The darkness is receding; eschatological and 

supernatural sight has now dawned at the cross. 

                                                
 150 J. Christiaan Beker, comparing and contrasting Paul’s theology of the cross with other authors 
in the NT, says of Mark: “… Jesus’ cry of abandonment (Mark 15:34) constitutes in its context a profound 
reflection on the meaning of the cross.  The bleakness and the lonely forsakenness of the man on the cross, 
the total breakdown of the Jewish religious establishment, and the final apocalyptic judgment on Judaism 
are as striking here as the insight of the Gentile centurion that the suffering figure on the cross is truly the 
King of the Jews and the Son of God.  The cross has no need, as it were, of the confirmation of the 
resurrection.  It is itself both the judgment of the world, and the victory over the world. … Mark is here 
close to Paul… .” (Paul the Apostle: The Triumph of God in Life and Thought [Philadelphia: Fortress, 
1980], 201.  Beker is careful to separate the theology of the cross found in Paul with theologies of the 
suffering of Jesus (198-99).  One of the principal components of this theology of the cross in Paul, 
according to Beker, is the judgment of the world as it “contradicts wisdom (1 Cor. 1:18); it crucifies the law 
and the world (Gal. 2:20; 6:14); it invites public hostility (Phil. 3:18); it is foolishness (1 Cor. 1:14); a 
scandal to Jews and folly to Gentiles (1 Cor. 1:23; cf. Gal. 5:11), and truly a manifestation of weakness (1 
Cor. 1:25; 2 Cor. 13:4)” all of which he relates as well directly to Mark 15 (204-5). 
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Sight as Universal? 

 The darkness is receding, but it has not disappeared all at once.  Amazingly, after 

this moment of revelation at the cross, the women who come to Jesus’ tomb appear to not 

share the centurion’s enormous gift of insight.  After discovering the tomb is empty, and 

finding the young man who announces Jesus’ resurrection and commands them to go and 

tell the disciples of this news, the women “fled from the tomb, for they were seized with 

terror and wonder, and they said nothing to anyone for they were afraid” (16:8).151  Taken 

at face value, the women do seem to understand what they have just witnessed.  How do 

we account for this blatant example of blindness after the supreme apocalyptic moment at 

the cross? 

 The presence of the fearful women demonstrates that just as there were those who 

experienced some perception before the revelation at Jesus’ death so there will be those 

who continue to not fully perceive afterwards.  Joel Marcus offers this insight:  

 Apparently, “the mystery of the dominion of God” (cf. 4:11-12), according to 
 which the new age has arrived without obliterating all traces of old-age fear, 
 misunderstanding, and opposition to the divine will, continues after the 
 resurrection, and this paradox affects not only the outside world but also the 
 followers of Jesus.152 
 
The effect of Jesus’ death on human perception is not absolute.  Not all who live before it 

are completely without insight and not all who exist afterwards will see clearly and 

completely.  It is safe to say, however, that the cross is decisive – and remains so even in 

the midst of continuing human misunderstanding. 

                                                
 151 I, like the majority of scholars, consider v. 8 to be the original ending (or earliest recoverable 
ending) of Mark.  For a discussion of the various alternate endings, as well as evidence of their spurious 
nature, see Bruce M. Metzger, A Textual Commentary on the Greek New Testament (Stuttgart: United Bible 
Societies, 1975), 122-26. 
  
 152 Marcus, Mark 8-16, 1087. 
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Rapprochement between God and Humanity 
 
 As indicated by the space devoted to it, the soteriological significance of the 

centurion’s sight occupies a prominent place in Markan thought.  Sight as eschatological 

perception is the primary soteriological meaning of Mark 15:39 and thus occupied the 

majority of our attention.  There are two other soteriological themes present in 15:39 

alongside sight, however, that deserve our consideration: the rapprochement between 

God and humanity and the inclusion of Gentiles into Israel’s covenant with God.  

Although these two themes are perhaps less prominent than the eschatological sight 

discussed at length above, both offer resolution to themes developing throughout Mark’s 

story and serve as alternative resources for articulating Mark’s soteriology. 

 Alongside the dualism of humanity between “insiders” and “outsiders” (which 

morphs to become a story of insiders as outsiders, too), Mark also contains a dualism 

between humanity and God.  In Mark, the terms ἄνθρωπος and θεός always represent 

oppositional categories in the narrative and are set against one another.  Jesus contrasts 

the commands of God with human tradition (7:8-9), tells Peter that he is concerned with 

the things of humans rather than the things of God (8:33), declares to his opponents that 

what God has joined together no human should separate (10:9), explains that things that 

are impossible for humans are possible for God (10:27), is asked whether John’s baptism 

comes from heaven [God] or humans (11:30), and is falsely flattered as deferring to God 

but not to humans (12:14).153  In each of these instances the terms ἄνθρωπος and θεός are 

                                                
153 Philip G. Davis, “Mark’s Christological Paradox,” JSNT 35 (1989): 6. 
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used to describe mutually exclusive spheres that are at best radically different in outlook 

and at worst antagonistic.154 

 The wide gulf between human and divine is well attested in the Old Testament, no 

more so than in Second Isaiah (a major source for Mark’s own thought).155  Isaiah 55:9 

demonstrates the “theme of divine-human incommensurability” when Yahweh declares 

to Israel, “For as high as is the sky above the earth, so are my ways above your ways, my 

thoughts above your thoughts.”156  Here the word for “thoughts,” מחשבת  contains the 

idea of calculations, devices, or plans.  Human מחשבת are characterized more often than 

not by sinful deviance (Gen 6:5; Isa 59:7; Ezek 38:10; Ps 56:6), stubborn resistance to 

God (Jer 18:12; Prov 15:26) and a misguided sense of self-sufficiency (Isa 65:2).”157  

Likewise, 1 Samuel 16:6-7 demonstrates the disparity between human and divine 

evaluation when the prophet Samuel goes to anoint Israel’s new king.  After looking on 

Eliab, Jesse’s oldest son, Samuel believes without doubt that God’s new king stands 

                                                
154 Except for 11:30, where heaven is used as a circumlocution for God. 
 

 155 A quote from “Isaiah” opens Mark’s Gospel in 1:2-3 (even though it is a mix of Isaiah 40:3 and 
either Exod 23:20 or Mal 3:1, Mark attributes it solely to Isaiah).  Furthermore, Isaiah is the only Old 
Testament text specifically mentioned by Mark (both here and in 7:6), even though allusions and direct 
citations of other texts abound (Is 6:9-10 [4:12]; Ex 20:12//Deut 5:16 and Ex 21:17//Lev 20:9 [7:10]; Is 
66:24 [9:48]; Deut 24:1, 3 [10:4]; Gen 1:27, 2:24 [10:6-8]; Ex 20:12-13//Deut 5:16-17 [10:19]; Is 50:6, Hos 
6:2? [10:34]; Ps 118:25-26 [11:9]; Jer 7:11 [11:17]; Ps 118:22-23 [12:10-11]; Deut 25:5-6 [12:19]; Ex 3:6 
[12:26]; Deut 6:4-5, Lev 19:18 [12:29-31]; Ps 110:1 [12:36]; Dan 9:27, 11:31, 12:11 [13:14]; Joel 2:2 
[13:19]; Is 13:10?, Is 34:4?, Ez 32:7?, Joel 2:10, 31? [13:24-25]; Dan 7:13-14 [13:26]; Zech 13:7 [14:27]; 
Dan 7:13 [14:62]; Ps 22:1 [15:34]; Ps 69:21 [15:36]).   
 Marcus, Mark 1-8, 147, notes that the prologue is “full of allusions to Deutero-Isaiah”.  And the 
“New Exodus” theme of Second Isaiah outlined in Mark 1:2-3 constitutes a major theme throughout the 
rest of Mark’s Gospel (Rikki E. Watts, Isaiah’s New Exodus in Mark [Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 
1997], 91-120). 
 
 156 Joseph Blenkinsopp, Isaiah 40-55: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary (AB 
19A; New York: Doubleday, 2002), 371.  Scripture quotation provided by Blenkisopp (367).  This verse is 
preceded by v. 8 where God states, “For my thoughts are not your thoughts, nor are your ways my ways,” 
(NRSV) heightening the contrast. 
 
 157 Ibid., 371-72. 
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before him.  “But the LORD said to Samuel, ‘Do not look on his appearance or on the 

height of his stature, because I have rejected him; for the LORD does not see as mortals 

see; they look on the outward appearance but the LORD looks on the heart.”  The same 

human fascination with spectacle that led to the anointing of Saul as king is at work 

unknowingly in Samuel’s own heart even as he seeks Saul’s replacement in secret.158 

 In much of apocalyptic thinking, this separation between God and God’s people is 

a result principally of the people’s sin.  The exile in Babylon, which was originally 

intended to last for 70 years (Jer 25:11-12; 29:10) as a result of the failure of Judah to 

keep covenant with God, is re-appropriated in the proto-apocalyptic Daniel to mean 70 

“weeks” of years, or 490 years (Dan 9:1-27).159  Israel still exists under God’s “anger and 

wrath” (Dan 9:16) as a result of its transgressions.  Whether Jews considered themselves 

still in exile during the time of Jesus is unclear.160  What does seem clear, however, is that 

Mark’s Jesus addresses a people who “were a ‘faithless,’ (9:19), an ‘adulterous and sinful 

generation’ (8:38; see 8:12) to whom Jesus’ command was ‘Repent’ (1:15; 6:12; see 

                                                
 158 P. Kyle McCarter, Jr., I Samuel: A New Translation with Introduction, Notes & Commentary 
(AB 8; Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1980), 277, notes that Eliab is “something of a new Saul” and thus 
Saul is again rejected symbolically in God’s passing over Eliab. 
 
 159 John J. Collins, Daniel, 352, notes that, “Daniel evidently rejected the Chronicler’s view that 
Jeremiah’s prophecy was fulfilled by the restoration in the Persian period.”  2 Chronicles 36:20-22 holds 
that Jeremiah’s prophecy began in 586 with Nebuchadnezzar’s destruction of the temple in Jerusalem and 
ended with the decree of Cyrus (70 years being “regarded as a round number, equivalent to a lifetime 
[349]).  Zechariah 1:12 holds that the 70 years extends to the second year of Darius I of Perisa (519 BC).  
Here Daniel rejects both explanations, insisting that God has still yet to “finish the transgression, to bring 
sins to completion, to expiate iniquity, to seal a vision, to anoint a most holy place, and to restore and 
rebuild” (Dan 9:24-25). 
 
 160 N. T. Wright, Jesus and the Victory of God (Christian Origins and the Question of God, Vol. 2; 
Minneapolis: Fortress, 1996), 125-30.  Wright uses the parable of the Prodigal Son in Luke 15 as an 
epitome of Israel’s story of exile and return.  The fact that Jesus could tell this parable meant that the idea 
of Israel still in exile had currency for Jesus’ listeners.  Although this is possible it seems to me that 
Wright’s thesis would have more support if there were Jewish authors at the time who more explicitly 
stated their conviction in Israel’s enduring exile.  If Wright is correct, though, his conclusions only 
reinforce our main point above. 
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4:12).”161  The people of God have broken faith with God, explaining the scenario in 

which human and divine realms are mutually exclusive of one another. 

 That Jesus’ death is meant in some way to address this hostile situation is the 

most likely reading of Mark 14:24, where Jesus, at “the Last Supper,” speaks over the 

cup of wine, “This is my blood of the covenant poured out for many.”  Interpreters 

generally find reference to at least three different OT texts helpful in illuminating this 

saying.  The most prominent among these is Exodus 24:8, where Moses explains to the 

Hebrews encamped at Mt. Sinai, “See: the Covenant blood that Yahweh has cut with you 

by all these words.”162  “Covenant blood” signified the binding together of two parties 

into a fictive kinship as well as embodying the implicit threat of bodily (bloodied) harm 

that would befall whoever violated the pact.163  It also allowed the Israelites to enter 

God’s presence without threat of harm.164 

 The passage in Zech 9:11 is also a likely point of reference for Mark’s Jesus since 

here God through the prophet declares to an Israel in exile, “As for you, by the blood of 

your covenant I have set your prisoners free from a pit with no water in it.  Return to a 

                                                
 161 Barry L. Blackburn, “Liberation, New Covenant, and Kingdom of God: A Soteriological 
Reading of the Gospel According to Mark,” SCJ 12 (2009): 220. 
 
 162 Translation provided by William H. C. Propp, Exodus 19-40: A New Translation with 
Introduction and Commentary (AB 2A; New York: Doubleday, 2006), 107. 
 
 163 Ibid., 308.  “Initiation rituals generally featured an inflicted trauma, real or symbolic, that 
symbolizes the candidate’s death… In Exodus 24, the people are literally bloodied, thus symbolically 
injured.”  Furthermore, on kinship, Propp says, “Because the blood comes from a common source, it 
symbolizes the horizontal, literal kinship of all Israelites and also their vertical, fictive kinship with their 
Heavenly Father.”  And concerning the implicit threat: “Covenantal bloodletting has another function: it 
represents the sanguinary fate that awaits the traitor to the pact.”    
 
 164 “The blood of Exodus 24 functions like the blood applied to the priest in 29:20, 21: it is a 
symbolic wound that confers protection from the divine presence” (Ibid., 309). 
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stronghold, O prisoners of hope; today too I announce I’m restoring to you double.”165  

Here the (re-)presentation of the covenant blood accompanies the reality of “prisoners” 

and the command to “return to a stronghold.”  This particular constellation of terms likely 

is meant to address an Israel in exile as “prisoners” who are now invited to return to their 

“stronghold” of Jerusalem.166  Here, then, the (re-)establishment of the covenant initiated 

by blood now overcomes the alienation of exile, issuing a call for God’s people to 

“return” to the site of their union and intimacy with God. 

 The final allusion usually sought in Mark 14:24 is Jeremiah’s promise of a “new 

covenant” in Jer 31:31-34.167  Here Yahweh pledges to cut a different covenant with 

Israel, “not like the covenant that I cut with their fathers in the day I took them by the 

hand to bring them out from the land of Egypt” (Jer 31:32) that they broke.  This 

covenant re-establishes relations between God and God’s people on new terms in which 

all will “know Yahweh” because “I will forgive their iniquity, and their sin I will not 

                                                
 165 Translation provided by Carol L. Meyers and Eric M. Meyers, Zechariah 9-14: A New 
Translation with Introduction and Commentary (AB 25C; New York: Doubleday, 1993), 88. 
 
 166 The setting of Israel in exile is very strongly supported.  The same word here for “prisoner” is 
used mainly in poetic texts to describe those held by the king of Babylon and the description of the 
captives’ prison as a “pit with no water in it” “involves language referring to the condition of exile” (Meyer 
and Meyers, Zechariah, 140).  The term “stronghold,” although a hapax legomenon in the OT is a term 
“that would characterize Jerusalem and Yehud in the mid-fifth century when the Persian government 
erected a whole string of fortresses in its western provinces to guard against Greek expansion” (Ibid., 142). 
  
 167 Markan reliance on this passage is sometimes doubted since Mark lacks the modifier καινός 
(“new”) with διαθήκης (“covenant”) like the parallel in Luke 22:20 and 1 Corinthians 11:25 as well as the 
explanatory phrase “for the forgiveness of sins” as in the parallel in Matthew 26:28.  However, as France 
observes, “While Mark’s text probably avoids explicit mention of a new covenant as is found in Luke and 
Paul, it is impossible to draw out the symbolism implied by the echo of Ex. 24:8 without using such 
language and thus bringing to mind the prophecy of a new covenant in Je. 31:31-34, and it seems likely that 
both Jesus and Mark would have understood Jesus’ covenant language in that light” (Mark, 570, italics 
original). 
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remember again” (Jer 31:34).168  Since “new covenant” appears only here in the OT some 

scholars question whether Jeremiah really means to proclaim a replacement for an 

updated compact between God and Israel.169  Yet this promise, which would have 

appeared shocking in Jeremiah’s day, seems to offer “a new beginning in the divine-

human relationship” since it is unconditional, interior, and based on a “wholly new act of 

divine grace, i.e., the forgiveness of sins.”170 

 With this intertextual array established, Mark 14:24 seems to indicate that by the 

blood of Jesus a new covenant will be enacted between God and God’s people, in which 

God invites them to “return” to him so that the alienation between the people and God 

can be overcome permanently.  Mark does not use the phrase “forgiveness of sins,” and 

some commentators question whether this is representative of Mark.  Nevertheless the 

expression compactly articulates the entire idea of alienation and return and undergirds 

the logic of a new covenant.171  The new covenant “is a transformative, even a creative, 

                                                
 168 Translation provided by Jack R. Lundbom, Jeremiah 21-36: A New Translation with 
Introduction and Commentary (AB 21B; New York: Doubleday, 2004), 464. 
 
 169 Ibid., 465-66.  Lundom lists Duhm, Levin, Lohfink, Rendtorff, and Holmgren as examples of 
those scholar who see this passage enacting “a renewal of the Mosaic (=Sinaitic) covenant and nothing 
more” (466). 
 
 170 Ibid., 466.  William L. Holladay, Jeremiah 2: A Commentary on the Book of the Prophet 
Jeremiah Chapters 26-52 (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1989), 197, comments on the shock for those hearing the 
words in Jeremiah’s day since “the passage implies that Yahweh will draw up a fresh contract without the 
defects of the old, implying in turn that he could improve on the old one, that he had learned something 
form the failure of the old” and points out the preponderance of the word “new” in post-exilic thought, 
highlighting Ezek 18:31, “Go get yourselves a new heart and a new spirit!” and especially Isa 42:9, 
“Behold, the former things have come to pass, and new things I now declare.” 
 
 171 Sharyn Dowd and Elizabeth Struthers Malbon have been the most notable critics of such a 
reading.  Their argument largely centers on not rendering Mk 10:45’s λύτρον as meaning “forgiveness” and 
that Matthew’s “strong reading” of Mark has controlled the history of interpretation for Mk 14:24 (“The 
Significance of Jesus’ Death in Mark: Narrative Context and Authorial Audience,” JBL 125 (2006): 283-
84, 293).  They specifically note that “[Mark’s audience] would have understood that those whom God had 
liberated were in covenant relationship with God, not because their sins had been forgiven, but because 
God had liberated them.  Their sins would have to be forgiven many times, just as Israel’s had to be, but 
that was not accomplished by the ‘blood of the covenant’” (292-93).   
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act that generates a renewed covenant people of God.”172  It (re-)establishes relations 

between God and the people of God, bringing two warring parties close together and 

fundamentally altering their history of animosity towards one another.  This new 

covenant relationship will be permanent and driven by the new heart and indwelling 

law/Spirit that God will place in his people.   

 That this covenant promised in 14:24 is effected by the blood of Jesus 

metaphorically “poured out” on the cross seems likely.  The death of Jesus is a covenant-

making event.173  Although this is established propositionally in 14:24, 15:39 narrativally 

depicts the coming together of θεός and ἄνθρωπος.  In the centurion’s confession these 

terms, which have previously existed as polar opposites, now come together, both 

literally and theologically, for the centurion says that “this man is God’s Son.”174  

Although there is undoubtedly Christological significance in this expression for Mark 

(for Jesus is revealed as “the man who does what only God can do”175), Christology does 

not exhaust its import.  It is highly significant that these two terms come together at the 

cross, for it is at the death of Jesus that humanity and God come together.  The antithesis 

that has characterized the relationship between ἄνθρωπος and θεός has now been 
                                                
 While this may be true of Israel’s original covenant this argument seems to ignore the logic 
underwriting the establishment of this covenant as a new covenant (see n. 162 above).  The Jeremiah text of 
the new covenant rejects the terms of the old (“It will not be like the covenant that I made with their 
ancestors…, 31:32), and explicitly mentions forgiveness of sins as the basis of for this new arrangement 
(31:34).   
 
 172 Michael Gorman, “Effecting the New Covenant: A (Not So) New, New Testament Model for 
the Atonement,” Ex Aud. 26 (2010): 34. 
 
 173 “To be sure, the death [of Jesus] will not create a community apart from the resurrection, but it 
is Jesus’ death that is the covenant-creating and community-creating act.” Ibid., 38-39.   
 

174 Interestingly, Matthew omits the term ἄνθρωπος, leaving only “Truly this was the Son of God” 
(Matthew 27:54).  Italics mine. 

 
175 Davis, “Paradox,” 11. 
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transcended by the death of the ἄνθρωπος who participates in the identity of θεός, so that 

there is now synthesis.176  The covenant articulated in 14:24 is both actualized and 

demonstrated in 15:39.  No longer will there be enmity between humanity and God for 

the human Son of God has bound them together in a new covenantal relationship. 

 We might consider the theme of Jesus as a new temple a supplement to the ideas 

articulated above.  Temples in both the Ancient Near East as well as the Greco-Roman 

world were considered meeting places of the human and divine.177  Israel’s own traditions 

testify to this idea of meeting God at the temple.  After the construction of Solomon’s 

temple, the king wondered whether “God [will] indeed dwell on the earth” (1 Kgs 8:27) 

even though God had promised to “place my name there forever, and my eyes and my 

heart shall be there for all time” (1 Kgs 9:3).178  Israel experienced joy in the “dwelling 

place” of Yahweh (Ps 84:1) and presence in the temple could alter one’s perception of the 

                                                
 176 To recall our conclusions from Chapter Three, articulating precisely the nature of Jesus’ 
relationship to God was not immediately felt for the earliest Christians.  It was enough for them to simply 
claim that Jesus participated in some substantial and unique way in God’s own identity and activity.  
 
 177 “Most fundamentally, the [Ancient Near Eastern] temple was crafted to house the divine and 
mediate human access to it, to bring heaven to earth so that the powers of heaven could be brought to bear 
on the people’s behalf to bring security in an otherwise insecure world.”  Michael B. Hundley, Gods in 
Dwellings: Temples and Divine Presence in the Ancient Near East (AWS 3; Williston, Ver.: Society of 
Biblical Literature, 2013), 141. 
 
 178 The juxtaposition of these two ideas highlights Israel’s dual traditions about the temple.  Here 
middle ground is found.  “Moving from here to the prayer’s central theme, Solomon avers the 
incompatibility of the two conceptions of YHWH’s absolute transcendence and His dwell on earth.  The 
solution: the Temple will serve as the focal point for Israel’s prayers, to which YHWH will direct His 
attention (vv. 27-30).”  Mordechai Cogan, 1 Kings: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary 
(AB 10; New York: Doubleday, 2001), 292.  Walter Brueggemann, 1 & 2 Kings (Macon, Georg.: Smyth & 
Helwys, 2000), 106, notes that, “The verb ‘dwell’ is yashar, ‘to sit permanently.’  This verb contrasts with 
the more usual shaken, ‘to sojourn, or ‘inhabit provisionally.’  The temple is presented as Yahweh’s ‘final 
resting place.’  The permanence affirmed in the verb, moreover, is reinforced by the final plural term 
‘forever.’  Thus the liturgy claims that Jerusalem is now Yahweh’s final, permanent residence, with 
Yahweh as a patron for the royal regime.” 
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world, presumably by the transformative power of God’s presence (Ps 73:17).179  Ezekiel 

depicts God’s glory, a circumlocution for God’s presence, leaving the temple before its 

destruction by the Babylonians (Ezek 10:1-19) and promising its return in the new 

(eschatological) temple (Ezek 43:2).180  Although Israel recognized that the temple does 

not contain God (Isa 66:1-2) it was considered a site where one experienced God’s 

presence (Isa 56:3-8). 

 After Solomon’s temple was destroyed and the new temple under-whelmed the 

older generation (Ezra 3:12-13) later apocalyptic traditions began to hold that the current, 

human-built temple was merely a stop gap while Israel waited for the fulfillment of 

Ezekiel’s vision of the new temple where God’s glory would once again dwell among 

Israel.  The community at Qumran held that in the new age God himself would build a 

new temple lasting forever.181  The author of the book of Jubilees expresses a similar 

sentiment, where it combines “the day of the new creation” with the moment when “the 

                                                
 179 Concerning Psalm 84:1, Frank-Lothar Hossfeld and Erich Zenger, Psalms 2: A Commentary on 
Psalms 51-100 (trans. Linda M. Maloney; Minneapolis: Fortress, 2005), 354-55, say, “It is certainly not the 
external splendor of the Temple that fascinates the person praying the psalm.  The edifice of the Second 
(postexilic) Temple was in any case quite modest in comparison with the First (preexcilic) Temple… It is 
YHWH’s residence, where on can see, hear, and experience him” (italics original).  Likewise, whether 
Psalm 73 references a physical or metaphorical understanding of the psalmist’s entering the temple, the 
image of the temple is what is decisive in altering his understanding (230-32). 
 
 180 “This ‘glory’ or divine effulgence (kabod in Hebrew) is a technical term in Priestly tradition for 
the mysterious manifestation of the divine presence in worship.”  Joseph Blenkisopp, A History of 
Prophecy in Israel: Revised and Enlarged (Louisville, Ken.: Westminster John Knox, 1996), 168. 
 
 181 11QTa [11Q19] 29:6-10.  Adela Yarbro Collins, “The Dream of a New Jerusalem at Qumran,” 
in The Bible and the Dead Sea Scrolls, vol. 3: The Scrolls and Christian Origins (ed. James H. 
Charlesworth; Waco, Tex.: Baylor University Press, 2006), 244-46.  Collins also suggests that 
4QFlorilegium (4Q174) 1:6-7 may also “refer to the definitive, eschatological temple that would be 
established on Mount Zion by God and that would be like the garden of Eden” and that 2Q24 “is probably 
also the definitive, everlasting temple” (246-48). 
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sanctuary of the LORD is created in Jerusalem upon Mount Zion” (Jub. 1:29; cf. 1:17, 

27).182   

 At Jesus’ interrogation by the Jewish authorities in Mark “false witnesses” accuse 

him of saying, “I will destroy this temple made with hands (τὸν χειροποίητον) and after 

three days I will build another [temple] not made with hands (ἀχειροποίητον)” (Mk 

14:58).  It seems likely that the reason Mark designates their testimony as “false” is the 

focus on Jesus’ agency (“I will destroy… I will build”).183  If so then the contrast is very 

likely between the physical edifice which Jesus has also predicted will come to ruin (Mk 

13:1-2) and the eschatological dwelling God will establish in the new age.  Early 

Christians already were using the phrase ἀχειροποίητος (“not made with hands”) to 

describe “eternal entities in the heavenly world.”184  Thus the old place of Israel’s 

encounter with God is being replaced by God himself with a new, non-corporeal reality. 

 It seems likely that for Mark Jesus himself is that new reality.  Already Jesus has 

replaced many of the temple’s functions in the story.  The temple housed the locus of the 

cult which offered sacrifice to effect forgiveness of sins for the people.  Yet Jesus offers 

forgiveness of sins apart from the temple entirely (Mk 2:5).  Wright points out that Jesus’ 

offer of forgiveness was not scandalous because Judaism’s religious establishment 

opposed notions of forgiveness of sins.  Rather, “Jesus was replacing adherence or 

                                                
 182 Translation provided by Wintermute, “Jubilees”, 54.  James C. VanderKam, “The Temple 
Scroll and the Book of Jubilees,” in Temple Scroll Studies: Papers Presented at the International 
Symposium on the Temple Scroll, Manchester, December 1987 (JSPSup 7; ed. George J. Brooke; Sheffield: 
JSOT Press, 1989), 211-36 (esp. 232, 236 n. 51), comments on the theory that Jubilees and the Temple 
Scroll represent two parts of the same work.  Although he rejects this theory as being tendentious he does 
note how strongly the two are connected, arguing that “[t]he authors of both the two books belonged to the 
same legal and exegetical traditions…” (232). 
 
 183 Collins, Mark, 702.   
 
 184 Ibid., 703.  See 2 Cor 5:1 and Heb 9:11, 24. 
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allegiance to Temple and Torah with allegiance to himself.  Restoration and purity were 

to be had, not through the usual channels, but through Jesus.”185 

 The temple also offered the opportunity for humans to approach the divine sphere.  

The temple offered the place for divine/human encounters.  But this function was not 

absolute.  Nicholas Perrin points out that the communities behind both the Psalms of 

Solomon and the Dead Sea Scrolls (both writing about a century before Mark) were 

critical of the leadership in the temple, claiming they were corrupt and immoral.  As a 

result, “[i]n the minds of both groups, those functions which had previously and under 

normal circumstances been assigned to the temple were now the remit of the remnant, the 

true temple of Israel.”186  The idea that the temple could be replaced with a non-physical 

entity was not new with the early Christians.  In a similar vein, Iverson argues that Jesus’ 

parable of the wicked tenants (Mk 12:1-12), read in light of Jesus’ temple action and 

exposition (11:12-25), affirms “that the now defunct temple will be replaced by a temple 

‘made without hands’ (14:58; cf. 15:29), which is available to Gentiles based upon faith, 

prayer, and forgiveness.”187  There were other models for conceptualizing how humans 

could come in contact with the divine, though, and a traveling holy man was one such 

possibility in the first century.188  Or, to put it another way, Jesus, the Son of God, 

                                                
 185 Wright, Jesus, 274. 
 
 186 Nicholas Perrin, Jesus the Temple (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2010), 37.  Italics mine. 
 
 187 Kelly R. Iverson, “Jews, Gentiles, and the Kingdom of God: The Parable of the Wicked 
Tenants in Narrative Perspective (Mark 12:1-12),” BI 20 (2012): 328. 
 

188 Charles H. Talbert, Reading John: A Literary and Theological Commentary on the Fourth 
Gospel and the Johannine Epistles (Macon, Ga.: Smyth & Helwys, 2005), 95. 
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becomes the new meeting place of God and humanity, replacing the temple as the locus 

of divine-human encounter.189  

 The cross is salvific for Mark, then, as the place where the antagonism between 

God and humanity is overcome.  The blood of the covenant poured out for many that 

Jesus anticipated during his last supper (14:24) has now ratified the binding relationship 

between God and humanity.190  No longer are they alienated and oppositional, for they 

have come together, aligned at last in the same direction.191  Additionally, Jesus replaces 

the function of the temple, and thus becomes the place of mediation between God and 

humanity.  The most unexpected figure of all, this crucified, dying man, was the nexus of 

the divine and human, and by his dying brought them irrevocably together. 

 
Extension of Blessings to the Gentiles 

 
 Finally, the last facet of soteriology revealed in Mark 15:39 comes from the 

curious fact that Mark narrates a centurion who is the recipient of this extraordinary 

revelation.  Unlike Matthew and Luke, who use the more proper Greek terms 

(ἑκατόνταρχος and ἑκατόνταρχης respectively), Mark uses the transliterated Latin 

loanword κεντυρίων to describe the figure at the cross.  Although this may reflect Mark’s 

                                                
189 Focant, “christologie,” 11, insists that, “Et à la mort de Jésus, c’est le voile du temple qui se 

déchire, tandis que le centurion professe la filiation divine de Jésus. Si le voile du temple se déchire, c’est 
que le sanctuaire n’est plus le lieu de la présence de Dieu.  Dorénavant, c’est le crucifié qui est ‘le lieu de la 
rencontre avec Dieu’. C’est la vue de Jésus rendant l’esprit dans le dépouillement et dénué de pouvoir qui 
provoquela confession du centurion.” (And at the death of Jesus, the veil of the temple was torn, while the 
centurion professes the divine sonship of Jesus. If the veil of the temple was torn, then the shrine is no 
longer the place of God's presence. Henceforth, it is the crucified one who is ‘the place of encounter with 
God.’ It is seeing Jesus despoiled in spirit and devoid of power that provokes the confession of the 
centurion.) 

 
190 Marcus, Mark 8-16, 965-67. 
 
191 I am thinking of the manner in which iron filings, though taking a certain form, all rearrange 

their orientation in precisely the same direction when brought into a magnetic field. 
 



 245 

Roman provenance and audience,192 there is still freight to this term conveyed by its 

usage, for κεντυρίων would evoke alienation and oppression for Mark’s audience.193    

 Additionally, Mark tells us that this κεντυρίων stands ἐξ ἐναντίας Jesus.  

Although this term could simply mean that he stands “opposite” or “across from” Jesus, it 

is possible that the polarity is stronger, and that we ought to read the centurion as 

standing “against” or “in opposition” to Jesus.194  Even if this is not the case, the 

centurion would be considered no friend to Jesus, being the one who is likely overseeing 

his execution, and so the term ἐξ ἐναντίας would have at least symbolic value in 

describing the relationship between him and his crucified victim.195 

 It is most unexpected, then, when we discover that it is to this person that the 

divine apocalyptic action in 15:38 is directed, for he is the last person one might expect to 

receive this kind of revelation (and the last one we might expect to care).196  Here, all the 

reasons Johnson marshals for attempting to convince us to read the centurion’s 

confession with suspicion get turned on their head, for we should really ask, “What is it 

that Mark is telling us by showing us that this kind of person – a Gentile, Roman soldier 
                                                

192 The traditional place of composition for Mark is Rome, but Syria and/or Palestine have also 
been forcefully suggested.  See Marcus, Mark 1-8, 30-37; Collins, Mark, 7-10.  

 
193 John Pobee, “The Cry of the Centurion – a Cry of Defeat,” in The Trial of Jesus: Cambridge 

Studies in honour of C. F. D. Moule (ed. Ernst Bammel; London: SCM, 1970), 99. 
  
194 In most places in the LXX this phrase is used to represent this kind of stronger opposition and 

is almost entirely negative (cf. 2 Kdgms 18:13, Obad 1:11, Dan 10:13), although occasionally it does not 
have this connotation (cf. Ex 27:21).  This negative reading is all the more likely when we consider that the 
centurion was likely the one who was in charge of leading out the soldiers to crucify Jesus.  Cf., Rudolf 
Pesch, Das Markusevangelium II, Teil: Kommentar zu Kap. 8,27-16,20 (Freiburg: Herder, 1991), 499. 
 

195 “The spatial description of the centurion as standing opposite Jesus, if it has any symbolic or 
metaphorical force at all, may well signify the initial role of the centurion as an enemy of Jesus or as one 
who afflicts him.” Collins, Mark, 765.  

 
 196 For our previous discussion of the centurion as a “plot functionary” see Chapter Three, p. 94.  
Although the centurion’s role in the story is symbolic, the character’s identity as a Gentile Roman centurion 
is crucial to the role he plays. 
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known for oppressing righteous Jews and the one who stands overseeing Jesus’ own 

execution – and not another, receives the divine insight which enables him to utter this 

confession?”197 

 The low regard of Gentiles in some streams of Second Temple Judaism is well 

documented.198  Israel’s charter covenant with God on Mt. Sinai established Israel as “a 

priestly kingdom and a holy nation,” God’s “treasured possession out of all the peoples” 

(Ex 19:5-6; Deut 14:2).  Israel is to be set apart from the other nations, and when they 

desire to imitate their neighbors in asking for “a king to govern us, like other nations” (1 

Sam 8:5) they are explicitly rejecting God’s design for them (1 Sam 8:7).  The nations are 

“defiled” (Lev 18:24, 28; 20:24) and it is their “wickedness” for which God drives them 

out of the land of promise (Deut 9:4-5).  They are those who “rage” against God and his 

anointed (Ps 2:1), those whom Israel repeatedly asks God to judge (Ps 9:19-20; 10:16; 

18:47; 45:5; 56:7; 59:5; 79:6), and whose practices are “detestable” to God and should be 

avoided entirely (Deut 18:9, 12; 2; 2 Kgs 21:2, 9) if Israel is to avoid judgment and exile 

(Kgs 17:8, 15).  The relationship between Israel and the surrounding nations is often one 

of enmity, competition, and opposition. 

 After the return from exile the distinction between Jew and Gentile became more 

stark with Ezra’s mandate that Jews not intermarry with non-Jews (perhaps since Israel 

                                                
197 Cf. Johnson, “Mark’s Christology,” 13.  In other words, we should not read why his statement 

is plausible based on these known descriptions, but rather what the ridiculousness of it on his lips shows us.  
The narrator determines characterization ultimately, not the readers’ experiences. 

 
 198 Not all Jews during this period (or any other) were so hostile to Gentiles.  Terence L. 
Donaldson has gone to great lengths to demonstrate and document the remarkable openness to Gentiles and 
universalistic tendencies within Judaism.  He lists four main patterns of openness: 1) sympathizers 
(Gentiles who offer a measure of sympathy for Jewish beliefs and practices), 2) converts (Gentiles who 
choose to become full members within Jewish community), 3) ethical monotheists (Gentiles who align the 
Torah to Greek philosophy), and 4) participants in eschatological redemption (Gentiles who are described 
in Jewish texts as beneficiaries of God’s end-time redemption of Israel) (Judasim and the Gentiles: Jewish 
Patterns of Universalism [to 135 CE] [Waco, Tex.: Baylor University Press, 2007], 10-11).   
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could no longer rely on its autonomy as an independent nation).199  This trend rapidly 

accelerated after the Maccabean revolt when Israel’s identity as a set apart people was 

directly challenged by the edicts of Antiochus IV.  In many later Jewish texts God is 

reported as having little regard for Gentiles, comparing them to spittle (Ps. Philo 7.3, 

12.4; 2 Bar. 82.5; 4 Ezra 6.56).  The Gentiles collectively are referred to as “sinners” (Ps. 

Sol. 1:1, 2:1, 17:5[?]; Jub. 24:23).    

 Markers of Jewish identity vis-à-vis Gentiles became a dominant concern for 

many Jews, few more so than the author of Jubilees, for whom circumcision was a 

necessary rite to separate God’s people from the polluting influence of the surrounding 

peoples.  No one belongs to God without circumcision (performed by the 8th day); all 

others are “from the children of destruction” and “destined to be destroyed and 

annihilated from the earth and to be uprooted from the earth” (Jub. 15:26).200   To reject 

this marker is to make oneself  “like the gentiles… and there is therefore for them no 

forgiveness or pardon…” (Jub. 15:34).201  The community at Qumran (which possessed 

copies of Jubilees) developed this idea even further, insisting that circumcision removes 

one from the arena of sin and death (in which the Gentiles live) and enters one into God’s 

community (CD 16:4-6).  The uncircumcised cannot hear God’s voice (1QHa 2:7, 18-19; 
                                                
 199 Lester L. Grabbe, Judaic Religion in the Second Temple Period: Belief and Practice from the 
Exile to Yavneh (New York: Routledge, 2000), 34, notes the unusual demands represented in Nehemiah 
and Ezra since “these ‘peoples of the land’ were… probably in many cases the descendants of those from 
the Northern and Southern Kingdoms who had not been taken captive and were thus as much Israelite as 
those who returned from Babylon.”  That insider/outsider status is being defined so rigidly even with other 
potential Jews demonstrates the definite “outsider” position of non-Jews in early Second Temple Judaism. 
 
 200 Circumcision forms such a stark divide between those acceptable to God and those rejected by 
him that even the angels were created circumcised (Jub. 15:27). 
 
 201 Wintermute, “Jubilees,” 47, pointedly explains that “[The author of Jubilee’s] view of God’s 
intent for Israel vis-à-vis the other nations, however, falls short of Second Isaiah’s ‘light of the nations’ (Isa 
42:6) or Jonah’s mission to Nineveh, siding instead with the Chronicler in calling for a rejection of all 
things gentile.” 
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cf. 1QH 18:20) and are dominated by their inclinations (1QS 5:5).  To enter God’s 

community one must be circumcised (1 Macc. 2:46; Joseph Ant. 13:257, 318-19, 397).  

The Gentiles, as uncircumcised, live outside of God’s blessings, and even as enemies to 

God’s desires. 

 These sentiments were still being expressed in the earliest church communities.  

The dispute over Paul’s Gentile mission was one of the major divisive issues among the 

early Christians.  Luke reports the existence of Jewish Christians who opposed Paul’s 

efforts, “teaching the brothers, ‘Unless you are circumcised according to the custom of 

Moses, you cannot be saved’” (Acts 15:1, NRSV).  Paul himself, far less diplomatically, 

repeatedly opposes the efforts of those meddling in the communities he started who insist 

on circumcision as a prerequisite to following Jesus (Rom 2:27-29; 1 Cor 7:19; Gal 2:12, 

5:2, 6:13; Phil 3:3).  During Paul’s day, and probably still in Mark’s as well, the status of 

Gentiles qua Gentiles in the Christian community was still an open question. 

 The centurion in Mark is not only a Gentile but also a Roman, which adds even 

further offense to his character.  The Roman domination of Judea during the time of 

Jesus, and the Roman-Jewish War during Mark’s own writing heightened this disparity 

between Jew and Gentile even more.  The author of 4 Ezra cryptically alludes to Rome as 

an eagle in one of his visions, calling it “more terrifying than all the kingdoms that have 

come before it,” (12:13) and “predicting” that the Romans will “rule the earth and its 

inhabitants more oppressively than all who were before them…” (12:24) before finally 

being disposed by Israel’s Messiah (12:31-32).202  Likewise, the author of 2 Baruch, 

contemplating the destruction of the temple by the Romans, asks how Israel will be 
                                                
 202 Translation by Bruce M. Metzger, “The Fourth Book of Ezra,” in The Old Testament 
Pseudepigrapha (2 vols.; ed. James H. Charlesworth; Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1.1983). 
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exalted if God “deliver[s] up your country to those who hate us…” (3:5), and names 

those who “will come to this place and pollute your sanctuary” as “haters” of God 

(5:1).203  Additionally, Josephus’ involvement with the Romans, even going so far as to 

claim that God had gone over to the Romans during the war, marked him as an apostate 

by many of his former Jewish allies.  His decision to pen the Jewish War placed him 

unequivocally on the side of the Romans, permanently alienating him from the vast 

majority of his compatriots for life.204  

 Furthermore, the religious propensities of Roman soldiers was thoroughly 

offensive to Jewish and Christian sensibilities.  Soldiers worshipped the gods of Rome, 

swore oaths to the state with the eagle standards as objects of veneration, and religious 

oaths to the emperors as divine figures.205  The centurion would have thus been triply 

hated: as an outsider to God’s promises, as an enemy to God’s people, and as a 

transgressor of God’s desire for exclusive worship. 

 In Mark’s Gospel we still find some trace of this attitude toward Gentiles.  Gentile 

rulers’ self-aggrandizement is the foil for Jesus’ teaching on leadership (10:42) and the 

ones who will carry out Jesus’ mockery and execution (10:33).  Pilate is presented 

somewhat sympathetically by Mark but ultimately as a weak and self-serving ruler 
                                                
 203 Translation by A. F. J. Klijn, “2 (Syriac Apocalypse of) Baruch,” in The Old Testament 
Pseudepigrapha (2 vols.; ed. James H. Charlesworth; Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1.1983). 
 
 204 George Nickelsburg, Jewish Literature Between the Bible and the Mishnah, 2nd ed. 
(Minneapolis: Fortress, 2005), 291.  The evaluation of Josephus as a traitor has persisted even in modern 
critical research and he continues to be a controversial figure for the modern Jewish community. Per Bilde, 
Flavius Josephus Between Jerusalem and Rome: His Life, his Works, and their Importance,  (JSPSup 2; ed. 
James H. Charlesworth; Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1988), 174, cites R. Laqueur as an example of the 
“classical” view of Josephus, which deems him “an egoistic turncoat with no independent standpoint, 
someone whose point of view were for sale to the highest bidder.”  Even later writers, such as S. J. D. 
Cohen and E. Migliario, although kinder to Josephus, still seem him as fundamentally inconsistent (175).  
 
 205 For the full discussion of the religious and cultural practices of Roman soldiers see the 
discussion in Chapter Three, pp. 85-87. 
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(15:15) who turns Jesus over to the Gentile Roman soldiers who mock his pretensions of 

royalty (15:16-20).206  Gentiles are among the “adulterous and sinful generation” Jesus 

derides for its unbelief (9:19). 

 Yet, despite the presence of these traits, the overall portrait of Gentiles in Mark’s 

Gospel is generally positive.  Kelly Iverson has demonstrated that the “primary 

characteristics” of Gentiles in Mark are desperation, faith, understanding, and objects of 

Jesus’ compassion.207  Gentile supplicants like the Syrophoenician woman (7:24-30), the 

deaf man (7:31-37) and the blind man of Bethsaida (8:22-26) are in as great a need as the 

Jewish supplicants and often as tenacious in seeking after Jesus but their situation is often 

far more severe.208  Gentile supplicants demonstrate faith just as readily as their Jewish 

counterparts, sometimes even more daringly (e.g., the Syrophoenician woman).  Outside 

of the passion narrative there appear no Gentile characters hostile to Jesus.209 

                                                
 206 Evaluations of Pilate differ.  Marcus notes the attempts by Pilate to defend and release Jesus 
and argues that his final “moral collapse” is due less to his character than the action of superhuman forces 
at work behind the scenes (Mark 8-16, 1037).  Collins, also acknowledging that Pilate acts from pressure 
rather than from conviction, also notes that it was in the interest of the earliest Christians to shift blame 
from the Romans to the crowd so as to avoid implying that Jesus was actually guilty of a crime in Roman 
eyes (Mark, 721).  Myers, though, notes that the title “King of the Jews” (as opposed to “King of Israel”) is 
“an expression of contempt” and notes that “if Mark was endeavoring to cast the Roman authorities in a 
sympathetic light, this was hardly the way to do it!” (Strong Man, 378-79). 
 
 207 Kelly R. Iverson, Gentiles in the Gospel of Mark: “Even the Dogs Under the Table Eat the 
Children’s Crumbs” (LSNT (JSNTSSup) 339; London: T & T Clark, 2007), 178-80.  Iverson continues by 
describing the “secondary characteristics” of Gentiles in Mark as 1) disobedience, 2) unbelief, and 3) 
opposition (180-82), citing many of the examples we highlighted above. 
 
 208 Ibid., 178.  Iverson compares the exorcism of the Jewish man in the synagogue with that of the 
Gentile Gerasene demoniac, calling it “the most extreme and graphic portrayal of possession in Mark’s 
narrative.”  He also compares the feeding miracles, in which the Gentile crowd has been with Jesus for 
three days without provisions (8:2-3) and that Mark notes they risk fainting if they depart without food “a 
notable detail reflecting the Gentile’s [sic] great physical need and one that is conspicuously absent in the 
earlier parallel.”  He concludes by suggesting that this increased severity of physical need “points to a 
deeper reality” – that they need the spiritual salvation of God’s kingdom. 
 
 209 It is interesting to note that the only Gentiles who are hostile to Jesus are those in positions of 
authority, privilege, or power, like Pilate and the Roman soldiers under his command. 
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 The centurion’s role as Gentile outsider become insider, then, is all the more 

remarkable.  He represents the overlap between the hostile sphere of Gentiles (Roman 

elite/privileged) and the positive portrayal of Gentiles found throughout the rest of 

Mark’s Gospel.  The centurion’s confession plants the flag of Gentile receptiveness to 

Jesus firmly in the last (symbolic) hold out and the most pointed opposition of Gentiles to 

the kingdom of God.  Or, to put it another way, what has been proleptic and partially 

demonstrated in the rest of Mark’s Gospel becomes emphatic and complete at the cross – 

that Gentiles, the enemies of God’s people, have found not only acceptance in God’s 

kingdom but the right to receive unique revelation and play pivotal roles in God’s activity 

to bring about that kingdom. 

 I suggest, then, that the fact that Mark selects a Gentile soldier to be the recipient 

of God’s act of revelation at the cross demonstrates that God’s favor has finally been 

definitively extended to the Gentiles, to the oppressors, to the alien, and the enemy.  The 

old temple that would not be a house of prayer for all ἔθνη (nations/Gentiles, 11:17) has 

been superceded by the cross, which now privileges a (hostile) Gentile with divine 

insight.  Furthermore, it is possible that the centurion’s presence suggests an echo of 

Psalm 22:27, which declares that, “All the ends of the earth shall remember and turn to 

the LORD; and all the families of the nations shall worship before him” (NRSV).210  In 

this case, the centurion is the first instance of the “nations” that will turn to worship 

Israel’s God. 

                                                
210 Likewise, Harry L. Chronis, “The Torn Veil: Cultus and Christology in Mark 15:37-39,” JBL 

101 (1982): 110, suggests that the centurion’s position described as ἐξ ἐναντίας may possess cultic force.  
“It utilizes, at any rate, one of the idiomatic expressions for entering the temple, for standing ‘in the 
presence’ or ‘before the face’ of God.”  
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Most significantly, however, is whom the centurion replaces.  The “mystery of the 

kingdom of God” (4:11) was supposed to be revealed to Jesus’ chosen insiders.  It should 

be Peter or James or John who utter these words.  But instead it is the outsider par 

excellence, the one Mark’s readers would vote “most likely to oppress and mock us,” 

who receives insight at the cross and, for the first time in the Gospel, sees clearly.  We 

know, of course, that Peter and the rest are brought back into the fold at the end of the 

story (16:7). The insiders remain insiders, but now the outsiders have become insiders 

too, and in a most striking manner.211 

 
Conclusions 

 
 Mark 15:39 is a compact statement expressing the ways in which Mark 

understands the saving significance attached to the death of Jesus.  We have shown how 

each component of this verse reflects a different facet of Mark’s soteriology: “Seeing that 

in this way he died, the centurion, who stood opposite him, said, ‘Truly this man was 

God’s Son’” (italics mine).212  Since academic discourse is conveyed propositionally, we 

might “translate” Mark 15:39 from what it shows narrativally to propositions that tell us 

soteriological truth: Eschatological sight is offered to the ultimate outsider of Israel, and 

what is seen is that God and humanity are now united together.  We can further 

propositionalize this verse by applying the categories of systematic theology to each of 

these components. 

                                                
211 It is pointless asking how the centurion became part of the Christian community; that is, the 

subsequent story of his status as an “insider.”  He serves for Mark a symbolic and representative purpose 
and attempts to outline a further biography are both futile and against the grain of his function in the 
narrative. 

 
212 This translation, with italics and word order, attempts to highlight conclusions we reached 

above. 
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 The eschatological sight of the centurion is salvific because it offers revelation.  

The blindness that has characterized humanity throughout the story is now fully lifted at 

the cross and the centurion sees what hitherto no human has seen: the true identity of 

Jesus.  Paradoxically, the darkness that begins to fall upon the disciples shortly after Jesus 

explains that he is offering them the mystery of the kingdom (4:11) grows until all of 

Jesus’ inner circle desert him.  It finally falls upon Jesus himself as he cries out in lament 

(15:34).  And yet, it is at this moment of deepest darkness that revelation pours forth.  In 

the same way that the corona of the sun is only visible during a total eclipse, so the 

desolation of the cross is the necessary condition for God’s revelation to take effect.  The 

cross saves because it reveals. 

 Likewise, we can understand the peace that comes from the rapprochement of the 

human and divine as an example of reconciliation.  The enmity that has existed in Mark 

between human perception and desire and God’s is now eliminated.  Jesus becomes the 

locus of heaven and earth so that they are no longer in opposition but harmony, for the 

cross brings together the human and the divine in the person of Jesus and effects a 

covenant binding them together.  

 Finally, we can see the offer of God’s revelation to the centurion, the outsider to 

Israel’s heritage, as an example of redemption.  The ones least esteemed by the insiders 

in Mark’s story turn out to be the ones who God blesses with apocalyptic insight.  God 

has privileged the ones Mark’s ‘insider’ characters most despise and in thus way shows 

that God’s embrace is wider than those who claim God.   

 More important than labeling these components, however, is to understand that 

the cross does not merely “show” salvation in a series of connected soteriologically-
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loaded phrases.  It effects salvation.  That is, the cross causes the facets of soteriology 

just summarized to happen.  The death of Jesus marks the inauguration of a new age of 

perception for humanity (even though some will still continue to not understand), a new 

relationship between the human and divine, and a new understanding of the role and 

relationship of traditional outsiders with traditional insiders.   In this way Mark considers 

the cross the crux of history, for upon it turns humanity’s fortune.  What Mark 15:39 

shows us is not only what it means for Jesus to be “a ransom for many,” but also what it 

looks like when he becomes one. 
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CHAPTER SIX 
 

Conclusion 
 
 

Summary 
 

 I began this investigation seeking to answer a central question about what many 

interpreters consider a key text in Mark’s Gospel: why does the centurion, facing Jesus at 

his death, say in response, “Truly this man was the Son of God” (15:39)?  Why does he 

say this statement?  Why does he say it at this moment?  Why does he say it?  Why does 

the narrator insert the odd comment about the rending of the curtain veil in between the 

report of Jesus’ death and this statement?  Why does Mark place it there? 

 All of these questions are aimed at answering the larger question vexing 

interpretation of Mark 15:39, which is: What does this mean for Mark?  As I surveyed 

above in Chapter Two much of modern scholarship has attempted to answer this question 

grammatically or from a historical-critical perspective.  If only one could determine 

whether υἱὸς θεοῦ was definite or indefinite, the argument presumed, one could 

determine (with some precision) its meaning for Mark.  Or if we could understand the 

historical perception of Roman soldiers by the general populace (or, more pointedly, 

Mark’s audience) we could render clearer judgments about how such a person might 

understand these words and the motivation behind them.  These questions are not 

irrelevant to the discussion – grammar and historical context remain essential tools for 
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interpreting any text, ancient, religious or otherwise.  But I am more interested in how the 

story means.1  What kind of narrative work does Mark 15:39 perform?   

 More specifically, I began this project interested in what soteriological work the 

centurion’s confession accomplishes within Mark’s story.  This question arose from the 

collision of two premises that never yielded a satisfactory answer for me: The death of 

Jesus played a central role in early Christian understandings of how God had effected 

salvation for the world, and the Gospel of Mark, as much as any other New Testament 

text, highlights the significance of the death of Jesus.  Yet when one looks for 

soteriological meaning in Mark it is Jesus’ words about this death, not the narration of 

his death, that seem to take center stage.2  If the centurion’s confession is supposed to 

play such a large role in Mark’s theology should it also have something to contribute to 

our understanding of his soteriology?   

 With these twin concerns in mind we set out to understand the nature of the 

centurion’s words.  His sentence occurs in a broader context of several individuals or 

groups of individuals making evaluations of Jesus after he is sentenced to death and 

during his execution.  After receiving him by Pilate’s verdict the soldiers mock Jesus’ 

royal pretensions and abused him (15:16-20).  The passersby mock Jesus’ supposed 

power to save, suggesting he become the recipient of his own famed power (15:29-30).  

The chief priests and scribes who quarreled with Jesus in the days preceding his death 

                                                
 1 Elizabeth Struthers Malbon remarks that her interest in Mark’s Jesus: Characterization as 
Narrative Christology (Waco, Tex.: Baylor University Press, 2009) is to answer the question “How does 
the Gospel of Mark characterize Jesus? … I am seeking to understand how narrative christology [sic] works 
in Mark’s narrative and not what the Christology of Mark’s Gospel is within a theological system” (13-14).  
Likewise, I am interested in how the centurion’s confession works in the narrative and not only what it tells 
us.   
 
 2 I am, of course, referring to Mark 10:45 and 14:24, the ransom saying and the Eucharistic 
institution respectively. 
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now relish their opportunity to offer sarcastic praise to their former foe (15:31-32).  And 

even those crucified with Jesus avoid allowing their common fate to bond them together 

and join with the others in their mockery (15:32).  The bystanders hearing Jesus’ cry of 

dereliction respond with either more mockery or from a genuine misunderstanding of 

Jesus’ words (15:35-36). 

 In each case, though, the mockery is clearly noted.  Mark adds explicit 

commentary to the quoted words of each of these speakers, unmistakably interpreting 

their intent as hostile.  The only exception to this trend is seen when we examine the 

bystanders’ speech, which might be regarded as either genuine misunderstanding or 

sarcasm.  In either case, however, Mark makes it clear that the bystanders do not speak 

genuinely and knowingly – their comments arise from inadequate perception.  The same 

cannot be said about the centurion’s speech, however, which is marked by the important 

modifier “truly” (15:39).  Additionally, when understood against the backdrop of an oral 

performance, Mark 15:39 appears to bear the signs of an “applause line” – a moment of 

cathartic release for the Gospel’s hearers – which would ring odd for speech that should 

be taken sarcastically. 

 Sincere speech can still be inadequate speech, however.  So I next examined what 

Mark would mean when he places the words “Son of God” onto the lips of the centurion.  

Whether we examine Greco-Roman or Jewish backgrounds, though, we reached the 

conclusion that υἱὸς θεοῦ would denote Jesus’ association with divinity in the highest 

sense one could render.  Mark is not having the centurion claim modest honors for the 

crucified prophet but an exalted, superlative position.  That is, the centurion means by 

“Son of God” what Mark and his fellow early Christians would have meant by that term, 
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which is precisely what it has meant throughout the entirety of his story about Jesus from 

the beginning. 

 I next dismissed objections about the centurion’s identity as a stumbling block to 

this kind of confessional reading.  It is inappropriate to evaluate a centurion based solely 

(or primarily) on what one would find “reasonable” or “likely” about a centurion given 

what we know of them historically.  Mark is not writing a dispassionate historical report 

for the sake of antiquarian interest or preservation – his story is a proclamation, and all of 

this narrative, including the manner in which he characterizes the people in it, is meant to 

serve this larger purpose.  Mark consistently plays his characters “against type,” with 

Gentile women outwitting Jesus (7:24-30) and scribes coming out as sympathetic figures 

(12:28-34).  In the same vein I argued that Mark uses the centurion to make a theological 

point about the significance of Jesus’ death.   

 But if the centurion speaks positively and sincerely about Jesus’ death, his 

motivation does not appear at all clear.  This led us to address the central question 

propelling this study: why does the centurion say something that appears so out of place?  

Signs and portents, seemingly the most obvious answer, fail to stand up under scrutiny.  

The only real signs reported are the darkness at noon and the rending of the temple veil, 

but the darkness happens before the bystanders speak yet they do not seem to be aware of 

it (or at least influenced by it) at all.  The rending of the temple veil is presumably not 

seen by anyone in the story.  Furthermore, Mark’s generally suspicious view of signs 

seems inconsistent with an exegetical stance that establishes sign and wonders as the 

foundation for the centurion’s unprecedented response. 
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 Nor can we attribute the centurion’s confession to Jesus’ honorable manner of 

death.  Jesus dies on the Roman instrument of executorial shame and Mark does very 

little to lionize Jesus’ disposition as triumphalistic.  Openly defying the soldiers or the 

governor with threats of eternal damnation like the Maccabean martyrs or refusing to 

show anguish like Socrates would be commendable; admitting one’s fear of death and 

expressing one’s sense of abandonment by God do not seem to fall into either category.  

Instead we should take our cue from the text, which pointedly mentions that the centurion 

makes his remark precisely because he saw Jesus die in this manner – in a generally 

inglorious and embarrassing way. 

 Frankly, this assertion appears to make no sense.  Why would the centurion 

declare Jesus the Son of God because he saw him dying about as miserably as we can 

assume most did who hung from crosses?  For this answer I examined the role of the 

rending of the veil that occupies the curious space between the report of Jesus’ passing 

and the centurion’s sudden insight.  Two things were of interest: First, the rending of veil 

seems suspiciously similar to the rending of the heavens at the opening of Mark’s Gospel 

(1:11), and secondly, the narration of this event seems to interrupt the perfectly good 

progression of events from 15:37 (the passing of Jesus) to 15:39 (the centurion’s response 

to his death).  The first observation led us to conclude that the rending of the veil should 

be understood apocalyptically (as the rending of the heavens is generally understood) – 

God is intervening to reveal something that could not be known without God’s direct 

action.  The second observation suggested that the rending of the veil plays an intentional 

interpretive role in the story it interrupts – whatever and however the centurion “sees” is 

affected by God’s apocalyptic action represented by the torn veil.   
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 It is at this point that understanding Mark’s use of the rhetorical device of 

synkrisis becomes useful.  Mark is rhetorically contrasting the various individuals who 

speak during Jesus’ crucifixion to the centurion.  All of the preceding characters – the 

Roman soldiers, passersby, chief priests and scribes, and bystanders – implicitly offer 

their evaluation of Jesus.  To them Jesus’ crucifixion signals that he is a failure, an object 

of scorn, a defeated foe, a pretender who tried to rise above his station.  For the centurion, 

however, the dying Jesus is precisely the Son of God manifested.  What separates his 

evaluation from the others is the rending of the temple veil – the direct, apocalyptic 

action of God.  As a result, the synkrisis is not really a matter of contrasting human 

evaluations of Jesus with another human one, but human evaluations of the crucified 

Jesus with the divine reckoning of this event.  The centurion says what he says only 

because he is a recipient of God’s revelatory action; he is, at this moment, God’s 

spokesman, a witness to God’s way of understanding the meaning of Jesus’ execution.   

 In Chapter Five I explored the theological ramifications of this conclusion, 

especially insofar as it relates to Mark’s soteriology.  Since Mark operates with an 

anthropology that views all of humanity blinded from the “spiritual” realities that govern 

their lives, the centurion’s ability to proclaim Jesus as Son of God – something no human 

has yet done in Mark’s Gospel – can be understood as the full lifting of this blindness.  

The centurion demonstrates eschatological sight – perception that belongs to the new age 

– and this gift is a tangible expression of the kind of salvation Jesus’ death brings in 

Mark.  Furthermore, at the death of Jesus the human and divine spheres that have 

formerly existed in enmity are brought together.  The death of Jesus is a covenant-making 

event in which the hostility between God and humanity (and the misperception of divine 



 261 

things by humans) are ended.  Finally the offer of sight to a Gentile centurion is also 

significant since it forms the climax to the Markan theme of Gentiles becoming insiders 

to God’s kingdom.  The inclusion of Gentiles is another salvific aspect of Jesus’ death, 

for it signals the full embrace of God for all peoples.  It is not just the hostility between 

Israel and God that has ended at the cross, but the division between all humans and their 

Creator.   

 
Future Possibilities 

 
 The theological ramifications I discussed above stemmed from the manner in 

which I answered the question, “Why does the centurion say what he says?”  But the 

implications of this reading for Mark’s theology extend beyond his understanding of the 

saving significance of Jesus’ death, offering potential avenues for future exploration.  If 

the centurion makes his proclamation on the basis of seeing how Jesus dies, and the 

manner in which Jesus dies is not honorable, victorious, or notably exceptional in any 

way as I argued above, how are we to make sense of the centurion’s words?  The 

centurion, I suggested, does not see the horror and shame of crucifixion as a superficial 

layer, underneath which lies Jesus’ “true” power and nobility.  The centurion does not 

look past the affliction of Jesus but sees it differently.  It is not the object of his sight but 

the manner of his seeing which is altered by God’s apocalyptic act.  This absurdity of 

discerning exaltation in degradation, seeing power in weakness deserves further 

exploration, for traditional appeals to paradox do not seem to me to adequately describe 

the theological character of this inescapable conclusion. 

 Furthermore, if, as I have argued, the death of Jesus in Mark provides a 

theological basis for Mark’s soteriology we must ask about the relationship of Jesus’ 
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death to his resurrection.  The death of Jesus takes center stage in the Second Gospel, 

arguably more so than any other story about Jesus since the resurrection of Jesus in Mark 

16 is announced but not narrated.3  Yet the earliest Christian kerygma seems to offer 

equal weight, if not more, to Jesus’ resurrection as the decisive soteriological moment in 

the sweep of Jesus’ life, death, and raising up.  How are we to rightly incorporate Mark’s 

understanding of Jesus’ resurrection with his death when the great majority of his 

attention is devoted to the latter? 

 Finally, apart from these theological considerations, I find myself intrigued by the 

relationship of Mark’s portrayal of Jesus’ death with the more “standard” presentations of 

central characters’ deaths in comparable literature of the time.  On either side of Mark 

historically are narratives in the Jewish and Christian tradition that present figures 

suffering unjust or inhumane execution yet who respond to their fates with much more 

notable boldness, confidence, and spectacle than the Markan Jesus.  Why, given this 

pervasive martyr typology, does Jesus’ death look so noticeably different?  Why, for 

instance, does the protagonist in the Martyrdom of Polycarp seem to share more in 

common in his manner of death with the Maccabean martyrs of 2 and 4 Maccabees than 

                                                
 3 I hold with the majority opinion that Mark 16:8 marks the earliest recoverable and likely 
“original” ending to Mark’s Gospel.  Adele Collins, Mark: A Commentary (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2007), 
780-81 n. g, comments,  
 Although some scholars think that the author did not intend to end the Gospel at this point, most 
 agree that this is the earliest ending that can be reconstructed on the basis of the available 
 evidence.  It is accepted as the earliest surviving ending because its priority explains the origin of 
 the other extant endings.  Since the shortest ending was perceived as abrupt, inadequate, or 
 incomplete, various editors or scribes supplied what they perceived to be more appropriate 
 endings. 
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the Jesus of Mark, especially when the M. Pol. claims to present Polycarp’s death “in 

accord with the Gospel”?4   

 I hope to explore these questions in subsequent work and no doubt new issues will 

arise in their exploration.  The significance of the death of Jesus was essential not only to 

Mark’s Gospel or the early church’s proclamation but has been a central concern of the 

Christian tradition ever since.  Two millennia of reflection and scholarship have not 

exhausted efforts to comprehensively articulate its various meanings and implications.  I 

hope this study has contributed meaningfully to that effort, and that it provokes afresh 

new investigation, both historical and theological, into one of the most crucial aspects of 

what made those early Christian proclamations about the figure Jesus of Nazareth so 

compelling.   

                                                
4 M. Pol. 1:1.  Translation by Michael W. Holmes, The Apostolic Fathers in English (3rd ed., 

Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2006). 
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