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Introduction.

Wrede's book on Mark's gospel1 raised the question of the
relation between the narrative account of that gospel and
the life of Jesus and the relation between history and the
messianic beliefs of the church. It did so by calling
attention to the motifs of secrecy and lack of understanding
in the gospel and suggested a conflict between the situation
of Jesus' life and that of the post-resurrection church on
the basis of the litérary evidence of the gospel for the
nature of the historical tradition behind it in its
presentation of the church's post-resurrection faith in
Jesus. The question of the origin of the title Messiah as
applied to Jesus was not the main interest of the book,
but the theory of the messianic secret came to represent the
view that the church's faith in Jesus had its origin in the
resurrection and not in Jesus' lifetime, on the basis of
the negative aspect of the account of Peter's 'confession'.
Later work has gone on to question the relation between
the gospels and the life of Jesus on the basis of more precise
literary analiysis, and to discuss the general question of the
relation between history and the Gospel. The result has
been a distinction between the literary gospels (distinguished
in the following by a small 'g') and both the 1ife of
Jesus and the Gospel (with a capital 'G'), similar to the

distinction between the life of Jesus and the Gospel



ii,

themselves, but also more recently, an assertion that

the gospels are intended to show the relation between the
life of Jesus, or the historical Jesus, and the Gospel,
The point of this study is to show how the 'messianic
secret' in the synoptic gospels not only raises the
question of the nature of that relation, but also

provides the answer,

1Das Messiasgeheimnis in den Evangelien., see chapter 1

followings.



THE CONCTALED MESSTAHSHIP IN THE SYNOPTIC GOSPELS AND THE

IMPLICATIONS OF THIS FOR THE STUDY OF THE LIFE OF JESUS

AND OF THE CHURCH.

Chapter One. The discussion from Wrede to Burkill,

This discussion must begin with two books which appeared

on the same day in 1901, These were Das Messiasgeheimnis in

den Evangelien. Zugleich ein Beitrag zum Verst&ndnis des

Markusevangeliums, G&8ttingen 1901(1913, 1963), by William

Wrede and Das Messianit@ts-und Leidensgeheimnis., Eine Skizze

des Lebens Jesu. | Tlbingen and Leipzig 1901, second part of

Das Abendmahl im Zusamménhang mit dem Leben Jesu und der

Geschichte des Urchristentums by Albert Schweitzer. Both

books attacked the current approach of the nineteenth-century
liberals to the study of the life of Jesus and his messiahship?
by making significant use of material, mainly in the gospel
of Mark, which was taken to imply a secret about Jesus'
messiahship, But whilst Wrede treated the theme as the
creation of the early church, Schweitzer interpreted it as a
factor in the context of Jesus' earthly life. 1In different
ways both made the figure of Jesus problematical for
Christianity.

The joint significance of these two books over against
previous work was stressed by Schweitzer himself in Yon

Reimarus zu Wrede. Fine Geschichte der Leben-Jesu-Forsch_ungo2

Ttbingen 1906(1913, 1951 revised and extended) in chapter xix. -

\
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Here however Schweitzer had also to contrast the approach of
Wrede, designated as 'thoroughgoing sceptieism'- a judgement
which he later modified-with his own, designated as
'thoroughgoing eschatology's In method Schweitzer was no
different from the liberals whom he attacks, whereas Wrede
had made a significant critical departure. Wrede's book

was concerned with the Marcan gospelB, whilst Schweitzer's
was concerned with the life of Jesus. Whereas for Wrede the
historical Jesus was problematical for later church dogma
because his life was probably unmessianic; for Schweitzer it

was the manner in which Jesus' messiahship was conceived in

his lifetime which made him problematical. Wrede started from

the gospel tradition and moved back into the dogma of the early

church, whereas Schweitzer tried to explain the gospel
material from the thoughteworld of Jesus himself and the
outlines of his life, Por Schweitzexr the key to both was
to be found in eschatology, which in his view explained
the manner in which Jesus conceived of his messiahship,

The contrast between these two approaches is of
importance for the subsequent discussion and for the theme
of secrecy itself and we will examine the work of Schweitzer

and of Wrede in some detail. Since Schweitzer really belongs
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to the earlier period we will take him first,

For Schweitzer_the gospel material was as far as
possible to be explained from the outline of Jesus' life,
The problem was to find the right principle from which to
interpret, understand, and order the different elements in
the story. Against the ethical understanding of Jesus!
preaching and messiahship of the earlier liberals, Schweitzer
set a thoroughly eschatological and apocalyptic one, In Jesus!
lifetime the secret or mystery of the kingdom of God developed
into the secret of the passion of Jesus and together these
explain the secret of Jesus! messiahship. This was the
secret which Judas betrayed4 and which brought the passion
about. The eschatological eveﬂt never did take place and
Jesus receded into the ﬁists of history, A gigantic system
of dogma was built around his person., Eschatology was
displaced by ethics which was formerly subordinate to it. But
the concept of Jesus' messiahship had been initiated by Jesus
himselfs. The material in the gospels can be properly
explained in terms of Jesus! earthly life6° The key to this
life is the secret of Jesus' messiahship, understood in terms
of eschatology and apocalyptic,

Jesus'! messiahship had té remain a secret in his lifetime
in order to be properly fulfilled in the future7, This

future, and at present secret, messiahship was understood



and expressed in terms of the Son of Man expected in the
future, with whom Jesus came to identify himselfS.

Schweitzer's recognition of the importance of

eschatology in the gospel-tradition was valuable, and

9

already Johannes Weiss had done so among others., But %
Schweitzer's method of using eschatology together with the theme:
of secrecy, in order to discover behind the gospels the plan
of Jesus' life and his own developing self-consciousness is

a different matter, It was Schweitzer's belief that his
approach was a !'simplification of the literary problem' which
enhanced the 'cfedibility of the Gespel tradition'lo. Since
the early church, according to Schweitzer, was indifferent

to the life of Jesus, it did not feel compelled to "fabricate
facts" in the life of Jesus'll. For the church, Jesus!
méssiahship was grounded on the resurrection not on the

earthly ministrylz. Thus the gospels could be said to

contain reliable tradition without too much embroidery.
Schweitzer took it for granted that Jesus must have been the i
one to initiate the question of his messiahship and thought '
it essential that he should have done 8013. Schweitzer,
hgwever, whilst considering that an accurate picture of

Jesus can be found within the gospels, saw a distinction
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between his outlook and that of the church which preserved
the tradition,

Wrede's approach was quite different. He may have
thought it likely that Jesus! conception was different
from that of the church, but went furthef by asserting that
there was no connection between the two in that it was
doubtful whether he had ever thought of himself as Messiah,
and that not the historical Jesus but church dogma lay behind
the structure and contents of the gospels. The attitude of
Jesus himself was unknown., There was a complete break
between Jesus and the church rather than just a development,
The messianic secret in Markis gospel was for Wrede a
reflection of the early churcht's awareness of this. Nothing
positive about Jesus, at least with regard to his messiahship
énd the pattern of his life and thought, could be ascertained
from the gospel material,

This judgment was based on a radical and systematic
examination, primarily of the earliest gospel, assumed to
be that of Mark, as a critique of the liberal historical
approach to the gospels. Wrede set out to show that the
gospels reflect early church tradition rather than the outline

of Jesus'! life and that their setting in the life and faith
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of the early church must be investigated before judgments
are made from them about the historical Jesus. This
possibility had been too easily dismissed by Schweitzer

on inadequate grounds., He had treated the gospels as
primarily clues to and sources for the life of Jesus.

This procedure had meant accepting some aspects and rejecting
others according to tastelh and the presumed necessity of
discovering how the material could be connected as an
account of Jesus' life, That it could be so connected was
more a dogmatic assumption than a necessary conclusion from
the material itself., It was this kind of approach which
Wrede criticised, and the theme of the messianic secret
seemed to him to be a justification for his view.

Wrede had his predecessors in such scholars as Bruno
Bauer, Gustav Volkmar and S. Hoekstra15 and rested his work
to a large extent on the Ey then generally accepted thesis of
the priority of Markl6. Since the Marcan order lay behind
that of Matthew and Luke this was of great importance
for any attempt to recomstruct the life of Jesus. The
liberals had recognized the lateness of the records but
had not taken this with sufficient seriousnessl7. The

only attempts made to differentiate what could be ascribed



to Jesus from what could be ascribed to the early church had
been in the direction of rationalizing miracle stories and
excising contradictions in and between narratives in order
to produce an apparently credible account. But, asked Wrede,
how could this account, when substituted for that of the
evangelist, be its actual historical content or kernel,
when it was not in the writer's own mind and not what he had
in fact writtenls. There was no reason to believe that this
historical kernel was there at all., The spirit of the work
itself, and not psychological connections introduced on the
basis of the arbitrary assumptions and presuppositions of the
reader, was for Wrede the only proper criterion for judging
the contents of a piece of writing, especially when the
facts were so little known.

Taking a special interest in the theme of secrecy,
Wrede subjected the Marcan outline to what Bousset called a
'consistent and sustained methodological! enquiry,19 which
Baldensperger admitted to find wearying,zo in the attempt to
see whether a reasonable historical narrative, such as the
liberals claimed to exist, could in fact be obtained, Wrede
had no difficulty in pointing out the contradictions and
inconsistencies in Mark which prevail against this. Wrede
picked out passages suggesting that Jesus tried to keep his

messiahship a secret throughout his earthly life, e.g,



his commands to the demohs to be silent when they address
him with messianic or other titles, his commands to the
disciples after Peter's confession and after the transfigura-
tion not to speak of him or of what they have heard and seen,
and his general commands to secrecy after certain miracles,
as well as passages where the disciples show a consistent
lack of understanding of apparently clear and unambiguous
events and statements, e,g. after the two feeding miracles
and fhe prophecies of the passion. Throughout there is the
implication that Jesus is the Messiah and this is necessary
to make the narrative worth,telling21 but this belongs to

the literary construction of the evangelist, The messiahship
provides the content of what it is forbidden to communicate
and the giving of special revelation to the disciples is

a necessary part of the theme of their lack of understanding,.
On this basis the conéistent appearance of both aspects of
concealment and revelation side by side in the gospel is
explicable22 as well as the contradictions in the secrecy
theme itself. The theme reflects the fact that historically
the concept of Jesus' messiahship dates from the resurrection23
as we see from Mk. ix. 9, and the theological hint of this

)
at Mk. iv. 21£°7,

The 'confession' of Peter at Caesarea Philippi does not
provide the turning-point in the narrative which many have

read into it25. There are clear revelations earliex26

e
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even if they are unperceived, and no development of
understanding on the disciples' part leads up to Caesarea
Philippi. Also there remains a considerable lack of
understanding afterwards on the disciples’ part., They
remain throughout the gospel unable to grasp what Jesus
saysz7. It is Matthew who gives prominence to the passage.
But in Mark the command to silence after Peter's so-called
confession is virtually a slap in the facezS. References
to the passion also occur earlier in the gqspel, particularly
at ii, 20, There is nothing to suggest that Mark regarded
Caesarea Philippi as marking a point of development in his
narrative, nor that it was so historically.

For Wrede it was clear that Mark knew nothing of the
historical life of Jesus29 though some scanty outlines may

vet be visibleBO. Mark's gospel belongs rather to the

history of dogma31. The apparent contradictions are not
historical difficultieszz but arise from the fact that the
work is built around a theme which has its origin in the think~
ing of the early church33 and one which is a theological
conceptioth. The only relation which history has to this

is negative.

The other evangelists are dependent on Mark for the

ordering of their material and modify his account in

35

different ways”~”, Matthew has no further understanding of
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the messianic secret and in most cases completely alters it.
Luke restricté it to the suffering and death of Jesus and
constructs a dogmatic scheme of a history of salﬁation
divided into two periods, Jesus! earthly life and the time
following his death and resurrection. Here too the Marcan
plan is disrupted, but in line with the preconceptions of

the evangelist and not from independent historical knowledge,
John alone can be compared with Mark, but his relation to

the tradition is quite different36. In John the theme of
teaching in riddles is developed to cover the whole of Jesus'
teaching, for the disciples as well as for others, during his
life, whilst in Mark it referred to Jesus! teaching in
parables (i.e. 'riddles')37 that those without might not
understand,

Having tried to show that the motif of secrecy is a
literary and theological conception in the plan of Mark
rather than a historical theme, Wrede sets out in the
latter half of his book38 to explain the origin of the
conception., Its sole relation with history had been said
to be the fact that the point of origin of belief in and
proclamation of Jesus' messiahship was the resurrection.

Wrede now analysed the theme and differentiated within it

two elements, which are parallel but quite independent39.



2., i

11.,

The first is the suggestion that Jesus kept his messiahship
secret till the resurrection, the other the lack of
understanding of the disciples before the resurrection (i.e.
the twin themes of secrecy and of an actual secret). Neither
of these two ideas could have developed out of the other nor
could have demanded the otherho. Both must be seen as twin
concepts arising from the consciousness of the early
Christian community, parts of the development of the beliefs
and understanding of the early church which we can see
behind the gospels,

According the Wrede the first element in the motif
of secrecy in Mark's gospel, Jesus! concealment of his
messiahship either by commands to silence or by teaching in
parables or in secret, has nothing to do with Jesus' self-
consciousness or his understanding about the nature of his
messiahship but with the church's knowledge, at a time when
Jesus' life was beginning to be described in messianic terms,
that awareness of his messiahship dated from the resurrectionhz
It had always been difficult to see, on the basis of the
gospel material, how Jesus had conceived of his messiahshiphzo
The relation between the concept of the coming Son of Man
in the gospels and Jesus' earthly self-consciousness had
always been a mysteryhB. It Jesus had identified himself

with the coming Son of Man he would have to have presupposed

his death or removal, just as they are presupposed by the
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churéh. In fact the identification represents the Christian
view of Jesus' messiahship, Thus Jesus' messiahship appears
in the gospels as present and concealed, yet future., It is
not the case that we can see a conception by Jesus of his
messiahship as proleptichho

The way in which Jesus! messiahship is presented
in Mark is perfectly understandable, according to Wrede, if
one asks how the concept of a concealed messiahship aroseh5°
Wrede rejected the view, which he admits to have been his
first thoughth6 and which is often wrongly ascribed to himh7,
that the element of concealment arose from the apologetically-
inspired desire of the church to explain why Jesus! messiahship
only became known after his death, This was because it was
not clear why this should have been necessary if it was an
established fact that Jesus became Messiah at the resurrectioﬁ?
Why should it have been necessary to discuss the question of
Jesus'! messiahship during his earthly life if it was clearly
the case that it was only known at the resurrectioné It was
not clear what internal doubts or external attacks should
have demanded of the church this kind of apologetic, If
it was felt important to stress Jesus' foreknowledge direct

statement of this was all that was necessary rather than a

complex motif of secrecy. Xnowledge that Jesus! messiahship
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dated from the resurrection wouid not demand the concept of
earlier concealment, and indeed the concept secems %o exist
side-by-side with statements that he was the Messiah. If
implies a concealed and future messiahship and would seem
to exclude open proclamation of his messiahship during his
lifetimeh9. There is not even a stress on the disciplesf
secfet knowledgeso. Commands to silence are general, The
theme does not so much stress ignorance of Jesus! messiahship
during his lifetime as the positive fact that awareness of
it arose from the resurrection, and not just after it5l .
Because of this Jesus' messiahship is represented during his
lifetime as future and concealed., There is no attempt to
éxplain anything away.

It was from this concept of concealment with regard
to Jesus' messiahship in his lifetime that the idea arose
that there was something to conceal., The life of Jesus
began to be described in messianic terms, in a way which had
begun to be evident in Marksz. The theme of the secret
messiahship lies in fact between knowledge that the
ascription to Jesus of the title Messiah took place at the
resurrection and a later representation of Jesus' life in
messianic terms, To put it in another way: the concept of

the messianic secret arose out of the impulse to present the
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life of Jesus as messianic, controlled none the less by the
earlier and yet strong awareness of the factsss. The
development was probably from a picture of Jesus not
recognised as Messiah in his 1ifetihe to that of Jesus refusing
to be so known5h. This is how the concept must have arisen
and developed according to Wrede,

Likewise, the other side of the theme of secrecy in
Mark, the disciples' lack of understanding, despite apparently
clear and unambiguous statements, is to be explained as
arising out of the knowledge that a change in the conscious—
ness of the disciples took place at the resurrectionss. We
can see a reflection of this in the Lucan and Johannine
legends of the post-resurrection gift of the Spirit56.
Fundamental to the faith of the church was the change
wrought in the disciples' understanding and experience by
the resurrention. Thus this theme is parallel to the other

57

one and performs a similar function in the tradition.

Mark has brought these two themes together, with the
resulting contradictions and inconsistencies in the narrative5§
The Marcan parable~chapter illustrates this in that secret
teaching is given to the disciples and yet they remain without

understanding. Also a tendency to present Jesus' 1life in

messianic terms has begun to break up the theme of secrecy,














































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































