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Jesus’ identity. 
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English idiom. Finally, I would like to thank my friends, family, and fellow students who have shown 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

The Pericope 

Mark 12:35-37 is often designated with the German title ‘die Davidssohnfrage’. Jesus is asking a 

question about the Davidic sonship of the Messiah. In this question, he quotes Ps 110:1. The Greek 

text (Nestle-Aland27) of the pericope is as follows: 

 

35 Kai. avpokriqei.j o` Ivhsou/j ev,legen dida,skwn evn tw/| i`erw/\ pw/j le,gousin oi` grammatei/j o`,ti o` 

cristo.j ui`o.j Daui,d evstin* 36 auvto.j Daui.d ei=pen evn tw|/ pneu,mati tw/| a`gi,w|\  

ei=pen ku,rioj tw/| kuri,w| mou\ 

ka,qou evk dexiw/n mou( 

e[wj a.vn qw/ tou.j evcqrou,j sou 

u`poka,tw tw/n podw/n souÅ    

37 auvto.j Daui.d le,gei auvto.n ku,rion kai. po,qen auvtou/ evstin ui`o,j*  
Kai. Îo`Ð polu.j o;cloj h;kouen auvtou/ h`de,wjÅ  

 

My own, quite literal, translation of Mark 12:35-37: 

 

35 And answering, Jesus said, teaching in the Temple: “How can the scribes say that the 

Christ/Messiah is the/a son of David? 

36 David himself said in the Holy Spirit: 

 The Lord said to my lord: 

‘Sit at my right hand  

till I put your enemies 

under your feet.’ 

37 David himself calls him ‘lord’, why/how is he his son?” 

And the great throng heard him with joy. 

 

This is only a first translation. Later in this thesis I will pay attention to the translational problems 

within this pericope.  

The kind of reasoning in the question about the Son of David sounds puzzling. Jesus does not 

speak directly about his view on the Son of David. It is not clear what he means by this designation. 

Is he talking about the descent of the Messiah? Or does ‘Son of David’ have more than just a 
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genealogical meaning? The pericope seems to suggest that ‘Son of David’ was used in combination 

with or with reference to the Messiah in the circles of the scribes. Is it a messianic title then? And 

what does Ps 110:1 mean in this context? Why is Jesus quoting this psalm? These questions occurred 

to me after a first reading of Mark 12:35-37 and brought me to write my MA-thesis about the 

Davidssohnfrage. 

 

Interpretation in Modern Scholarship 

An overview of the research on Mark 12:35-37 has been given by Christoph Burger,1 Gerhard 

Schneider,2 and Jean-Gaspard Mudiso Mbâ Mundla.3 In this paragraph, the most important scholarly 

interpretations of Mark 12:25-37 will be discussed. 

In general, one could say that until the 1960’s there were three main interpretations of Mark 

12:35-37.4 The first kind of interpretations understands Jesus’ question only as a sophistic question 

(‘Vexierfrage’) by which he wants to embarrass his opponents. Jesus does not give his own opinion 

about the subject but asks this question to keep off his opponents. This interpretation of the 

Davidssohnfrage was proposed by Robert Paul Gagg.5 To clarify his view, Gagg reconstructs an 

introductory question of Jesus’ opponents, like: “You are (also) teaching that the Messiah is a son of 

David, aren’t you?”6 Gagg’s interpretation of Mark 12:35-37 is in short: “Jesu Wort zum Davidssohn 

enthält keine betont lehrhafte Zuspitzung, sondern hat seinen Zweck in der Abwehr einer 

verführerischen Zumutung.”7 Neither does Mark 12:35-37 contribute to a theology or Christology of 

the New Testament.8 Gagg’s interpretation does not have many followers, although in the nineties of 

the last century Robert H. Gundry also defended that “Jesus is exposing the scribes, not answering 

christological questions.”9 However, most scholars have criticised this interpretation.10 In my 

opinion, Gagg’s interpretation is not right, because it is arbitrary to assume a question before Jesus’ 

own question. Gagg’s claim that this pericope does not contribute to a theology of the New Testament 

is not very convincing. The Davidssohnfrage contains titles such as ‘Lord’ and ‘Messiah’, titles that 

play an important role within the Christology of the New Testament. It seems that the 

Davidssohnfrage is connected to Jesus’ identity, which is also one of the central themes in the Gospel 
                                                 

1 Christoph Burger, Jesus als Davidssohn. Eine Traditionsgeschichtliche Untersuchung. FRLANT 98 
(Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1970), 52-57. 

2  Gerhard Schneider, “Die Davidssohnfrage (Mk 12,35-37),” Bib 53 (1972): 66-81. 
3 Jean-Gaspard Mudiso Mbâ Mundla, Jesus und die Führer Israels. Studien zu den Sog. Jerusalemer 

Streitgesprächen (Münster: Aschendorff, 1984), 245-253. 
4 The classification is from Burger, Jesus als Davidssohn, 54. 
5 Robert P. Gagg, “Jesus und die Davidssohnsfrage. Zur Exegese von Markus 12, 35-37,” ThZ 7 (1951): 18-

30. 
6 Gagg, “Jesus und die Davidssohnfrage,” 26. 
7 Gagg, “Jesus und die Davidssohnfrage,” 27. 
8 Gagg, “Jesus und die Davidssohnfrage,” 28. See also: Michel Gourgues, Á la Droite de Dieu. Résurrection 

de Jésus et Actualisation du Psaume 110 :1 dans le Nouveau Testament (Paris: Librairie Lecoffre, 1978), 141. 
9 Robert H. Gundry, Mark: A Commentary on his Apology for the Cross (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1993), 

723. 
10 For example Burger, Jesus als Davidssohn, 54, and Schneider, “Davidssohnfrage,” 69. 
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of Mark. In combination with Psalm 110, the most quoted psalm in the New Testament, it does not 

seem likely that this is only a sophistic question by which Jesus wants to embarrass his opponents. 

The second kind of interpretations says that Jesus is rejecting the Davidic descent of the 

Messiah (thus the genealogical meaning of ‘son of David’), because he knew he was not from the 

Davidic line (see for example John 7:41-42). Furthermore, Jesus is also rejecting the title ‘Son of 

David’, because it is a political term. This group of scholars understands the question “David himself 

calls him ‘lord’, why/how is he his son?” (Mark 12:37) as a rhetorical question, which expects a 

negative answer: the scribal opinion is wrong, because David’s son cannot be David’s lord. Scholars 

who have defended the view that Jesus is rejecting the title ‘Son of David’ for the Messiah in Mark 

12:35-37 are for example William Wrede,11 Wilhelm Bousset,12 Rudolf Bultmann, Christoph Burger, 

Alfred Suhl13 and Paul J. Achtemeier.14 According to Bultmann, this pericope has its origin in the 

Christian community. For Jesus himself, the question whether the Messiah was a Son of David was 

not important. Yet, a part of the early Christian community rejected the Davidic sonship of the 

Messiah and a reflection of this rejection is found in Mark 12:35-37.15 Burger follows Bultmann by 

contending that Mark 12:35-37 has its origin in a community that did not want to speak of Jesus as 

Davidide. However, this community wanted to speak of Jesus as ‘the Messiah’. To hold on to this 

title, the community had to struggle against the Jewish postulate of the Davidic descent of the 

Messiah. This early community used Psalm 110 in its struggle.16  

The third group of interpretations says that Jesus provides a new perspective on the title ‘Son 

of David’ and on the Messiah in Mark 12:35-37. Within this group there are many different opinions 

about what this new perspective is. According to Oscar Cullmann, Mark 12:35-37 denies the political 

and military connotations of the title ‘Son of David’.17 In this case, one could also speak of a 

rejection, however, not of a rejection of the title as such, but of a rejection of an aspect of the title, 

being the political aspect. Another important representative of this interpretation is Bas van Iersel. He 

first makes clear that Mark 12:35-37 is not about the genealogical descent of the Messiah, because 

one has to distinguish between the messianic title ‘Son of David’ (ui`o.j Daui,d) and genealogical 

designations. The latter are expressed for example with the formula genome,noj evk spe,rmatoj Daui,d 

(Rom 1:3-4), but never with the title ‘Son of David’. Therefore, Mark 12:35-37 does not speak about 

the Davidic lineage. It is the national-political aspect of ‘Son of David’ that is rejected in Mark 12:35-

                                                 
11 William Wrede, “Jesus als Davidssohn,” in Vorträge und Studien (Tübingen: Mohr, 1907), 168-169. 
12 Wilhelm Bousset, Kyrios Christos. Geschichte des Christusglaubens von den Anfängen des Christentums 

bis Irenaeus (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1913), 4-5. 
13

 Alfred Suhl, Die Funktion der alttestamentlichen Zitate und Anspielungen im Markusevangelium 
(Gütersloh: Gütersloher Verlagshaus G. Mohn, 1965), 89-94. 

14 Paul J. Achtemeier, “‘And He Followed Him’: Miracles and Discipleship in Mark 10:46-52,” Semeia 11 
(1978), 115-145. 

15 Rudolf Bultmann, Die Geschichte der Synoptischen Tradition (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1967), 
145-146. 

16 Burger, Jesus als Davidssohn, 57, 71. 
17 Oscar Cullmann, Die Christologie des Neuen Testaments (Tübingen: Mohr, 1966), 132-134. 
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37 (Van Iersel agrees with Cullmann at this point).18 Against this, Gerhard Schneider has argued just 

the opposite: the descent of the Messiah is questioned here. The Jews pointed at Jesus’ descent from 

Nazareth to counter messianic pretensions. Against the Pharisaic expectation of a Davidic Messiah, 

Mark may have wanted to emphasise that Jesus is not a Davidide.19 According to Wilhelm Michaelis, 

one should not separate the genealogical and the messianic meaning of ‘son of David’, because this 

distinction is not known by Mark. The Davidic lineage is a presupposition of the title ‘Son of 

David’.20 Other scholars, such as Vincent Taylor21, Ferdinand Hahn, and Eduard Lohse, say that ‘Son 

of David’ is a title that points to the earthly work of the Messiah. “Die Davidssohnschaft ist somit als 

Charakteristikum der irdischen Wirksamkeit Jesu im Sinne einer vorläufigen Hoheitsstufe neben das 

Bekenntnis zur messianischen Macht des Erhöhten gerückt.”22 Further, other representatives of ‘the 

third group of interpretation’ state that the title ‘Son of David’ has to be completed with another 

christological title. According to them, this pericope intends that the title ‘Son of David’ does not say 

everything about the Messiah. Fritz Neugebauer contends that ‘Son of David’ has to be completed 

with ‘Son of Man’.23 According to Ernst Lohmeyer, Mark 12:35-37 contrasts the conception of an 

earthly Messiah with the conception of a transcendental Lord, the ‘Son of Man’. Jesus is 

simultaneously an earthly human being from Davidic descent and the coming ‘Son of Man’.24 

Finally, Schneider claims that Mark wants to point out that Jesus is more than merely the son of 

David: he is ultimately the heavenly Lord and Son of God.25  

                                                

From the 1970’s, a group of scholars has drawn attention to ‘Solomonic background’ of the 

title ‘Son of David’.26 In early Judaism there were stories about Solomon, a son of David, who cast 

out demons, or in whose name demons were cast out. When Jesus is addressed as ‘Son of David’, this 

is often in the context of healing stories or exorcisms. Some scholars of this group doubt whether 

 
18 Bas van Iersel, “Fils de David et Fils de Dieu,” in La Venue du Messie: Messianisme et Eschatologie (ed. 

Édouard Massaux; Recherches Bibliques 6: Brugge: Desclée De Brouwer, 1962), 121-123. A Ph.D. student of 
Van Iersel, Petrus J. Farla, follows him in his dissertation Jezus’ Oordeel over Israël. Een Form- en 
Redaktionsgeschichtliche Analyse van Mc 10,46-12,40 (Kampen: Uitgeversmaatschappij J.H. Kok, 1978), 272-
284. 

19 Schneider, “Davidssohnfrage,” 83-85. 
20 Wilhelm Michaelis, “Die Davidssohnschaft Jesu als Historisches und Kerygmatisches Problem,” in Der 

Historische Jesus und der Kerygmatische Christus (ed. H. Ristow and K. Matthiae; Berlin: Evangelische 
Verlagsanstalt, 1961), 320-321. 

21 Vincent Taylor, The Names of Jesus (London: MacMillan & Co., 1953), 24. 
22 Ferdinand Hahn, Christologische Hoheitstitel. Ihre Geschichte im Frühen Christentum. FRLANT 83 

(Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1966): 261-262. This view is also defended by Eduard Lohse in his 
article “ui`o.j Daui,d,” TDNT  8:478-488, especially p. 484-485. 

23 Fritz Neugebauer, “Die Davidssohnfrage (Mark xii. 35-7 parr.) und der Menschensohn, NTS 21 (1974-
1975): 81-108. 

24 Ernst Lohmeyer, Gottesknecht und Davidsohn (FRLANT 61; Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1953), 
74-75 and Ernst Lohmeyer, Das Evangelium des Markus (KEKNT II; Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 
1951), 263. 

25 Schneider, “Davidssohnfrage,” 89-90. 
26 For example Klaus Berger, “Die Königlichen Messiastraditionen des Neuen Testaments,” NTS 20 (1973-

1974): 1-44; Evald Lövestam, “Jésus Fils de David chez les Synoptiques,” StTh 28 (1974): 97-109; and Dennis 
C. Duling, “Solomon, Exorcism, and the Son of David,” HTR 68 (1975): 235-252.  
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‘Son of David’ is a messianic title, for healing is not an attribute of the Messiah.27 Bruce D. Chilton 

also thinks ‘Son of David’ has a Solomonic background, but still he thinks the title is messianic. In 

Mark 12:35-37 Jesus tries to deflect the suspicion that he claimed to be the Messiah. “His Davidic 

descent, his willingness to be called David’s son in the context of healing, his comparison of himself 

with David and Solomon, his entry into Jerusalem must all have contributed to this suspicion…”28 In 

the Davidssohnfrage, Jesus manages to unravel Davidic claims from messianic pretensions by posing 

exegetical questions to the scribal expectation of a Messiah from the house of David.29 

 

Structure of the Thesis 

The main question of this thesis is: what is the meaning of the question about the Davidic sonship of 

the Messiah in Mark 12:35-37 on the level of Mark as a narrator/redactor? This question will be 

approached from different perspectives: a historical, a narrative, an intertextual, and a theological 

perspective. It is not possible to connect each perspective with a chapter, because the perspectives 

sometimes get mixed up (for example, chapter 5 is about the Christology of Mark, but the perspective 

is not only a theological one, but also a narrative one, because Mark’s Christology is a narrative 

Christology). 

The first chapter contains a historical approach in which I will answer the question: what is 

the historical background of Mark 12:35-37? The title ‘Son of David’ is not used for the first time in 

the New Testament. It is a title that is strongly connected with Jewish messianism. Therefore, the title 

‘Messiah’ will also be discussed. In this chapter I will investigate two images of the Son of David in 

Judaism: the Davidic Messiah and the ‘Solomonic healer’. The emphasis will be on the first image, 

because this image forms the background of Mark 12:35-37. To explore which images of the Son of 

David played a role within Judaism, I will look at several primary sources (the Old Testament and 

Jewish writings from the first century B.C. to the third century A.D.) that speak about the Son of 

David, or about the expectation of a Davidic Messiah. 

The second chapter will investigate the use of Psalm 110:1 in the Umwelt of Mark. Was this 

psalm interpreted as a messianic psalm (or connected with the title ‘Son of David’) in Jewish exegesis 

in Mark’s time and before? Or is Mark (or Jesus) the first ‘exegete’ who interprets Psalm 110 as a 

messianic psalm? In short, in this chapter I will try to sketch the historical background against which 

Jesus’ citation of Ps 110:1 should be explained. Again, I will explore several Jewish and Christian 

sources in which Psalm 110 has played a role (or may have played a role).  

The third chapter contains a narrative approach of the Gospel of Mark. This chapter will start 

with an outline of the Gospel of Mark. Mark 12:35-37 is part of a greater whole, Mark 10:46-12:44. 

What is the place of the Davidssohnfrage in this greater whole? Then, I will consider the occurrences 
                                                 

27 James H. Charlesworth, “The Son of David: Solomon and Jesus,” in The New Testament and Hellenistic 
Judaism (ed. P. Borgen and S. Giversen; Aarhus: Aarhus University Press, 1995), 76-77. 

28 Bruce D. Chilton, “Jesus Ben David: Reflections on the Davidssohnfrage,” JSNT 14 (1982): 102. 
29 Chilton, “Jesus Ben David,” 103. 
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of the title ‘Son of David’ within the Gospel of Mark. Mark mentions the title ‘Son of David’ three 

times, in 10:47, 10:48 and 12:35. In Mark 11:10 reference is made to the ‘coming kingdom of our 

father David’. Do the references to (the Son of) David in Mark have a connection? After that, I will 

investigate Mark 12:35-37 itself. Within this pericope, it is noteworthy that the evangelist mentions 

the Temple explicitly in verse 35: why does he do this? Another question is what the rhetorical point 

of the question is: what, exactly is discussed in the Davidssohnfrage? How should the questions Jesus 

asks be translated? Further, why does Mark say that David heard the words from Ps 110:1 ‘in the 

Holy Spirit’? And why does he mention that the great throng heard Jesus with joy?  

The fourth chapter contains a research on the use of the Old Testament in the Gospel of Mark. 

What kind of Old Testament text did Mark use? What is his relation with the Scriptures? Why does 

he quote the Old Testament? In the second paragraph, I will investigate Mark 12:35-37. How does the 

quotation from Psalm 110 function in this pericope?  

The Christology of Mark is the subject of the fifth chapter. What kind of Christology does 

Mark have? To answer this question, I will explore the meaning of several titles within the Gospel of 

Mark. I will also ask whether Mark 12:35-37 has a role in the Christology of his Gospel? Does Mark 

12:35-37 give an answer to the question: “who is Jesus?” Or is 12:35-37 only a partial answer and 

does Mark want to say something more about Jesus than that he is just the Son of David?  
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1. IMAGES OF THE ‘SON OF DAVID’ IN JUDAISM 

 

1.1. Introduction 

David has always been a very important figure within Judaism. In many Jewish writings (and also in 

many Christian writings) his name occurs. But what about the phrase ‘Son of David’? As we shall see 

in this chapter, that phrase has hardly been used in Jewish writings. As a (messianic) title, it has been 

used much less. Still, it is possible to speak about something as ‘a Jewish background’ of the title 

‘Son of David’. In this chapter, the images of the ‘Son of David’ in Judaism will be discussed. First, 

the Old Testament background will be dealt with and after that, two images of the ‘Son of David’ 

within Judaism will be examined: a messianic (royal) image and a ‘Solomonic’ image (i.e., an image 

that has to do with healing activities). This chapter will also pay attention to the title ‘Messiah’, 

because the question in Mark 12:35-37 is about the Davidic descent of the Messiah. Several circles 

within Judaism expected a bringer of salvation from the house of David, who was called ‘the 

Messiah’. 

 

1.2. Old Testament Background 

In the Old Testament, the phrase ‘son of David’ (dwId"-!b, or dywId"-!b,) is used to designate a genealogical 

son of David, e.g. Solomon (1 Chr 29:22; 2 Chr 1:1; 13:6; 35:3) or Absalom (2 Sam 13:1). It is never 

used as a messianic title. However, the title ‘Son of David’ has its background in the Old 

Testament.30 The Old Testament contains promises about the Davidic dynasty (paragraph 1.2.1). 

Strongly connected with these promises is the expectation of a new ruler from the house of David 

(paragraph 1.2.2). Paragraph 1.2.3 discusses the connection between the ‘Davidic material’ from the 

Old Testament and the expectation of a Messiah in the Old Testament.  

                                                

 

1.2.1. Divine Promises about the Davidic Dynasty 

In the Old Testament, several texts speak about the dynasty of David. This royal dynasty has a special 

relation to the LORD. The LORD promises that David’s house will endure, although there are times of 

hardship, in which the Davidic dynasty ceases to exist (the Exile). In this paragraph, I discuss a few 

 
30 Howard C. Kee mentions the Old Testament passages which formed the background of Mark 12:35-37. For 

Mark 12:35b: Isa 11:1-9, Jer 23:5f, Jer 33:14-18, Ezek 34:23f, Ezek 37:24, Ps 89:20ff, Isa 9:7 and Ps 2:2 and 6 
(all allusions). For Mark 12:36: Ps 110:1 (literal quotation), Ps 2:7, Ps. 89:20-23 (allusions). See: Howard C. 
Kee, “The Function of Scriptural Quotations and Allusions in Mark 11-16, in Jesus und Paulus. Festschrift für 
Werner Georg Kümmel zum 70. Geburtstag (ed. E. E. Ellis and E. Gräßer; Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 
1975), 168. 
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texts from the Old Testament that speak about the Davidic dynasty (although there are more Old 

Testament texts about this subject). The first text (2 Sam 7:1-16) is the foundational text for the 

promise about the Davidic dynasty (known as the ‘Nathan oracle’, see also 1 Chronicles 17).31 The 

other texts speak about the hope for the David’s house in times of hardship. 

 

2 Samuel 7:1-16 

In 2 Sam 7:1-16, God speaks to the prophet Nathan. David wants to build a house for the LORD, but 

the LORD says it will be David’s son who will make a house for him. The LORD will establish the 

kingdom of this son. Furthermore, the LORD promises to be a father for David’s son and David’s son 

will be a son of the LORD (cf. Ps 2:7). The oracle ends with the words: “Your house and your 

kingdom will endure forever before me; your throne will be established forever” (2 Sam 7:16, 

NIV32). Nathan tells this divine message to David, who responds by praising the LORD in the 

sanctuary (2 Sam 7:17-29).  

                                                

This promise is not only a promise to David. It is also a promise to the people of Israel. 

David’s role as a king affects the whole of Israel. The choice for David is “an event of corporate 

salvific significance for the history of Israel.”33 The Nathan oracle legitimates the Davidic kingship in 

Israel. It also shows the particular relationship between God and the king: God calls the son of David 

his own son (7:14). Another remarkable issue of this prophecy is that the perseverance of the Davidic 

throne is not dependent on the king himself34: “When he does wrong, I will punish him with the rod 

of men, with floggings inflicted by men. But my love will never be taken away from him, as I took it 

away from Saul, whom I removed from before you” (7:14b-15). Even if the king is a bad king, the 

house of David will continue to exist. 

 

Other Texts about the Davidic Dynasty 

The promise to the Davidic dynasty is remembered in Psalm 89. In Ps 89:4-5 the covenant with David 

is mentioned. The verses 20-30 speak about David, who was elected by God to be his servant. The 

LORD anointed him. David will call the LORD his father (89:27) and his line and throne will be 

established forever (89:29-30). If his sons sin, they will be punished, but the LORD will not break his 

covenant with David (89:31-37). However, the psalm changes from verse 39. God’s wrath is against 

his anointed. The LORD seems to have abandoned the house of David. The psalmist is crying to God: 

“where is your former great love, which in your faithfulness you swore to David?” (89:50). The 

 
31 Mudiso Mbâ Mundla, Jesus und die Führer Israels, 275. 
32 All biblical quotations in this thesis are from the New International Version (NIV). In cases where I use 

another translation or an own translation, I will explicitly mention this.  
33 Joseph A. Fitzmyer, “The Son of David Tradition and Mt 22:41-46 and parallels,” in Essays on the Semitic 

Background of the New Testament (Montana: Scholars’ Press, 1974), 116. 
34 Ferdinand Hahn, “Jüdische und christliche Messias-Erwartung,” in Das Ende der Tage und die Gegenwart 

des Heils. Begegnungen mit dem Neuen Testament und seiner Umwelt. Festschrift für Heinz-Wolfgang Kuhn 
zum 65. Geburtstag (ed. Michael Becker and Wolfgang Fenske; Leiden: Brill, 1999), 134. 
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context of Psalm 89 seems to be a “historical occasion which threatened the continuation of the 

Davidic dynasty.”35 The focus is on the past, on times when the Davidic dynasty was stronger. The 

anointed one (x;yvim;) in this psalm is a historical figure: an anointed king from the house of David.  

 In times of hardship, the promise to David is still of importance. It is an encouragement for 

the people of Israel. When the LORD saves the people of Israel and Judah, the house of David will be 

restored (Amos 9:11-15). The house of David is closely connected to the people of Judah and 

Jerusalem. During the Exile (586-539 B.C.), Judah and Jerusalem had been destroyed. However, the 

LORD promises to rescue Jerusalem and the rest of Judah. “The feeblest among the citizens of 

Jerusalem will be like David and the house of David will be as God” (Zech 12:8). On that day the 

house of David and the citizens of Jerusalem will be filled with the spirit of grace and supplication 

and they will return to the LORD (12:10).  

 

1.2.2. The Future Davidic King 

Many Old Testament texts that speak about the restoration of the Davidic dynasty, also speak about a 

future Davidic king. As already mentioned, the promise to David played a role in times of hardship. 

One of these hard times was the time of the Exile, a punishment by the LORD, because Judah (and its 

kings) did not obey the LORD. The prophets, who speak about God’s punishment through the exile, 

also speak about his salvation. Beside the promise of the restoration of the Davidic dynasty, there is 

also the promise of a new Davidic king on the throne (cf. Mic 5:2), who will reign for a long time. 

 The characteristics of the future Davidic king are described in several books of the Old 

Testament. The future king will be ‘a David’ (Jer 30:9; Ezek 34:23-24; 37:24-25; Hos 3:5), that is to 

say: he will reign like king David did.36 He will uphold David’s kingdom with justice and 

righteousness (Isaiah 9). This king is designated with names as ‘Wonderful Counselor’, ‘Mighty 

God’, ‘Everlasting Father’ and ‘Prince of Peace’ (Isa 9:5). The Spirit of God rests on him (Isa 11:2), 

he will serve the LORD (11:3), and reign with justice (11:4). He will strike the earth with the rod of 

his mouth (11:4) and he will bring about a time of peace (11:6-9), in which all nations will come to 

him (11:10, cf. Jer 23:5-6; 33:14-18).  

The rule of the Davidic king is clearly described in Psalm 72, a royal psalm that contains an 

idealised portrait of the king. This psalm is an accession or coronation psalm with a prayer for the 

king to uphold justice (Ps 72:2, 12-14). There will be peace in the country if the king is a righteous 

king (72:15-17). 

 

 

                                                 
35 Susan E. Gillingham, “The Messiah in the Psalms: a Question of Reception History and the Psalter,” in 

King and Messiah in Israel and the Ancient Near East. Proceedings of the Oxford Old Testament Seminar (ed. 
John Day; JSOTSup 270; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1998), 215. 

36 Fitzmyer, “The Son of David Tradition,” 117. 
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1.2.3. King and Messiah 

Mark 12:35-37 speaks about the Messiah (cristo,j, ‘anointed’). We have seen this term already in 

Psalm 89. But, what kind of figure is the Messiah? What role does the Messiah play within the Old 

Testament and what is his relation to David or the Davidic kings? 

The noun ‘messiah’ (x;yvim;) occurs thirty-nine times in the Old Testament.37 Priests, prophets, 

and kings are anointed.38 Someone who has been anointed has an important task to fulfil. Thirty times 

x;yvim; is applied to a king, often to a king from the house of David (Ps 2:2; 132:10), however, not 

always. Often, an anointed king is called a hwhy x;yvim;, an expression that refers to the strong connection 

between the anointed king and the LORD: the king is protected by the LORD.39  

In the period between 200 B.C. and 100 A.D.40, there were Jewish communities that applied 

the biblical texts about a messiah to a bringer of salvation in the end times who would establish a 

kingdom of peace (see paragraph 1.3). This royal bringer of salvation was called ‘the Messiah’. But 

there were also communities that thought of a coming priestly or prophetic Messiah. Therefore, it is 

not always clear what is meant exactly by ‘Messiah’, because the messianic figure could be a royal 

figure, a prophetic figure, or a priestly figure.41 The rule of the Messiah is described in charismatic 

and universal terms. Yet, the Messiah is not a superhuman being. He is an earthly figure within 

history.42 

In the Old Testament, the term x;yvim; is never applied to the future Davidic king, about whom 

was spoken in the last paragraph (Psalm 89 refers to a contemporary king). Neither is a bringer of 

salvation in the end times addressed with this designation within the Old Testament. Although so-

called ‘royal psalms’ (e.g. Ps 2) are often applied to the Messiah by later interpreters, they do not 

refer to the coronation of the Messiah in their original context.43 Thus, at first sight, the Old 

Testament does not have a connection between the Davidic king of the end times and an anointed 

one.  

Although the expectation of a Davidic king and the expectation of a Messiah are not 

explicitly connected within the Old Testament, the promises of the new Davidic king can still be 

regarded as ‘messianic promises’.44 This is because the Old Testament thinking about the Davidic 

                                                 
37 Klaus Seybold, “xvm” TWAT 5:48. 
38 Marinus de Jonge, Christology in Context. The Earliest Christian Response to Jesus (Philadelphia: The 

Westminster Press, 1988), 166. 
39 Juan Alberto Soggin, “$lm” THAT 2:914 and Hahn, “Jüdische und christliche Messias-Erwartung,” 134. 
40 Marinus de Jonge, “Messiah,” ABD 4:777. 
41 Christopher M. Tuckett, Christology and the New Testament: Jesus and his Earliest Followers (Edinburgh: 

Edinburgh University Press, 2001), 16. According to Heinrich Baarlink, there does not seem to have been a fixed 
image or doctrine of the Messiah before the first century A.D. (Heinrich Baarlink, Bist Du der Christus, der 
Sohn des Hochgelobten? Implizite und Explizite Christologie im Markusevangelium (Kamper Cahiers 74; 
Kampen: Uitgeversmaatschappij J.H. Kok, 1992), 27). 

42 Hahn, “Jüdische und Christliche Messias-Erwartung,” 131-132 and Mudiso Mbâ Mundla, Jesus und die 
Führer Israels, 257. 

43 Gillingham, “Messiah in Psalms,” 212. 
44 Mudiso Mbâ Mundla, Jesus und die Führer Israels, 257. 
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monarchy lies at the root of messianic expectations. The idea of messianism is not totally foreign to 

the Old Testament. It developed insights about Davidic kingship from earlier times.45 It is not clear 

when the expectation of the Messiah and the expectation of a future Davidic king were connected. It 

is clear, that they were connected at a certain point. That is why it is possible to speak about ‘the Old 

Testament background of the Davidic Messiah’. 

 

1.3. The Expectation of a Davidic Messiah in Early Judaism 

1.3.1. The Psalms of Solomon: the Royal Messiah 

The locus classicus for the traditional expectation of a Messiah in Judaism can be found in the so-

called ‘Psalms of Solomon’.46 “The Psalms of Solomon preserve one of the most detailed messianic 

expectations in the immediate pre-Christian centuries.”47 It is in this writing from the first century 

B.C. that the (messianic) title ‘Son of David’ occurs for the first time.  

 The eighteen Psalms of Solomon have been written in the first century B.C. in Jerusalem.48 

Only Greek manuscripts of the Psalms of Solomon have survived. These manuscripts are a translation 

of a Hebrew original. The Psalms of Solomon are included in the Septuagint (LXX). 

The Psalms of Solomon can be seen as a reaction of a group of pious Jews to the capture of 

Jerusalem by the Romans. The Temple has been desecrated. Gentile usurpers (Pompey?) occupy 

Israel. The persecuted community behind the psalms finds its hope in the belief of the returning 

Messiah. This is the only way in which they can respond to the situation they live in, because they are 

not powerful enough to fight their opponents. The community accepts its present situation, but at the 

same time, they long for the defeat of their enemies. These enemies will not be destroyed by the 

community itself, but by the messianic king of the future.49 

 The term ‘Messiah’ (cristo,j) is mentioned three times in these psalms. The first time is 

PssSol 17:32:  
 

 “And he will be a righteous king over them, taught by God. There will be no unrighteousness 
among them in his days, for all shall be holy, and their king shall be the Lord Messiah.”50  

 
 

 

                                                 
45 John Barton, “The Messiah in Old Testament Theology,” in King and Messiah in Israel and the Ancient 

Near East. Proceedings of the Oxford Old Testament Seminar (ed. John Day; JSOTSup 270; Sheffield: 
Sheffield Academic Press, 1998), 375. 

46 Mudiso, Mbâ Mundla, Jesus und die Führer Israels, 262. See also Cullmann, Christologie, 115. 
47 Robert B. Wright, “Psalms of Solomon (First Century B.C.). A New Translation and Introduction,” in The 

Old Testament Pseudepigrapha. Volume II, (ed. James H. Charlesworth; New York: Doubleday & Company, 
Inc., 1985), 643. 

48 Wright, “Psalms of Solomon,” 639-641. 
49 Wright, “Psalms of Solomon,” 640-643. 
50 Translation: Robert B. Wright (Wright, “Psalms of Solomon,” 667). Greek text: kai. auvto.j basileu.j di,kaioj 

didakto.j u`po. qeou/ evp’ auvtou,j( kai. ouvk e;stin avdiki,a evn tai/j h`me,raij auvtou/ evn me,sw| autw/n( o[ti pa,ntej a]gioi( 
kai. basileu.j auvtw/n cristo.j kuri,ou) 
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The other two times occur in PssSol 18:5-9: 
 

 “5. May God cleanse Israel for the day of mercy in blessing,  
for the appointed day when his Messiah will reign.  
6. Blessed are those born in those days,  
to see the good things of the Lord  
which he will do for the coming generation;  
7. (which will be) under the rod of discipline of the Lord Messiah,  
in the fear of his God,  
in wisdom of spirit,  
and of righteousness and of strength,  
8. to direct people in righteous acts, in the fear of God,  
to set them all in the fear of the Lord.  
9. A good generation (living) in the fear of God,  
in the days of mercy.”51  

 
Psalm of Solomon 17 contains one of the most extensive portraits of the Messiah in Jewish literature. 

This psalm starts with a reminder of the covenant in 2 Samuel 7 (PssSol 17:4): “Lord, you chose 

David to be king over Israel, and swore to him about his descendants forever, that his kingdom should 

not fail before you.” After this reminder the situation of Israel is described: Israel is in trouble, there 

are bad rulers on the throne of David (17:5-6, 11-20). This description is followed by an appeal to 

God in 17:21-25 in which the author asks God to raise up the king of Israel, the son of David, who 

will rule over Israel:  

 
21. 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. 
22. Undergird him with the strength to destroy the unrighteous rulers, to purge Jerusalem 
from gentiles who trample her to destruction; 
23. in wisdom and in righteousness to drive out the sinners from the inheritance; to smash the 
arrogance of sinners like a potter’s jar; 
24. To shatter all their substance with an iron rod; to destroy the unlawful nations with the 
word of his mouth; 
25. At his warning the nations will flee from his presence; and he will condemn sinners by the 
thoughts of their hearts.52 

 
Israel is the first concern of the psalm. The nations are sharply separated from Israel. It is even one of 

the characteristics of the messianic age that there are no gentiles in Israel. The Son of David will 

                                                 
51 Translation: Robert B. Wright (Wright, “Psalms of Solomon,” 669). Greek text: 5. kaqari,sai o` qeo.j Israhl 

eivj h`me,ran evle,ouj evn euvlogi,a|( eivj h`me,ran evklogh/j evn avna,xei cristou/ auvtou/) 6. Maka,rioi oi` geno,menoi evn tai/j 
h̀me,raij evkei,naij ivdei/n ta. avgaqa. kuri,ou( a] poih,sei genea/| th/| evrcome,nh| 7. ùpo. ra,bdon paidei,aj cristou/ kuri,ou 
evn fo,bw| qeou/ auvtou/ evn sofi,a| pneu,matoj kai. dikaiosu,nhj kai. ivscu,oj 8. kateuqu/nai a;ndra evn e;rgoij 
dikaiosu,nhj fo,bw| qeou/ katash/sai pa,ntaj auvtou.j evnw,pion kuri,ou 9. genea. avgaqh. evn fo,bw| qeou/ evn h̀me,raij 
evle,ouj) 

52 Translation: Robert B. Wright (Wright, “Psalms of Solomon,” 667). Greek text: 21.  vIde,( ku,rie, kai. 
avna,sthson auvtoi/j to.n basile,a auvtw/n ui`o.n Dauid eivj to.n kairo,n( o[n ei[lou su,( o` qeo,j( tou/ basileu/sai evpi. 
Israhl pai/da, sou\ 22. kai. uvpo,zwson auvto.n ivscu.n tou/ qrau/sai a;rcontaj avdi,kouj( kaqari,sai Ierousalhm avpo. 
evqnw/n katapatou,ntwn evn avpwlei,a|( 23. evn sofi,a| dikaiosu,nhj evxw/sai àmartwlou.j avpo. klhronomi,aj( evktri/yai 
u`perhfani,an a`martwlou/ w`j skeu,h kerame,wj( 24. evn r`a,bdw| sidhra/| suntri/yai pa/san u`po,stasin auvtw/n( 
ovleqreu/sai e;qnh para,noma evn lo,gw| sto,matoj auvtou/( 25. evn avpeilh|/ auvtou/ fugei/n e;qnh avpo. prosw,pou auvtou/ 
kai. evle,gxai a`martwlou,j evn lo,gw| kardi,aj auvtw/n) 
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throw off alien dominion and purge Jerusalem from the sinners (17:22-25). He will also gather a holy 

people and lead them in righteousness. The Son of David is a holy figure, who is without sin (17:36), 

although he is not superhuman.53 The gentile nations will serve Israel under the yoke of the Messiah 

(17:26-30). After the sanctification of Jerusalem, the nations will come from the ends of the earth to 

see the glory of the Son of David and the glory of God. The Messiah will be king over all nations in 

God’s everlasting kingdom (17:31-32).  

The Psalms of Solomon depict the Messiah as a royal and political figure. The opinions differ 

about the question if the Davidic Messiah is also a military or even a violent figure. PssSol 17:33-34a 

says: “He (i.e. the Messiah) will not rely on horse and rider and bow, nor will he collect gold and 

silver for war. Nor will he build up hope in a multitude for a day of war. The Lord himself is his king, 

the hope of the one who has a strong hope in God.”54 This text can be interpreted as a non-military 

picture of the Messiah. Sam Janse has defended this non-violent picture in his book De Tegenstem 

van Jezus. His argument goes as follows: PssSol 17:24 and 35 describe that the Son of David will 

destroy the unlawful nations (verse 24) and strike the earth (verse 26) with the word of his mouth. 

According to Janse, this is a correction to the Old Testament picture of the Messiah, which can be 

found in the Hebrew text of Isa 11:4. Isa 11:4 describes that the branch from the stump of Jesse will 

strike the earth with the rod of his mouth. So, the ‘rod’ is replaced by the ‘word’. The LXX of Isa 

11:4 also has lo,goj, so the LXX translators had already a more peaceful picture of the Messiah than 

the Hebrew author of Isaiah 11.55 In my opinion, the claim that PssSol 17:24 and 36 are a correction 

of the Old Testament view on the Messiah cannot be proved, because the Old Testament does not 

give a complete picture of the Messiah of the future. As was said above, the word x;yvim; is especially 

applied to a king with a special assignment, not to a future king of the end times. Furthermore, PssSol 

17:24 still speaks about a rod (r`a,bdoj): “To shatter all their (i.e. ‘the sinners’) substance with an iron 

rod.” The Davidic king of the end times will use weapons in his struggle against the unlawful. 

Furthermore, the language of Psalms of Solomon 17 is quite violent (e.g., 17:8-10, 22-25). Yet, the 

violence described has a spiritual goal: to restore the worship of God. The picture of the Messiah in 

the Psalms of Solomon is military, but it is not military in the ordinary sense: the violence the 

Messiah uses is functional.56 

 The Psalms of Solomon take up traditions of the canonical psalms. There are links between 

the Psalms of Solomon and the canonical Psalm 72, a psalm ascribed to Solomon (!). There are 

similarities between Solomon and the Messiah: both are called ‘son of David’. Both are restorers of 

Jerusalem and defenders of the worship of the LORD. Both reign in wisdom and justice. They are 
                                                 

53 Mudiso Mbâ Mundla, Jesus und die Führer Israels, 264. 
54 Translation: Robert B. Wright (Wright, “Psalms of Solomon,” 668). Greek text: 33. ouv ga.r evlpiei/ evpi. i[ppon 

kai. avnaba,thn kai. to,xon ouvde. plhqunei/ au`tw/| crusi,on ouvde. avrgu,rion eivj po,lemon kai. polloi/j laoi/j ouv suna,xei 
evlpi,daj eivj h`me,ran pole,mou) 34. Ku,rioj auvto.j basileu.j auvtou/( evlpi..j tou/ dunatou/ evlpi,di qeou/ 

55 Sam Janse, De Tegenstem van Jezus. Over Geweld in het Nieuwe Testament. Zoetermeer: Uitgeverij 
Boekencentrum, 2006, 96-97. 

56 Wright, “Psalms of Solomon,” 645. 
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feared by foreign kings, who come to see their glory, and they are more wise and just than other 

monarchs. There is, however, a difference between Solomon and the Messiah: Solomon sinned by 

having many wives and being greedy of gold and might (cf. Sir 47:18-21). The Messiah will not sin. 

In spite of this difference, Solomon can be called a type of the Messiah, because the expected Davidic 

Messiah has the properties Solomon has, however in a more excellent way.57 

 

1.3.2. The Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs 

The Psalms of Solomon is not the only Jewish writing that contains messianic expectations. One can 

also find these expectations in the Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs. This writing contains twelve 

testaments of the sons of Jacob. The writing has a Hellenistic-Jewish origin, and it has some Christian 

interpolations. The basic writing (without Christian interpolations) seems to date from the Maccabean 

period (165-63 B.C).58 The fourth testament, the Testament of Judah, chapter 24, contains a prophecy 

about the Messiah:  

 
And after this there shall arise for you a Star from Jacob in peace: And a Man shall rise from 
my seed, like the Sun of righteousness, walking with the sons of men in meekness and 
righteousness, and no sin shall be found in Him. (…) Then shall the sceptre of my kingdom 
shine forth, and from your root shall arise a stem; and in it shall arise a rod of righteousness to 
the Gentiles, to judge and to save all that call upon the Lord.59 

 
The Messiah is depicted as a king in the Testament of Judah.60 There is no mention of David in the 

Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs. This is obvious, because the writing pretends to be written 

before David. Yet the writing contains the view that the royal Messiah would come from the tribe of 

Judah, the tribe from which David also came. Thus, this writing knows an expectation of a kingly 

Messiah from the tribe of Judah. This Messiah can only be Davidic. 

 

 

                                                 
57 Wright, “Psalms of Solomon,” 641: “The resemblance between Solomon and the Messiah figure is marked: 

Each is called the son of David, and both were extenders of boundaries, restorers and beautifiers of Jerusalem, 
and defenders of the worship of Yahweh. They received tribute from foreign monarchs, who came to see their 
glory, and stood above all other regents in wisdom and justice. Solomon, however, sinned in multiplying silver 
and gold, horses and chariots and ships, and was guilty of pride and oppression. The Messiah, of course, will 
not commit such atrocities (PssSol 17:33).” 

58 Howard C. Kee, “Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs (Second Century B.C.). A New Translation and 
Introduction,” in The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha. Volume I. (ed. James H. Charlesworth; New York: 
Doubleday & Company, Inc., 1985), 777-778. 

59 Translation: Howard C. Kee (Kee, “Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs,” 801). The author of the 
Testament of Judah probably had Gen 49:9-10 (the blessing of Judah) and Num 24:17 (the Balaam oracle) in 
mind. 

60 The Testament of Levi expects a messianic high priest who is more important than the messianic king 
(TestJud 21:1-6, see also paragraph 1.3.4 about the messianic high priest in Qumran). This high priest is also 
described as a ruler, teacher, judge, and/or warrior. Functions such as ruler and warrior would be more applicable 
to the messianic king from the tribe of Judah, but when the Testament of Levi speaks about the high priest as a 
ruler and warrior, the name of Judah is mentioned only in passing, or not at all (e.g. TestLevi 4:2-6, 5:1-6:11, 
8:2-17). See: De Jonge, “Messiah,” 4:782.   
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1.3.3. The Fourth Book of Ezra 

The apocalypse called ‘4 Ezra’ is a Jewish document from about 100 A.D. It was composed as a 

reaction to the destruction of the Temple in 70 A.D., although it pretends to be written in the thirtieth 

year after the destruction of Jerusalem by Nebuchadnezzar in 586 B.C. The writing has undergone 

some Christian reworking. It contains four added chapters from the third century, two at the 

beginning and two at the end. These additions were made by one or more unknown Christian 

writers.61 

 The first time we find the Messiah in 4 Ezra is in 7:28-29: “For my son the Messiah shall be 

revealed with those who are with him, and those who remain shall rejoice four hundred years. And 

after these years my son the Messiah shall die, and all who draw human breath.”62 The Messiah will 

exist for four hundred years. He and all other human beings will die, but after seven days the world 

will be roused. Then the day of judgement will come, in which God the Most High shall judge the 

nations. The fact that the Messiah will be revealed suggests that he is pre-existent.63 The role of the 

Messiah in this passage is rather passive. He plays no part in the events preceding the end. It is the 

Most High himself who judges the world.64 

 In 4 Ezra 11:1-12:3, Ezra sees a vision (fifth vision), in which an eagle occurs from the sea. 

This eagle has twelve wings and three heads. He flies over the earth and everything on earth is 

subjected to him. The wings and heads of the eagle all rule for a time but then they disappear (4 Ezra 

11:1-35). Thereafter, Ezra sees a lion coming from the forest, roaring and announcing the end of the 

eagle in the name of the Most High. This is followed by the disappearance of the remaining part of 

the eagle. After this vision, Ezra gets an explanation of the vision (12:10-39). The eagle symbolises a 

kingdom (Rome) with many wicked kings. The lion who spoke to the eagle “is the Messiah whom the 

Most High has kept until the end of days, who will arise from the posterity of David, and will come 

and speak to them; he will denounce them (i.e. the wicked kings) for their ungodliness and for their 

wickedness, and will cast up before them their contemptuous dealings (12:32).”65 Moreover, the 

Messiah will deliver the remnant of God’s people (the survivors), and he will make them joyful until 

the day of judgement (12:34). In contrast to 4 Ezra 7:28-29, where the Messiah’s role in the end times 

is limited, the role of the Messiah here is central. He will judge the wicked kings and destroy them. 

His principal functions are indictment and punishment. Furthermore, the pre-existence of the Messiah 

                                                 
61 Bruce M. Metzger, “The Fourth Book of Ezra (Late First Century A.D.). With the Four Additional Chapters. 

A New Translation and Introduction,” in The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha. Volume I. (ed. James H. 
Charlesworth; New York: Doubleday & Company, Inc., 1985), 520. 

62 Translation: Bruce M. Metzger (Metzger, “Fourth Book of Ezra,” 537). 
63 Michael Stone, “The Concept of the Messiah in IV Ezra,” in Religions in Antiquity. Essays in Memory of 

Erwin Ramsdell Goodenough (ed. Jacob Neusner; Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1968), 295. 
64 Stone, “Concept of the Messiah,” 296. 
65 Translation: Bruce M. Metzger (Metzger, “Fourth Book of Ezra,” 550). 
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is made explicit in 12:32. Another feature of the Messiah here is that he is from the house of David. 

That the Messiah is of Davidic descent is only mentioned here in 4 Ezra.66 

 The sixth vision of Ezra (13:1-13) is about a man from the sea, who flies with the clouds of 

heaven and “wherever he turned his face to look, everything under his gaze trembled, and whenever 

his voice issued from his mouth, all who heard his voice melted as wax melts when it feels the fire 

(13:3-4).”67 This man is attacked by a multitude of men, who, although they are afraid, dare to fight 

against him. The man from the sea flies upon a mountain and destroys his enemies with fire and a 

storm from his mouth. Thereafter, the man comes down from the mount and gathers many (peaceful) 

people around him. In the interpretation of this vision, God declares that the man from the sea is the 

one whom the Most High has been keeping for many ages and by whom he will deliver the earth. 

Again, the pre-existence of the Messiah is made explicit. God calls this man from the sea ‘my son’ 

(13:32). He will reveal his son in a time of bewilderment on earth. As this son raises his voice, the 

nations of the earth will come to fight him. But the son will stand on the top of Mount Zion from 

where he will destroy them. Although the man from the sea is never called ‘Messiah’ (or ‘Son of 

David’), scholars agree that this man is the Messiah, because God calls him ‘son’, which is also a 

designation for the Messiah in 4 Ezra 7:28. 

 In general, one could say that 4 Ezra shows a picture of a Messiah who is pre-existent, who 

takes care of the survivors (12:34), whose life is not eternal (7:28-29; 12:34), who comes with his 

company (7:29; 13:52; 14:9), and who is called ‘son’68. Kingship is not a central feature of the 

Messiah in 4 Ezra. He will make the survivors rejoice and he will deliver them, but he never rules 

over them. Moreover, only once in 4 Ezra, the Davidic descent is mentioned (12:32), which may also 

point to little attention to the royal function of the Messiah. “The reference to the Davidic posterity 

should probably be regarded as a traditional element and not at all central to the concepts of the 

book.”69 

 It is difficult to assess the role of the Messiah in the eschatology of 4 Ezra, because of the 

relative paucity of references. According to Michael Stone, the reason for the paucity of references to 

the Messiah may be “that the Messiah was not the answer to the questions that Ezra was asking.”70 

Therefore, although the Messiah plays a role in the eschatological scheme of 4 Ezra, he does not seem 

to be the centre of the Ezra’s eschatology. 

 

1.3.4. Qumran: the Messiah as Aaronite and Davidide 

The Old Testament tradition about David plays an important role in the Qumran community, although 

the expectation of a Davidic Messiah is certainly not the most important component of Qumranic 

                                                 
66 Stone, “Concept of the Messiah,” 296. 
67 Translation: Bruce M. Metzger (Metzger, “Fourth Book of Ezra,” 551). 
68 Or: ‘servant’ (see Stone, “Concept of the Messiah”).  
69 Stone, “Concept of the Messiah,” 311. 
70 Stone, “Concept of the Messiah,” 312. See also: Metzger, “Fourth Book of Ezra,” 521. 
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theology. Some scrolls of Qumran pay special attention to David, but David’s prominence in these 

scrolls mostly does not rest on his kingly status. His role as a psalmist or prophet who is full of the 

spirit seems to be more important in the Qumran scrolls.71 However, there are several texts from 

Qumran that speak about a future royal Davidic Messiah. 

 The phrase ‘son of David’ (dywd !b) occurs only one time in the Dead Sea Scrolls. This is in 

the Miqsat Macase ha-Torah (4QMMTe/4Q398 frags. 11-13): “[the bles]sing[s…] … […] in the days 

of Solomon the son of David…”72 The Miqsat Macase ha-Torah is a sectarian polemical document, 

which contains especially halakhot. This document is not about eschatological or messianic issues. 

The phrase ‘son of David’ is only used to designate Solomon as a biological son of David, not as a 

messianic title. 

 Although the messianic title ‘Son of David’ does not occur in Qumran, there are several texts 

that speak about a Davidic Messiah. For example, in a Commentary on Genesis (col. 5) of the fourth 

cave of Qumran (4QcommGen A/4Q252) a reference occurs to the Davidic Messiah and the Davidic 

dynasty: 

 
[…] The sceptre shall [not] depart from the tribe of Judah. While Israel has the dominion, 
there [will not] be cut off someone who sits on the throne of David. For ‘the staff’ is the 
covenant of royalty, [and the thou]sands of Israel are ‘the standards’. Until the messiah of 
righteousness comes, the branch of David. For to him and to his descendants has been given 
the covenant of the kingship of his people for everlasting generations, which he observed […] 
the Law with the men of the Community, for […] it is the assembly of the men of […]73 

 
This fragment reminds us of the Old Testament passages Gen 49:10, 2 Sam 7:14, Jer 23:5, and Jer 

33:15. There is talk of the ‘Messiah of Righteousness’ and the ‘Branch of David’ (dywd xmc). There is 

also a connection between the blessing of Judah and the promise to David, a connection that occurs in 

the Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs (Testament of Judah 24) too.74 This fragment from the 

Commentary on Genesis shows that the Old Testament promise of a descendant of David who would 

sit on the throne of Israel played a role in the messianism of Qumran. 

One of the most important Qumran texts about the expectation of an eschatological Davidide 

is the Florilegium (4QFlor/4Q174). This document is a commentary (midrash) on 2 Sam 7:10-14, 

Exod 15:17-18, Amos 9:11, Ps 1:1, Isa 8:11, Ezek 37:23, and Ps 2:1. It shows that the Nathan oracle 

                                                 
71 George J. Brooke, “Kingship and Messianism in the Dead Sea Scrolls,” in King and Messiah in Israel and 

the Ancient Near East. Proceedings of the Oxford Old Testament Seminar. (ed. John Day; JSOTSup 270; 
Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1998), 437. 

72 Florentino García Martínez and Eibert J. C. Tigchelaar, The Dead Sea Scrolls Study Edition, Volume Two 
(Leiden/New York/Köln: Brill, 1998), 802-803. 

73 Florentino García Martínez and Eibert J. C. Tigchelaar, The Dead Sea Scrolls Study Edition, Volume One 
(Leiden/New York/Köln: Brill, 1997), 504-505. This document was published in 1956 by John M. Allegro under 
the name ‘4QPatriarchal Blessings’. 

74 Burger, Jesus als Davidssohn, 20. 
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was interpreted in a messianic way prior to the New Testament.75 The lines 10-13 of the first column 

are especially important: 

  
[And] YHWH [de]clares to you that “he will build you a house. I will raise up your seed after 
you and establish the throne of his kingdom [for ev]er. I will be a father to him and he will be 
a son to me.” This (refers to the) ‘branch of David’, who will arise with the Interpreter of the 
law who [will rise up] in Zi[on in] the [l]ast days, as it is written: “I will raise up the hut of 
David which has fallen”, This (refers to) ‘the hut of David which has fall[en’, w]ho will arise 
to save Israel.76 

 
Again, there is talk of the ‘Branch of David’ (dywd xmc). This is the Davidic Messiah, who has a 

salvific mission. Besides the Davidic Messiah the figure of the ‘Interpreter of the law’ occurs. This is 

“an eschatological figure whose career parallels that of the Branch of David.”77 The Interpreter of the 

law is an eschatological high priest, who is sometimes called xyvm.78 The occurrence of the Interpreter 

of the law (priestly Messiah) in 4QFlor 10-13 is remarkable, because there is no hint of an anointed 

priest in 2 Samuel 7. It seems that the commentator cannot speak about the Davidic Messiah without 

speaking about the anointed high priest.79 The Qumran community expected two Messiahs: a royal 

Messiah (from the house of David, often called ‘the Messiah of Israel’, based on the promise made to 

David in 2 Samuel 7) and a priestly Messiah (from the house of Aaron, often called ‘the Messiah of 

Aaron’, based on the promise made to Pinehas in Numbers 25), both agents of God in the end times.80 

Sometimes these two Messiahs are joined by an eschatological prophet (1QS 9:11: “…until the 

prophet comes, and the Messiahs of Aaron and Israel”81). Both the royal and the priestly Messiah are 

no supernatural beings. Rather, they embody the true legitimate kingdom and the true legitimate 

priesthood.82  

The priestly Messiah was more important to the Qumran community than the royal 

Messiah.83 The eschatological high priest is usually mentioned before the Davidic Messiah (see also 

                                                 
75 Donald Juel, Messianic Exegesis. Christological Interpretation of the Old Testament in Early Christianity 

(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1988), 63 and 88. 
76 García Martínez and Tigchelaar, The Dead Sea Scrolls, Volume One, 352-353. 
77 Juel, Messianic Exegesis, 72. 
78 However, the ‘Interpreter of the law’ can also be the ‘Teacher of Righteousness’, the leader of the Qumran 

community (CD-A 6:7). See Johannes Zimmermann, Messianische Texte aus Qumran. Königliche, Priesterliche 
und Prophetische Messiasvorstellungen in den Schriftfunden von Qumran (Wissenschaftliche Untersuchungen 
zum Neuen Testament, 2. Reihe 104. Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1998), 479. 

79 Juel, Messianic Exegesis, 76.  
80 Zimmermann, Messianische Texte aus Qumran, 310-311, 466, 470, 474. Other Qumranic texts that speak 

about a sharing of power by a royal and priestly anointed one are for example 1QM, 4QSM/4Q285 (frag. 5), 
and 4QpIsaa/4Q161. However, the priest is not always called ‘Messiah’, for example in 1QSa/1Q28a 2:11-22, 
where only the royal ruler is called ‘Messiah (of Israel)’. 

81 García Martínez and Tigchelaar, The Dead Sea Scrolls, Volume One, 92-93. 
82 Adam S. van der Woude, Die Messianischen Vorstellungen der Gemeinde von Qumran (Assen: Van 

Gorcum & Comp. N.V., 1957), 186. 
83 Joachim Gnilka, “Die Erwartung des Messianischen Hohenpriesters in den Schriften von Qumran und im 

Neuen Testament,” RevQ 2 (1959-1960): 403, and Zimmermann, Messianische Texte aus Qumran, 474. 
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1QSa/1Q28a 2:11-2284). Remarkably, he is also the one who is most important in the eschatological 

war of the end.85 One would expect that the eschatological war of the end is led by the royal 

Davidide, but the Qumranic War Rule shows it is the eschatological high priest who arranges the 

armies (1QM 15:4-8): 

 
The High Priest will take up position, and his brothers the p[riests] and the levites and all the 
men of the array with him, and he will say in their hearing the prayer for the time of war, [as 
it is written in the ‘Bo]ok of the Rule of his time’, with all the words of their thanksgivings. 
And he will array there all the lines, as it is wr[itten in the ‘Book of Wa]r’. And the priest 
assigned for the time of vengeance according to the decision of all his brothers will step 
forward, and he will strengthen [their hands for the wa]r. He will begin speaking and say: “Be 
strong and valiant, become men of valour. Do not be afraid or [tremble, may your hearts not 
weaken], do not panic, or be terrified by them, do not turn backwards, or [run away from 
th]em…”86 

 
The leading role of the eschatological high priest shows that the war at the end of times is not a 

political, military war, but a religious, sacral act.87 George J. Brooke remarks that “the anointed 

eschatological prince (i.e. the Davidic Messiah) is something of a disappointment. He neither 

performs signs, nor knows the Law well enough to interpret it for himself (…) He can do nothing for 

himself or by himself, even though he arises to save Israel and to rule in Zion at the end of time…”88 

The royal Messiah is not a great ruler in Qumran. Rather, he is portrayed as a just king who obeys 

God’s commandments, in words that remind of Psalm 72 and Old Testament prophecies about the 

future Davidic king (4QpIsaa

                                                

/4Q161 3:11-16 (frags. 8-10)): 

 
A shoot will issue form the stu]mp of Jesse and [a bud] will sprout from [its] ro[ots.] Upon 
him [will be placed] the spi[rit of YHWH; the spirit] of discretion and wisdom, the spirit of 
ad[vice and courage,] the spirit of knowl[edge and of respect for YHWH, and his delight will 
be in respecting] YHWH. [He will not judge] by appearances [or give verdi]cts [on hearsay 
alone;] he will judge [the poor with justice and decide with honesty for the humble of the 
earth. He will destroy the land with the rod of his mouth and with the breath of his lips he 
will execute the evil. Justice will be the belt of] his [l]oins and lo[yalty the belt of his hips.]89 

 

 
84 García Martínez and Tigchelaar, The Dead Sea Scrolls, Volume One, 102-103. “[This is the sea]ting plan of 

the men of renown, [those summoned to] the gathering of the community council, when [God] begets the 
Messiah with them: [the] chief [priest] of all the congregation of Israel shall enter, and all [his] br[others, the 
sons] of Aaron, the priests [summoned] to the assembly, the men of renown, and they shall sit be[fore him, each 
one] according to his dignity. After, [the Mess]iah of Israel shall [enter] and before him shall sit the heads of the 
th[ousands of Israel,…]” (2:11-15a). When the community is seated at the table, “[no-one should stretch out] his 
hand to the first-fruit of the bread and of [the new wine] before the priest, for [he is the one who bl]esses the 
first-fruit of bread and of the new win[e and stretches out] his hand towards the bread before them. Afterwar[ds,] 
the Messiah of Israel [shall str]etch out his hands towards the bread.” (2:18-21). 

85 Van der Woude, Messianischen Vorstellungen, 104, 185. 
86 García Martínez and Tigchelaar, The Dead Sea Scrolls, Volume One, 136-137. 
87 Gnilka, “Erwartung des Messianischen Hohenpriesters,” 404. 
88 Brooke, “Kingship and Messianism,” 452. 
89 García Martínez and Tigchelaar, The Dead Sea Scrolls, Volume One, 316-317. Unfortunately, this fragment 

is quite damaged, so the wording of this fragment is not very sure. 
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Beyond the Qumran community the idea of an eschatological high priest is quite rare. It can be found 

in the Testament of Levi, one of the Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs.90 The idea of an 

eschatological high priest seems to have influenced some New Testament writings, especially the 

Epistle to the Hebrews in which Christ is depicted as the eternal high priest. The Gospels, however, 

do not identify Jesus as a high priest Messiah. In the Gospels, the title ‘Messiah’ is always used with 

reference to a royal person, not to a priestly person.91 

 It is clear that the community of Qumran expected an ideal son of David in the end of the 

days. Yet, the messianic thought of Qumran is pluralistic. It is not possible to speak about one 

Davidic messianic tradition, because ‘Messiah’ does not seem to be a fixed title within Qumran.92 

Furthermore, the Qumran community emphasised different aspects of the Messiah in different times. 

For example, against the Hasmoneans, who combined the royal and priestly rule in one person, the 

Qumran community emphasised the separation of royal and priestly reign. And against the rule of 

foreign powers (Romans and Herodians), the expectation of a Davidic king was emphasised.93 This 

leads to a multicoloured picture of the Davidic Messiah. Besides, this Messiah has several names, 

such as ‘Branch of David’, ‘Anointed One of Righteousness’, and ‘Anointed One of Israel’. These 

names refer to different functions of the royal Davidic Messiah.94 

 

1.4. ‘Son of David’ as a Solomonic Healer 

From the first century A.D., some Jewish circles apply the title to the healing activities of Solomon, 

the son of David. According to a number of early Jewish writings, Solomon had more properties than 

only being a good king who reigned with wisdom and justice. Solomon also had the power to heal 

people from diseases and from demons. In several early Jewish writings, he is depicted as an exorcist 

and a miracle worker. This has led some scholars to the opinion that ‘Son of David’ (in the Gospels) 

should be understood against this ‘Solomonic background’. Klaus Berger, for example, remarks that 

the title ‘Son of David’ does not in the first place refer to David himself, but to his biological son (i.e. 

                                                 
90 See footnote 60. 
91

 Against Gerhard Friedrich, “Beobachtungen zur Messianischen Hohepriestererwartung in den Synoptikern,” 
ZThK 53 (1956): 287. Gerhard Friedrich has proposed that Mark 12:35-37 is a rejection of the common Davidic 
eschatology and an acceptation of the high priest eschatology. Although it is possible that Mark 12:35-37 rejects 
a certain kind of eschatology, I think we should not read Mark 12:35-37 as a defence of the high priest 
eschatology. Mark 12:35-37 has no priestly background. 

92 Zimmermann, Messianische Texte aus Qumran, 228-229, 473. According to Zimmermann, the Davidic 
Messiah has undergone a transformation, from an explicit Davidic character to a more apocalyptic character. He 
finds this transformation especially in 4QAramaic Apocalypse/4Q246 (in which a king (royal Messiah), who will 
rule after a worldwide war, is called ‘son of God’), and in 4QNoah ar/4Q534.  

93 Zimmermann, Messianische Texte aus Qumran, 479.  
94 Zimmermann, Messianische Texte aus Qumran, 479. Zimmermann further remarks that ‘Messiah’ was not 

already a fixed title for the ruler from the house of David: “Die Terminologie weist eine Konzentration auf 
wenige Bezeichnungen auf, die die Gestalten unter je einem bestimmten Aspekt sieht, aber noch keine festen 
Titel (wie später ‘Messias’) aufweist” (472).  
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Solomon). The eschatological counterpart of the genealogical son of David does not have the 

characteristics of David, but the characteristics of Solomon.95  

 One of the earliest writings that might contain a reference to Solomon as an exorcist is the 

Biblical Antiquities of Pseudo Philo (Liber Antiquitatum Biblicarum), a Jewish writing from the time 

of Jesus (in any case before 70 A.D.).96 In chapter 60, David is singing for Saul to chase away an evil 

spirit that oppressed Saul. David sings a psalm in which he tells the evil spirit about its origins. At the 

end, David says there will come someone from his loins who will subdue the evil spirit: “But let the 

new womb from which I was born rebuke you, from which after a time one born from my loins will 

rule over you.”97 The one from David’s loins is probably Solomon, the exorcist. 

 Another source that more explicitly describes the exorcising activities of Solomon is the 

eighth book of Josephus’ Judean Antiquities (from 93 A.D.).98 In paragraph 2.5,46-69 of this book, 

Josephus describes some of the qualities of Solomon, namely his wisdom (cf. 1 Kgs 5:12) and his 

exorcising activities. According to Josephus’ account, God enabled Solomon to learn the technique 

against demons, so that he could heal human beings. Solomon also composed incantations against 

illnesses and demons. Josephus sees these exorcising qualities also in later times of Judean history. A 

Jew, called Eleazar, delivered those possessed by demons in the presence of Vespasian (9-79 A.D.) 

and his sons. His method was as follows: 

 
Bringing up to the nose of the demonized person a ring that had under its seal a root from 
among those prescribed by Solomon, he [Eleazar] would then draw out the demonic 
[presence] through the nostrils, as the man sniffed. Upon the man’s immediately falling 
down, he adjured the demonic [presence] not to return to him again, making mention of 
Solomon and likewise reciting the incantations he had composed.99 

 
As proof of the fact that the demon really had left the possessed person, Eleazar ordered the demon to 

knock over a water-filled basin, so that the spectators could see that the demon really left the 

possessed person (2.5,48). Josephus further remarks that through this, the sagacity and wisdom, the 

greatness of the nature and the closeness to God of Solomon got evident (2.5,49). 

 Furthermore, we find Solomon as an exorcist in the Testament of Solomon. The Testament of 

Solomon is a writing which probably dates from the late third century A.D., but it has gone through 

many redactions. It is difficult to date the traditions preserved in this writing. It contains traditions 

that may antedate the origins of Christianity, but the writing as a whole is later than the beginnings of 

                                                 
95 Berger, “Königlichen Messiastraditionen,” 4. 
96 Daniel J. Harrington, “Pseudo-Philo (First Century A.D.). A New Translation and Introduction,” in The Old 

Testament Pseudepigrapha. Volume II, (ed. James H. Charlesworth; New York: Doubleday & Company, Inc., 
1985), 299. 

97 Translation: Daniel J. Harrington (Harrington, “Pseudo-Philo,” 373). 
98

 Duling even calls Josephus’ Judean Antiquities 8.2,5 even the locus classicus for the ‘Solomon hypothesis’ 
(see Duling, “Solomon, Exorcism,” 241). 

99 Flavius Josephus, Judean Antiquities Books 8-10, Translation and Commentary by Christopher T. Begg and 
Paul Spilsbury. Flavius Josephus – Translation and Commentary Volume 5 (ed. Steve Mason; Leiden/Boston: 
Brill, 2005), 15 (2.5,47). 
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Christianity.100 The Testament of Solomon is a haggadic story of Solomon who builds the Temple. 

An important part of the document consists of information about Solomon who controls demons with 

the aid of his powerful magic ring (see also the story about Eleazar in Josephus) with a pentagram. 

The main aim of the Testament is to pass on magical knowledge about demons and diseases. 

Solomon is both an exorcist and a healer. Diseases are narrowly connected with demoniacal 

possession.101 An example of Solomon’s rule over evil spirits can be found in Testament of Solomon 

18. This chapter contains a list of 36 demons that cause different maladies. Solomon is able to control 

all these demons and the maladies they cause.102 

In the Testament of Solomon, Solomon is addressed with the words ‘son of David’, namely in 

TestSol 1:7: “He (i.e. the archangel Michael) said to me, “Solomon, Son of David, take the gift (i.e. 

the magical ring) which the Lord God, the highest Sabaoth, has sent to you; (with it) you shall 

imprison all the demons, both female and male, and with their help you shall build Jerusalem when 

you bear this seal of God.”103 Another instance where Solomon is addressed as ‘son of David’ is in 

TestSol 20:1 (yet, only in one manuscript (MS H)): “Now it happened that one of the artisans, a 

dignified man, threw himself down before me, saying, ‘King Solomon, Son of David, have mercy on 

me, and elderly men.’”104 In Testament of Solomon 20, Solomon shows he is in control over the 

demon Ornias, but he does not exorcise the demon. Instead, he asks him about his supernatural 

knowledge (in the case of this story: the knowledge about what time a person is going to die). 

However, this story is not about healing or exorcism, but about a conflict between father and son. 

Thus, Solomon is not addressed as ‘son of David’ because of his healing or exorcising activities.105  

Archaeologists have found Aramaic incantation bowls at Nippur, ancient Mesopotamia that 

contain the phrase ‘son of David’. These incantation bowls date from ca. 600 A.D., or earlier. The 

incantation bowls also have a reference to Solomon as a healer. One of the incantations (Montgomery 

34) says: “Charmed and sealed is all sickness that is in the body of Mihrhormizd bar Mâmî, in his 

house, his wife, and his sons, and his daughters … and by the seal of King Solomon son of David.”106 

There are more Aramaic incantations in which Solomon is designated as ‘son of David’, almost 

always in combination with the mention of his seal ring. These incantations claim that bodily 

sicknesses are prevented by Solomon, because he has magical features. According to Charlesworth, 
                                                 

100 Duling, “Solomon, Exorcism,” 242. 
101 Charlesworth, “Son of David,” 80-82. 
102 Dennis C. Duling, “Testament of Solomon (First to Third Century A.D.). A New Translation and 

Introduction,” in The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha. Volume I, (ed. James H. Charlesworth; New York: 
Doubleday & Company, Inc., 1983), 977-981. The demons are described as formless dogs. They acknowledge 
Solomon’s authority over all the spirits: “but since God gave you authority over all the spirits of the air, the 
earth and (the regions) beneath the earth, we have also taken our place before you like the other spirits” (TestSol 
18:3). 

103 Duling, “Testament of Solomon,” 962. 
104 Duling, “Testament of Solomon,” 982.  
105 According to Dennis C. Duling, the address ‘son of David’ from TestSol 20:1 has been influenced by the 

New Testament, for example Mark 10:47-48 (Duling, “Testament of Solomon,” 982 (n. 20a), and Duling, 
“Solomon, Exorcism,” 243). Against Berger, “Königlichen Messiastraditionen,” 7-8.  

106 Translation: James H. Charlesworth (Charlesworth, “Son of David,” 79-80). 
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‘son of David’ is used as a title here.107 However, I think his opinion is not convincing. ‘Son of 

David’ is not used as a title of address here, as it is in the Testament of Solomon and the Gospels. 

Rather, ‘son of David’ appears in these incantation bowls as additional information with regard to 

descent.108 However, this additional information is not unimportant, because “David is not just any 

father.”109 

The ‘Solomonic features’ of exorcism and healing are not the characteristics of the Messiah 

of the end times, who is a king that reigns in wisdom and justice. However, Berger has noted that the 

properties of healing and exorcism are not contradictory to the picture of the Messiah that existed in 

early Judaism. He connects the messianic and ‘Solomonic’ interpretation of ‘Son of David’. The 

Davidide of the end times can be king and healer. Because of the Solomon typology one could say 

that the power to bind demons is a property of the Davidic Messiah of the end times.110 I think Berger 

jumps to this conclusion, because we do not find explicit connections between the Messiah and 

healing or exorcism in early Jewish literature. Although the lack of evidence for such a connection 

does not exclude such a connection, I think this lack is meaningful. It seems that we have to do with 

two different traditions, relatively separate from each other. 

In this paragraph, we have seen that, already in the first century, there was a tradition that 

ascribed the properties of healing and exorcism to Solomon (Pseudo-Philo, Josephus). However, ‘Son 

of David’ does not occur as a title or address in passages that describe the influence of Solomon on 

healing and exorcism. Still, there is good reason to assume that this tradition lies behind the address 

‘son of David’ in the healing stories of the synoptic Gospels (e.g. Mark 10:47-48; Matt 20:29-34; 

Luke 18:35-43). The ‘Solomonic background’ explains, why the blind men in these stories, who 

expect healing, address Jesus with ‘Son of David’. This tradition can also be found in Matt 12:22-37, 

especially the question in 12:23 and the mention of Solomon in 12:42. The address of the healer with 

the title ‘Son of David’ seems to occur for the first time in the New Testament. However, these 

‘Solomonic connotations’ do not seem to play a role in Mark 12:35-37, where the Son of David as 

Davidic Messiah seems to be the point of question. The question in Mark 12:35-37 is not “whether 

the healing ‘Son of David’ is the Messiah, but whether the Messiah is the ‘Son of David’.”111  

 

1.5. Conclusion 

The Old Testament never calls the Messiah ‘Son of David’. The phrase does never occur as a title. 

However, the title ‘Son of David’ has its foundation in the Old Testament in the so-called ‘Nathan 

oracle’ (2 Sam 7:1-16). David’s dynasty will be restored and there will be a new king from the house 

                                                 
107 Charlesworth, “Son of David,” 80. 
108 Duling, “Solomon, Exorcism,” 247. 
109 Duling, “Solomon, Exorcism,” 249. 
110 Berger, “Königlichen Messiastraditionen,” 8. 
111 Marinus de Jonge, “Jesus, Son of David and Son of God,” in Intertextuality in Biblical Writings. Essays in 

honour of Bas van Iersel. (ed. Sipke Draisma; Kampen: Uitgeversmaatschappij J. H. Kok, 1989), 100-101.  
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of David. Within the Old Testament, this king is never called ‘the Messiah’. Most prophecies about 

the new Davidic king do not in the first place refer to a king-Messiah in the end times, but “to a king 

who will be not the end of David’s line but the beginning of a new dynasty which will last for a very 

long time.”112  

The title ‘Son of David’ occurs for the first time in the Psalms of Solomon. This writing 

reflects a strong eschatologic messianism. In these psalms, the title has messianic connotations. It is 

the Messiah (cristo,j) who is named with this title. A king from the descent of David will come 

(although genealogy is not the most important point for the community), namely the Messiah, who 

will free the community from its hardships. It is a royal, political, and military Messiah. This Messiah 

will rule Israel in wisdom and justice and he will destroy all enemies of Israel. He is not a heavenly, 

but an earthly and human figure. 

Other writings, such as the Testament of the Twelve Patriarchs and 4 Ezra, also speak about a 

Davidic Messiah. But this Messiah is not as important as he is in the Psalms of Solomon. He does not 

play a central role in these writings. Neither is he called ‘Son of David’. The Qumran community 

expects a messiah from the house of David, but this messiah is accompanied by a priestly Messiah. 

This priestly Messiah is more important than the Davidic Messiah. Furthermore, the Davidic Messiah 

is never called ‘Son of David’, and the word ‘Messiah’ hardly occurs as a title. The Messiah from 

Qumran is described by words as ‘Branch of David’ and ‘Anointed One of Israel’. 

It is hard to determine how widespread and well-defined this picture of the Davidic Messiah 

was. The messianic title ‘Son of David’ does not seem to have been very common in early Judaism.  

It occurs only within the Psalms of Solomon, and these psalms reflect the needs and expectations of a 

small group within Judaism. This has led some scholars to the conclusion that the belief in the coming 

of the Messiah was not very widespread.113 However, although the title ‘Son of David’ was not a 

common designation for the Messiah, and although messianic expectations were fluid114, the 

expectation of the Davidic Messiah was quite widespread in Judaism of the period between 200 B.C. 

and 100 A.D. In this chapter, we discussed several writings from different times and different circles, 

in which the expectation of the Davidic Messiah plays a role (although it is not a central role).115 

  We also discussed the image of the ‘Solomonic healer’, an image that can be found in the 

Biblical Antiquities of Pseudo Philo (first century A.D.), Josephus’ Judean Antiquities (93 A.D.), the 

Testament of Solomon (third century A.D.) and the Nippur incantation bowls (sixth century A.D.). 

David’s son Solomon was thought to have healing and exorcising powers, although he is never 

addressed as ‘son of David’ in a context of healing or exorcism in the writings described above. Yet, 

                                                 
112 Barton, “Messiah in Old Testament Theology,” 374.  
113 E.g. Charlesworth, “Son of David,” 73. 
114 Tuckett, Christology and the New Testament, 18. 
115 Other early Jewish writings (200 B.C.-100 A.D) that speak about a Davidic Messiah are for example: The 

Book of Jubilees, 1 Enoch, and 2 Baruch. See: De Jonge, “Messiah,” 4:781-786. 
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this tradition about Solomon may explain why the blind men in the healing stories in the Gospels 

address Jesus as ‘son of David’, but this tradition does not seem to play a role in Mark 12:35-37. 

The most clear textual and religious background of the Davidssohnfrage can be found in the 

Psalms of Solomon. This does not mean that the title ‘Son of David’ has the same meaning in Mark 

as it has in the Psalms of Solomon. The Gospels have been written about a century later than the 

Psalms of Solomon, thus the Gospels may give another, more developed, view on the Son of David.  
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2. THE INTERPRETATION OF PSALM 110 IN JEWISH AND CHRISTIAN EXEGESIS 

 

In Mark 12:36, Jesus quotes the first verse of Psalm 110 (Psalm 109 in the LXX). The following 

scheme shows the Hebrew (Masoretic) text, the LXX and an English translation of Ps 110:1. The LXX 

contains a literal translation of the Hebrew text:116 

 
Hebrew Text Greek Text (LXX) Translation 
ynIdoal; hwhy ~aun> 
ynIymiyli bve  
^yb,y>ao hyvia'-d[; 
^yl,g.r:l. ~doh] 

ei=pen o` ku,rioj tw/| kuri,w| mou\ 
ka,qou evk dexiw/n mou( 
e[wj a.vn qw/ tou.j evcqrou,j sou 
u`popo,dion tw/n podw/n souÅ 

The Lord said to my lord: 
“Sit at my right hand 
till I make your enemies 
a footstool for your feet.” 

 

In this chapter the interpretation history of Psalm 110 (especially the first verse) will be investigated. 

The questions discussed in this chapter are threefold. Firstly, what was the meaning of Psalm 110 in its 

original context? (2.1) Secondly, how did Jewish exegetes interpret Psalm 110? Was there also 

something like a ‘messianic interpretation’ in early and rabbinic Judaism? (2.2) Thirdly, how did early 

Christian authors interpret Psalm 110? (2.3) 

 

2.1. The ‘Original Meaning’ of Psalm 110:1 

Many scholars consider Psalm 110 as a ‘royal psalm’ or a ‘royal enthronement psalm’.117 Royal 

psalms deal with a historical king. Besides, the royal psalms are regarded as pointing “beyond the 

present king to that future king who will perfectly embody the ideal.”118 David M. Hay, who wrote an 

extensive study of Psalm 110, thinks that the first verse is about a particular Israelite king (the ‘my 

lord’ ynIOda;), who ruled by the power and authority of the LORD (hwhy).119 The psalm was possibly written 

by a court prophet (who addresses the king as ‘my lord’) on the occasion of an enthronement.120 It is 

possible that the position at the right hand points to the geographical situation of the king’s throne to 

the right of Solomon’s temple, the place of God’s throne. The place at the right hand anyway means 

that the king had a close relation with the LORD. The right seat is a place of honour, it is even the 

                                                 
116 Martin Hengel, “Psalm 110 und die Erhöhung des Auferstandenen zur Rechten Gottes,” in Anfänge der 

Christologie. Festschrift für Ferdinand Hahn zum 65. Geburtstag (ed. Cilliers Breytenbach and Henning 
Paulsen. Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1991), 44. 

117 Gourgues, Á la Droite de Dieu, 42. 
118 Richard T. France, Jesus and the Old Testament. His Application of Old Testament Passages to Himself and 

his Mission (London: The Tyndale Press, 1971), 165. 
119 David M. Hay, Glory at the Right Hand. Psalm 110 in Early Christianity (Nashville/New York: Abingdon 

Press, 1973), 20. 
120 Leslie C. Allen, Psalms 101-150 (WBC 21; Dallas: Word, 1983), 83-85. 
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highest place (place of exaltation).121 Psalm 110 is the only Old Testament text that speaks about a 

session at the right hand of God.122 It is God himself who invites the king to take a seat at his right 

hand. The Israelite king reigns as the representative of the LORD (the real king of Israel) from whom 

he derives his power. This is typical of the Israelite view on kingship: a king is not someone who 

reigns on his own behalf, but who reigns in responsibility to and dependence on the LORD.123 Ps 110:1 

ends with a promise that the LORD will defeat the enemies of the king. 

Richard T. France has questioned the royal character of Psalm 110. He claims that the wording 

of the psalm suggests that Psalm 110 is not a typical royal psalm, although ‘kingship’ is a theme in the 

psalm. Psalm 110 cannot speak about a historical king, because Psalm 110 connects kingship (verse 1) 

and priesthood (verse 4). No historical king of Israel had been a priest-king in the time Psalm 110 was 

written. Another reason why Psalm 110 is not a royal psalm in the strict sense, according to France, is 

that the session at the right hand does not occur in the royal psalms. France concludes that Psalm 110 

“is best seen as referring to the Messiah.”124 In other words, he claims that the psalm, in contrast with 

the royal psalms, had already a messianic (and eschatological) meaning in its original context. ‘My 

lord’ in Ps 110:1 is the Messiah. France thinks that it is possible that David is the author of the psalm. 

As a king, he had no need to call another king ‘lord’. He can only address someone as ‘my lord’ who 

is superior to him (and beside God, the ‘first’ LORD, this can only be the Messiah).125 

Although the argument of France may sound plausible at first sight, I think that Psalm 110 in 

its original sense is a royal psalm in which a servant sings about his king who reigns by the grace of 

the LORD. France’s interpretation is quite problematic, because the expectation of the Messiah of the 

end times is a later development in the Old Testament. If the psalm is dated lately, this hardly 

conforms to the historical and theological development that can be seen in the royal psalms in general. 

It also hardly accords with the historical and cultural references (for example in verse 4-6) in Psalm 

110.126 Therefore, a dating before the Exile of 586 B.C. seems more convincing to me than a later 

date. Ps 110:1 was originally not a messianic psalm. However, was it applied to the Messiah in later 

times? 

 

how should the session at God’s right hand be explained? Does it imply active government or does it 

                                                

2.2. Interpretation of Psalm 110 in Jewish Exegesis 

In later times Jewish exegetes had to re-interpret Psalm 110. In its original context the psalm spoke 

about a king, but what if there is no king on the throne? About whom does Psalm 110 speak then? And 

 
121 Hengel, “Psalm 110 und die Erhöhung,” 49. 
122 Gourgues, Á la Droite de Dieu, 41. 
123 Allen, Psalms 101-150, 86. 
124 France, Jesus and the Old Testament, 166 and Richard T. France, The Gospel of Mark. A Commentary of 

the Greek Text (NIGTC; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2002), 486-487. 
125 France, Jesus and the Old Testament, 163,167-169. 
126 Allen, Psalms 101-150, 84. 
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point to a passive session on a place of honour? Each generation of the Jewish community had to 

answer these questions in the light of their own needs and experiences.127 

In his study of Psalm 110, David M. Hay divides the interpretation of Psalm 110 in two 

categories: pre-Christian interpretations and interpretation in later Jewish witnesses.128 I follow him in 

this categorisation, but I change the name of ‘pre-Christian interpretations’ into ‘non-rabbinic 

interpretations’, because it is hard to define what is meant by ‘pre-Christian’. Some of these non-

rabbinic writings are from before Common Era, but they can also originate in later times. The second 

group of ‘later Jewish interpretations’ consists especially of rabbinic interpretations.  

 

2.2.1. Non-Rabbinic Interpretations 

In the Testament of Job, a writing which is based on the Old Testament book of Job, Job is depicted 

not only as a sufferer, but also as a king and visionary. He is, for example, able to see his children 

crowned with the splendour of the heavenly one (TestJob 40:3). Job’s friends are also described as 

kings. While Job is talking with his friends about the terrible things that happened to him, one of them, 

Eliphas, asks Job (eleven times): “Where then is the splendour of your throne?” (Test Job 32:1-12) 

After his argument, Eliphas and his fellow kings start crying. Then Job responds to them (TestJob 

33:2-3): “Be silent. Now I will point out to you my throne, its glory and its splendour. My throne is in 

the heavenly world and its glory and splendour are at the right hand of God (evk dexiw/n tou/ qeou/)”.129 

Job argues that the world will pass away, but that his throne and his kingdom will exist forever. 

Although Job has to suffer, his throne at God’s right hand still exists. This throne is a reward for after 

his death. TestJob 33:2-3 thus interprets Ps 110:1 as the divine exoneration of a righteous sufferer.130 

Many scholars date the Testament of Job in the first century B.C. or the first century A.D. However, 

Martin Hengel has remarked that the writing dates from the second century A.D. In this time, there 

was (still) a lot of interaction between Jews and Christians. Jewish writings underwent Christian 

influences. This is also possible in the Testament of Job.131 The dating problems make it difficult to 

assess whether the use of Psalm 110 here is ‘typically Jewish’ or influenced by Christians. 

Apart from the mention of Psalm 110 in the Testament of Job, there are no other early Jewish 

sources which explicitly refer to this psalm. Hay mentions some texts that might contain allusions to 

the psalm. At first, Psalm 110 was possibly interpreted as a defence of the Hasmonean dynasty. 

According to Hay, the Testament of Levi could have been used by the Hasmoneans to legitimate their 

kingship. TestLevi 18:2-3 says: “Then shall the Lord raise up a new priest (…) and he shall execute a 

righteous judgment upon the earth (refers possibly to Ps 110:6, EJP) for a multitude of days. And his 

                                                 
127 Hay, Glory at the Right Hand, 20-21. 
128 Hay, Glory at the Right Hand, 21-33. 
129 Translation: David M. Hay (Hay, Glory at the Right Hand, 23).  
130 Hay, Glory at the Right Hand, 23 and Juel Messianic Exegesis, 137. 
131 Hengel, “Psalm 110 und die Erhöhung,” 62-63. 
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star shall arise in heaven as of a king (refers possibly to Ps 110:3, EJP)”.132 Another reference to Ps 

110:1 can be seen in TestLevi 18:12: “And he shall give power to His children to tread upon the evil 

spirits”.133 This corresponds to the sentence: “…until I make your enemies a footstool for your feet.” 

Other references that could serve as a legitimisation of the Hasmonean kingship can be found in 1 

Macc 14:41. This verse claims that Simon’s office is that of a avrciere,a eivj to.n aivw/na, which is an 

allusion to Ps 110:4. To me, these allusions (both the allusions from the Testament of Levi and that 

from 1 Maccabees) are not convincing, because they are not very explicit. Furthermore, although the 

connection of kingship and priesthood in Psalm 110 may have been a reason for the Hasmoneans to 

legitimate their authority, there is no hard evidence that the Hasmoneans used the psalm for this 

purpose.134 

Another interpretation of Psalm 110 may be found Dan 7:13-14. In this passage, a figure like a 

son of man, coming with the clouds of heaven comes to God (who is called ‘Ancient of Days’), who 

sits on a throne. The Ancient of Days gives this figure authority and power to rule. It is possible that 

this should be explained as: the one like a son of man receives a throne beside God. According to Hay, 

the author of Daniel 7 had Psalm 110 in mind, because this is “the only scriptural text which explicitly 

speaks of someone enthroned beside God.”135 However, Dan 7:13-14 does not say that the son of man 

receives a throne beside God. The only thing that is said about him is that he is given power to rule. 

However, I do not see why this should refer to Ps 110:1. There does not seem to be an allusion to Ps 

110:1 in Dan 7:13-14. Yet, later Jewish exegetes made a connection between Ps 110:1 and Dan 7:13-

14.136 There were also Christians who made this connection (e.g. Mark 14:62). 

Still another allusion to Psalm 110 may be found in the Enoch literature, where is spoken of 

the ‘elect one’ who will sit on the throne of God (e.g. 1 En 51:3: “In those days, (the Elect One) shall 

sit on my throne, and from the conscience of his mouth shall come out all the secrets of wisdom, for 

the Lord of the Spirits has given them to him and glorified him”137). Although there is no strong verbal 

similarity, there is the possibility that the texts about the ‘son of man’ or ‘elect one of God’ are 

influenced by Psalm 110, but this is not certain. It is difficult to date the Enochian documents, but they 

                                                 
132 Translation: David M. Hay (Hay, Glory at the Right Hand, 25). 
133 Translation: David M. Hay (Hay, Glory at the Right Hand, 25). 
134 Juel, Messianic Exegesis, 137. 
135 Hay, Glory at the Right Hand, 26. 
136 Hay, Glory at the Right Hand, 26. R. Akiba (50-135 A.D.) taught that in Dan 7:9-14 there are two thrones: 

one for God and one for the Davidic Messiah (b. Sanh. 38b): “…but how explain “Till thrones were placed?” 
One was for Himself and one for David (i.e. the Messiah).” Hay remarks that, if R. Akiba was thinking of Psalm 
110, he is one of the earliest exegetes that applies Psalm 110 to the Messiah. Although there is no mention of the 
right hand session or submission of enemies, Ps 110:1 seems to be the background of the words of Akiba in 
tractate Sanhedrin, because it speaks about someone enthroned by God. Translation: Isidore Epstein, The 
Babylonian Talmud. Seder Nizikin V. Sanhedrin I (London: The Soncino Press, 1935), 245. See further: Juel, 
Messianic Exegesis, 137-138. 

137 Ephraim Isaac, “1 (Ethiopic Apocalypse of) Enoch (Second Century B.C.-First Century A.D.) A New 
Translation and Introduction,” in The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha. Volume I, (ed. James H. Charlesworth; 
New York: Doubleday & Company, Inc., 1983), 36-37. Other possible references to Ps 110:1 in 1 Enoch are: 
55:4, 61:8, and 62:1-2, all texts that speak about a throne, on which the Elect One is seated.  
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may be witnesses of pre-Christian interpretations of Psalm 110 that applied this psalm to an 

enthronement in heaven.138 

The Qumran literature has an implicit reference to Psalm 110, namely in 11QMelchizedek 

(first century B.C.139), a fragmentary Qumran manuscript that interprets several biblical texts (e.g. Lev 

25:10-13; Ps 82:1-2; Isa 52:7). An explicit citation from Psalm 110 cannot be found, but there are 

reasons to assume that Psalm 110 is one of the background texts of 11QMelchizedek. The main 

character in this manuscript is Melchizedek, the priest-king from Gen 14:18-20. He occurs also in Ps 

110:4: “The Lord has sworn and will not change his mind: ‘You are a priest forever, in the order of 

Melchizedek.’” The king, to which this psalm applies (see paragraph 2.1), is designated as a priest 

after Melchizedek. This designation of the Davidic king as a priest after Melchizedek is unique in the 

Hebrew bible.140  

In 11QMelchizedek, Melchizedek is depicted as the eschatological liberator of the people of 

Israel. He is not explicitly described as a priest, but on the base of Gen 14:18-20 and Ps 110:4 (texts 

known by the Qumranites), one can say the priesthood belonged to his identity. Furthermore, 

11QMelchizedek speaks about the day of atonement, which seems to point to a priestly function. He 

also exercises judgement over Israel’s enemies (11QMelch/11Q13 2:13): “But, Melchizedek will carry 

out the vengeance of Go[d’s] judgments, [and on that day he will fr]e[e them from the hand of] Belial 

and from the hand of all the sp[irits of his lot.]”141 This sentence may have a background in Ps 110:1-

2: Melchizedek judges the enemies and rules over them.142 Opinions differ about the question whether 

the Melchizedek from 11QMelchizedek is an angelic or a human figure. If he is the same as the 

‘anointed of the spirit’ (11QMelch/11Q13 2:18, the background of this designation is Isa 61:1143), then 

he is a human (priestly and political) messiah.144 But if he differs from the ‘anointed of the spirit’, then 

he is not a messiah (for a messiah is always a human figure145), but an angelic figure, while the 

‘anointed of the spirit’ is a prophetic Messiah (although he is also called ‘a prince’ in 2:18, which may 

point to political characteristics) who accompanies Melchizedek.146 Whether Melchizedek himself is 

                                                 
138 Hay, Glory at the Right Hand, 26-27. 
139 Zimmermann, Messianische Texte aus Qumran, 390.  
140 Rikki E. Watts, “The Psalms in Mark’s Gospel,” in The Psalms in the New Testament (ed. Steve Moyise 

and Maarten J. J. Menken; London/New York: T&T Clark International, 2004), 37.  
141 García Martínez and Tigchelaar, The Dead Sea Scrolls, Volume Two, 1206-1209. 
142 Watts, “Psalms in Mark’s Gospel,” 38.  
143 Zimmermann, Messianische Texte aus Qumran, 410-411.  
144 This is the view of Watts: “there is some warrant for seeing him (i.e. Melchizedek) as a human messiah” 

(Watts, “Psalms in Mark’s Gospel, 38). If this is the case, it is striking that here in 11QMelchizedek the royal 
and priestly Messiah are united in one person, whereas other Qumranic texts speak about two Messiahs (see 
paragraph 1.3.4).   

145 Zimmermann, Messianische Texte aus Qumran, 403: “Abzulehnen (…) ist die Rede von Melchisedek als 
‘himmlischem Messias’, da ‘Messias’ sprachlich mit Salbung zusammenhängt und Aussagen über Salbung – und 
damit zusammenhängend auch über Geistbegabung – im AT, im Frühjudentum und in Qumran stets von 
Menschen, nirgends dagegen von Engelwesen gemacht werden.”  

146 This is the view of Zimmermann. According to him, Melchizedek is depicted as an angelic figure, who 
functions as a heavenly priest and as a judge of the angels. This angelic picture may have functioned as an 
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considered as a messiah or not, there is a connection between Psalm 110 and messianic thought in 

Qumran. However, this connection is not very obvious.147 Moreover, the main point of connection 

does not lie in Ps 110:1, but in Ps 110:4. Furthermore, 11QMelchizedek does not speak about the 

expectation of a Messiah from the house of David. Therefore, it is hard to speak about a ‘(royal) 

messianic interpretation’ of Psalm 110 in 11QMelchizedek.148 

 

2.2.2. Later Jewish Interpretations 

Jewish literature produced after the times of the New Testament contains several references to Psalm 

110. According to Paul Billerbeck, the synagogue in Jesus’ days explained Psalm 110 in a messianic 

way. He supports his view by mentioning Mark 12:35-37 where Jesus speaks with the scribes ‘e 

concessis’. Both Jesus and the scribes think Psalm 110 should be applied to the Messiah.149 Every 

Christian writer, who cites Psalm 110, interprets it messianically. This is most easily explained if this 

interpretation was normative for Jews as well.150 However, rabbinic sources especially apply the psalm 

to Abraham and David.151 

R. Ishmael (who died ca 135 A.D.) applies the psalm to Abraham and this is the earliest 

rabbinic interpretation of Psalm 110 that is available to us. There are more sources which apply Ps 

110:1 to Abraham. According to Billerbeck, who presupposes that the messianic interpretation of 

Psalm 110 was the norm for rabbis of the first century, the ‘Abrahamic interpretation’ is a hostile 

reaction to Christians, who interpreted Psalm 110 in a messianic way. The years 100-135 A.D. were 

years of strong rivalry between Jewish and Christian communities. R. Ishmael, who was a zealous 
                                                                                                                                                         
antithesis to the Hasmonean (=‘human’) interpretation of Psalm 110 (Zimmermann, Messianische Texte aus 
Qumran, 412).  

147 This connection is most obvious, if Melchizedek himself is considered as the ‘anointed of the spirit’. In this 
case, 11QMelchizedek gives a ‘Melchizedekian picture’ of the Messiah. If Melchizedek is not the ‘anointed of 
the spirit’, then it is (only) possible to say that 11QMelchizedek combines Ps 110:4 with (prophetic) messianic 
expectations (on the basis of Isa 61:1).  

148 Miriam von Nordheim claims that Psalm 110 has had no influence at all in Qumran. Texts about 
Melchizedek, such as 11QMelchizedek and 4QAmram, describe a Melchizedek who has characteristics different 
from the Melchizedek from Ps 110:4, although they know the biblical Melchizedek. Von Nordheim supports the 
claim of F. F. Bruce, who says that the Qumranites avoided Psalm 110, because the Hasmoneans legitimated 
their authority by this psalm (Miriam von Nordheim, Geboren von der Morgenröte? Psalm 110 in Tradition, 
Redaktion und Rezeption (WMANT 117; Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener Verlag, 2008), 265-267, 272-273). I 
think the view of Von Nordheim is too sceptical, because a Jew who spoke about Melchizedek must have 
thought about Genesis 14 and Psalm 110. Furthermore, the combination of themes found in both Psalm 110 and 
11QMelchizedek (i.e. Melchizedek, exaltation, kingship, victory over enemies, and judgement) cannot be 
incidental (see: Joel Marcus, The Way of the Lord. Christological Exegesis of the Old Testament in the Gospel of 
Mark (Louisville, Ky.: Westminster/John Knox Press, 1992), 133). However, the fact that Psalm 110 is not cited 
explicitly in Qumran is telling. Its influence on 11QMelchizedek should not be exaggerated. Still less, the psalm 
should be seen as the basis of a (new) messianic concept.  

149 Paul Billerbeck, “Der 110. Psalm in der Altrabbinischen Literatur,” in Hermann L. Strack und Paul 
Billerbeck, Kommentar zum Neuen Testament aus Talmud und Midrasch (München: C.H. Beck’sche 
Verlagsbuchhandlung, 1974), 4:452. 

150 Hay, Glory at the Right Hand, 29.  
151 Justin Martyr (100-165) contests with Jews who apply Psalm 110 to Hezekiah (Dialogue with Trypho 33 

and 83). Yet, there is no evidence in rabbinic sources of an application of Psalm 110 to Hezekiah. Justin may 
have assumed this interpretation for his own argument. See: Billerbeck, “Der 110. Psalm,” 4:456, and Hay, 
Glory at the Right Hand, 28. 
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adversary of the Christians, applied the psalm to Abraham, because he did not want the psalm to be 

applied to Jesus Christ. In this way, the Christians would have a ‘wrong’ interpretation about which R. 

Ishmael could contest with the Christian interpreters.152 On the contrary, Miriam von Nordheim claims 

that the texts that apply Psalm 110 to Abraham do not contain an explicit rejection of Christianity. 

Furthermore, it is not certain that R. Ishmael really said these words about the application of Psalm 

110 to Abraham, although it is possible that he was known as a zealous adversary of Christianity and 

that this is the reason why these words were ascribed to him. Yet, this is speculation.153 

Some interpreters apply Psalm 110 to David himself. David was seen as an illustrious man of 

the past. This application to David does not occur before the fourth century. The Targum, for example, 

has this application. David is “appointed as prince for the world to come” (Targum Ps 110:4).154 This 

sentence probably points at the Messiah. One Targum on Ps 110:1 speaks about David, who has to 

wait (at God’s right hand) until Saul’s rule comes to an end: “Return and wait for Saul, who is of the 

tribe of Benjamin, until he dies.”155 Another Targum says that the Lord will give David dominion in 

exchange for sitting in study of the Torah: “The LORD said through his Memra that he would give me 

the lordship, because I had sat for the instruction of the Law.”156 

Billerbeck’s thesis, that the messianic interpretation of Psalm 110 was normative in the days 

of Jesus, has a problem, because there is no evidence of a messianic interpretation of Psalm 110 in 

Jewish rabbinic literature until the second half of the third century A.D.157 The only evidence he has is 

Christian evidence (Mark 12:35-37 and parallels). It is remarkable that there is no Jewish evidence of 

such a messianic interpretation in the first (and second) century A.D. According to Billerbeck, this 

lack of Jewish evidence has to do with the anti-Christian tendencies in Jewish exegesis. That the 

messianic interpretation can be found in sources from the second half of the third century, has to do 

with the fact, that there was no influence between the two religions anymore at the end of the third 

century: the ways had parted. An anti-Christian exegesis was not needed anymore. The messianic 

interpretation that was normative in the first century was possible again from that time within 

Judaism.158 However, as we have seen, the anti-Christian tendencies in Jewish exegesis of Psalm 110 

are not as obvious as Billerbeck thinks. Therefore, there are not enough grounds for Billerbeck’s 

argument, although the lack of evidence does not totally exclude that there may have existed a 

messianic interpretation of Psalm 110 in the first century of our era. 

                                                 
152 Billerbeck, “Der 110. Psalm,” 4:458-460.  
153 Von Nordheim, Geboren von der Morgenröte, 297-298.  
154 David M. Stec, The Targum of Psalms. Translated, with a Critical Introduction, Apparatus, and Notes (The 

Aramaic Bible 16; Collegeville: Liturgical Press, 2004), 203. 
155 Stec, Targum of Psalms, 202. 
156 Stec, Targum of Psalms, 202. 
157 Hay, Glory at the Right Hand, 28.  
158 Billerbeck, “Der 110. Psalm,” 4:452-453, 460. 
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Evidence of the messianic exegesis of Psalm 110 from the second half of the third century can 

be found, for example, in Midrash Tehillim on Psalm 18 (§29), where R. Yudan says in the name of R. 

Hama ben Hamina (ca 260): 

 
In the time-to-come, when the Holy One, blessed be He, seats the lord Messiah at His right 
hand, as is said The Lord saith unto my lord: ‘Sit thou at My right hand’ (Ps 110:1), and seats 
Abraham at His left, Abraham’s face will pale, and he will say to the Lord: “My son’s son sits 
at the right, and I at the left!” Thereupon the Holy One, blessed be He, will comfort Abraham, 
saying: “Thy son’s son is at My right, but I, in a manner of speaking, am at thy right”: The 
Lord [is] at thy right hand (Ps 110:5).159 

 
In this comment, Ps 110:1 is applied to the (Davidic) Messiah. The Lord Messiah will sit at the right 

hand of God. Abraham also occurs in this passage, but it is not Ps 110:1 that is applied to him, but Ps 

110:5. The LORD is at Abraham’s right hand, that is to say: the LORD will support and protect 

Abraham (see Ps 18:36). Other rabbis who interpreted Psalm 110 in a messianic way were for example 

R. Eleazar b. Pedat (ca 270), R. Levi (ca 300), R. Huna b. Abbin Hakohen (ca 350).160 

In the interpretation of Psalm 110 the rabbis did not only ask who ‘my lord’ is, they also asked 

what ‘my lord’ does. The session at God’s right hand was mostly seen as a high place of honour. 

However, the rabbis also explained this session as a symbol of passivity. As in the Targum, the rabbis 

who applied this psalm to David explained his session at God’s right hand as his waiting for the 

kingship.161 When they applied the psalm to Abraham or the Messiah, the rabbis said that Abraham or 

the Messiah were waiting while God was fighting for them. The theme of ‘battle’ plays an important 

role in the interpretation of Ps 110:1, but the rabbis emphasised that God fought this battle, while the 

one at his right hand was sitting and waiting.162 

 

2.3. Interpretation of Psalm 110 in Early Christian Exegesis 

Christian writings are our earliest evidence of a messianic interpretation of Psalm 110 (except for 

Qumran?). That is not to say that the Christians certainly were the first who interpreted the psalm in a 

messianic way. Because of the interaction between Jewish and Christian communities in the first 

century, it may be that Christians took over a Jewish way of exegesis which applied Ps 110:1 to the 

                                                 
159 William G. Braude, The Midrash on Psalms. The First of Two Volumes (New Haven: Yale University Press, 

1959), 261. 
160 Billerbeck, “Der 110. Psalm,” 4:458 and Hay, Glory at the Right Hand, 28. 
161 William G. Braude, The Midrash on Psalms. The Second of Two Volumes (New Haven: Yale University 

Press, 1959), 207 (Midrash Tehillim Ps 110 §5): “When the Holy One, blessed be He, sent the prophet Samuel to 
anoint me, (…) He meant to seat me as lord and sovereign over Israel. But since God knew that no reign ought to 
overlap another by even a hair’s breadth, he said to me: ‘Sit thou at My right hand.’ Await the end of Saul the 
son of Kish, the Benjamite, for he has still a little while.” See further: Hay, Glory at the Right Hand, 30-31. 

162 Braude, Midrash on Psalms II, 206 (Midrash Tehillim Ps 110 §4): “Who, then, fought all the battles? It was 
the Holy One, blessed be He: He said to Abraham ‘Sit thou at My right hand’ and I shall fight the battles for 
thee. (…) To the Messiah also it will be said ‘And in mercy shall the throne be established: and he shall sit to it 
in truth in the tent of David, judging’ (Is 16:5). That is, the Holy One, blessed be He, declared: The Messiah 
shall sit, and I will fight the battles.” See further: Hay, Glory at the Right Hand, 31.  
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Messiah.163 For the Christian exegetes, it was clear who this Messiah was: Jesus Christ. According to 

Martin Hengel, Ps 110:1 was used at a very early stage in Christianity. The image of the crucified 

Jesus who was exalted in heaven (an image based on Ps 110:1) probably has its origins in the thirties 

of the first century. This message may have sounded blasphemous in Jewish ears (e.g. Mark 14:61-

65). It may have been one of the reasons why Paul persecuted the early Christians.164 

 In early Christianity, only Ps 110:1 and 4 are quoted quite often. David M. Hay mentions 

seven occurrences of (complete or partial) quotations of Ps 110:1 before Justin Martyr: Mark 12:36 

(complete), Matt 22:44 (complete), Luke 20:42-43 (complete), Acts 2:34-35 (complete), Heb 1:13 

(partial), 1 Clem 36:5 (partial), and Barn 12:10 (complete). Besides the partial and complete 

quotations there also occur many allusions to the Psalm 110 in the New Testament, for example Mark 

14:62, Acts 2:33, Rom 8:34 (the oldest witness with an allusion to the right hand session165), Eph 1:20, 

and 1 Pet 3:22. The New Testament quotations of Ps 110:1 are from the LXX or from a witness that is 

almost identical with it.166 

 Ps 110:1 consists of three elements: the introductory formula, the session at the right hand and 

the submission of the enemies. These three elements all have been used in the New Testament. The 

element of the right hand session has been used most. Second comes the element of the submission of 

the enemies. In a few cases the introductory formula “the Lord said to my lord” is the focus of the 

quotation, namely in Mark 12:36 and parallels.167 

The allusions that focus on the right hand session or the submission of the enemies often occur 

together with other texts from the Old Testament, for example Ps 8:7 (1 Cor 15:25; Eph 1:20-22) or 

Dan 7:13 (Mark 14:62). According to Hay, these allusions were taken from early Christian creeds or 

hymns.168 The element of the session at God’s right hand was an important aspect of the christological 

discussion of the first centuries A.D. Ps 110:1 pointed at the vindication and glory of Jesus. After his 

resurrection (or sometimes: after his ascension) Jesus was exalted in heaven. The seat at God’s right 

hand was seen as a place where Jesus intercedes for the faithful (e.g. Rom 8:34). The phrase “seated at 

the right hand of God” became a characteristic sentence in the Christian tradition. Jesus was thought of 

as not yet having received power. He was seen as the Messiah who waited for his kingdom in the end 

times (cf. the ‘Targumic’ idea about Abraham and the Messiah waiting for their throne while God 

fights the battle, see paragraph 2.2.2). In later times, the idea of intercession faded away and was 

replaced by the belief that Christ was already exercising power in his place of exaltation.169 Ps 110:1 

was not only applied to Jesus himself, but also to Christian believers, who could share in the exaltation 

                                                 
163 William R. G. Loader, “Christ at the Right Hand – Ps. CX. 1 in the New Testament.” NTS 24 (1977-1978): 

199. 
164 Hengel, “Psalm 110 und die Erhöhung,” 56. 
165 Hengel, “Psalm 110 und die Erhöhung,” 48. 
166 The text form of the quotation of Ps 110:1 in Mark 12:35-37 will be discussed in paragraph 4.2.1. 
167 Hengel, “Psalm 110 und die Erhöhung”, 44 and Hahn, Hoheitstitel, 127-128. 
168 Hay, Glory at the Right Hand, 43. 
169 Loader, “Christ at the Right Hand,” 207-208, 213. 
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of Jesus (Eph 2:4-6; Col 3:1-6).170 In later times (after Justin Martyr) the psalm was used to argue the 

divine nature of Jesus Christ.171 The creeds of the church from the fourth century, such as the 

Apostles’ Creed and the Nicene Creed, contain a reference to Jesus who is seated at the right hand of 

God. 

 In early Christianity, there was a tradition that connected Ps 110:1 with the title ‘Christ’ and 

his death and resurrection.172 This tradition can among other things be found in 1 Cor 15:20-25 and 1 

Pet 3:18-22. Mark 12:35-37 also has a connection between the title ‘Christ’ (‘Messiah’) and Psalm 

110. Beyond Mark 12:35-37 and parallels Psalm 110 is never connected with the title ‘Son of David.’ 

In Mark 12:36 and parallels, the focus is on the introductory formula “The Lord said to my 

lord”. This focus on the introduction is a new element in Christian exegesis, because earlier quotations 

of Ps 110:1 focused on the session at the right hand and the submission of enemies. Mark 12:36, Matt 

22:44, and Luke 20:42-43 also relate to christological issues. In these texts, a connection between Ps 

110:1 and the title ‘Lord’ (ku,rioj) is made. This association with ‘Lord’ is not as widespread as the 

one with ‘Christ’.173 The title ‘Lord’ was already understood as a title of exaltation before it got 

associated with Ps 110:1.174 After ku,rioj became a common title in the Christian communities, the 

introductory words (in combination with the other two elements) came to be evaluated in a 

christological way, namely as pointing to Jesus’ exalted status.175 “Ps 110:1 provided imagery that was 

to be of considerable importance in the evolution of christological tradition.”176 The connection 

between ku,rioj as christological title and Ps 110:1 is a secondary development. More about the use of 

Ps 110:1 in early Christianity (especially in Mark 12:35-37) and the title ‘Lord’ will be discussed in 

paragraph 4.2 and paragraph 5.2.3.  

 

2.4. Conclusion 

In its original context, Psalm 110 was a royal psalm about an Israelite king who reigned by the grace 

of God and who had a close relationship to God. Originally, it was not a messianic psalm. 

Jewish writings from before the origins of Christianity do not show a widespread use of Psalm 

110. There is hardly evidence of a messianic interpretation of Psalm 110 in early Judaism (probably in 

Qumran), which does not mean that there did not exist such an interpretation. The Testament of Job 

                                                 
170 Hay, Glory at the Right Hand, 45-46 and Loader, “Christ at the Right Hand,” 213. 
171 Hay, Glory at the Right Hand, 48-51. 
172 Loader, “Christ at the Right Hand,” 212. 
173 Juel, Messianic Exegesis, 146-149. 
174 Jews applied this title to God himself only. In some manuscripts of the LXX (especially the Christian 

manuscripts) the name of God hwhy is translated with ku,rioj, although not every manuscript does this. Especially 
the older (pre-Christian) manuscripts translate the name of God with, for example, IAO or IAW (see also 
paragraph 4.2.1). 

175 Loader, “Christ at the Right Hand,” 213-216. 
176 Juel, Messianic Exegesis, 149. See also De Jonge, Christology in Context, 186-187: “It was certainly not so 

that Jesus’ resurrection, vindication, sitting at God’s right hand, or parousia were deduced from this passage. On 
the other hand, it would be an understatement to say that certain beliefs about Jesus were merely illustrated by 
scriptural texts like the present one (i.e. Ps 110:1, EJP), interpreted creatively.” 
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contains the clearest reference to Psalm 110, but there is no connection with messianic thought: the 

Testament of Job is about the kingdom of Job, not about the kingdom of David. Allusions in other 

writings such as the Testament of Levi, Daniel, and 1 Enoch, are not very clear. Clearer is the allusion 

to Psalm 110 (especially verse 4) in Qumran. Here, Psalm 110 is even connected with messianic 

thought. However, it is not a connection with the expectation of the Messiah from the house of David. 

In rabbinic writings from the first and second century, the psalm is applied to Abraham or 

David. From the second half of the third century A.D., there is evidence of a quite common messianic 

interpretation of the psalm. But before this time, evidence of such an interpretation is very small. 

There is, in any case, no reason to assume that the messianic interpretation was normative in the time 

of Mark (second half of the first century A.D.). 

Contrary to Jewish writings, early Christian writings show a widespread use of Ps 110:1 in 

literal quotations and allusions. The different elements of Ps 110:1 (introductory formula, right hand 

session, and submission of enemies) had an important function within the Christology of the New 

Testament. The psalm verse is always interpreted in a messianic way and applied to Jesus Christ. It is 

used to point to the exalted Christ at the right hand of God. This session at the right hand was 

sometimes understood as a period in which Jesus Christ was waiting for his messianic kingdom. Other 

interpretations of Ps 110:1 speak about Jesus who already possesses power to rule while he is sitting at 

the right hand of God.  
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3. MARK 12:35-37 WITHIN THE NARRATIVE OF MARK 

 

3.1. The Structure of the Gospel of Mark 

For a long time Mark has been considered as a mere compiler of his sources. Biblical scholars found 

many inconsistencies within the text of Mark. Because of the duplicates and repetitions within the 

Gospel, Mark was thought of as a collector who arranged his material in a sometimes rather clumsy 

way.  

Redaction criticism has paid attention to the way the evangelist “selected, arranged, linked, 

altered, modified, reshaped, expanded and in some cases even created the material of which his Gospel 

is composed.”177 According to redaction criticism, Mark arranged his sources with great care. The 

editorial work shows that Mark was motivated by theological and literary concerns.  

From the 1960’s and 1970’s, literary approaches became more and more important in biblical 

research.178 In these approaches, Mark was not (only) regarded as a compiler, but as a narrator. The 

repetitions within the Gospel are considered as recurrent themes and interests of the evangelist. These 

recurrent themes make the Markan text a unified whole. The literary approaches with their attention to 

literary techniques, narrative development, and rhetorical devices show that the stories were written 

down with a clear (theological) intention in mind.179 In this paragraph, Mark will be considered as a 

narrator who had a clear purpose in mind when he wrote his Gospel. 

Mark’s Gospel has a clear structure. It starts with the claim that Jesus is Christ (Messiah) and 

Son of God (1:1).180 This claim is followed by a prologue (1:2-13) in which Mark depicts the mission 

of John the Baptist and the baptism of Jesus. At the baptism, the voice from heaven (1:11) makes clear 

that Jesus has a special relation with God. As ‘Son of God’, Jesus is intimately connected with God. 

                                                 
177 William R. Telford, The Theology of the Gospel of Mark (New Testament Theology; Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1999), 22. 
178 See, for example: Benoît H. M. G. M. Standaert, L’Evangile selon Marc. Composition et Genre Littéraire 

(Nijmegen: Stichting Studentenpers, 1978), David M. Rhoads and Donald Michie, Mark as Story. An 
Introduction to the Narrative of a Gospel (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1982), Ernest Best, Mark: the Gospel as 
Story (Edinburgh: Clark, 1983), Elizabeth Struthers Malbon, In the Company of Jesus. Characters in Mark’s 
Gospel (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2000). 

179 Telford, Theology of Mark, 22-23. 
180 There are some textcritical problems with the phrase ‘son of God’. It seems that the original Sinaiticus did 

not have these words. However, the phrase ‘son of God’ is supported by the first redaction of the Sinaiticus and 
also by the Vaticanus and the Western text. 
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He bridges the cosmological gap between heaven and earth.181 This prologue clarifies Mark’s own 

position: he is at Jesus’ side and he wants his readers to be at Jesus’ side too.  

 After the prologue, Jesus’ mission is described: “The time has come. The kingdom of God is 

near. Repent and believe the good news!” (1:14-15). Jesus is depicted as an eschatological preacher of 

the Gospel. All activities and words of Jesus have to be regarded within the framework of the kingdom 

of God (basilei,a tou/ qeou/). Jesus wants to convert people, and bring them to the good news 

(euvagge,lion). This is going to happen, because the time is ripe (kairo,j).182 

 In the first main part of the Gospel (1:14-8:26), the story takes place in Galilee. The principal 

question in this part of the Gospel is: “who is Jesus?”183 Jesus is depicted as a miracle worker, exorcist 

and healer (e.g. 1:23-45; 2:3-12; 3:1-6; 6:30-44). He is also a charismatic teacher, who teaches with 

authority (e.g. 1:22; 2:2). Jesus’ work and words brings him into conflict with the Jewish spiritual 

leaders, especially the Pharisees and scribes. He disputes with them about matters of the Law (e.g. 7:1-

23) and about his authority (e.g. 2:6-12). He uses parables to teach his message of the kingdom of 

God. The people (his opponents as well as his disciples) do often not understand Jesus. His identity is 

concealed for them.184 Yet there are people who recognise Jesus’ identity, often people who appear 

only once in the Gospel of Mark (healed people, e.g. 5:1-20; 7:24-31). 

 Mark 8:27-30 is a turning point within the narrative of Mark. Jesus’ identity was already 

object of question in the first main part of the Gospel (e.g. 3:11, 22; 4:41; 6:2, 14-16; 8:14-21). Now 

Jesus himself puts an explicit question about his identity: “Who do you say I am?” Peter answers: 

“You are the Christ” (8:29). This passage points back to the first verse of the Gospel in which Jesus is 

called ‘Christ’. From now on, it seems clear to the disciples who Jesus is. The concealment of Jesus’ 

identity in the first part of the Gospel seems to be replaced be a revelation of who Jesus is. However, 

Mark 8:30 speaks about Jesus forbidding his disciples to talk about this. Peter’s ‘confession’ is 

ambiguous. It seems that he has not a clear view of Jesus yet (see also chapter 5).185 

 ‘Suffering’ and ‘discipleship’ are the themes of the second main part (8:31-10:45) of the 

Gospel. Jesus is leaving Galilee and going to Jerusalem where he will ultimately die at the cross. From 

now on, the theme of suffering will dominate the Gospel of Mark. Jesus tells his disciples three times 

                                                 
181 Geert C. M. van Oyen, “Het Evangelie volgens Marcus,” in De Bijbel Literair. Opbouw en Gedachtegang 

van de Bijbelse Geschriften en hun Onderlinge Relaties (ed. Jan Fokkelman and Wim Weren; Zoetermeer: 
Meinema, 2003), 516-517. 

182 Van Oyen, “Evangelie volgens Marcus,” 517. 
183 Folkert Fendler sees three tensions in the Gospel of Mark which center around the identity of Jesus: the 

tension between ‘action of Jesus’ and ‘reaction to Jesus’, between ‘public behaviour’ and ‘secrecy’ of Jesus, and 
between ‘acceptation’ and ‘rejection’ of Jesus. These tensions have to do with the person of Jesus and with how 
people respond to him. From these three tensions Fendler concludes that the most important theme of the book is 
the question for the identity of Jesus. There are several questions in Mark for the identity of Jesus and the book 
contains also several Christological titles (Folkert Fendler, Studien zum Markusevangelium. Zur Gattung, 
Chronologie, Messiasgeheimnistheorie und Überlieferung des zweiten Evangeliums (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & 
Ruprecht, 1991), 53). 

184 William R. Telford, Mark (New Testament Guides; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1995), 14. 
185 Geert C. M. van Oyen, De Marcus Code (Kampen: Averbode/Kok, 2005), 169-170. 
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that he is going to suffer and die in Jerusalem and that he will raise again from the death (8:31; 9:30-

32; 10:32-34). These suffering predictions are always followed by a passage in which the disciples 

show misunderstanding of Jesus’ message (8:32-33; 9:33-34; 10:35-45). It is not clear to the disciples 

who Jesus is. During the journey, while Jesus teaches repeatedly more about his suffering (with a 

climax in the last verse of the second part, 10:45: “For even the Son of Man did not come to be served, 

but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many”), the incomprehension of the disciples grows. 

The disciples do not want Jesus to suffer. Yet they do not want to suffer themselves either. The 

disciples do not have the right understanding of what true discipleship is.186 What true discipleship is, 

explains 8:34-35: “If anyone would come after me, he must deny himself and take up his cross and 

follow me. For whoever wants to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for me and for the 

gospel will save it.” However, the second part of the Gospel is not only about suffering and 

discipleship. The transfiguration of Jesus (9:1-13) points forward to the resurrection of Jesus. During 

the transfiguration, Jesus is called ‘beloved son’ by a voice from heaven. After the transfiguration, 

Jesus commands his disciples to tell nothing about this event before the Son of Man has risen from the 

death. The disciples do not understand what Jesus means by ‘rising from the death’ (9:10). The 

transfiguration does not take away the incomprehension of the disciples.187 

 After his mission in Galilee, Jesus is going to Jerusalem. On the way, he passes Jericho, where 

he meets the blind Bartimaeus. This story connects the second and the third main part of the Gospel. 

The story is reminiscent of the healing of a blind man in Bethsaida (8:22-26), which forms a transition 

from the first to the second part of the Gospel (in paragraph 3.2.1 and 3.3.1 the story of Bartimaeus 

will be discussed more extensively).188  

 In chapter 11, Jesus arrives in Jerusalem, the place where he is going to suffer and die. Jesus’ 

entry into Jerusalem does not directly point to suffering and dying. His entry is like the entry of a king. 

He is greeted by the crowd that links Jesus with the kingdom of David (11:10). However, his entry is 

not as glorious as it seems: it ends with Jesus looking around in the Temple and going away (see also 

paragraph 3.2.2 and 3.3.2). The next day, Jesus cleanses the Temple (11:15-19) and a confrontation 

with the religious leaders in Jerusalem begins (11:27-12:34). Jesus is always ‘winning’ these 

confrontations. From 12:35, the Jewish religious leaders stop asking questions to Jesus. The conflict 

between Jesus and the religious leaders is unsolvable. After no one dares to ask Jesus a question 

(12:34c), Jesus himself starts speaking about the teaching of the scribes (12:35-40). Before Jesus is 

being captivated he speaks about the destruction of the Temple and the triumphal appearance and 

vindication of the ‘son of Man’ (13:1-37). This speech contains a reference to Jesus’ suffering and 

teaches the disciples what will happen after Jesus’ death.189 In chapter 14 and 15 the trial and death of 

Jesus are described. Jesus has a last meal with his disciples and is betrayed by one of them (Judas 
                                                 

186 Fendler, Studien zum Markusevangelium, 49. 
187 Van Oyen, “Evangelie volgens Marcus,” 525. 
188 Stephen H. Smith,“The Literary Structure of Mark 11:1-12:40,” NovT 31 (1989): 108. 
189 Van Oyen, “Evangelie volgens Marcus,” 526-527. 
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Iscariot). After his arrest, he is brought to Jewish and Gentile authorities. During the Jewish trial, Jesus 

confirms that he is the ‘Messiah’, the ‘Son of the Blessed’, and he calls himself the ‘Son of Man’ who 

will sit at the right hand of the Mighty One and who will come with the clouds of heaven (14:62). 

After this claim, Jesus is accused of blasphemy (blasfhmi,a) and sentenced to death. He is abandoned 

by his disciples. This abandonment is most obvious in Peter’s denial of Jesus (14:66-72). After his 

trial, Jesus is crucified with two criminals. A Roman soldier, seeing that Jesus has died, calls him ‘son 

of God’ (15:39). After his death, Jesus is laid in a tomb by Joseph of Arimathea (15:40-47).  

Mark’s Gospel ends with the story of the empty tomb (16:1-8). Women come to Jesus’ tomb. 

A young man within the grave says that the women have to go to Galilee, where they will see Jesus. 

The readers are reminded of the opening scenes of the Gospel where Jesus’ first appearance in Galilee 

was announced (1:14).190 It is also the fulfillment of the promise in 14:28: “But after I have risen, I 

will go ahead of you into Galilee.” The Jewish leaders think they have eliminated Jesus. However, the 

readers of Mark know that Jesus would rise from the death, as he announced in his passion 

predictions. The story of the empty tomb is not the end of the story of Jesus. It signals a new 

beginning.191 

 There are many (possible) outlines for the Gospel of Mark.192 There is, however, a consensus 

about the major divisions of the Gospel. Almost all scholars agree that there is a difference between 

Jesus’ work in Galilee (1:1-8:26) and his work in Jerusalem (11:1-16:8). These two parts are 

connected by a central section (8:31-10:52) in which Jesus is journeying on the way to Jerusalem, 

teaching the disciples about his suffering.193 Mark 8:27-30 is considered as a turning point in most 

outlines. A rough outline of Mark’s Gospel could be as follows:194 

 

Theme/program of the Gospel (1:1) 
Prologue (1:2-13) 
Part I: Who is Jesus? (1:14-8:21) 
Transitional story: healing of a blind man (8:22-26) 
Turning point: Who do you say I am? (8:27-30) 
Part II: Discipleship: Jesus as the suffering Son of Man who is not recognized (8:31-10:45) 

  - First passion prediction unit (8:31-9:1) 
  - Second passion prediction unit (9:30-50) 
  - Third passion prediction unit (10:32-45) 

Transitional story: healing of the blind Bartimaeus (10:46-52) 
                                                 

190 Telford, Mark, 15. 
191 Van Oyen, “Evangelie volgens Marcus,” 528. 
192 According to Gundry, the connections within the Gospel of Mark are not tight, because of the gaps in the 

material. He rejects the view that Mark had a well-considered structure for his Gospel. “The Gospel of Mark 
presents only a loose disposition of materials governed by little more than the initiatory character of John the 
Baptizer’s ministry and its locale in the wilderness at the Jordan River, the charismatic character and Galilean 
locale of the bulk of Jesus’ ministry, and the finality of Jesus’ passion and resurrection and their locale in 
Jerusalem. Mark presents a collage, not a diptych or a triptych or any other carefully segmented portrayal of 
Jesus” (Gundry, Mark: A Commentary on his Apology for the Cross, 1045-1049). 

193 John R. Donahue and Daniel J. Harrington, The Gospel of Mark (Sacra Pagina Series; Collegeville: The 
Liturgical Press, 2002), 46-47. 

194 Van Oyen, “Evangelie volgens Marcus,” 514-515 and Donahue/Harrington, Gospel of Mark, 47-50. 
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Part III: Jesus in Jerusalem (11:1-16:8) 
  - Jesus in the Temple (11:1-13:37) 
  - The Passion (14:1-15:47) 
  - The empty tomb (16:1-8) 
 

3.2. Jesus in Jerusalem (Mark 10:46-12:44) 

This paragraph focuses on Jesus’ activity in Jerusalem, because it is here the Jesus asks his question 

about the Davidic sonship of the Messiah. 

 

3.2.1. Mark 10:46-52 

It is difficult to determine to which part of the Gospel Mark 10:46-52 belongs, the second or third part. 

In the scheme above I have called it a ‘transitional story’. Jesus is on the way to Jerusalem. Before he 

enters Jerusalem, he goes to Jericho and after visiting Jericho he meets the blind Bartimaeus. Jesus 

heals the blind man, who follows him on the way (10:52). This following (avkolouqe,w) is an important 

theme in the second part of Mark’s Gospel (8:34; 9:38; 10:21, 28, 32). Bartimaeus becomes a disciple 

of Jesus. The story of Bartimaeus is, however, not only a conclusion of the second part of Mark’s 

Gospel. This story also points forward to Jesus’ work in Jerusalem, the city of David. The call ‘Son of 

David’ (10:47-48) connects this passage with the following about Jesus’ entry in Jerusalem (11:1-10), 

in which is spoken of the kingdom of David (11:10).195 In paragraph 3.3.1 this story will be discussed 

extensively, especially the occurrence of the title ‘Son of David’. 

 

3.2.2. Mark 11:1-12:12 

Mark has arranged a part of Jesus’ activity in Jerusalem (11:1-12:12) on the basis of a three-day 

scheme. On the end of the first day, Jesus is entering Jerusalem (11:1-11). He ‘cleanses’ the Temple 

and curses the fig tree on the second day (11:12-19). The second day is clearly marked with a 

beginning and an end (11:12 th|/ evpau,rion; 11:19 kai. o[tan ovye. evge,neto). The third day is not explicitly 

mentioned, but in 11:20 the word prwi< (‘early in the morning’) occurs. This has to be the next 

morning. No end of the third day is mentioned explicitly, but while 12:12 is almost the same as 11:18-

19 (which is the end of the second day), it seems that the third day ends in Mark 12:12.196 In both 

                                                 
195 Farla, Jezus’ oordeel, 31. Another connection between 10:46-52 and 11:1-11 can be found in the parallel 

between the meanings of evle,hson me (“have mercy on me”) in 10:47-48 and ẁsanna, (“save us”) in 11:9-10 
(Marcus, The Way of the Lord, 152). 

196 Smith, “Literary Structure,” 117. Another division is made by Klemens Stock. Stock thinks the third day 
ends in 13:1-2. The beginning of Jesus’ activity in Jerusalem on the first day and the end of his activity are not 
described by chronological indications, but by geographical indications. The three-day scheme begins with Jesus 
approaching the city from the Mount of Olives (geographical indication). No clear chronological indication is 
mentioned in 11:1. There is also no clear time indication at the end of the three-day scheme. Stock thinks the end 
of the three-day scheme is when Jesus leaves the Temple in 13:1-2, which is also a geographical indication 
(Klemens Stock, “Gliederung und Zusammenhang in Mk 11-12,” Bib 59 (1978): 484). I follow Smith because I 
think the similarities between 11:18 and 12:12 (although not very obvious in wording) make clear that Mark 
wants to end the three-day scheme in 12:12. Another argument for ending the three-day scheme in 12:12 is that 
from 12:13 ‘new’ Jewish leaders (Pharisees and Herodians) occur. 
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these verses the Jewish leaders wish to arrest and to kill Jesus, but they refrain from doing it, because 

they fear the crowd with whom Jesus enjoys popularity.197 

                                                

The Temple in Jerusalem plays an important role within Mark 11 and 12. On the first day, 

Jesus is coming into Jerusalem. He is greeted as a king, while he is sitting on a colt. After his 

‘triumphal entry’, Jesus is going to the Temple, looks around in the Temple, and goes back to 

Bethany, from where he was coming. On the second day, Jesus curses a fig tree on the way between 

Bethany and Jerusalem (11:12-14). Jesus’ other activity on this day is the ‘cleansing’ of the Temple 

(11:15-19). The third day starts with a conversation about the fig tree on the way (11:20-25). Mark 

constructs a ‘sandwich’ of the two passages about the fig tree and the ‘cleansing’ of the Temple.198 

The rest of the third day is spent in the Temple where Jesus is debating with the Jewish leaders (11:27-

12:12).199 The activity of Jesus in the Temple is growing every day. The Temple becomes more and 

more important during these three days.200 

The three-day scheme separates, but also connects three days. The first and the second day are 

connected in 11:11. Jesus is coming in the Temple, but the only thing he does is looking around. For 

Mark’s readers, the question arises: what is Jesus going to do in the Temple? It is not until the second 

day that the readers come to know the answer to this question. The events in the Temple connect the 

second and the third day. Jesus is ‘cleansing’ the Temple on the second day (11:15-19), on the third 

day he is asked for his authority by the Jewish leaders (11:27-33).201 The condemnation of the fruitless 

fig tree on the second day is a symbol of the rejection of the fruitless Israel, which is also a theme in 

the parable of the wicked tenants that is told at the third day (12:1-12). The ‘cleansing’ of the Temple 

is an anticipation of this rejection. The withering of the fig tree on the third day shows “that Jesus has 

the authority to destroy the old Judaic order.”202 Another connection between the second and third day 

can be found in the already mentioned semantic similarity between 11:18 and 12:12.  

 

3.2.3. Mark 12:13-44 

Excursus: David Daube’s Structure 

There are different opinions about the structure of Mark 12:13ff. An influential contribution was made 

by David Daube in his book The New Testament and Rabbinic Judaism. In this book he searches for 

rabbinic influence on the New Testament. He thinks the Rabbinic categories like halakha (teaching 

about law) and haggadha (teaching about non-legal matters) have influenced the passage which starts 

 
197 Smith, “Literary Structure,” 113. 
198 Standaert, Evangile selon Marc, 227. 
199 According to Standaert, 11:27-12:12 is the centre of Mark 11:1-12:44. It is here that the opposition against 

Jesus is at its height, because the chief priest, teachers of the law/scribes and elders are his fieriest opponents. In 
12:12 it is said that these leaders leave Jesus and from then on they make room for their (lower) emissaries, 
namely the Pharisees and Herodians and the Sadducees (Standaert, Evangile selon Marc, 227-228). 

200 Stock, “Gliederung und Zusammenhang,” 484-485. 
201 Stock, “Gliederung und Zusammenhang,” 486-487. 
202 Smith, “Literary Structure,” 113. 
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with Mark 12:13 and ends with Mark 12:37.203 In Mark 12:13-37, four questions are discussed by 

Jesus and his opponents: 

 
 12:13-17: Is it lawful to give tribute unto Caesar? 
 12:18-27: Whose wife will a woman, who had seven husbands, be at the resurrection? 
 12:28-34: Which is the most important commandment? 

12:35-37: How can the Messiah be the son of David, while David calls him Lord?204 
 
According to Daube, these four questions correspond to four types of question from a rabbinic 

tradition. Mark has united four independent stories according to a fourfold rabbinic scheme, which 

Daube finds within the Talmud (b. Niddah 69b-71). The Talmud speaks about Alexandrian Jews who 

have put twelve questions of four kinds to R. Joshua ben Hananiah. The four kinds of question are: 

 
 1. questions of hokhma (wisdom) or halakhic questions 

2. questions of haggadha: questions about apparent contradictions between different verses 
from Scripture 
3. questions of boruth (vulgarity): foolishly ignorant questions, designed to ridicule a belief of 
the Rabbi 

 4. questions of derekh ‘erets: practical questions about the principles of moral and 
 successful life205 
 
The four questions in Mark can be grouped under the rabbinic four types of question, as visualised in 

the following scheme: 

 
 12:13-17 (tribute unto Caesar): question of hokhma (1) 
 12:18-27 (woman with seven husbands): question of boruth (3) 
 12:28-34 (most important commandment): question of derekh ‘erets (4) 
 12:35-37 (Messiah as David’s son): question of haggadha206 (2) 
 
The order of the questions in Mark (1-3-4-2) does not correspond with the Talmudic order. There is 

also a difference in that in b. Niddah 69b-71 the questions are put by one group, whereas in Mark 12 

the questions are put by different groups (12:13-34: various groups of Jewish leaders; 12:35-37: 

Jesus). Daube’s solution to this difference is that Mark did not follow the order of b. Niddah 69b-71, 

but the order of the Passover Haggadha in which questions about the meaning of the festival are posed 

by different types of sons. The four sons are: a wise son (asking the question of hokhma), a wicked son 

(asking the question of boruth), a pious son (asking the question of derekh ‘erets) and a son who does 

not know how to ask.207 In the case of the fourth son, the father must make the beginning of the 

question. In Mark 12:13-37, the fourth question is asked by Jesus himself, because there is no one who 

dares to ask Jesus a question (12:34c, which is considered as an introduction to 12:35-37 by Daube). 

                                                 
203 David Daube, The New Testament and Rabbinic Judaism (London: The Athlone Press (University of 

London), 1956), 158. 
204 Daube, New Testament and Rabbinic Judaism, 158. 
205 Daube, New Testament and Rabbinic Judaism, 159. 
206 Daube, New Testament and Rabbinic Judaism, 159-160. 
207 Daube, New Testament and Rabbinic Judaism, 163-165. 
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The fourth question, about the Davidic sonship of the Messiah, is considered by Daube as a question 

of haggadha, a question about apparent contradictions between different verses from Scripture. The 

view of the scribes that the Messiah is David’s son seems to contradict the view from Psalm 110 that 

David calls the Messiah ‘Lord’. Although there is no scriptural evidence mentioned for the view that 

the Messiah is David’s son in Mark 12:35-37, the teaching of the scribes is based on scriptural 

evidence, according to Daube. Therefore, in Mark 12:35-37 there is a conflict between various 

passages from the bible.208  

 Daube’s structure and his designation of Mark 12:35-37 as a question of haggadha has 

received much criticism.209 There are too many differences between the schemes from the Talmud and 

the Passover Haggadha and the scheme of Mark 12:13-37. There are differences in the number of 

questions: in the Talmud twelve questions are asked by the Alexandrians, whereas Mark 12:13-37 

contains four questions. Although the order of the questions in Mark 12:13-37 is the same as in the 

Passover Haggadha, Daube needs to regard Mark 12:34c (“And from then on no one dared ask him 

any more questions”) as an introduction to 12:35-37. However, this is not convincing, while 12:35 

starts with a geographical indication (“in the Temple”). If the pericope started with 12:34c this 

indication would be misplaced. Another argument is that the original date of the scheme of the four 

questions is not clear. It is not certain that Mark knew such a scheme. Furthermore, the questions in 

the Passover Haggadha are about the festival of Passover, whereas there is no question about this 

subject in Mark 12:13-17. All questions in Mark are about different subjects. Lastly, Mark 12:35-37 is 

not about a contradiction within the Scripture, but about a contradiction between the scribes and the 

Scripture. Daube jumps to his conclusion that the view of the scribes is based on Scripture.210 As we 

have seen in chapter 1, the view that the Messiah is called ‘Son of David’ cannot be based on Scripture 

alone. 

 

The Structure of Mark 12:13-44 

Mark 12:13-44 can be divided in two triads. In the first triad Jesus’ opponents take the first step 

towards the discussion, in the second triad Jesus takes the initiative: 

 
 12:13-17: opponents’ attempt to catch Jesus on his words 
 12:18-27: opponents’ attempt to ridicule Jesus 
 12:28-34: an opponent acknowledges Jesus; Jesus triumphs over the opposition 
 12:35-37: Jesus challenges the view of the scribes 
 12:38-40: Jesus warns of his opponents 

12:41-44: Jesus’ upsetting popular opinion on the size of gifts 

                                                 
208 Daube, New Testament and Rabbinic Judaism, 160. 
209 E.g Schneider, “Davidssohnfrage,” 83-84; Mudiso Mbâ Mundla, Jesus und die Führer Israels, 303-305; 

Smith, “Literary Structure,” 118 n. 22 and Gundry, Mark: A Commentary on his Apology for the Cross, 695. 
Followers of Daube’s thesis are for example Evald Lövestam, “Die Davidssohnfrage,” SEÅ 27 (1962): 73-74, 
Gnilka, “Erwartung des messianischen Hohenpriesters,” 416-418 and Joachim Jeremias, Neutestamentliche 
Theologie. 1. Teil: Die Verkündigung Jesu (Gütersloh: Mohn, 1971), 247. 

210 Mudiso Mbâ Mundla, Jesus und die Führer Israels, 304-305.  
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The controversy starts with the Pharisees and the Herodians who come to catch Jesus on his words. 

These two groups were fiery opponents of Jesus (3:6). They ask a question about the paying of taxes 

to Caesar. Jesus knows his opponents try to condemn him. He cleverly answers them that they should 

render to Caesar what belongs to Caesar and render to God what belongs to God. Jesus’ opponents are 

amazed at him (12:17).  

Then the Sadducees occur, trying to ridicule Jesus’ belief in the resurrection. Jesus refutes 

them with a word from Scripture (12:26). He even tells them they are badly mistaken (12:27). 

There is a scribe who has listened to the discussions between Jesus and his opponents. In this 

story, however, he does not function as a representative of the scribes. He is introduced quite 

extensively, not as a colourless figure. What he has heard and seen is an individual experience. His 

judgement of Jesus (ivdw.n o[ti kalw/j avpekri,qh auvtoi/j) is also an individual judgement.211 This does 

not mean that it is not important that this man is a scribe. Yet, he is not like the other scribes. This 

conversation in 12:28-34 has a much more friendly character than the other conversations in Mark 

12:13-44. There seems to be almost a consensus between Jesus and the scribe about the first 

commandment.212 This friendly character is remarkable, because this dialogue occurs in a context of 

antagonism. Before this dialogue (12:13-27) Jesus disputes with opponents and after this dialogue 

Jesus attacks the scribes (12:35-40). Does this scribe, seeing that Jesus is answering the Pharisees, 

Herodians and Sadducees well, want to do a better job? Robert H. Gundry, for example, answers this 

question affirmatively. In his view, the words of the scribe in 12:32-33 seem to be a capitulation rather 

than a confirmation of Jesus’ words. The fact that the scribe almost agrees with Jesus and 

acknowledges his wisdom shows that Jesus has won the discussion. Jesus’ victory is intensified by the 

sentence that no one any more (ouvdei.j ouvke,ti) dared to ask him a question.213 However, I think this 

conversation really has a positive character. At first, this pericope contains three positive 

appreciations: kalw/j (12:28), kalw/j( dida,skale( evp’ avlhqei,aj ei=pej (12:32) and nounecw/j (12:34).214 

There is no reason to see these appreciations as ironic. Second, Mark wants to show that Jesus’ 

teaching is in accordance with the truths of the Jewish faith. There is even a scribe, who acknowledges 

this. This scribe agrees with Jesus that true worship does not consist in external forms (burnt offerings 

and sacrifices), but in the love of God and your neighbour. That this scribe acknowledges the truth of 

                                                 
211 Wolfgang Oswald, “Das Gespräch zwischen Jesus und einem Schriftgelehrten,” BN 75 (1994): 87. 
212 Bart J. Koet, “Mk 12,28-34: Übereinstimmung im Kern der Sache,” in: The Scriptures in the Gospels (ed. 

Christopher M. Tuckett; BETL 131. Leuven: Leuven University Press, 1997), 523. Koet claims that in Mark 
12:28-34 there is an “argumentative Gemeinsamkeit zwischen Jesus und den Schriftgelehrten im Kern der 
Sache.” 

213 Gundry, Mark: A Commentary on his Apology for the Cross, 710-712. 
214 Oswald, “Gespräch,” 99: “Die drei Begriffe kalos, aletheia und nouneches scheinen dem Autor geeignet, 

die jeweiligen Redebeiträge positiv zu bewerten. Zur Verdeutlichung: er hätte es auch tun können mit Begriffen 
wie schriftgemäß, geistgemäß, prophetisch, traditionsgemäß. Aber derartige, an der biblischen Tradition 
orientierte Begrifflichkeit fehlt. An ihre Stelle tritt eine vernünftig-moralische Begrifflichkeit.” 
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Jesus’ words also shows that Jesus suffered and died undeservedly.215 A third argument against a 

negative understanding of this pericope is, that the last sentence (“And from then on no one dared ask 

him any more questions”) should not be read as the end of Mark 12:28-34 alone, but as the end of all 

preceding conversations. This sentence also “marks a pause before (…) Jesus Himself takes the 

initiative.”216 The sentence does not want to emphasise Jesus’ victory over the scribe. It shows that all 

his opponents are unable to cope with Jesus. They cannot overrule him by arguments. The only way 

they can overrule him, is by killing him. The next time they will speak to him, is at his trial.217 

In Mark 12:35, the first episode of the second triad, Jesus takes the initiative. This is 

emphasised by the use of the word avpokriqei,j. Before the audience of the great throng, Jesus is 

offending the teaching of the scribes about the Messiah (12:35-37).  

Mark 12:38-40 contains a warning for the scribes. It is a continuation of the offence of the 

scribes in 12:35-37. The scribes are arrogant and they devour the houses of the widows. They make 

lengthy prayers for show. However, they will be punished most severely. 

The story of the widow (ch,ra) in the Temple (12:41-44) also belongs to the second triad. The 

reference to the widows in 12:40 “prepares for the contrast that follows in 12:41-44.”218 Although the 

scribes are not mentioned here, this pericope contrasts the behaviour of the poor widow with the 

behaviour of the scribes at whose hands widows suffer. The audience here is Jesus’ disciples. 

The first part of the first triad and the last part of the second triad can be connected with each 

other. Mark 12:13-17 is about the poll tax, Mark 12:41-44 is about the Temple tax. In 12:13-17 Jesus 

says that what belongs to Caesar should be rendered to Caesar, and that what belongs to God should 

be rendered to God. The coin bears Caesar’s image and inscription, so this belongs to Caesar. 

However, what belongs to God? A general answer to this question can be found in 12:30-33: “love of 

God.” A more specified answer can be found in 12:41-44. Here is shown what “love of God” means in 

practice. “The widow demonstrates her love and devotion to God by using the Temple in the manner 

for which it was intended.”219 For God, it is not important how much people give. Important for him is 

the right attitude. The widow showed this right attitude, the scribes did not (12:38-40).220  

 

                                                 
215 Mudiso Mbâ Mundla, Jesus und die Führer Israels, 230-231. 
216 Vincent Taylor, The Gospel according to St. Mark (London: MacMillan&Co., 1953), 490. 
217 Mudiso Mbâ Mundla, Jesus und die Führer Israels, 228-229, 231. 
218 Donahue/Harrington, Gospel of Mark, 363. 
219 Smith, “Literary Structure,” 120. 
220 Smith, “Literary Structure,” 120. 
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3.2.4. The Structure of Mark 10:46-12:44 

10:46-52:  Healing of Bartimaeus (transition): Jesus addressed as ‘Son of David’ 
 Day 1: 11:1-11: ‘Triumphal’ entry in Jerusalem 
 Day 2: 11:12-14: Condemnation of the fig tree 
  11:15-19: ‘Cleansing’ of the Temple 
 Day 3: 11:20-25(26): Withered fig tree 
  11:27-33: Jesus’ authority questioned 
  12:1-12: Parable of the wicked tenants 
  End of three-day scheme 
 Triad 1: 12:13-17:  Question on taxes 
  12:18-27: Question on resurrection 
  12:28-34: Question on most important commandment 
 Triad 2: 12:35-37: The Messiah as Son of David 
  12:38-40: Condemnation of the scribes 
  12:41-44: The poor widow221 
 

3.3. Occurrences of ‘Son of David’ in the Gospel of Mark: 10:47-48 and 11:9-10 

The title ‘Son of David’ occurs in three pericopes in Mark, all in the third main part of his Gospel. The 

title is used explicitly in two pericopes (i.e. 10:46-52; 12:35-37). In the other pericope it is used by 

implication (11:1-11).222 Mark 12:35-37 will be discussed in paragraph 3.4. This paragraph deals with 

the other two ‘Davidic passages’. 

 

3.3.1. Mark 10:47-48 

The first Markan occurrence of the title ‘Son of David’ appears in the story of the blind Bartimaeus 

(10:46-52). In this narrative, Jesus meets a blind man who sits by the roadside (para. th.n o`don). The 

story seems to be a healing story at first sight, in which much attention is paid to the blind man. There 

are, however, “several traits that are rather unusual for a healing story in the synoptic tradition.”223 

Some of these unusual traits are: the name of the person to be healed is mentioned, as is the occupation 

by which Bartimaeus earns his living, namely begging. The end of the story is also quite unusual for a 

healing story: “and he followed him on the way.” A healed person who follows Jesus is not the usual 

way a healing story ends. Furthermore, little attention is paid to the healing itself. There is no 

description of the miracle.224 It is better to designate Mark 10:46-52 as a ‘call story’.225 According to 

                                                 
221 Smith, “Literary Structure,” 120-121. 
222 The name ‘David’ also occurs in Mark 2:25, but the title ‘Son of David’ is not mentioned here. In 2:25, 

David is mentioned as an example of the transgression of the Jewish law. For our investigation, this text is not 
important. 

223 Maarten J.J. Menken, “The Call of Blind Bartimaeus (Mark 10:46-52),” HTS 61 (2005): 275. 
224 Michael G. Steinhauser, “The Form of the Bartimaeus Narrative (Mark 10.46-52),” NTS 32 (1986): 583. 
225 According to Farla (Jezus’ oordeel, 10), Mark 10:46-52 is re-interpreted in view of the theme of 

discipleship: “Mc 10,46-52 (…) is geherinterpreteerd met het oog op de eigen thematiek van deze sectie, en in 
hoge mate in dienst (…) gesteld van de idee van de navolging.” On the contrary, Gundry remarks that Mark 
10:46-52 is not about discipleship, because Jesus does not call Bartimaeus directly, as in call stories (Mark 
10:49). Furthermore, “the verb for calling is not the kale,w of call-stories, but fwne,w.” Jesus’ call of Bartimaeus 
“has the purpose of inquiring what Bartimaeus wants, not of commanding that he follow. And Jesus’ 
commanding that he go instead of follow makes it highly unlikely that the miracle-story to which the command 
belongs would ever have been combined with a call-story containing a diametrically opposed command” 
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Maarten J. J. Menken, Mark 10:46-52 “displays almost all the features of (…) the call story.”226 He 

mentions seven characteristics of call stories and he compares these characteristics with the 

Bartimaeus narrative. The following scheme shows how the characteristics of a call story appear in 

Mark 10:46-52:227 

 
Features of call stories  Appearance in Mark 10:46-52 
1. Jesus passes by 10:46 (Jesus is passing by, while leaving 

Jericho) 
2. He sees Does not occur in Mark 10:46-52 
3. Person to be healed is mentioned by 
name 

10:46 (‘Bartimaeus’) 

4. This person is performing his 
duty/task 

10:46 (Bartimaeus is begging at the road 
side) 

5. Jesus calls him 10:49 (Jesus calls Bartimaeus through 
the crowd) 

6. Person leaves his duty, possessions or 
family  

10:50 (Bartimaeus throws his cloak 
away) 

7. He follows Jesus 10:52 (Bartimaeus follows Jesus on the 
way) 
 

Except for the second feature, all features of a call story occur within this pericope. In the synoptic 

parallels of Mark 10:46-52 (Matt 20:29-34 and Luke 18:35-43) the emphasis is more on the healing. 

Here in Mark, the emphasis is on discipleship and the following of Jesus. The word avkolouqe,w (‘to 

follow’, an important word within the second main part of Mark which is about discipleship, see 

paragraph 3.1) is a keyword in this narrative. The phrase evn th|/ o`dw/| (10:52) is also an important 

phrase, because it is used within the context of discipleship (cf. 8:27; 9:33, 34; 10:32). Bartimaeus was 

before his call sitting by the way (para. th.n o`don), after his call he follows Jesus on the way (evn th|/ 

o`dw/|).228 In this way, Mark has combined the healing of a blind man and a call story. 

Bartimaeus calls Jesus ‘Son of David’ (ui`e. Daui.d). Why does this title occur here in Mark’s 

Gospel? Many scholars have the opinion that ‘Son of David’ is not a title of central importance to 

Mark.229 The title occurs only a few times in Mark. Paul J. Achtemeier thinks Mark is indifferent or 

                                                                                                                                                         
(Gundry, Mark: A Commentary on his Apology for the Cross, 596). Gundry’s argument is not convincing: the 
verb fwne,w is also used of Jesus who calls his disciples together (9:35). The use of avkolouqe,w (10:52) reminds of 
Jesus calling his disciples in 1:18 and 2:14. Therefore, I think Mark 10:46-52 is a call-story, which concludes the 
section about discipleship (that is included within two ‘healing of blindness stories’, namely 8:22-26 and 10:46-
52) and points forward to Jesus’ work in Jerusalem (Stephen H. Smith, “The Function of the Son of David 
Tradition in Mark’s Gospel,” NTS 42 (1996): 526). See also Achtemeier, “And He Followed Him,” 115, 124 and 
Steinhauser, “The Form of the Bartimaeus Narrative,” 589-591.  

226 Menken, “The Call of Blind Bartimaeus,” 275. Menken differs from Farla et al., because he does not see the 
healing story as the original story, but the call story: “The story of the calling of the blind beggar Bartimaeus 
very probably stands at the beginning of the development: a story about the calling of a blind man is easily 
expanded with a story of the healing of a blind man, but the reverse, namely that a healing story is expanded with 
a call story, is less plausible” (Menken, “The Call of Blind Bartimaeus,” 282). 

227 Menken, “The Call of Blind Bartimaeus,” 276-278. 
228 Smith, “Function of Son of David Tradition,” 527. 
229 Earl S. Johnson, “Mark 10:46-52: Blind Bartimaeus,” CBQ 40 (1978): 195-198, Steinhauser, “The Form of 

the Bartimaeus Narrative,” 590, and Menken, “The Call of Blind Bartimaeus,” 288 
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even hostile to the title. He interprets 10:47-48 from 12:35-37. According to Achtemeier, Mark 12:35-

37 contains a rejection of the title ‘Son of David’.230 The title in 10:47-48 belonged to the traditional 

material of the story.231 Mark has arranged his material in such a way that the negative significance of 

the title ‘Son of David’ gets more and more clear during the reading of the Gospel. Here, in 10:47-48, 

Mark’s attitude to the title is not yet clear. His attitude is more clear in 11:10, where he avoids the title 

‘Son of David’, using the ambiguous words ‘the coming kingdom of our father David’. Why does 

Mark not just speak here about the ‘Son of David’, as does Matthew (Matt 21:9)? Because he does not 

want to call Jesus this way. By using the ambiguous words ‘kingdom of our father David’, he prepares 

the way for a plainly negative judgement of the title ‘Son of David’ in 12:35-37. Achtemeier’s 

conclusion is that Mark does not think the Messiah is of Davidic descent. Furthermore, the title ‘Son 

of David’ is not the central point of the narrative. In 10:51 Bartimaeus calls Jesus ‘Rabbi’ (r`abbouni,). 

It is at a crucial moment that Bartimaeus addresses Jesus differently, namely when he is going to see.  

He then stops using the title ‘Son of David’. Bartimaeus’ faith (10:52) is not expressed in his calling 

Jesus ‘Son of David’, but in his persistence. Although the crowd tries to keep him away from Jesus, he 

continues calling.232  

I agree with Achtemeier (and most other scholars) that the title ‘Son of David’ is not of central 

importance to Mark. The title occurs only a few times in Mark. I appreciate Achtemeier’s approach for 

the connections it makes between the several occurrences of the title ‘Son of David’ in Mark. 

However, I think Achtemeier is not right in his assumption that Mark 12:35-37 is a rejection of the 

title ‘Son of David’ and that Mark denies the Davidic descent of the Messiah. From the assumption 

that Jesus was not of Davidic descent, one can only conclude that Mark had a negative attitude to the 

title ‘son of David’. According to Achtemeier, christological claims are not the central point of this 

pericope, because the focus is on discipleship. I think Achtemeier contrasts two things here that cannot 

be contrasted in Mark. “The true nature of Jesus’ messianic person was essential to a proper 

understanding of discipleship. How could one be an effective disciple without a true perception of the 

one to be followed?”233 Achtemeier’s remark that r`abbouni, de-emphasises the title ‘Son of David’ is 

not convincing, because when Bartimaeus speaks the word r`abbouni,, he is still blind. Furthermore, 

r`abbouni, or r`abbi, or dida,skale nowhere in Mark’s Gospel serves to mitigate a christological title 

(e.g. 10:17, 20; 11:21; 14:45). It is a vocative, which often shows respect, although not always (e.g. 

14:45).234 

                                                 
230 Achtemeier, “And He Followed Him,” 127-128.  
231 Achtemeier, “And He Followed Him,” 127-131. On the contrary, Burger thinks that the story of the miracle 

with the address r`abbouni, is the oldest part (10:51-52). The ‘Son of David Tradition’ was connected to this 
miracle story in a later stage, by Mark himself (Burger, Jesus als Davidssohn, 42-46, 62-63). 

232 Achtemeier, “And He Followed Him,” 127, 130-131. 
233 Smith, “Function of Son of David Tradition,” 526. Smith is arguing here against Gundry. According to 

Gundry, this pericope is about Christology rather than about discipleship (Gundry, Mark: A Commentary on His 
Apology for the Cross, 597). Yet Smith’s objection can also be applied to Achtemeier’s view. 

234 Jack Dean Kingsbury, The Christology of Mark’s Gospel (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1983), 106. 

 53 



Some scholars think this pericope is about the messianic secret (Messiasgeheimnis, see also 

chapter 5).235 Jesus often forbids demons (1:25, 34; 3:12) and people (1:43-45; 5:43; 7:36) to speak 

about his identity.236 Peter recognizes Jesus as the Messiah, but Jesus forbids him to speak about this 

after his ‘confession’ (8:30). In Mark 10:46-52, however, it is not Jesus who forbids Bartimaeus to 

speak, but the people.237 Yet, this prohibition to speak is not with regard to Jesus’ identity “and it is 

not clear whether the command to be silent concerns the title ‘Son of David’.”238 Therefore, I think 

Mark 10:46-52 is not about the messianic secret. The crowds want to silence Bartimaeus’ importunate 

cries. That Bartimaeus calls Jesus for the second time, in spite of the crowds, shows his persistent 

faith. The crowds are not able to keep him away from Jesus.239  

                                                

What, then, is the function of the title ‘Son of David’ in Mark 10:46-52? Stephen H. Smith has 

pointed at the irony of the situation in the Bartimaeus story. At the beginning of the story, Bartimaeus 

is an outsider, but after his encounter with Jesus he becomes an insider. He sees, not only physically, 

but also spiritually. He follows the Master on the way of discipleship. The Twelve (especially 

represented by Peter, John and James), on the other hand, are like outsiders, who, although not 

physically blind, do not see who Jesus truly is. According to Smith, that what Bartimaeus sees which 

the Twelve do not, can be understood from the address of 10:47-48. Bartimaeus calls Jesus ‘Son of 

David’, whereas the disciples never call Jesus this way. The only time Jesus is addressed by one of his 

disciples (Peter) with a comparable title (i.e. Messiah, 8:27-30), Jesus forbids the Twelve to speak 

about this. It seems that they do not grasp Jesus’ true messianic nature. Bartimaeus is not silenced by 

Jesus. To name Jesus ui`o.j Daui,d is not contrary to true discipleship. Jesus does not reject Bartimaeus’ 

address ‘Son of David’. The word order in verse 47, ui`e. Daui,d VIhsou/, also seems to point to an 

emphasis on this title.240 For Bartimaeus, Jesus is a saviour, therefore he calls Jesus ‘Son of David’. 

 
235 E.g., Burger, Jesus als Davidssohn, 61-62. 
236 In his classical work Das Messiasgeheimnis in den Evangelien, William Wrede has made a classification of 

the ways in which Jesus tries to hide his identity. He distinguishes five categories: 1. Verbote an die Dämonen, 2. 
Verbote nach (andern) Wunderthaten, 3. Verbote nach dem Petrusbekenntniss, 4. Absicht, das Inkognito zu 
wahren und 5. Ein nicht von Jesus selbst ausgehendes Verbot zu reden. Mark 10:47-48 belongs to the last 
category (William Wrede, Das Messiasgeheimnis in den Evangelien. Zugleich ein Beitrag zum Verständnis des 
Markusevangeliums (Göttingen, Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1901), 33-34. At the end of his book, Wrede writes 
he thinks Mark 10:46-52 has nothing to do with the Messiasgeheimnis (279). Achtemeier also remarks that “the 
attempts of the crowd to silence Bartimaeus have little in common with other instances of the ‘messianic secret’. 
It is rather bizarre to have a crowd desire to preserve a secret (from whom?), and in fact, this element in the story 
is probably intended more to demonstrate the persistence of Bartimaeus in the face of opposition, than to silence 
his confession of Jesus as son of David” (Achtemeier, “And He Followed Him,” 118-119). More about the 
messianic secret in chapter 5 (paragraph 5.1). 

237 According to Sherman E. Johnson (“The Davidic-Royal Motif in the Gospels” JBL 87 (1968), 137), “in 
Jesus’ time, Bartimaeus’ acclamation could have been considered dangerously seditious so that the disciples 
tried to silence him; but still more so in Vespasian’s time, for, like Domitian later on, this emperor gave orders 
that all who claimed descent from David were to be hunted out (Eusebius, H. E. iii, 12).” 

238 Menken, “The Call of Blind Bartimaeus,” 281. 
239 Johnson, “Mark 10:46-52: Blind Bartimaeus,” 197. 
240 Smith, “Function of Son of David Tradition, 527. Menken has a comparable analysis, in which he contrasts 

Bartimaeus (the last to be called) with Peter, John and James (the first to be called). For example, in Mark 10:35-
40, John and James ask whether they may sit at Jesus’ right hand in his glory. They do not see that following 
Jesus implies suffering. The following story in Mark is Bartimaeus, who follows Jesus on his way of suffering. 
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Yet, in this pericope, the title does not seem to have the political connotations of a warrior king from 

the Psalms of Solomon. Here, Jesus wields his Davidic authority in order to have mercy on the blind 

man.241 The Solomonic connotations of the title ‘Son of David’ seem to form the background of this 

healing. Jesus saves Bartimaeus by healing him at two levels: “that of the physical healing, and that of 

the spiritual salvation through faith.”242 

 

3.3.2. Mark 11:9-10 

Mark 11:10 does not mention the title ‘Son of David’ explicitly. It speaks about the ‘coming kingdom 

of our father David’ (h` evrcome,nh basilei,a tou/ patro.j h`mw/n Daui,d). This phrase occurs in a part-

quotation from Ps 118(117):25-26 (LXX).243 This quotation is a chiastic construction: 
 

ẁsanna, 

  euvloghme,noj o` erco,menoj evn ovno,mati kuri,ou 

  euvloghme,nh h` evrcome,nh basilei,a tou/ patro.j h`mw/n Daui,d 

w`sanna. evn toi/j u`yi,stoij 

 

 Hosanna, 

  blessed he who comes in the name of the Lord, 

  blessed the coming kingdom of our father David, 

 Hosanna in the highest. 

 

The word w`sanna, originates from the Hebrew aN' h['yviAh (see Ps 118:25 in the Hebrew bible). It was a 

plea to the LORD for help: “O LORD, save!” (e.g. Ps 12:2; 20:10; 86:16)244 This exclamation became a 

liturgical sentence in Judaism. It was then not a plea anymore, but an exclamation of praise. In Mark 

11:9, the cry of ‘Hosanna’ is a greeting. It can be compared to ‘Hallelujah’.245  

                                                                                                                                                         
Menken also contrasts Peter’s ‘confession’ in 8:29 with Bartimaeus’ exclamation in 10:47-48. Peter does not see 
Jesus’ true messianic nature and the fate of his followers, whereas Bartimaeus really sees what true discipleship 
is (Menken, “The Call of Blind Bartimaeus,” 286-288).  

241 Kingsbury, Christology, 106-107. 
242 Smith, “Function of Son of David Tradition,” 528. According to Hahn, the exclamation evle,hso,n me points to 

a Christian origin of the pericope. It is an exclamation of sick persons and sufferers, who await help from Jesus 
(e.g. Ps 51 (50): 3 LXX). The connection between uìo.j Daui,d and evle,hso,n me seems to have appeared within 
Christian circles, because the Messiah was not seen as a miracle worker in Judaism. Christians re-interpreted the 
title ‘son of David’: as a title that refers to Jesus’ earthly activity as a miracle worker (Hahn, Hoheitstitel, 262-
263). However, regarded from a ‘Solomonic perspective’, one can say that the exclamation uìo.j Daui,d( evle,hso,n 
me has Jewish origins.  

243 w= ku,rie( sw/son dh,( w= ku,rie( euvo,dwson dh,) euvloghme,noj o` evrco,menoj evn ovno,mati kuri,ou\ euvlogh,kamen u`ma/j 
evx oi;kou kuri,ou) This phrase means: “O Lord, save, o Lord, bring happiness. Blessed he who comes in the name 
of the Lord. We bless you from the house of the Lord.” 

244 Thomas R. Hatina, In Search of a Context: the Function of Scripture in Mark’s Narrative (Sheffield: 
Sheffield Academic Press, 2002), 293. 

245 Hatina, In Search of a Context, 294-295. 

 55 



Psalm 118 was a Hallel psalm which was sung when pilgrims were going to Jerusalem. In this 

context, the words o` erco,menoj evn ovno,mati kuri,ou refer to any pilgrim who enters Jerusalem. Yet 

these words form a parallelism with h` evrcome,nh basilei,a tou/ patro.j h`mw/n Daui,d, and this makes ‘the 

one who comes’ an individual who is identical with or, in any case, related to the Davidic kingdom.246 

In addition, Psalm 118 was interpreted in a messianic way in Judaism.247 It is not impossible that the 

exclamation ‘Hosanna’ had a messianic connotation, not only in Judaism, but also in the early 

Christian communities.248 

There are several Old Testament motifs underlying this pericope. The most important Old 

Testament background of this story is Zech 9:9, which speaks of a (messianic) king entering on a colt: 

“See, your king comes to you, righteous and having salvation, gentle and riding on a donkey, on a colt, 

the foal of a donkey.”249 However, one should not exaggerate the role Zech 9:9 plays in Mark 11:1-11. 

It does not seem that Mark wants to depict Jesus as the humble king from Zech 9:9. Mark does not 

draw an explicit connection with Zech 9:9, as do Matthew (21:5) and John (12:15).250 

Another Old Testament motif underlying Mark 11:1-11 comes from 1 Kgs 1:33-40. David’s 

son Solomon is riding on a colt when he is appointed as the new king. When Solomon is anointed 

king, he is greeted with joy by the people.251 The Old Testament background of the people who spread 

their cloaks can be found in 2 Kgs 9:13, where people lay their cloaks under Jehu when he is going to 

be the king. Therefore, it seems likely that Mark 11:1-11 wants to depict Jesus as a king, although 

Mark is not very interested in emphasising this Old Testament background. 

The phrase about “the coming kingdom of our father David” does not occur in Psalm 118. 

According to many commentators, this expression is non-Jewish, because David was not seen as a 

father.252 The patriarchs Abraham, Isaac and Jacob were seen as ‘fathers’. The expression “our father 

David” is also found in Acts 2:29 (David is called patria,rchj) and in Acts 4:25 (path,r). But the book 

of Acts is most probably written by a non-Jewish author. The phrase “the kingdom of our father 

David” seems to be a Christian expression, although the Jewish expectation of the Messiah forms the 

background. The sentence “he who comes in the name of the Lord” is a messianic sentence because of 

                                                 
246 Smith, “Function of Son of David Tradition,” 528-529. 
247 Strack and Billerbeck, Kommentar zum Neuen Testament aus Talmud und Midrasch 1:849-850. 
248 Rudolf Pesch, Das Markusevangelium. II. Teil. Kommentar zu Kap. 8,27 – 16,20 (HThKNT; Freiburg/ 

Basel/Wien: Herder, 1977), 183. 
249 Joachim Gnilka, Das Evangelium nach Markus. 2. Teilband. Mk 8,27 – 16,20 (EKKII/2; Zürich/ 

Einsiedeln/Köln: Benziger, 1979), 116. According to Gnilka, the tied colt from verse 2 and 4 has an Old 
Testament background in Gen 49:11.  

250 Hatina, In Search of a Context, 301. Hatina is arguing here against Joel Marcus, who sees Zech 9:9 as the 
Old Testament background against which Mark 11:1-11 should be read (Marcus, The Way of the Lord, 154-164.) 

251 Smith, “Function of Son of David Tradition,” 529-530. Gnilka remarks that the fact that no one has ridden 
on the colt has cultic connotations: “Die Unberührtheit is im Judentum und in der Antike die Voraussetzung für 
den Gebrauch von Tieren im religiösen und kultischen Bereich.” (Gnilka, Evangelium nach Markus II, 117). 
Although the context is that of a royal entry, not of a cultic ceremony in the first place, the fact that Jesus’ entry 
ends in the Temple does not make Gnilka’s interpretation totally impossible. 

252 Ernst Lohmeyer, Evangelium des Markus, 231, Hahn, Hoheitstitel, 264, Gnilka, Evangelium nach Markus 
II, 118, and Burger, Jesus als Davidssohn, 51. 
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the connection with the following sentence about David. However, Jesus is not acclaimed with a royal 

title, such as ‘Son of David’ (cf. Matt 21:9) or ‘Messiah’. There is only an indication at Jesus’ 

royalty.253 The people who acclaim the words in Mark 11:9-10 think they are about to install Jesus as 

a Davidic king.254 This is a kind of irony in Mark 11:1-11. The crowds acclaim Jesus as a Davidic 

ruler. They are right in saying this. Mark does not condemn their acclamation. However, the crowds 

expect Jesus to be a political ruler, who is going to restore the kingdom of David and to fight the 

Roman rulers. They do not grasp the whole meaning of the words they are saying. A few days later, 

when it gets clear to the crowds that Jesus will not be the political ruler they expected, they turn 

against Jesus (15:11-15).255 

                                                

 The cry of the crowds is not only a provocation of the Roman political leaders, but also of the 

Jewish religious leaders. In Mark’s Gospel, this cry is “the beginning of the climactic section of the 

Gospel. It is the beginning of the major clash between Jesus’ ideological point of view and that of the 

Jewish religious leadership.”256 To acclaim Jesus as a king, is to threaten the religious establishment in 

and outside Jerusalem.  

 In contrast with 10:46-52, where the title ‘Son of David’ should especially be explained from 

the ‘Solomonic background’, here the royal (political) background seems to be more important. But 

Mark certainly does not want to depict Jesus as the Davidic Messiah from the Psalms of Solomon. 

Although Mark 11:1-11 deals with Jesus as a Davidic king, his entry does not seem to be very 

triumphant. It ends before Roman or Jewish authorities can take action to stop this demonstration. It is 

even the question if Jesus entered the gates of Jerusalem on the colt. Possibly the procession halted in 

front of the gates of Jerusalem.257 Jesus arrives in the Temple, and when he has looked around, he is 

leaving for Bethany (Mark 11:11). The contrast between this ending of the ‘Triumphal Entry’ and 

Matthew’s ending is great. Matthew mentions that after Jesus’ arrival, the whole city of Jerusalem is 

stirred (Matt 21:10). Thereafter, Jesus directly enters the Temple and cleanses it (Matt 21:12-13). In 

Luke, the cleansing of the Temple follows Jesus’ entry in Jerusalem immediately, too (Luke 19:28-

48). But in Mark, the cleansing of the Temple occurs one day later.258 Mark does not want to depict 

Jesus’ arrival at Jerusalem as a very triumphant arrival of a messianic rebel who wants to overthrow 

the religious or political authorities. Jesus’ arrival at Jerusalem does not have a political goal.259 When 

Jesus enters Jerusalem, he directly enters the Temple. This is the place within Jerusalem where he will 

be in the next days. He is not interested in the political buildings within Jerusalem, but only in the 

 
253 Gnilka, Evangelium nach Markus II, 119. 
254 Gundry, Mark: A Commentary on His Apology for the Cross, 632. 
255 Hatina, In Search of a Context, 310-311. 
256 Hatina, In Search of a Context, 305. 
257 Gundry, Mark: A Commentary on His Apology for the Cross, 632. 
258 Smith, “Function of Son of David Tradition,” 532. 
259 Howard C. Kee, Community of the New Age. Studies in Mark’s Gospel (Philadelphia: The Westminster 

Press, 1977), 128. 
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religious buildings. Jesus is not a political king, at the most a king who is concerned with the Israelite 

religion.260 

  

3.4. Mark 12:35-37 

3.4.1. The Structure of Mark 12:35-37 

Joel Marcus proposes a chiastic structure for Mark 12:35-37. In this structure, Mark 12:35-37 is 

arranged around the quotation from Ps 110:1:261 

  

A: Kai. avpokriqei.j o` VIhsou/j e;legen dida,skwn evn tw/| i`erw/| (35a) 

 B: pw/j le,gousin oi` grammatei/j o`,ti o` cristo.j ui`o.j Daui,d evstin* (35b) 

 C: auvto.j Daui.d ei=pen evn tw/?| pneu,mati tw/| a`gi,w| (36a) 

D: ei=pen ku,rioj tw/| kuri,w| mou ))) u`poka,tw tw/n podw/n souÅ (36b-e) 

 C’: auvto.j Daui.d le,gei auvto.n ku,rion (37a) 

 B’: kai. po,qen auvtou/ evstin ui`o,j* (37b) 

 A’: Kai. Îo`Ð polu.j o;cloj h;kouen auvtou/ h`de,wjÅ (37c) 

 

The A-parts contain redactional material of the evangelist. In these remarks Mark sketches the 

situation in which Jesus speaks with the scribes. 262 The B-parts contain the questions of Jesus. The 

parts C, D, and C’ contain the arguments of Jesus’ question. 

 This structure is useful for this pericope, although one could say that the length of the several 

parts differs quite a lot. For example, part D is quite long, whereas part B’ and C’ are short. Thus, 

maybe this structure is a little bit far-fetched. However, it makes quite clear how this pericope is 

                                                 
260 An interesting contribution to the exegesis of Mark 11:1-11 can be found in David R. Catchpole, “The 

‘Triumphal’ Entry,” in Jesus and the Politics of His Day (ed. Ernst Bammel and C. F. D. Moule; Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1984). Catchpole points to the relation between Mark 11:1-11 and 10:46-52. In 
both stories, ‘the way’ is mentioned (10:46, 52 and 11:8), in both Jesus is acclaimed in Davidic terms (10:47-48 
and 11:10), in both there is a reference to the cloaks (i`ma,tion, 10:50 and 11:7-8), in both the theme of salvation 
is prominent (10:52 and 11:9) and in both acclamation and following are joined (10:52 and 11:9). He links the 
Bartimaeus story and the ‘triumphal’ entry in the same way as he links Mark 8:22-26 (the healing of a blind 
man) and 8:27-30 (Peter’s ‘confession’ and the disclosure of Jesus’ identity). Because of this, he concludes that, 
like Mark 8:27-30, Mark 11:1-11 is also about the disclosure of Jesus’ identity. The story points forward to what 
Jesus is going to be for the first Christian communities after Easter, namely the Davidic Messiah. Gundry (Mark: 
A Commentary on His Apology for the Cross, 634) has criticised Catchpole’s analysis. The similarities between 
the two stories are not as clear as Catchpole seems to suggest. For example, Bartimaeus throws away his garment 
as useless, whereas the people at the entry use their cloaks to pave the road. There is also no link between Jesus’ 
pronouncement of faith (10:52) and his coming in the name of the Lord (11:9). The reference to David in the 
Bartimaeus story is a plea, whereas the reference to David at Jesus’ entry in Jerusalem is an acclamation. 
Although the links Catchpole sees between the different pericopes seems sometimes a little bit far-fetched, I 
agree with his point that Mark 11:1-11 is about Jesus’ identity. 

261 Marcus, The Way of the Lord, 130-131. 
262 Hugh Anderson, The Gospel of Mark (NCB; London: Oliphants, 1976), 283. 
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structured. Moreover, this structure clarifies that the verses 36 and 37a contain the central point that 

Mark wants to make. 263 

  

3.4.2. Jesus Teaching in the Temple (12:35a) 

One part of Mark’s editorial activity is that he describes Jesus teaching in the Temple (evn tw/| i`erw/|). At 

first sight, this remark does not seem to be very important. However, it is quite strange that this phrase 

is found here, because in Mark 11:27, the Temple is already mentioned as the place of discussion. The 

following discussions with the Jewish religious leaders (until 12:34) also take place within the 

Temple. Yet, in 12:35 Mark mentions the Temple again. 

 Does the mention of the Temple have a special meaning? Or is it just a “topographical note”, 

which signals a new pericope?264 The other synoptic evangelists do not have an explicit reference to 

the Temple. In Matthew’s version (Matt 22:41-46), the discussion takes place in the Temple, but this 

can only be concluded from Matt 21:23, not from Matt 22:41-46. The people against whom Jesus 

speaks the words about the son of David in Matthew are the Pharisees. In Luke 20:41-44, no reference 

to the circumstances is made. Only from Luke 20:27 one might conclude that Jesus is speaking these 

words to the Sadducees. 

 I think the designation evn tw/| i`erw/| is more than just a topographical note at the beginning of a 

new pericope. Mark mentions the Temple here again to remind the reader of this important context.265 

In paragraph 3.3.2 (about the ‘Triumphal Entry’), we have seen that the only thing in Jerusalem Jesus 

is interested in, is the Temple. In Mark 11:11 the mentioning of the Temple is also the work of the 

Evangelist. Obviously, Mark has an interest in the Temple. The Temple is the centre of Jewish 

worship. It is also a place of teaching. This is what Jesus does here (dida,skwn, 12:35). Jesus is 

teaching the people about his identity. Earlier in chapter 12 (and also in the first chapters of the 

Gospel, e.g. 1:22; 2:2), Mark has depicted Jesus as a teacher (12:14, 19, 32).266 There is no better place 

for Jesus to reveal his identity more and more than in the place where God is worshipped.267 Besides, 

                                                 
263 Mudiso Mbâ Mundla, Jesus und die Führer Israels, 243. Jean-Gaspard Mudiso Mbâ Mundla has almost the 

same structure as Marcus, although he does not call this a chiastic structure, nor does he render it like a chiasm. 
 1. Exposition:  Jesus depicted as teaching in the Temple (35a) 
 2. Corpus:  a) question about the Messiah being son of David (35b) 
   b) Ps 110 as counterargument against the teaching of the scribes (36) 
   c) end of argumentation and repetition of the question (37a,b) 
 3. End:  disclosure of the hearers and their reaction (37c) 
 In this structure, the exposition and the end (1 and 3) are redactional work of the evangelist. Part 2, the 

Corpus-part, contains the question itself with the arguments. 
264 Gundry, Mark: A Commentary on His Apology for the Cross, 717. 
265 France, Gospel of Mark, 485. 
266 Mudiso Mbâ Mundla, Jesus und die Führer Israels, 238. 
267 Ben Witherington III, The Gospel of Mark: A Socio-Rhetorical Commentary (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 

2001), 332. 
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by mentioning the Temple here again, Mark wants to emphasise that the following story is not 

independent. The Davidssohnfrage is strongly connected with the preceding narrative.268 

 

3.4.3. The Question about the Messiah (12:35b-37b) 

Structure and Purpose 

The question about the Davidic sonship of the Messiah (35b-37b) is divided into three parts. The first 

part is the question (35b). In the second part Jesus gives the reason why he doubts the teaching of the 

scribes (36). The third part is a question on the basis of the argumentation (37a-b). 

 Within the research of this pericope, an important question is: what, exactly, does Jesus (or 

Mark) question? Does he question the Davidic lineage of the Messiah? Does Mark want to show that 

Jesus is not of Davidic descent? Gerhard Schneider has defended this view. Because ‘Son of David’ in 

12:35 has no article, the question is not about a title. From the question from Mark 12:35b, it is clear 

that Jesus and the Christians were offended by Jews at this point. According to the Jews, Jesus could 

not have been the Messiah, because his descent was not Davidic (see John 7:41-42).269 Against this, 

Jack D. Kingsbury points at the fact that ui`o.j Daui,d is “a predicate nominative, and when the predicate 

nominative precedes the copula, as here, it is to be construed as definite unless there is some 

overriding reason dictating otherwise.”270 Therefore, ui`o.j Daui,d should be translated here as a title: 

‘the Son of David’. 

 I think Mark is not questioning the Davidic descent of the Messiah. If this was the case, then it 

would have been more logical if Mark had done this already in 10:47-48. But there he accepts the title. 

The Davidic descent seems to be presupposed in this pericope. Rather, the point is whether the title 

‘Son of David’ (with its political-military connotations) does grasp the whole meaning of the 

Messiah.271 

 In verse 36-37a, Jesus is substantiating his question. He quotes David, who, in the Holy Spirit, 

called the Messiah his ‘lord’ in Ps 110:1. By mentioning auvto.j Daui.d (verse 36a and 37a) two times, 

Jesus emphasises that it is David himself, who calls the Messiah ‘my lord’.272 

 Jesus’ question is not answered by any of the bystanders. It seems that the scribes are not 

present to respond to his question. The reader of Mark is left with wonder about the meaning of the 

question. 

 

The Meaning of the Words pw/j (12:35) and po,qen (12:37) 

Within the discussion of the Davidssohnfrage, scholars have been debating about the meaning of the 

Greek interrogatives pw/j and po,qen. The interrogative pw/j can be translated as: “in what way?”, “how 

                                                 
268 Stock, “Gliederung und Zusammenhang,” 497. 
269 Schneider, “Davidssohnfrage,” 82-83. 
270 Kingsbury, Christology, 109, n.184. 
271 Joel Marcus, “Mark 14:61: ‘Are You the Messiah-Son-of God?,’” NovT 31 (1989): 135-136. 
272 Gundry, Mark: A Commentary on His Apology for the Cross, 718. 
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is it possible?”, “on what grounds?”, “what can they be thinking of?” or “in what sense?” Bas van 

Iersel chooses “in what sense?” or “what can they be thinking of?”, because in the next sentence, 

“Jesus gives ground for saying something else about the Messiah.”273 In most bible translations (and 

bible commentaries) the word pw/j is translated with ‘how’.274 The word po,qen is almost always 

translated with ‘how’ too.275 However, according to Bauer’s Wörterbuch zum Neuen Testament, the 

word po,qen should be translated here as: “from what ground?”, “in what way?” or “to what extent?”276 

It is only in Mark’s account of the Davidssohnfrage that the second question begins with po,qen. 

Matthew and Luke both have the word pw/j two times. 

 Ferdinand Hahn has emphasised that the words pw/j and po,qen should be clearly differentiated. 

The word pw/j in verse 35 has to be understood in a general sense, i.e. the basic assumption of the 

question is that the Messiah has to be of Davidic descent. pw/j can best be translated with ‘how’: “How 

do the scribes say that the Messiah is of Davidic descent?” po,qen in 37a, introduces a more specific 

question: “in what sense is the Messiah son of David?” David has called the Messiah (i.e. Jesus) his 

‘Lord’, in what sense can Jesus be called ‘Son of David’?277 Although no answer is given in Mark 

12:35-37, the answer to this question can be found in the Zweistufenchristologie278 from Rom 1:3-4, 

which is, according to Hahn, a parallel of Mark 12:35-37. The question “in what sense can the Christ 

be thought of as David’s son?” should be answered as: “not exclusively, because the Messiah is also 

the exalted Lord.” The title ‘Son of David’ has to be understood as a characteristic of Jesus’ earthly 

work. ‘Messiah’ and ‘Lord’ point to Jesus’ resurrection and exaltation.279 

 This view of Hahn has been sharply criticised by Paul J. Achtemeier. He says that, if po,qen 

means ‘in what sense?’ or ‘to what extent?’, and if the answer is: “the Messiah is only partially son of 

David, since the Messiah is also the exalted Lord,” then Jesus is trying to debate with the scribes. If 

this interpretation is true, the silence of the scribes has to be understood as unwillingness to debate 

with Jesus. However, Achtemeier says that this interpretation is not correct, for it is based on an ‘over-

subtle interpretation’280 of the words pw/j and po,qen. The context of this pericope does not allow such 

an argumentation. The words pw/j and po,qen express astonishment, displeasure, and doubt. They 

                                                 
273 Bas van Iersel, Mark. A Reader-Response Commentary (JSNTSup 164; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic 

Press, 1998), 382. See also: Walter Bauer, Wörterbuch zum Neuen Testament zu den Schriften des Neuen 
Testaments und der Übrigen Urchristlichen Literatur (Berlin: Verlag Alfred Töpelmann, 1958), 1451. 

274 E.g., the English translations King James Version, New International Version and Revised Standard 
Version. See also the Dutch translations Statenvertaling, Nieuwe Vertaling (NBG51) and Nieuwe 
Bijbelvertaling. 

275 E.g. the English translations New International Version and Revised Standard Version. See also the Dutch 
translations Statenvertaling, Nieuwe Vertaling (NBG51) and Nieuwe Bijbelvertaling. 

276 Bauer, Wörterbuch zum Neuen Testament, 1349. The first meaning of the word po,qen is a local meaning. It 
asks for source: “from where?”, “whence?” 

277 Hahn, Hoheitstitel, 261. 
278 More about the Zweistufenchristologie in paragraph 5.2.3. 
279

 Hahn, Hoheitstitel, 261-262: “Die Davidssohnschaft ist somit als Charakteristikum der irdischen 
Wirksamkeit Jesu im Sinne einer vorläufigen Hoheitsstufe neben das Bekenntnis zur messianischen Macht des 
Erhöhten gerückt.” 

280 Achtemeier, “And He Followed Him,” 129. 
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expect a negative answer.281 According to Achtemeier, both words mean ‘how’. If po,qen is translated 

with ‘how’, Jesus is not trying to debate with the scribes, but he is confounding them, as he did with 

the other Jewish leaders in 11:27-12:27. Jesus shows the scribes that they are unable to understand 

Scripture. In 12:24 he had already shown this to the Sadducees. The Davidssohnfrage is a hostile 

question. The hostile sayings against the scribes in 12:38-40 are also evidence for this. According to 

Achtemeier, Mark wants to make clear, that the Messiah (i.e. Jesus) is not the son of David. The view 

that Jesus is the son of David is a false view of the scribes.282 

 It is difficult to decide which translation is most suited in Mark 12:35-37. I do not agree with 

Achtemeier that pw/j and po,qen have the same meaning (‘how’). It is not true that ‘how’ is the “more 

obvious meaning”283 of po,qen. Moreover, it is remarkable that Mark is the only evangelist who uses 

the word po,qen in the second question. However, Hahn’s interpretation also has a difficulty: it is not 

necessary to translate po,qen with ‘in what sense’ here.284 Rather, it seems that Hahn’s idea of a 

Zweistufenchristologie has influenced his understanding of the word po,qen. 

How does Mark use both interrogatives in other instances? Mark’s other usages of the 

interrogative pw/j are always in a context of displeasure or negation (3:23; 4:13, 40; 8:21). pw/j always 

occurs on Jesus’ lips, when he expects a negative answer (3:23) or when he shows his amazement 

about the unbelief or misunderstanding of the people around him (4:13, 40; 8:21). Therefore, one can 

assume that the word pw/j in 12:35 expects a negative answer or expresses Jesus’ amazement about the 

teaching of the scribes. Mark’s other usages of the interrogative po,qen (6:2; 8:4) have the meaning 

‘whence’ or ‘from what ground’. po,qen can also have this meaning in Mark 12:37. Thus, although it is 

difficult to determine the exact meaning of the interrogatives pw/j and po,qen here, in any case one can 

say that Jesus’ question shows amazement about the teaching of the scribes. He asks for an 

explanation of the teaching that the Messiah is a son of David.285 Yet, this amazement does not mean 

that Jesus is directly rejecting the title ‘Son of David’. One cannot conclude on the basis of the words 

pw/j and po,qen that Jesus is rejecting or accepting this title for the Messiah. On the basis of these 

interrogatives, one can (only) conclude that Jesus seriously calls into question the view of the scribes.  

 

Excursus: “In the Holy Spirit” (12:36) 

In Mark 12:36, Jesus is claiming that David has said the words from Psalm 110 “in the Holy Spirit” 

(evn tw/| pneu,mati tw/| a`gi,w|). With this introduction, Jesus says that David composed the psalms under 

                                                 
281 Gagg, “Jesus und die Davidssohnfrage,” 20, Neugebauer, “Davidssohnfrage und Menschensohn,” 86, and 
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divine inspiration.286 This is an assumption he shares with his Jewish opponents. With these words he 

gives authority to the words from Scripture.287 These words also want to make clear that David 

composed Psalm 110 as a prophecy. His words are still accurate and truthful.288 David’s status as 

inspired psalmist and prophet is a theme that occurs several times in Old and New Testament (e.g. 1 

Sam 16:13; 2 Sam 23:1-2; Acts 1:16; 2:30; 4:25).289  

According to Fritz Neugebauer, the words “in the Holy Spirit” point to a special revelation. In 

Rev 1:10, 4:2, 17:3, and 21:10, the formula evn pneu,mati is an apocalyptic formula, which refers to 

something like ecstasy. In Neugebauer’s view, one should also read the words evn pneu,mati like this 

here in Mark. If the words evn tw/| pneu,mati tw/| a`gi,w| were only about the validity of Scripture, these 

words would have been redundant, because it was generally accepted that the Scripture was inspired 

by the Spirit. David hears “in the Holy Spirit”, i.e. in ecstasies, what God, the Lord, says to David’s 

lord, who is sitting next to God. Neugebauer concludes from the words “in the Holy Spirit” that Jesus 

makes a connection with the apocalyptic Son of Man. This apocalyptic formula opens an 

‘Offenbarungshorizont’ that is connected with the figure of the ‘Son of Man’.290 In this way, Mark 

12:35-37 is making a contrast between ‘Son of David’ and ‘Son of Man’. In Neugebauer’s view, the 

words evn tw/| pneu,mati tw/| a`gi,w| have christological consequences. 

Neugebauer may be right in thinking that evn pneu,mati is an apocalyptic formula. Yet, I think 

he is too quick in applying the meaning of evn pneu,mati in Revelation to Mark. Moreover, in Mark 

12:35-37 the phrase is not evn pneu,mati, but evn tw/| pneu,mati tw/| ag̀i,w|. Neither is Neugebauer’s view 

about the ‘Offenbarungshorizont’ of the Son of Man that is opened by these words convincing. He 

pushes the matter too far by claiming that this formula has christological consequences. Mark 12:35-

37 does not point to a special revelation in which David sees or hears something special. The 

emphasis is on the words spoken by David (ei=pen, verse 36 and le,gei, verse 37).291 The words evn tw/| 

pneu,mati tw/| a`gi,w| do not refer to David as a visionary, but to David as an inspired psalmist and 

prophet.292 The view of the scribes is not only contrasted with a scriptural citation, but with the 

prophetic word of David himself.293 
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3.4.4. “And the Great Throng Heard Him with Joy” (12:37c) 

The last part of verse 37 is the work of the evangelist. Until now, it was not clear to whom Jesus was 

speaking. This sentence explains that Jesus addresses the great throng (o` polu.j o;cloj).294 They are the 

bystanders, not the Jewish leaders. The reaction of the crowds is a contrast to the reaction of the 

Jewish leaders in 12:34c. The crowds like to hear Jesus. Mark adds this sentence to his account of the 

Davidssohnfrage, because he wants to show the effect Jesus’ teaching has on the crowds. This is 

intensified by the fact that Mark speaks of a great (polu,j) throng who hears him with joy (h`de,wj).295  

The sentence kai. o` polu.j o;cloj h;kouen auvtou/ h`de,wj shows that the people around Jesus have 

admiration for him. They hear him with joy. This sentence refers back to 11:18, a verse that speaks 

about the fear of the Jewish leaders to kill Jesus, because of the crowds.296 The crowd’s approval for 

Jesus’ teaching is also implied in 11:32, 12:23 and 14:2.297  

In 12:37, the o;cloj is still at Jesus’ side. In the Passion story, however, the o;cloj is against 

Jesus. This reminds the readers of the Gospel of Mark of the story of John the Baptist (6:20), the only 

other time in Mark’s Gospel that the words “hearing with joy” occur. Herod hears John with joy 

(h`de,wj auvtou/ h;kouen). However, this did not keep him from killing John the Baptist. In this way, it is 

also possible that the crowds can turn against Jesus. That the great throng heard Jesus with joy is 

ominous.298 

Mark is the only synoptic evangelist who ends his account of the Davidssohnfrage with this 

sentence. Luke does not mention a reaction of the crowds to the open question of Jesus (Luke 20:44-

45). Matthew ends his account of the Davidssohnfrage with the remark that nobody was able to 

answer Jesus’ question and that nobody dared to ask him a question (Matt 22:46, cf. Mark 12:34c).299 

 

3.5. Conclusion 

The Gospel of Mark is about Jesus’ identity, discipleship, and suffering. In the third main part (11:1-

16:8, Jesus in Jerusalem) the story reaches a climax. Jesus is going to suffer and die. A part of his 

suffering is the opposition of several Jewish leaders groups he meets in the Temple (Mark 11 and 12). 

The Davidssohnfrage is not an isolated pericope, but it is intimately connected with the preceding and 

following stories. These stories are rather antagonistic, although not all stories show such an 

antagonistic character (e.g. Mark 12:28-34). The Davidssohnfrage differs from the preceding stories, 

because it is not a debate, but a monologue of Jesus. Moreover, it is not the opponents of Jesus who 

take the first step to a debate, but it is Jesus himself who takes the initiative here, after no one dares to 

ask him a question. 
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Jesus asks a question about the ‘Son of David’. This is not the first time the title occurs in the 

Gospel of Mark. Other ‘Davidic references’ can be found in 10:47-48 and 11:9-10. Mark 10:46-52, the 

story of blind Bartimaeus, is written at the end of the section about discipleship. Jesus is not rejecting 

Bartimaeus’ address ‘Son of David’. Bartimaeus is healed and he can see, not only physically, but also 

spiritually. He sees something the Twelve do not see: Jesus is a saviour, but not a political one. He is a 

saviour in the spirit of Solomon, the healing Son of David. In Mark 11:1-11, Jesus enters Jerusalem as 

a Davidic king, but his entry is not really triumphal. The crowds think the kingdom of their father 

David is coming. However, they do not know what they are saying. They expect Jesus to be a political 

king, but Jesus is not interested in politics at all. He goes to the Temple directly, where he will speak 

in the next days about the restoration of the Jewish cult (e.g. 12:28-34). The ‘restorer of the kingdom 

of David’ turns out to be a king who is concerned with the Israelite religion. 

 One cannot conclude on the basis of 10:46-52 and 11:1-11 that Mark rejects the title ‘Son of 

David’. In Mark 12:35-37, however, it seems at first sight that Mark has a negative attitude towards 

the title. Many exegetes have found reasons for assuming that Mark rejects the title ‘Son of David’ or 

the Davidic descent of the Messiah in this pericope. Yet, as we have seen in this chapter, the Davidic 

descent of the Messiah is presupposed in the Davidssohnfrage. One can only conclude from this 

pericope that Jesus questions the title ‘Son of David’, or a particular understanding of this title, not 

that he rejects it. It seems to be a title that does not say enough about the Messiah, because the 

prophetic words of David himself in Scripture suggests something different about him (more about 

Mark’s use of Scripture in the next chapter). It is clear that ‘Son of David’ is not the main 

christological title for Mark. The role of the Davidssohnfrage within the Christology of Mark will be 

discussed in chapter 5. 
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4. MARK AND THE OLD TESTAMENT 

 

4.1. Mark’s Use of Old Testament Quotations 

4.1.1. Mark within the Parameters of Scripture 

Mark’s Gospel is framed by quotations from the Old Testament. It starts with a statement from the Old 

Testament: the story about the good news of Jesus Christ takes place according to the words of the 

prophet Isaiah: “It is written in Isaiah the prophet: ‘I will send my messenger ahead of you, who will 

prepare your way,’ a voice of one calling in the desert, ‘Prepare the way for the Lord, make straight 

paths for him.’” The citation in Mark 1:2-3 is a conflation of Ex 23:20, Mal 3:1, and Is 40:3. This is 

the only editorial quotation in Mark. It is a very important quotation, because it stands at the beginning 

of the Gospel: “it sets the entire Gospel account within the parameters of the sacred scriptures.”300 It is 

used to emphasise the point made in 1:1, namely that Jesus is the Messiah and the Son of God.301 And 

Mark wants his readers to understand this. Mark 1:2 contains a direct address by God to Jesus. God is 

the initiator and guide of the story. By citing Scripture Mark emphasises that God’s will and point of 

view are normative in the story and Mark aligns his own point of view with God’s point of view. Mark 

wants to make clear that the Old Testament has been fulfilled in the ministry of Jesus. Jesus’ life and 

work are part of God’s history of salvation with Israel.302 

At the end of the Gospel, Old Testament quotations occur at important moments. An example 

of this is Mark 14:61-62, where Daniel 7 and Psalm 110 are interwoven (see also chapter 2 and 5). It is 

because of the application of Old Testament citations to himself, that Jesus is condemned. At the 

cross, Jesus is undressed and mocked in ways that recall Psalm 22 (Mark 15:24 and 29). Jesus also 

cites from Psalm 22 (Mark 15:34). Between the scriptural beginning and ending of the Gospel, other 

quotations and allusions to the Old Testament occur, mostly on the lips of Jesus himself.303 

What is typical of the Old Testament quotations in Mark, is that most of them are cited within 

Judea, especially in Jerusalem. That is why the use of Old Testament citations intensifies from the 

chapters 11-16.304 Jesus’ use of Scripture is closely connected with Jerusalem. Even in Mark 7, when 

Jesus is still in Galilee, he is disputing with the Jewish leaders from Jerusalem. The audiences of 
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Jesus’ expositions of Scripture are mostly the Jewish leaders, who are usually associated with 

Jerusalem.  

 Many of the Old Testament citations in Mark deal with the law (e.g. 7:9-13; 10:2-9; 11:15-19). 

This is understandable, because the Torah was important for the Jews. But quotations also occur when 

Jesus is predicting the actions of for example the Pharisees (7:5-7) or the disciples (14:27). And Jesus 

is also citing the Old Testament when he discusses the resurrection with the Sadducees (12:18-27) and 

the Messiah (12:35-37).305 

 From this short list, which is not exhaustive, one can see that Mark was in any case familiar 

with the Jewish Scriptures. But what was his specific attitude to the Old Testament? What kind of text 

did he use? And how did Mark’s use of Scripture relate to the use of his Jewish contemporaries? What 

functions do the Old Testament citations have within the Second Gospel? 

 These questions will be dealt with in the next paragraphs (4.1.2-4.1.5). But before discussing 

these questions, a remark should be made. Within scholarship, an important point of debate is the 

origin of the Old Testament quotations in the New Testament. There is no doubt that Jesus knew the 

Old Testament very well. But, are the Old Testament quotations in the Gospels Jesus’ own words, or 

are they put on his lips by the early church? Generally, two basic positions in this debate can be 

distinguished: the conservative and the radical view. According to the conservative view, “Jesus very 

carefully thought out his mission and message in reflection upon the Old Testament.”306 The radical 

position claims that the Old Testament quotations in the Gospels are the result of early church 

interpretation. The early Christians wanted to prove Jesus’ messiahship from the Old Testament 

against the Jews. According to this position, it is hardly possible to recover Jesus’ own interpretation 

of the Old Testament from the New Testament.307 It is difficult to choose between these two positions. 

For a great deal, it is dependent upon one’s thinking about Jesus’ understanding of his earthly 

ministry. Did he himself see his ministry as messianic or was it the early church that gave a messianic 

significance to his ministry? In this chapter, I will circumvent the question whether a quotation has its 

origin in Jesus or in the early church. Both the conservative and the radical position may be true for 

different texts. The Old Testament quotations within the Gospels reflect both the spirit of the historical 

Jesus and the kerugma of the early church.308 I will especially look at the role the Old Testament 

quotations (used by Jesus himself or by the early church) play at the level of Mark as a narrator. 
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4.1.2. Text Form of Mark’s Old Testament Quotations 

There is much debate about the Old Testament witnesses the New Testament authors used for their 

quotations. Often, it was said that New Testament authors (including Mark) almost always used the 

LXX. The LXX was considered as ‘the bible of the early church’.309 Although this statement is true, a 

remark to this maxim should be made. In each instance, the source of a quotation should be tested. 

This is because we cannot be certain whether Mark has used the LXX directly. The discoveries of the 

Dead Sea Scrolls have shown that the Qumran community in some cases used a Hebrew text (other 

than the Masoretic text) resembling that which may be supposed to lie behind the LXX. It may be 

possible that Mark had a Hebrew bible in the textual tradition which lies behind the LXX.310 There 

was much ‘textual fluidity’ in early Christianity. The state of the LXX text and the existence of a 

standardised LXX text in early Christianity is a matter of debate in scholarship.311 It would go too far 

to describe this debate here. Suffice it to say that Mark mostly uses a textual tradition associated with 

the LXX, whether directly or indirectly. In paragraph 4.2.1, the text form of the quotation in Mark 

12:36 will be discussed. 

 

4.1.3. Jewish Background of Mark’s Use of Old Testament Quotations 

Mark’s way of using the Old Testament resembles the way his Jewish contemporaries used the Old 

Testament. Joel Marcus mentions several techniques Mark borrowed from Jewish exegesis.312 At first, 

Mark conjures up the larger context of a passage by citing a specific verse or two, a method also found 

in rabbinic literature. Furthermore, Mark sometimes choose a particular Old Testament witness, 

because it is theologically serviceable, mostly the LXX, but sometimes another (e.g. a Greek rendering 

of the Masoretic Text in 1:2).313 Mark also sometimes adjusts the text of the Old Testament to make it 

more applicable to his own situation or theology (e.g. 1:2-3; 14:62). Another technique, applied by 

many New Testament authors, is the juxtaposition of two or more texts from the Old Testament that 

originally had little in common, but that have become mutually illuminating by the work of an 

interpreter. The original meaning of both parts is replaced by a new theological perception.314 In 

Qumran, this way of using the Old Testament can be found in the Florilegium (4QFlor), where the 

covenant promises to David from 2 Samuel 7 are interpreted in the light of among others Amos 9:11 

and Zech 3:8. In Mark, this interpretation method can be found in 14:62, where Psalm 110 and Daniel 

7 are linked (Jesus connects the session at the right hand with the Son of Man). Further exegetic 

strategies that Mark borrowed from Jewish exegesis are the reconciliation of scriptural contradictions 

                                                 
309 Smith, “Use of the Old Testament in the New,” 8-9. 
310 Kee, “Function of Scriptural Quotations,” 171. 
311 Smith, “Use of the Old Testament in the New,” 9, 11 and Powery, Jesus Reads Scripture, 14-15. 
312 Marcus, The Way of the Lord, 199-200. 
313 Mark uses here the verb kataskeua,zw (‘prepare’), whereas the LXX has evpible,pw (‘look at’, ‘see’). 

kataskeua,zw is a translation of the Hebrew verb hnp. 
314 Kee, “Function of Scriptural Quotations,” 181. 

 68 



and the blurring of the line between Scripture and interpretation (both these techniques can be found in 

Mark 9:11-13). 

 Scholars have different opinions about the way Mark is dealing with the context of the quoted 

passages. One opinion is that Mark quoted isolated verses from the Old Testament without reckoning 

with the larger context of these verses, a method which was also used by rabbinic interpreters. Willem 

S. Vorster, a representative of this view, says: “Judged by modern standards they (i.e. the New 

Testament authors, EJP) did not attach importance to historical or literary context. Even if Mark 

valued Old Testament writings, he used them in a way no modern exegete of the Old Testament would 

allow himself to do.”315 However, other scholars have pointed at the fact, that Mark is not unaware of 

the original context of the citations.316 According to Charles H. Dodd, there is no talk of isolated 

proof-texts. Mark and other New Testament writers had a clear method in their application of 

quotations: at first, they selected large passages from the Old Testament. These selections were 

considered as a whole. The quotations from these selections were quoted as pointers to the total 

context. Thus, the quotations were not cited independently, but the context as a whole served as the 

basis of the argument.317 This does not mean that the quoted passage has the same meaning in the New 

Testament as it had in its original context, but the Old Testament has been interpreted in a new 

situation. This new situation asks for a shift in interpretation, an expansion of the ‘original meaning’ of 

the Old Testament passage from which the text is quoted.318 At this moment, I cannot say which of 

these opinions is right (in general). In paragraph 4.2.2 more will be said about the quotation of Ps 

110:1 and its context.  

Until now, I have only mentioned similarities with regard to method between Mark and Jewish 

exegesis. Yet, not only with regard to method, but also with regard to content there were similarities 

between Mark and Jewish interpretation. Both have seen fulfilment of biblical prophecy in their own 

times and among themselves.319 Mark lived in a time when eschatological expectations loomed large. 

The Jewish people were oppressed by foreign invaders. There was a strong belief that God was about 

to act in accordance with the promises he made in the Scriptures. “Jews were rereading their ancient 
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writings as prophecies of this hoped-for act of saving holy war.”320 Some of the texts from the Old 

Testament were already eschatological (especially the prophecies, but also some psalms), other texts 

had to be interpreted eschatologically. In Mark’s use of the Old Testament, there is also an interest in 

eschatological issues (although not al his quotations are with regard to eschatology). In this, he stands 

in a tradition that begun in the texts themselves and was developed later in Jewish exegesis.321 

However, there is also discontinuity between Mark and Jewish exegesis. Although both 

interpret the Old Testament in the light of eschatological expectations, Mark fills up the eschatological 

expectations in another way than Jewish interpretation. For example, Jewish messianic expectation 

often speaks about the defeat of the Gentiles (e.g. PssSol 17:22), whereas Mark does not mention this 

motif. He even speaks about the salvation for the Gentiles and warns the Jewish leaders against their 

own defeat.  

Another difference lies in his image of the ‘Son of Man’. Whereas Judaism especially ascribes 

vindication to this figure, Mark makes this figure also a suffering one (see also paragraph 5.2.4 for 

more information about both aspects of suffering and vindication).  

Furthermore, Mark adopts the Jewish connection between the kingdom of God (in which Jesus 

will reign, being seated at the right hand of God) and the kingship of the Messiah. However, the way 

in which the kingship of the Messiah is manifested, is very different from Jewish thought on this 

subject. According to Mark, Jesus will be suffering and dying, whereas Jewish exegetes emphasised 

especially the victory of the Messiah.322 

  

4.1.4. Explicit Quotations and Allusions 

Until now, I have only spoken of ‘quotations’ or ‘citations’, mostly with regard to explicit quotations 

from the Old Testament. But in the New Testament there also occur a lot of allusions to the Old 

Testament. Whereas a quotation repeats the words from the Old Testament, an allusion does not repeat 

these words, but only refers to the event about which a certain text speaks. An example of an allusion 

can be found in Mark 2:25-26 which refers to the events in 1 Sam 21:1-7, but does not repeat the 

words from this text.323 Scholars such as Alfred Suhl and Emerson B. Powery have limited themselves 

to explicit citations in their research. Other scholars have criticised this way of working, because it is 

not possible to get a clear picture of the influence of the Old Testament on the New in their view, if 

one restricts to the explicit quotations. There is also the factor of ‘influence’. Sometimes, there are 

only ‘echoes’ of the Old Testament that do not refer directly to the Old Testament text, but tell 
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important things about the intellectual background of Mark.324 Of course it is true that the allusions 

and echoes tell a lot about the background of the author, but in my view scholars have good reason to 

focus on explicit quotations, because these have a stronger rhetorical function. They draw the attention 

of the reader.325 Furthermore, explicit citations are more than complementary material, they are about 

the fundamental message of a narrative. They bring the authority of the ‘divine voice’ into the 

narrative. It is also important which person uses the words from Scripture, because the person who 

cites Scripture is more reliable for the audience (although this is not always true, e.g. Matt 4:6).326 

Therefore, the explicit quotations have their own function, and it is legitimate to focus on these 

explicit quotations, which does not deny the importance of allusions and echoes. 

 Explicit citations are often preceded by an introductory formula. In the Gospel of Mark, the 

most frequent formula is that which includes some form of the verb gra,fw (‘to write’, e.g. in Mark 

1:2; 10:6; 14:27). Less frequent, is the verb le,gw (‘to say’), which always occurs together with the 

name of the person who said the quoted words (e.g. David in Mark 12:36). The verb avnaginw,skw (‘to 

read’) is used in questions to the Jewish leaders, such as: “have you not read…?” (e.g. 2:25; 12:10)327 

In Mark, there is no use of the verb plhro,w (‘to fulfil’) in combination with a quotation from 

Scripture. Only in Mark 14:49 the verb occurs with a reference to the Scriptures in general. The theme 

of fulfilment in Mark is important in the discussion about Mark’s use of the Old Testament and about 

his view of the continuity and discontinuity between Old and New Testament (see next paragraph). 

 

4.1.5. Function of the Old Testament Quotations in Mark 

How do the Old Testament quotations function within the Gospel of Mark? I cannot discuss every Old 

Testament quotation here. I only make some general remarks. 

Emerson B. Powery has written an extensive treatment of the function of the Old Testament 

within the synoptic Gospels. He distinguishes between a narrative use and a narrative function of the 

Old Testament quotations. The narrative use applies to the level of the story itself. It is about the way 

Jesus applies the quotations. The narrative function applies to the level of the evangelist. It is about 

how the evangelist fits the quotations into his narrative. In Mark’s Gospel, Jesus uses Scripture in four 

ways: to agree, to correct, to defend and to predict. Jesus agrees with a scribe about the great 

commandment (12:28-34), he corrects the Pharisees (10:2-9), he defends the actions of his disciples 

(2:23-28) and he predicts the scattering of his disciples (14:27). Furthermore, the quotations function 

in four ways: 

 

                                                 
324 Kee, “Function of Scriptural Quotations,” 166 and Steve Moyise, “Intertextuality and the Study of the Old 

Testament in the New Testament,” in Steve Moyise (ed.), The Old Testament in the New Testament: Essays in 
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325 Powery, Jesus Reads Scripture, 7-9. 
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1. the literal/historical function, in which the Old Testament is quoted in the same sense as 
 originally intended by the original writers (e.g. 7:10), 

2. the modernisation, in which the Old Testament text (that pointed at a particular event) is 
 applied to a new event (e.g. 2:25-26), 

3. the accommodation, in which the Old Testament text has been modified to adapt it to a new 
 context (e.g. 7:6-7), 

4. and the eschatological function, in which a prophetic text from the Old Testament is 
 considered to be fulfilled or still has to be fulfilled (e.g. 14:27).328 
 
According to Powery, both the use and the function of the Old Testament quotations in Mark’s Gospel 

are diverse and spread throughout the whole Gospel. The function of accommodation is most 

prominent in Mark’s narrative. This function can be found in 7:6-7, 10:17-22, 12:10-11, 12:18-27 and 

12:35-37.329 A certain use of a quotation is not always connected with the same function. For example, 

in Mark 7:6-7, Jesus uses the Old Testament to predict something, and this quotation has an 

accommodational function. In Mark 14:27, Jesus also uses Scripture in a predictive way, but here the 

function is eschatological.330 

 Although I think Powery’s scheme can be helpful, it is important to be very careful with this 

categorisation, because it is possible that a quotation has more functions. Moreover, is this scheme 

exhaustive? A question to this scheme is also what is meant by the ‘literal/historical function’. How 

can you be sure that the sense of the quotations in the New Testament is the same as the Old 

Testament sense? Furthermore, I doubt whether the distinction between the narrative use and narrative 

function is correct. Is it possible to make such a distinction? Could what Powery calls the ‘use’ of a 

quotation not also function at the level of the evangelist? Is it not possible that Mark also wants to 

defend or predict something by the use of an Old Testament quotation?331  

 The fourth function from Powery’s scheme, the eschatological function, is about 

prophecy/promise and fulfilment. One of the most important questions about the function of the Old 

Testament quotations in Mark is whether the quotations can be put into a ‘prophecy-fulfilment 

scheme’. Do the quotations function to show that promises from the Old Testament have been fulfilled 

in Jesus Christ? Underlying is the question how one sees the relation between Mark and the Old 

Testament. Is this a relation of continuity, or discontinuity, or both? 

 Generally, three approaches to Mark’s relation to the Old Testament can be distinguished332: 

(1) the Gospel of Mark is in discontinuity with Scripture,333 (2) Mark is sensitive to Scripture,334 and 
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(3) Mark’s Gospel continues a retelling of Scripture (i.e. is totally in continuity with the Old 

Testament).335  

 In the first approach, the most important claim is that Mark wants to emphasise that God is 

making a new beginning in Jesus Christ. Some defenders of this approach reject the view that Mark 

uses Scripture in a ‘prophecy-fulfilment-scheme’. Alfred Suhl, for example, says the Old Testament 

quotations in Mark have only a qualifying or interpreting function.336 Mark uses the Old Testament 

freely, because his first interest is not the past events, but his community.337 Although Mark uses, for 

example, the Decalogue, he only applies it insofar Jesus endorses it.338 Thus, in this way, Mark’s use 

of the Old Testament has a qualifying function. The quotations are not used to make clear that Jesus is 

the fulfilment of Old Testament predictions.339 Rather, the Old Testament is used to show that Mark’s 

message is in the same line as the Old Testament (‘Schriftgemässheit’).340  

Another representative of the ‘discontinuity approach’, although for reasons different from 

Suhl, is Willem S. Vorster. He emphasises the own right of the Old Testament. According to Vorster, 

“any attempt to interpret the relationship between the two Testaments or even the Old Testament as 

such in view of the New Testament, or in view of the use of the Old Testament in the New, necessarily 

leads to the devaluation of the Old Testament as a book of the church.”341 Mark uses the Old 

Testament as a ‘literary’ means to a narrative end. The Old Testament quotations in Mark are a 

narrative technique, just as other narrative techniques, such as plot, commentary and characterisation. 

The Old Testament quotations give perspectives through which the reader has a view of Jesus’ life and 

work.342 Vorster even claims that “Mark’s story is embedded in Old Testament language and 

imagery.”343 But there is, according to Vorster, no talk of promise and fulfilment in Mark, in any case: 

not at a theological level. Nowhere in Mark, the verb plhro,w is used in combination with a citation 

from the Old Testament, except for Mark 15:28, which should be omitted on text critical grounds (see 

Nestle-Aland27). Furthermore, the verb occurs in 14:49, but there it is not used in combination with a 

quotation. Probably Jesus refers back to 14:27, which contains a quotation from Zech 13:7. What is, 

according to Vorster, remarkable about the quotations in Mark, is that these quotations form part of the 
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Markan narrative and are fulfilled within the narrative.344 Vorster denies promise and fulfilment at a 

theological level (i.e. the Old Testament is directly fulfilled in Christ), but he sees ‘prediction-

fulfilment-techniques’ at a narrative level (e.g. Mark 1:2-3, which is fulfilled in 1:4-7). The quotations 

are fulfilled within the narrative, but they are not used to show that Jesus is the Messiah or that an Old 

Testament promise has been fulfilled. As part of the story, the Old Testament quotations are used as 

parallel to the life of Jesus and help to get the story told.345 

 The denial of a prophecy-fulfilment scheme in Mark has been rejected by many scholars. 

There are scholars who take an opposite position, by seeing Mark’s Gospel as a retelling of the Old 

Testament (the third approach). Representatives of this approach stress that there is hardly any 

discontinuity between the Old and the New Testament. Some defenders of this approach claim that 

Mark composed his Gospel according to an Old Testament structure. For example, John D. M. Derrett 

has attempted to show that Mark was based on an Old Testament framework from the Hexateuch 

(especially Exodus, Numbers, and Joshua) and Lamentations. In this framework, the story of Jesus is 

parallel to that of Moses and Joshua.346 Yet, this view is very problematic. Derrett’s framework of the 

Hexateuch and Lamentations does not correspond to texts of the Old Testament that are used 

frequently by Mark. It seems he wants to put Mark into a framework of Old Testament passages that 

he considers to be important.347  

Most scholars adhere to the second approach (Mark is sensitive to Scripture). Like Suhl, they 

also warn for an easy understanding of Mark’s use of the Old Testament in a ‘prophecy-fulfilment-

scheme’348. Mark does not want to show that there is an exactness of correspondence between forecast 

and event: the fact that Mark sometimes interpreted Old Testament texts eschatologically, does not 

mean that he wants “to demonstrate that this and this event in the ministry of Jesus corresponds to this 

and this event in Scripture.”349 Yet, this position does not imply a denial of any fulfilment of the Old 

Testament in Mark.350 Mark’s Gospel is partly in accordance with the Hebrew Scriptures, but there is 

also discontinuity with the Old Testament. 
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The relation of continuity and discontinuity between Mark and the Old Testament can be 

found in Jesus’ discussions with the Jewish leaders. As has already been mentioned in paragraph 4.1.1, 

Mark uses the Old Testament especially in conflict situations between Jesus and the Jewish leaders. 

Often, these discussions are about legal issues. This has some scholars brought to the conviction that 

Mark is rejecting the Jewish law. Their opinion is that for Mark, the only important thing is the will of 

God.351 Yet, this view is a little bit one-sided. The Jewish law is not abrogated by Jesus, neither by 

Mark. Mark wants to show that Jesus is the only one capable of interpreting the Old Testament and 

that his authority is unlike the scribes.352 As a true interpreter of Scripture, Jesus has the authority to 

perform the acts he performs. His acting is in line with the Scriptures.353 Yet, he also transcends 

Scripture. Jesus is greater than Moses. He has more authority than Moses and his interpretation of the 

law is better than the interpretation of the Jewish leaders.354 Jesus is the one who primarily has the 

prerogative to quote from the Old Testament. This is not to say other characters in Mark do not quote 

the Hebrew Scriptures, but the quotations are always used “in conjunction or in disjunction with the 

main character (i.e. Jesus, EJP) of the story.”355 However, although the quotations have a link with 

Jesus, it is remarkable that Jesus hardly speaks directly about his identity when he uses Scripture.356 

Jesus does only speak directly about his identity in combination with an Old Testament quotation in 

Mark 14:62. In 12:10-11, 35-37, 13:26-27, and 14:27 he speaks indirectly about his identity. How is 

this possible? I think this may have to do with the fact that Jesus cannot be fully explained out of the 

Old Testament. God is not only continuing the salvation history of Israel, he is also doing a new thing. 

Who Jesus is, will get clear in his suffering and dying.357 

 

4.1.6. Conclusion 

One of the most important contributions to the research of the Old Testament in the New, Charles H. 

Dodd’s According to the Scriptures, carries the subtitle ‘The Sub-structure of New Testament 

Theology’. Dodd claims that the fundamental structure of the New Testament is biblical (i.e. Old 

Testament).358 In Mark’s Gospel the first verses (1:2-3) could point to such a substructure.359 The 

scriptural words from these verses form something like a programme of the whole Gospel. And within 

                                                                                                                                                         
The way Jesus has to go: the way to Jerusalem, which is the way of suffering. This is the way according to the 
will of God, which is revealed in the Jewish Scriptures (Morna D. Hooker, “Mark,” in It is Written: Scripture 
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the Gospel of Mark, several Old Testament themes and patterns are used to interpret Jesus’ words and 

deeds. These Old Testament themes and patterns have played an important role in shaping Mark’s own 

image of Jesus.360 In this sense, Mark’s theology is in continuity with the Old Testament. The 

discontinuity lies in the fact, that Mark gives a new interpretation to the Old Testament quotations in 

the light of his belief in Jesus Christ, the suffering Messiah. The belief that Jesus is a suffering 

Messiah was not defended by Jewish interpreters, and the messianic prophecies in the Old Testament 

itself neither speak about the suffering of the Messiah. The new thing that has come by the power of 

God is more important than the old prophecies from Scripture. Mark connects the Scriptures and the 

power of God (12:24) to do new things, and although the power of God has a certain priority, both are 

essential. Knowledge of Scripture without knowledge of the power of God leads to traditionalism, 

whereas knowledge of the power of God without knowledge of Scripture leads to a disregard of God’s 

work within the history of Israel.361 

 

4.2. The Use of Psalm 110:1 in Mark 12:35-37 

4.2.1. Text Form of Mark 12:36 

The verses 35 and 37 of Mark 12 are arranged around the quotation of Ps 110:1 (Mark 12:36), as we 

have seen in paragraph 3.4.1. This quotation is based on the LXX of Ps 109:1. There are two 

differences (a minor and a major one) between the quotation in Mark 12:36 and the LXX of Ps 110:1. 

The minor difference is that whereas the LXX has eivpen o` ku,rioj, some manuscripts of Mark 12:36 

have eivpen ku,rioj. The definite article is left out in the Codex Vaticanus and the Codex D (Nestle-

Aland27 adopts this ommission, because this is the shortest reading and also the most difficult reading), 

but the Codex Sinaiticus and Alexandrinus, some papyri and the Majority text contain the definite 

article. According to Cilliers Breytenbach, it seems that the latter group of witnesses has corrected the 

text of Mark in accordance with later witnesses of the LXX. These witnesses are from the fourth 

century and later, and the copiers of these witnesses used a LXX-manuscript handed down by 

Christians. Mark used a (pre-Christian) Greek translation of a Hebrew text (which has no article in 

front of hwhy) from circles of Hellenistic Judaism. The pre-Christian witnesses of the LXX often did 

not translate the Tetragrammaton into the Greek ku,rioj, as did later (Christian) witnesses of the LXX, 

but left the Hebrew characters intact. Another possibility was that the copiers of these early witnesses 

transcribed the Tetragrammaton with IAO or IAW or that they left a gap in the text on the place of the 

Tetragrammaton.362 Yet, the later witnesses of the LXX translated hwhy with ku,rioj and in Ps 109:1 the 

definite article is used to distinguish ‘the LORD’ (o` ku,rioj) from ‘my lord’ (tw/| kuri,w| mou). This 

distinction was not needed in the earlier manuscripts that did not translate the Tetragrammaton with 

ku,rioj. From this, one can conclude that Mark’s text of Ps 110:1 (109:1) is an early evidence that 
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Greek speaking Jewish Christians translated the Tetragrammaton with ku,rioj. Probably Mark 

followed a praxis initiated by Greek speaking Jews.363  

The major difference between the LXX of Ps 109:1 and its quotation in Mark 12:36 (and Matt 

22:44) is that whereas the LXX (and Luke 20:43 and other New Testament quotations of Ps 110:1) 

reads the noun u`popo,dion (‘footstool’), the most important witnesses of Mark 12:36 (and Matt 22:44) 

read the adverb u`poka,tw (‘under’, ‘below’). The word u`popo,dion is a literal translation of the Hebrew 

~doh]. The difference is due to a conflation of Ps 110:1 and Ps 8:7. Ps 8:7 speaks about God who puts 

everything under the feet of a human being (pa,nta u`pe,taxaj u`poka,tw tw/n podw/n auvtou/).364 The 

consequences of this conflation will be described in the next paragraph. 

 

4.2.2. The Function of Psalm 110:1 in Mark 12:35-37 

How does Jesus use Scripture in Mark 12:35-37? As has already been mentioned, this pericope is the 

first one in which Jesus himself starts a discussion. He begins with mentioning the view of the scribes. 

They say the Messiah is a son of David. But, how is this possible, when David says: “The Lord said to 

my lord.” David speaks about the Messiah as a lord, not as his son. And it is not just David, but ‘David 

in the Holy Spirit’. As we have seen, this means David speaks prophetically by God’s power (see 

paragraph 3.4.3). The reference to Ps 110:1 in Mark 12:35-37 has a double role. At first a negative 

role: an image of the Messiah is criticised. Second, a positive role: the Messiah, who is of Davidic 

descent, has to be greater than David, namely his lord.365 

 There is something strange about this citation, because there is a gap between the citation and 

Jesus’ conclusion. There is no clear equation of the Messiah and ‘my lord’ in Mark 12:35-37. 

Furthermore, there are two lords in this passage, who should be distinguished from each other.366 It is 

possible that the equation of Messiah and lord was common for Mark’s readers. However, the word 

ku,rioj as well as the word cristo,j does not occur many times in the Gospel of Mark. The word 

cristo,j occurs seven times, ku,rioj sixteen times (without the later Markan tradition of 16:9-20). In 

most of these texts, Mark reserves the title ku,rioj for God, the other times it is (directly or indirectly) 

ascribed to Jesus (1:3; 2:28; 7:28; 11:3; 12:36, 37; 13:35). However, it is doubtful whether one can 

speak of a christological title in these instances. (For further discussion of the titles ‘Messiah’ and 

‘Lord’, see chapter 5.) The equation of Messiah and ‘my lord’ may not have been as common as it 

seems for Mark’s community. The readers of Mark can only derive this equation from Jesus’ 

concluding question in 12:37: “David himself calls him ‘lord’, in what way is he his son?”367 From 
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this, Emerson B. Powery concludes that the narrative function of Psalm 110 in Mark 12:36 is 

accommodation, because Old Testament text has been modified and adapted in a new context. In this 

new context, it is important that David is the speaker (two times David’s name is used in connection 

with auvto,j to emphasise this). Where other speakers could have interpreted the two lords as God and 

David (or another Israelite king to whom the psalm was applied in earlier times, see paragraph 2.1), 

David himself is not able to do this, because he spoke the words himself. And he would not have 

called himself ‘my lord’. Thus, in Mark 12:35-37 it is important that David himself spoke the words, 

for David is the only speaker that can speak of the two lords as God and the Messiah. In this way, the 

Old Testament text of Ps 110:1 gets a new meaning, other than the original.368 

Yet, more has to be said about the quotation in Mark 12:36. It is only the first part of the 

quotation (the introductory formula “The Lord said to my lord”) from which Jesus draws his 

argument. It is not directly clear why also the rest of Ps 110:1 (the session at the right hand and the 

submission of enemies) is quoted. According to Powery, “it is not unusual for Mark’s Jesus to cite 

fuller quotations than are needed,”369 which means that one should not pay to much attention to the 

right hand session and the submission of enemies. Against this opinion, Rikki E. Watts claims that the 

mention of the right hand session and the submission of enemies are relevant within Mark. Mark 

12:35-37 does not only deal with Jesus’ messianic identity (in this case, only the mention of the 

introductory formula would have sufficed), but it also wants to make clear that what Jesus is doing in 

the Gospel of Mark is the submission of his enemies, namely the Jewish leaders, and the rule in the 

midst of them (Ps 110:2). The mention of the whole verse does also confirm the parable of the wicked 

tenants in Mark 12:1-12, in which the king is coming to shatter the wicked tenants.370 The sentence 

from Ps 110:2 (“rule in the midst of you enemies”) would be a good summary of the events in Mark 

11 and 12, according to Watts. In this way, it is not just the first verse of Psalm 110 that plays a role in 

Mark 12:35-37, but also other verses. It is more than an isolated proof-text.371 I think we should be 

careful in reading too much from the context of Ps 110:1 in the Gospel of Mark. Jesus is ruling in the 

midst of his enemies in Mark 11-12, but that is not to say that Mark had Ps 110:2 in mind. Ps 110:2 is 

not cited here (it is even never cited in the New Testament). However, to say that Mark only focuses 

on the introductory formula in 12:35-37 is too minimalistic. By quoting also the right hand session and 

the submission of the enemies, Mark specifies that the Messiah is exalted in heaven. As we have seen 

in chapter 1, the Jewish conception of the Messiah was that of an earthly and human king. Yet, for 

Jesus it seems that the enthronement at God’s right hand is a transcendental event.372 The use of Ps 

110:1 confirms Jesus’ resistance to earthly and political images of the Messiah. It also makes clear that 

the Davidic descent is not the decisive descent for the Messiah. The decisive descent of the Messiah is 
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his heavenly descent.373 By quoting the complete first verse of Psalm 110, Mark makes a 

christological claim about the power of Jesus. 

                                                

If the focus is on more than the introductory formula alone, then we can say that the quotation 

of Ps 110:1 in Mark 12:35-37 is not only a correction of the view of the scribes, but also a prediction 

of their defeat. The function of the citation of Ps 110:1 is not only accommodation then, but also 

eschatological: the defeat of the enemies, predicted in Ps 110:1, is taking fulfilment in Jesus’ defeat of 

the Jewish leaders. Joel Marcus adds that the Jewish leaders are not Jesus’ sole enemies, one should 

also think about superhuman enemies behind the human enemies: the demonic forces. Marcus points 

to the fact that other New Testament texts that conflate Ps 110:1 and Ps 8:7 also speak about the defeat 

of superhuman cosmic forces (e.g. 1 Cor 15:25-27). The silencing of his human adversaries in Mark 

12:34 recalls his silencing of the demons (1:25, 34; 3:12). This is also in accordance with the early 

Christian exegesis of Psalm 110, which interpreted this psalm with regard to the exaltation of Christ. 

Mark sees the psalm as a prophecy (“in the Holy Spirit”) about eschatological events in which the 

superhuman and human adversaries of God and his kingdom will be trampled underfoot.374  

Although the christological significance of Mark 12:35-37 has been doubted by several 

scholars,375 most scholars think Mark 12:35-37 has christological importance, although there is some 

difference in the degree one validates this passage. Cilliers Breytenbach has, in my opinion, 

convincingly shown, that there is a christological background for Mark 12:35-37. He bases his 

argument on the conflation of Ps 110:1 and Ps 8:7 (see paragraph 4.2.1). He refers to the fact that in 1 

Cor 15:25-27, Eph 1:20-22, and Heb 1:13-2:8, the Psalms 8 and 110 are connected and applied to the 

exalted Christ.376 This may point to the fact that there was a tradition that connected these two psalms 

and applied them to Christ in his exaltation.377 Yet, how is it possible that these two psalms were 

connected in Mark 12:35-37? According to Breytenbach, an argument from Mark 14:62 can help 

answer this question. In Mark 14:62, the exaltation image of Ps 110:1 is connected with the son of 

Man (ui`o.j avnqrw,pou) from Dan 7:13. The words ui`o.j avnqrw,pou also occur in Ps 8:5. God has put 

everything under the feet of this ui`o.j avnqrw,pou (Ps 8:6 and 7). In 1 Cor 15:25-27, Eph 1:20-22, and 

Heb 1:13-2:8, this ui`o.j avnqrw,pou from Ps 8:5 has to be identified with the exalted Christ. Thus, in 

14:62, Mark identifies the Messiah-Son-of-the-Blessed with the Son of Man, who will come to judge 

the earth and who will put his enemies under his feet. It is this understanding of the exalted Messiah as 

the coming Son of Man (with help of a christological interpretation of Ps 8:7) which lies at the 

background of Mark 12:35-37. In the next chapter, the Christology of Mark will be further discussed. 

 
373 Cullmann, Christologie, 132-133. 
374 Marcus, The Way of the Lord, 136-137. 
375 For example Powery, Jesus Reads Scripture, 77, and Gagg, “Jesus und die Davidssohnfrage,” 28, who 

claims Mark 12:35-37 does not have any theological significance at all. 
376 In 1 Cor 15:25-27 and Eph 1:22 the word for ‘under’ is ùpo,, in Heb 2:8 the word for ‘under’ is ùpoka,tw.  
377 Breytenbach, “Das Markusevangelium, Psalm 110,1 und 118,22f,” 212-213. This claim is also defended by 

Marcus, The Way of the Lord, 130-132, Hengel, “Psalm 110 und die Erhöhung,” 54-55, and Mudiso Mbâ 
Mundla, Jesus und die Führer Israels, 241. 
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5. THE CHRISTOLOGY OF MARK 

 

5.1. Introduction 

The person of Jesus, the Nazarene (1:9, 24; 10:47; 14:67; 16:6), is absolutely central in Mark’s 

Gospel. Such a statement may sound ridiculous, because Jesus is also central in the other Gospels. 

However, “even more than in the Gospels of Matthew and Luke, the question of who Jesus is provides 

the central focus of Mark’s narrative.”378 Several texts in Mark’s Gospel are clearly concerned with 

Jesus’ identity. In the opening verse, Jesus is identified as ‘Christ, the Son of God’.379 When Jesus is 

baptised, a voice from heaven declares Jesus to be his beloved son (1:11). As we have seen in chapter 

3, the confession of Peter in 8:29 (“You are the Christ”) occurs at a key point within the narrative. In 

the passion narrative (14:61-62), the high priest asks Jesus who he is (“Are You the Christ, the Son of 

the Blessed One?”). At the cross a Roman centurion identifies Jesus as the Son of God (15:39).  

“Christology is of vital importance for Mark, but he presents what he wants to say in the form 

of a story.”380 Mark’s Christology is narrative Christology. The Gospel does not contain a treatise 

about who Jesus is. Nor does Mark “simply import a few prepackaged titles which are inherently 

messianic to articulate its view of Jesus.”381 Who Jesus is, gets clear in the narrative, at the unfolding 

of the story.382 This has led some scholars to criticise an approach that focuses on the christological 

titles in Mark.383 Moreover, Jesus does not use titles to speak about his relation to God: he proclaims 

his identity through his deeds, not by saying he is the Son of God or the Messiah.384 Scholars who are 

critical of a ‘title-approach’, propose a narrative approach, because such an approach prevents us from 

a one-sided view of Jesus. However, within the narrative, christological terms play an important role. 

                                                 
378 Tuckett, Christology and the New Testament, 109. 
379 Although some text witnesses omit the words ‘son of God’ (ui`ou/ qeou/), it is quite commonly accepted that 

these words belong to the text of Mark. 
380 Tuckett, Christology and the New Testament, 110. 
381 Edwin K. Broadhead, Naming Jesus. Titular Christology in the Gospel of Mark (JSNTSup 175; Sheffield: 

Sheffield Academic Pres, 1999), 159. 
382 Tuckett, Christology and the New Testament, 109 and Geert C. M. van Oyen, Marcus Mee Maken (Leuven: 

Vlaamse Bijbelstiching/Acco, 2006), 230-231, 233. Howard C. Kee remarks: “A full understanding of Mark’s 
conception of the meaning of Jesus for the faith of his community cannot be content with an assessment of the 
christological titles. Due consideration must also be given to the revelatory and redemptive roles that are 
assigned to Jesus in the Markan tradition” (Kee, Community of the New Age, 116). 

383 Van Oyen, Marcus Mee Maken, 234-235: “De reden waarom ik denk dat het onderzoek naar de christologie 
in Mc niet moet beginnen met titulaire analyse is dat de primaire intentie van de evangelist er niet in bestaat titels 
uit the leggen. Het is veeleer zijn bedoeling over Jezus een verhaal te vertellen zodat de lezers op basis van dat 
verhaal de betekenis van Jezus kunnen ontdekken.” Other narrative approaches to Mark’s Christology can be 
found in David M. Rhoads, and Donald M. Michie, Mark as Story. An Introduction to the Narrative of a Gospel 
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1982), 103-105 and in Best, Gospel as Story, 79-82. 

384 Van Oyen, Marcus Mee Maken, 238. 
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Mark wants to ascribe such terms to Jesus. It may also be that Mark wants to give a particular 

emphasis to some of these titles, via the narrative. Therefore, an approach that focuses on the 

christological titles is allowed, but we should explain these titles from the narrative.385 This protects us 

from an “over-reliance on the use of titles in analysing New Testament Christology.”386 

Within the Gospel of Mark, a distinction can be made between ‘major’ and ‘minor’ 

christological titles. The minor titles (for example, ‘Bridegroom’ (2:19-20), or ‘shepherd’ (6:34 and 

14:27) will not be discussed in this chapter.387 Jack D. Kingsbury claims that ‘Messiah’/‘Christ’, 

‘King of the Jews (Israel)’, ‘Son of David’, ‘Son of God’ and ‘Son of Man’ are the major 

christological titles in Mark. He thinks ‘Lord’ is a minor title. This may be true, but in this chapter I 

will also discuss the title ‘Lord’, because it is important within the pericope of Mark 12:35-37. 

                                                

 

Excursus: The Messianic Secret 

Before going to the christological titles, I will first shortly discuss the theme of secrecy in Mark: at 

several places in the Gospel, Jesus wants to keep his identity secret (e.g. 1:44; 3:11-12; 8:30). Within 

the New Testament research this theme is called the ‘messianic secret’388. This term was introduced by 

William Wrede.389 According to Wrede, the origin of the secrecy motif lies in the fact that early 

Christians had only considered Jesus as the Messiah after a belief arose that he had risen from the 

dead. Jesus did not recognise himself as the Messiah, neither did his contemporaries. But the early 

Christians had need to present originally non-messianic traditions about Jesus as the action of the 

Messiah. That is why Mark, in accordance with his tradition390, has presented Jesus commanding 

people to silence and telling parables. The ignorance of the disciples is also a part of the messianic 

secret.391  

There has been a lot of criticism to Wrede’s thesis. One criticism is that Wrede considered the 

commands to silence, the parables, and the ignorance of the disciples as a unity. Critics of Wrede do 

 
385 Scholars who combine a ‘title approach’ and a narrative approach are Kingsbury, Broadhead, and Tuckett. 
386 Tuckett, Christology and the New Testament, 110. See also the first chapter of Tuckett’s book, page 10-11, 

where Tuckett describes another reason why the ‘title-approach’ has come under fire, namely, because this 
approach is in danger of ignoring quite a lot of potentially important christological material in the New 
Testament which does not explicitly mention christological titles. This caveat is important to bear in mind, but at 
the same time, we cannot ignore the use of key christological titles, because they became important in Christian 
history and were use as key descriptions about who Jesus was. 

387 I follow Jack Dean Kingsbury here, who makes this assessment between major and minor christological 
titles. As an argument for ‘shepherd’ being a minor title Kingsbury mentions that although it has the potential for 
being a major christological title (because of the associations with both God and David in the Old Testament), 
Mark only uses it twice, both times in an Old Testament quotation. In 6:34 the metaphor of ‘shepherd’ is used to 
describe Israel as having no leader, in 14:27 it is used to characterise Jesus as the one who is going to die. 
(Kingsbury, Christology, 53-54). An extensive treatment of the christological titles in Mark can be found in 
Broadhead, Naming Jesus. Broadhead discusses 16 ‘names’ of Jesus. 

388 See also footnote 236.  
389 Wrede, Das Messiasgeheimnis in den Evangelien. 
390 It was not Jesus, nor Mark himself who ‘invented’ the messianic secret. It stems from Mark’s tradition 

(Wrede, Das Messiasgeheimnis in den Evangelien, 145, and Heikki Räisänen, The ‘Messianic Secret’ in Mark 
(Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1990), 48). 

391 Räisänen, Messianic Secret, 38-48, Kingsbury, Christology, 2-4, and Telford, Mark, 129-130. 
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see these as separable motifs. For example, the speaking in parables does not concern the secret of 

Jesus’ messianity, but the secret of the kingdom of God. Wrede does present the motif of the 

messianic secret as an overarching motif, but it is one of the motifs among others.392 Furthermore, the 

messianic secret has been restricted by some scholars to a few passages in which Jesus commands 

demons (1:24-25, 34; 3:11-12) or his disciples (8:29-30; 9:9) to silence. According to Heikki 

Räisänen, these instances contain a secret about Jesus’ identity, but against these instances, there are 

other instances in which there is no secrecy at all, but in which is openly spoken about Jesus’ identity. 

From this, Räisänen concludes that Mark compromised the integrity of the messianic secret through 

contradiction and inconsistency. The ‘messianic secret’ plays an inconsequential role and is of hardly 

any significance for the understanding of Mark’s Jesus.393 This view on the messianic secret is maybe 

too minimalistic. There is something like a secret in Mark. But it is not specifically a messianic secret, 

but a secret about Jesus’ identity in general.394 Jack D. Kingsbury has shown that this secret remains in 

force during the whole narrative of Mark: from his baptism, to this crucifixion and resurrection. To 

keep the secret of his identity, Jesus commands demons and disciples to silence. They should not make 

him known. However, these commands to silence are not the only literary devices Mark uses to keep 

Jesus’ identity secret. He also uses the motif of ‘privacy’, for example in 1:10-11: Jesus is the only one 

who sees the dove and who hears the voice from heaven, declaring him God’s son. Other elements of 

the secrecy motif can be found in Jesus’ telling of parables (which some people do not understand, e.g. 

4:11-12), and the element of irony (for example, in 14:61, the high priest’s question does contain 

Jesus’ identity, but the high priest himself remains ignorant of the truth he has spoken).  

 

5.2. Christological Titles in Mark 

5.2.1. Messiah (cristo,j) 

The title ‘Messiah’/‘Christ’ (cristo,j) occurs seven times in Mark (1:1; 8:29; 9:41; 12:35; 13:21; 

14:61; 15:32).395 The significance of the term is not always clear within Mark’s Gospel. For example, 

in Mark 9:41 (“Anyone who gives you a cup of water in my name because you belong to Christ…”) 
the term seems to have become a proper name, not a title.396 

                                                 
392 Kingsbury, Christology, 10-11. 
393 Räisänen, Messianic Secret, 247-258. 
394 E.g. Kingsbury, Christology, 13-15. According to Räisänen, Messianic Secret, 48, this is a matter of 

nomenclature. For Wrede, the term ‘Messiah’ has a wide-ranging meaning. Both ‘Messiah’ and ‘Son of God’ 
point to the ‘supernatural nature’ of Jesus. This may have been true for Wrede, but I think ‘Messiah’ and ‘Son of 
God’ should be distinguished. Although there is also some secrecy around the title ‘Messiah’ (e.g. 8:29-30), the 
secrecy motif focuses especially on the title ‘Son of God’. See also Van Oyen, Marcus Mee Maken, 238: “Er 
hangt steeds een nevel van geheimzinnigheid of mysterie over de term (i.e. ‘Son of God’, EJP).”  

395 Some manuscripts also have cristo,j in 1:34 (e.g. B, L, W, f1: auton criston einai). 
396 Tuckett, Christology and the New Testament, 111. 
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 Four times, ‘Messiah’ is directly applied to Jesus: 1:1, 8:29, 14:61, and 15:32. Three of these 

instances can be viewed as key moments within the narrative: 1:1, 8:29, and 14:61.397 It is at these 

instances where the term ‘Messiah’ may have christological connotations. In Mark 12:35-37 and 13:21 

the title ‘Messiah’ is dealt with in a rather abstract way.398 

 The use of ‘Messiah’ in Mark 1:1 announces to the reader right at the beginning of the Gospel 

who Jesus is. But to what extent is it a title here? Just as in 9:41, ‘Christ’ in 1:1 may also be a name.399 

However, whether ‘Christ’ in 1:1 is a title or a name, its function is to inform the reader of Mark’s 

own conception of Jesus. For Mark, Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God. When his audience reads the 

Gospel, they have to bear in mind these titles.400 There is no reason at this moment to think these titles 

are ‘false’. 

That the title ‘Messiah’ is false, has been defended by some scholars on the basis of Mark 

8:27-30 (known as ‘Peter’s confession’). Many scholars think Peter’s confession “You are the 

Messiah” (8:29)401 is a false confession of Jesus’ identity, because it is followed by a call to silence of 

Jesus. And in 8:31 and 8:38, Jesus is speaking about the ‘Son of Man’. From this, these scholars 

conclude, Jesus corrects the title ‘Messiah’ by the title ‘Son of Man’. Jesus is not the Messiah Peter 

expects. Peter expected a political king-Messiah, and Jesus is rejecting this understanding. According 

to these scholars, Jesus corrects the national, political connotations of ‘Messiah’ by using the title ‘Son 

of Man’ (8:31), which has the connotation of suffering.402 This approach is called the ‘corrective 

approach’.403 

Against the corrective approach, Kingsbury has claimed that Peter’s confession is correct. 

Peter’s confession is an antithesis to the false views mentioned in 8:28. Jesus is not John the Baptist, 

nor is he Eliah or another prophet. Furthermore, Mark calls Jesus in the first verse of his Gospel 

‘Messiah’ and he would have been an unreliable narrator if he had used a false title. Thus, there is 

evidence that Peter’s confession is correct. Another argument is, that almost everywhere in the Gospel, 

where is correctly (i.e. by calls such as ‘Messiah’ and ‘Son of God’) spoken about Jesus’ identity, 

Jesus suppresses it by a call to silence (e.g. 1:24-25, 34; 3:11-12). This is not because the confession is 

                                                 
397 Norman Perrin, “The Christology of Mark. A Study in Methodology,” in The Interpretation of Mark (ed. 

William R. Telford; IRT 7; Philadelphia: Fortress Press and London: SPCK, 1985,), 100-101 (Perrin’s article 
was first published in 1971). 

398 Broadhead, Naming Jesus, 149. 
399 Tuckett, Christology and the New Testament, 111. 
400 Kingsbury, Christology, 55-56, 142. 
401 In Matt 16:16, Peter’s confession is: “You are the Christ, the son of the living God,” and in Luke 9:20 

Peter’s confession is: “The Christ of God.” 
402 Kingsbury, Christology, 95. Kingsbury mentions in note 141 the names of scholars such as Eduard 

Schweizer, Das Evangelium nach Markus (NTD 1; Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1975, 93-96, and 
Norman Perrin, “The Christology of Mark,” 101. See also Best, Gospel as Story, 80, and Tuckett, Christology 
and the New Testament, 111. 

403 A representative of this approach is Norman Perrin, “The Christology of Mark,” 95-106. The corrective 
approach says not only the title ‘Messiah’, but also the title ‘Son of God’ is false, because behind the title ‘Son of 
God’ lies the conception of the so-called ‘divine man’ (see paragraph 5.2.2 for further information about the 
divine man). 
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false, but because the confession is insufficient. That is the case in 8:27-30, for Peter’s confession does 

not do justice to Mark’s total conception of the mission of Jesus. In Peter’s use of the title ‘Messiah’ 

the conception of the passion of Jesus is not included. Peter gets a better understanding of Jesus in 

phases.404 Mark 8:27-30 is a step towards the revealing of the secret of Jesus’ identity, but Jesus’ 

identity is at this moment still not clear. Yet this is not to say that Peter’s confession in 8:29 is false. 

The title ‘Messiah’ correctly identifies Jesus in terms of the narrative of the first part of Mark (1:14-

8:26).405 Another argument of Kingsbury against the corrective approach is that it is wrong to relate 

‘Messiah’ and ‘Son of Man’ in the way the corrective approach does. The word ‘Messiah’ in 8:29 does 

not characterise Jesus as a national or political ruler. Rather, it characterises Jesus “as the Anointed 

One who heretofore in Mark’s story has been authoritatively preaching, teaching, healing and 

exorcizing demons.”406 And what Mark wants to reject in 8:27-30, is not directly the political 

connotations of the title ‘Messiah’, but the thoughts of the Jewish public that Jesus is John the Baptist, 

Elijah, or another prophet (i.e. wrong interpretations of Jesus’ healing, teaching, and exorcising 

activity in the first part of the Gospel of Mark407). Therefore, it is impossible to say that Mark thinks 

‘Son of Man’ is a better title than ‘Messiah’. Kingsbury furthermore points at the fact that the title 

‘Son of Man’ is not about Jesus’ identity, but about his destiny (this claim is further explained in 

paragraph 5.2.4). ‘Messiah’ and ‘Son of Man’ do not function in the same way, because they give 

answers to a different question: the former on the question of Jesus’ identity (“who is Jesus?”), and the 

latter on the question of Jesus’ relationship to his opponents. Thus, the titles ‘Messiah’ and ‘Son of 

Man’ are not mutually exclusive. Moreover, Kingsbury remarks that ‘Son of Man’ is a title that is 

always used by Jesus in public (2:10; 2:28; 8:38, see also paragraph 5.2.4), whereas ‘Messiah’ is not a 

public title, but a confessional title (8:29).408 

I agree with Kingsbury at this point. Mark is not negative towards the title ‘Messiah’. 

Furthermore, the narrative context of 8:27-30 does not give cause to think Jesus is correcting the title 

‘Messiah’ by ‘Son of Man’. Yet, Peter does not understand that Jesus has to suffer (8:31-38). His 

conception of Jesus as Messiah is not complete. Although it may be possible that the political 

connotations of the Messiah have played a role in this passage (at the ‘historical’ level, see chapter 1), 

I agree with Kingsbury that this is not the main point in the narrative of 8:27-30. The main point is that 

the title ‘Messiah’, although insufficient, contains a better understanding of Jesus than thinking about 

him as John the Baptist, Elijah or another prophet. 

                                                 
404 Just as the blind man in Mark 8:22-26 is healed in stages (this story is placed by Mark immediately before 

Peter’s confession), Peter comes to full sight on Jesus gradually. At this point of the narrative, Peter has only 
reached an intermediate stage (Tuckett, Christology and the New Testament, 111). 

405 Kingsbury, Christology, 92-95. 
406 Kingsbury, Christology, 95. 
407 Van Oyen remarks that Jesus’ activity in the first eight chapters of Mark are part of the question who Jesus 

is. The miracles and signs are manifestations of his superhuman power and authority, of his liberating presence, 
and of the coming of the kingdom of God. This does not only have consequences at a spiritual level, but also at a 
social level (Van Oyen, Marcus Mee Maken, 239-240). 

408 Kingsbury, Christology, 96-97. 
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 The representatives of the corrective approach think Mark is also correcting a false Messiah 

conception in 14:61-62. At Jesus’ trial, the high priest asks whether Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of 

the Blessed (God) and Jesus answers by speaking about the Son of Man.409 However, this does no 

right to the fact that Jesus first affirms the question of the high priest: “I am.” Again, there is no talk of 

a negative attitude towards ‘Messiah’ (and ‘Son of God’).  

In studies on Mark’s Christology, the title ‘Messiah’ is often strongly connected to the title 

‘son of God’.410 This is understandable when one translates Mark 14:61 with: “Are you the Christ, the 

Son of the Blessed One (ui`o.j tou/ euvloghtou/)?” From this, one can conclude that ‘Christ’ and ‘Son of 

the Blessed One’ are synonymous. This view has been challenged by Joel Marcus. If one explains both 

titles as synonymous, the high priest’s charge of blasphemy (14:63-64) is hard to understand, because 

it is not blasphemous to claim to be the Messiah.411 The charge of the high priest is obvious, if one 

considers ‘Son of the Blessed One’ to be a ‘restrictive apposition’, i.e. an apposition that qualifies the 

word to which it refers. Thus, ‘Son of the Blessed One’ has to be regarded as a restriction of the title 

‘Messiah’. The ‘Messiah-the-Son-of-God’ has to be distinguished from another Messiah, a Messiah 

the Markan characters and readers might have in mind. ‘Son of the Blessed One’ “indicates what sort 

of messianic expectation is in view: not the Messiah-Son-of-David, nor the Messiah as the son of any 

other human being, but rather the Messiah-Son-of-God.”412 Then, Marcus mentions other ‘Messiah-

Son-of’ constructions in Jewish literature, namely the ‘Messiah-Son-of-Joseph’ and the ‘Messiah(-

Son)-of-Aaron’ (from Qumran, in contrast with the ‘Messiah of Israel’). From this, he concludes that 

restrictive appositions were needed because of the variety of messianic perceptions. In such variety, it 

would be better to make more precise which Messiah one has in view. The question which Messiah is 

meant, is also playing a role in Mark 12:35-37: whose son is the Messiah? This is not a question to the 

physical descent of the Messiah: the question is not whether the Messiah is, genealogically speaking, a 

descendant of David. But the question is whether the title ‘Son of David’ is an adequate designation of 

the Messiah.413 The answer to this question is negative, because this title is not ‘complete’. The 

Davidic Messiah was expected to restore the kingdom of David in Jewish messianic hope. Yet, for 

Mark, this hope is not big enough. Jesus is not an earthly Messiah who is to restore an earthly 

kingdom. Jesus is a Messiah who is at God’s right hand under whose feet his enemies will be 

submitted by God. And these enemies are not only earthly enemies, but also cosmic powers.414 This 

                                                 
409 Perrin, “The Christology of Mark,” 98. 
410 E.g. Kingsbury, Christology. 
411 Marcus, “Mark 14:61,” 127-128. Marcus writes: “One searches Jewish literature in vain for evidence that a 

simple claim to be the Messiah would incur such a charge. (...) it is likely that already in New Testament times 
blasphemy was defined as misuse of God’s name. This criterion is not met by the staking of a messianic claim if, 
as is normally the case in Jewish texts, the Messiah is simply a human figure from the line of David.” Then 
Marcus mentions the example of Bar Kochba, who was called ‘Messiah’ by R. Aqiba, which was not 
blasphemous.  

412 Marcus, “Mark 14:61,” 130. 
413 Marcus, “Mark 14:61,” 136. 
414 Marcus, “Mark 14:61,” 137. 
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brings Marcus back to his argument about restrictive apposition in 14:61. For, according to Marcus, 

the high priest is not asking Jesus whether or not he is the royal ‘Messiah-Son-of-David,’ but whether 

or not he is the Messiah-Son-of-God? The answer Jesus gives is the reason for the charge of 

blasphemy, because he understands ‘Son of God’ as a participation in God’s cosmic lordship (Ps 

110:1). Jesus says he will sit at the right hand of God and that he, as the Son of Man, will come with 

the clouds of heaven. This is almost an equation with God, which is blasphemy.415 

 Marcus’ exegesis of Mark 14:61 is interesting, although some questions may be asked to 

Marcus’ interpretation, for example: how does Marcus explain 1:1, in which both ‘Messiah’ and ‘Son 

of God’ appear next to each other. Is ‘Son of God’ in 1:1 also a restrictive apposition? However, I 

agree with Marcus’ point that one should not conclude too quick to an identification of the titles ‘Son 

of God’ and ‘Messiah’. As several scholars have pointed out, the title ‘Messiah’ is quite undefined and 

undeveloped within the Gospel of Mark.416 It means ‘Anointed’, but it is unspecific in what it denotes. 

It is the most general of Mark’s christological categories. It has a diversity of use within the story.417 

When Mark mentions the title, he mostly explains it: in four instances he places another title in 

apposition to it: ‘Son of God’ (1:1), ‘Son of David’ (12:35) ‘Son of the Blessed’ (14:61), and ‘King of 

Israel’ (15:32). In 8:29, “Mark draws on the whole of 1:14-8:26 to show that ‘Messiah’ describes Jesus 

as preacher, teacher, healer, and exorcist.”418 By these explications, Mark wants his readers to apply 

the title ‘Messiah’ rightly to Jesus. He indicates by these explications that Jesus is a ‘royal’ figure. 

And, more exactly, Mark indicates that this title has to be defined (by ‘Son of God’). 

 In sum, Mark does not reject the title ‘Messiah’. It is a title that fits to Jesus. Yet, it is not 

adequate enough, it has to be explained. In the unfolding of the story of Mark, it gets more and more 

clear what kind of Messiah Jesus is: the Messiah-Son-of-God. 

 

5.2.2. Son of God (ui`o.j tou/ qeou/) 

‘Son of God’ is the christological title that probably has had the most lasting influence in Christian 

history. Many Christians consider this phrase to be most accurate to describe the identity of Jesus, 

because this phrase implies Jesus’ divinity: as God’s son, Jesus is the second person of the Holy 

Trinity. However, we should be cautious to apply this meaning of ‘Son of God’ (that originates from 

the third and fourth century of Christianity) to the use of ‘Son of God’ within Mark.419 

                                                 
415 Marcus supports his interpretation by Luke 22:67-71, the Lukan parallel of Mark 14:61-65. In Luke, the 

Jewish leaders first ask whether Jesus is the Messiah. Jesus tells them about the seat of the son of Man at the 
right hand of God. Then, the Jewish leaders ask: “Are you then the son of God?” Jesus confirms this question 
and this leads to the charge of blasphemy. Only after the Jewish leaders have further interrogated Jesus, they 
come to this charge. They want to know exactly what kind of Messiah they have to do with (Marcus, “Mark 
14:61,” 139-140). 

416 Broadhead, Naming Jesus, 150, and Kingsbury, Christology, 15. 
417 Kingsbury, Christology, 15. 
418 Kingsbury, Christology, 98. 
419 Tuckett, Christology and the New Testament, 22. 
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 The idea of divine sonship was widespread in the ancient world. In the Greek world, the 

heroes, for example Heracles, were seen as sons of Zeus. And also famous philosophers like Plato and 

Pythagoras were thought of as born of a god. Some New Testament scholars as Rudolf Bultmann and 

Ferdinand Hahn, thought ‘Son of God’ had a Hellenistic background. According to them, it was the 

Hellenistic conception of the ‘divine man’ (qei/oj avnh,r) that was behind the title ‘Son of God’.420 This 

conception has had a lot of influence in New Testament research of the last century. The divine man 

was a person (‘superhuman’) who is indwelt by the divine. Because the divine lives in such a human 

being, he possesses supernatural gifts, for example divine wisdom and the performing of miracles.421 

Bultmann thought Mark had a ‘divine man Christology’ and he evaluated this positively.422 However, 

from the fifties of the last century, scholars as Norman Perrin became to evaluate the divine man 

concept negatively.423 They still thought that the divine man concept was behind the title ‘Son of 

God’. Yet, for them the divine man embodied a ‘theology of glory.’ However, Mark’s Christology is 

not glorious and triumphant. Jesus is a suffering Son of God. This brought them to the opinion that 

Mark is critical to the title ‘Son of God’. He wants to correct this triumphal conception of Jesus 

(corrective Christology, see also paragraph 5.2.1). For this correction, Mark employs the title ‘Son of 

Man’.42

 to assume 

that the

                                                

4  

The ‘divine man background’ of the title ‘Son of God’ has been firmly criticised425, and 

nowadays the amount of scholars that thinks the conception of the divine man lies behind the title ‘Son 

of God’ has declined. “It is not possible at the present time, as once was the case, simply

 concept of divine man is the proper avenue of approach to Mark’s christology.”426  

It is doubtful whether the term ‘Son of God’ has a non-Jewish background.427 More likely, its 

background is in Judaism, where there is also talk of sons of God. But this does not imply that such a 

son of God is directly a divine person. There are instances where ‘son(s) of God’ in the Old Testament 

refer to heavenly beings (Gen 6:2; Dan 3:25), but it is uncertain whether this can be at the background 

of Jesus’ being called ‘Son of God’. In the Old Testament, Israel is also called ‘son’ by God (Exod 

4:22; Hos 11:1). Furthermore, a so-called ‘righteous sufferer’ can be called ‘Son of God’. This 

conception of the title occurs especially in the intertestamental period (Wis 2:17-18). The conception 

about the Son of God as a righteous sufferer and member of the true people of God may be one of the 

possible backgrounds of Jesus as son of God.428 Another background may lie in the fact that the 

 
420 Hahn, Hoheitstitel, 292-308. 
421 Kingsbury, Christology, 27. 
422 Bultmann, Geschichte, 372. 
423 Perrin, “The Christology of Mark,” 100-101 (Perrin is following Leander E. Keck). 
424 Kingsbury, Christology, 25-33. 
425 E.g. Best, Gospel as Story, 80. See further Kingsbury, Christology, 33-42 for criticisms of the divine man 

conception and the corrective Christology. 
426 Kingsbury, Christology, 43. 
427 Tuckett, Christology and the New Testament, 22-23. 
428 De Jonge, Christology in Context, 168. De Jonge thinks it lies at the background of the passion story in 

Mark. 
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Israelite king is God’s son (e.g. 2 Sam 7:14; Ps 2:7; 89:26-37). It is also possible that the title was a 

messianic term, however, there is discussion about this.429 One can say on the base of 4QFlor (see 

paragraph 1.3.4) that the ‘Son of God’ and the ‘Branch of David’ (i.e. the Davidic Messiah) are 

connected.430 Other evidence of a connection between ‘son of God’ and a messianic figure can be 

found in 4 Ezra 7:28, 13:32, 37, 52, and 14:9.431 Therefore, it seems that there were some Jewish 

circles that thought of a messianic figure as Son of God. However, this does not mean that this figure 

was div

 God’ (it is a 

onfessional’ title). Several narrative techniques establish the positive role for the term: 

 

 Jesus is 
 em. 

435

                                                

ine.432 

Eight times in Mark, there is talk of (Jesus as) the Son of God: 1:1, 1:11, 3:11, 5:7 (‘Son of the 

Most High God’), 9:7, 13:32, 14:61 (‘Son of the Blessed’), and 15:39.433 ‘Son of God’ is not primarily 

an inherited image in Mark. It is an image that develops within the narrative.434 This makes it hard to 

determine the interpretation of the title ‘Son of God’ within Mark. However, what we can say about 

this title in Mark, is that the narrative of Mark confirms the validity of the title ‘Son of

‘c

1. The narrator uses it at the beginning to inform the reader about Jesus’ identity (1:1) 
2. The sonship of Jesus is affirmed by the voice from heaven two times (1:11; 9:7) 
3. Supernatural forces acclaim the sonship of Jesus (3:11; 5:7). Although one could think this 

  in Mark the demons know whomay be negative, because these forces are demons,
(1:34), namely the son of God. They acknowledge Jesus as having power over th
4. Jesus confirms his identity as son of God (14:62) 
5. The only negative use of the term comes from Jesus’ opponents (14:61-64)  

 
The title ‘Son of God’ occurs at important moments within the narrative of Mark. Like ‘Messiah’, it 

also occurs at the beginning of Mark’s Gospel (1:1). From the beginning, it should be clear that Jesus 

is God’s son. In 1:10-11, the divine sonship of Jesus is confirmed at his baptism. When Jesus comes 

 
429 Tuckett thinks ‘son of God’ can have messianic connotations (Tuckett, Christology and the New Testament, 

23-24) See also: Kee, Community of the New Age, 122: Kee claims that ‘son of God’ is used for an 
eschatological and redemptive figure in Qumran. Broadhead has more doubts about this: “it is difficult to 
demonstrate a clear messianic expectation around the Son of God title in the Old Testament or in pre-Christian 
Judaism” (Broadhead, Naming Jesus, 162). 

430 Once again, the text of 4QFlor/4Q174: “I will be a father to him and he will be a son to me.” This (refers to 
the) ‘branch of David’, who will arise with the Interpreter of the law who [will rise up] in Zi[on in] the [l]ast 
days.” 

431 4 Ezra 7:28: “For my son the Messiah shall be revealed with those who are with him…”; 4 Ezra 13:32: 
“And when these things come to pass and the signs occur which I showed you before, then my son will be 
revealed…”; 4 Ezra 13:37: “And he, my Son, will reprove the assembled nations for their ungodliness…”; 4 
Ezra 13:52: “…Just as no on can explore or know what is in the depths of the sea, so no one on earth can see my 
Son or those who are with him, except in the time of his day”; 4 Ezra 14:9: “…and henceforth you shall live with 
my Son and with those who are like you…” Translation: Bruce M. Metzger (Metzger, “Fourth Book of Ezra,” 
537, 552-553). Cf. Tuckett, Christology and the New Testament, 24. 

432 Tuckett, Christology and the New Testament, 24. Cf. also chapter 1 of this thesis where is spoken about the 
Messiah as being a non-divine, human being.  

433 David R. Bauer, “Son of God I: Gospels,” IVPDNT:1030. The word group uìo.j (tou/) qeou/ only occurs 
literally in 1:1, 3:11, and 15:39. One could doubt whether the son who is sent to the wicked tenants in 12:6 also 
belongs to this list. Furthermore, there are four instances in Mark that speak about God as ‘Father’: 8:38, 11:25, 
13:32, and 14:36.  

434 Broadhead, Naming Jesus, 120. 
435 Broadhead, Naming Jesus, 121. 
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up from the water, he receives two revelatory events: a visual and an auditory event. He sees the 

Spirit, who endows him with divine authority.436 And he hears the voice from heaven, who calls Jesus 

his ‘Beloved Son’ (cf. also 9:7).437 However, this declaration is only spoken to Jesus himself, not 

publicly. Other characters have no insight in this event. They do not hear from the mouth of God that 

Jesus is his son. But the readers of the Gospel know how God looks at Jesus: as his son. It is this 

perspective of God on Jesus that is central for Mark. By the Old Testament quotation in 1:2-3, Mark 

has already made clear that God’s evaluative point of view is normative for him. Mark 1:11 contains 

God’s thinking about Jesus.438 The same is true for 9:7, the transfiguration of Jesus on the mount, 

when the disciples see Jesus in his glory, and hear the voice of God. Once again, God declares Jesus to 

be his son. At the moment of the transfiguration, the disciples do not comprehend what is happening. 

It is only after the resurrection that they understand this revelation concerning Jesus’ identity. Then, 

5:7), Jesus himself (13:32), the high priest (14:61), and the Roman centurion at the 

cross (1

esus (1:34). In these passages, the title shows something 

of the a

nship between the son and the father. Mark 13:32 stands 

in a line

as because Jesus thought himself to be the ‘Messiah-Son-of-God’ that he was charged 

of blasphemy. 
                                                

they ‘think’ about Jesus as God ‘thinks’ about Jesus.439 

 There are more characters within the story than God that use the title ‘Son (of God)’: the 

demons (3:11; 

5:39).  

It is remarkable within Mark’s story, that the title ‘Son of God’ is the only christological title 

that is uttered by supernatural beings (i.e. God and the demons). The acclamation of the demons in 

3:11 and 5:7 are not false. The demons know J

uthority Jesus has over the demons.440 

In 13:32, Jesus speaks not directly about himself. He is speaking about the limits on the 

knowledge of ‘the son’ of the last days. This text is about the ‘Son of God’ (and not about the ‘Son of 

Man’), because this text discusses the relatio

 with texts as 1:11, 9:7, and 12:6.441 

We have discussed Mark 14:61 already in paragraph 5.2.1. Jesus affirms the title ‘Son of God’ 

for himself. It w

 
436 An authority Jesus will also use, when he is led into the desert by the Holy Spirit (1:12-13). Jesus vindicates 

the Satan (he binds the ‘strong man’, see 3:27). “In so doing, he breaks the rule of Satan and inaugurates the 
eschatological age of salvation” (Kingsbury, Christology, 69, 144). 

437 Tuckett, Christology in the New Testament, 114 
438 Kingsbury, Christology, 67-68. An important discussion around the baptism of Jesus is the question whether 

Jesus is already son of God at his baptism, or whether he is adopted as son of God. Is 1:11 a divine asseveration 
by which God predicates to Jesus the royal status of being ‘my son’ (e.g. Bultmann, Geschichte, 263-264) or is it 
an affirmation of what is already the case, namely that Jesus is the son of God (e.g. Lohmeyer, Evangelium des 
Markus, 23, and Kingsbury, Christology, 67)? I think the view that Jesus is adopted as son of God does no right 
to Mark. Mark gives no answer to the question when and where Jesus became ‘son of God’, because he is more 
interested in what Jesus does. What Jesus does, determines the interpretation of divine sonship, not how he has 
become son of God. Furthermore, he quotes in 1:11 the first part of Ps 2:7b, but he leaves out the second part: 
“today I have begotten you” (RSV (NIV: “today I have become your Father”)). If Mark would have thought of 
adoption here, it would have been logical to cite also the second part of Ps 2:7b. 

439 Kingsbury, Christology, 99-101. 
440 Broadhead, Naming Jesus, 120. 
441 Kingsbury, Christology, 138, and Broadhead, Naming Jesus, 121. 
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Mark 15:39 is the last time in the Gospel the title ‘Son of God’ appears. This occasion of the 

title ‘Son of God’ is of great theological importance. In 15:38, Mark describes the tearing of the veil in 

the Temple. The question is: what veil is torn? Is it the veil separating Jews and Gentiles? Then the 

meaning of this event is the universalisation of the Gospel: it is not only for the Jews, but also for the 

Gentiles. Or is it the veil inside the Holy of Holies in the Temple? Then the meaning is that, in the 

death of Jesus, the barrier between God and human beings has been removed. With Tuckett, I think 

Mark points at this last veil that is torn. From now on, people are able to see God. God shows himself 

to human beings in the figure of the dead Jesus on the cross. The confession of the centurion is not 

only about Jesus, but also about God, because it is God who shows himself in powerlessness, 

weakness and death.442 It is in 15:39 that the Gospel of Mark comes at its theological height. Here, the 

secret of Jesus’ identity is revealed, for it is “for the first time, that Mark allows a human character 

other than Jesus himself to adopt unreservedly God’s ‘evaluative point of view’ and to ‘think’ about 

Jesus the way God ‘thinks’ about him.”443 

  Although the title ‘Son of God’ occurs relatively few in Mark’s Gospel, it plays an important 

role: the title describes most adequately who Jesus is.444 The content of the divine sonship in Mark is 

not that of the glorious divine man (which image should be corrected by a theologia crucis). Jesus’ 

sonship is a sonship in obedience. This is emphasised by the way Jesus is going: the way of 

suffering.445  

In sum, the title ‘Son of God’ develops in the course of the narrative. At the beginning, the 

title is not clear for human beings: it is heard only by Jesus at his baptism (1:11). The demons are 

forbidden to speak about Jesus’ identity (3:11; 5:7). At the transfiguration on the mount, the disciples 

hear the voice from heaven, but they do not understand what is meant by this event (9:7). At the trial, 

the question of the high priest contains truth about Jesus, but the high priest himself does not believe 

that Jesus is the ‘Messiah-Son-of-God’. Although Jesus affirms the title here, the Jewish leaders do not 

understand Jesus’ identity. Instead, they charge Jesus of blasphemy (14:61-64). It is only in 15:39 that 

a human being rightly testifies Jesus’ identity and that the secret is revealed.446 For Mark, Jesus’ 

identity as the royal son of God is bound up with Jesus’ suffering and death on the cross. It is only at 

the cross that one sees that Jesus is the Son of God (15:39). If one sees that the cross is the ultimate 

goal of Jesus’ ministry, one can see Jesus in the way God sees him.447 And one sees God, who shows 

himself in weakness. 

 

 

                                                 
442 Tuckett, Christology and the New Testament, 115-116. 
443 Kingsbury, Christology, 153. 
444 Tuckett, Christology and the New Testament, 114. 
445 Best, Gospel as Story, 82, and Kingsbury, Christology, 131. 
446 Kingsbury, Christology, 151-153. 
447 Kingsbury, Christology, 101-102. 
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5.2.3. Lord (ku,rioj) 

By calling Jesus ‘Lord’, the early Christians acknowledged his authority. They were servants of the 

Lord, living in obedience to him. Yet, it is hard to grasp the exact meaning of the title. It was a word 

which could have many meanings. In the Hellenistic world, ku,rioj was used to denote the authority of 

gods, kings, and emperors.448 This Hellenistic connotation had some influence on the meaning of this 

title. Gentile Christians understood the title ‘Lord’ better than for example ‘Christ’ or ‘Son of Man’, 

which are titles with a typically Jewish background. However, it is doubtable whether the mission 

among Gentiles was the principal factor in introducing the title ku,rioj. There is also a Jewish influence 

on this title. This influence came from the LXX that translated the Tetragrammaton hwhy with ku,rioj 

(see also paragraph 4.2.1).449 The early Christians called Jesus ‘Lord’ just as they called the God of 

Israel ‘Lord’. In Phil 2:6-11, Jesus is confessed as ‘Lord’. This pericope clearly has a reference to Isa 

45:23: “Before me every knee will bow; by me every tongue will swear.” Phil 2:6-11 wants to make 

clear that Jesus is worthy of the same adoration as the God of Israel himself.450 

 In the early Christian communities, ‘Lord’ was used in a liturgical context. The Christians 

worshiped the living, resurrected, and exalted Christ, and they expected his ‘parousia’ with the 

Aramaic word: “Maranatha” (Come, O Lord, e.g. 1 Cor 16:22). Although Jesus had also been ‘Lord’ 

on earth, his lordship is especially confirmed by his resurrection. The authoritative words of the Lord 

have got their authority because of the resurrection.451 

The word ku,rioj occurs sixteen times in Mark. Nine times it refers to God (5:19; 11:9; 12:9, 

11, 29 (two times), 30, 36; 13:20), the other times it is used in connection with Jesus (1:3; 2:28; 7:28; 

11:3; 12:36, 37; 13:35), although it is only in one instance a direct address to Jesus, namely in 7:28.452 

Four lines of usage of the title ‘Lord’ within Mark’s Gospel can be distinguished:453 

 
1. ku,rioj refers primarily to YHWH, especially in the Old Testament quotations (1:3; 5:19;

 11:9-10; 12:11, 29-30, 36) 
2. ku,rioj can also refer to a ‘secular’ master (2:28; 7:28454; 11:3; 12:9, 36; 13:35), and may be 

 used as  a term of authority and respect  
3. ku,rioj can be a metaphor for God: the secular master from one of Jesus’ parables may be 

 taken as an image of God (11:3; 12:9; 13:35) 

                                                 
448 The Roman emperor Domitian called himself ‘Lord and God’. For Christians, this designation was 

unacceptable, because they only wanted to serve Jesus as their Lord (De Jonge, Christology in Context, 185). 
449 Broadhead points at the fact that from hwhy to ku,rioj is an important transition which marks a major 

conceptual shift from a typically divine name to a more general indication: “the rarely spoken and exclusive 
name of Yahweh is interpreted and replaced by a term of authority in widespread use” (Broadhead, Naming 
Jesus, 137-138). 

450 De Jonge, Christology in Context, 185-186. 
451 De Jonge, Christology in Context, 184-185. 
452 Broadhead, Naming Jesus, 138. Broadhead also mentions 9:24, but there the word ku,rioj is secondary. 
453 Broadhead, Naming Jesus, 138-140. 
454 Cf. Matt 15:21-28, the parallel of Mark 7:24-30. In Matt 15:21-28, a Canaanite woman addresses Jesus with 

the words: “Lord, son of David, have mercy on me (15:22).” In 15:22, it seems a christological title, but in 15:27 
‘lord’ seems to be an expression of respect (as in Mark). 
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4. in 12:36-37, ku,rioj is used with reference to the Messiah: in this quotation, God is called 
 ku,rioj, and also the designated ruler (kuri,w| mou).  

 
Thus, only in 12:36-37, ‘lord’ is used as a christological image, but it does not refer directly to Jesus’ 

identity or mission. The discussion is rather abstract.455 This has led several scholars to the conclusion 

that ‘Lord’ is not a very important christological title in the Gospel of Mark.456 In contradiction with 

for example Phil 2:6-11, Mark never uses it in a confessional setting. And it is also the question 

whether the above mentioned connotation of the resurrection plays such an important role in Mark.457 

Yet, although the christological significance of the title ‘Lord’ seems small for Mark, the title ‘Lord’ 

has (indirect) christological connotations in his Gospel. The ku,rioj YHWH has designated a ruler: the 

Messiah (cristo,j, 12:35-37). Messiah is a term that is attached explicitly to Jesus (1:1; 8:29; 14:61) in 

the Gospel of Mark. Thus, the reader may infer from the narrative, “that Jesus the Messiah is the Lord 

of David, who is designated to rule at Yahweh’s right hand.”458 This rule will be in the future, when 

God will put all enemies under the feet of the designated ruler. From this, Jesus may be considered as 

the messianic Lord, who will reign in the future. In this way, the ku,rioj is connected with the cristo,j.  

Furthermore, on the basis of 13:35, one can also connect the title ku,rioj with the coming Son 

of Man (13:26-27). The lord of the household is an image of the one who will come in judgement, the 

‘Son of Man’ (13:26-27). Because Jesus is also called ‘Son of Man’ (see also paragraph 5.2.4), the 

link is clear: “the ku,rioj who will come at the end of the age is none other than Jesus, the Son of 

Man.”459 In 14:61-62, the ‘Messiah’ and the ‘Son of Man’ (Ps 110:1 and Dan 7:13) are connected. The 

high priest asks Jesus: “Are you the Christ the son of the Blessed One?” Jesus’ reply is: “I am (evgw, 

eivmi). And you will see the Son of Man sitting at the right hand of the Mighty One and coming on the 

clouds of heaven.” Although Jesus never identifies himself directly with the Son of Man, the narrative 

makes clear that Jesus is the Son of Man, the coming Lord, who will rule at God’s initiative. Thus in 

this way, Lord is also connected with the Son of Man (see paragraph 4.2.2).460 

It has already been remarked Ps 110:1 provided imagery for the development of Christology 

(paragraph 2.3). The exaltation of Christ the Lord is one of the aspects of this imagery. Ferdinand 

Hahn has paid attention to this exaltation image in his work Christologische Hoheitstitel. In Hahn’s 

view, the Davidssohnfrage disconnects the title ‘Son of David’ from ‘Messiah’, titles which belonged 

together in the Palestinian Christian community. However, within the Hellenistic Jewish Christian 

tradition, of which Mark 12:35-37 is a reflection, the titles ‘Son of David’ and ‘Lord’ have been 

equated. ‘Messiah’ and ‘Lord’ are titles that point to the exalted ruler at the right hand of God, who 

                                                 
455 Broadhead, Naming Jesus, 141. 
456 E.g. Kingsbury, Christology, 110-111, and Tuckett, Christology and the New Testament, 110. 
457 Tuckett, Christology and the New Testament, 110. 
458 Broadhead, Naming Jesus, 141.  
459 Broadhead, Naming Jesus, 142. 
460 Broadhead, Naming Jesus, 142. 
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will submit his enemies in the future.461 Hahn contrasts Mark 12:35-37 with Rom 1:3-4: “…his (i.e. 

God’s) Son, who as to his human nature (literally, ‘according to the flesh’) was a descendant of David, 

and who through the Spirit of holiness was declared with power to be the Son of God by his 

resurrection from the dead: Jesus Christ our Lord.” The title ‘Son of David’ is a ‘provisional step of 

exaltation’ (vorläufige Hoheitsstufe) with regard to the earthly activities of Jesus, whereas ‘Lord’ and 

‘Messiah’ are titles with regard to his heavenly work (Zweistufenchristologie, see also paragraph 

3.4.3).462 In this way, the Hellenistic Jewish Christian community has given a re-interpretation of the 

title ‘Son of David’. However, it seems to me that Hahn’s thesis is too schematic. He presupposes a 

kind of development (evolution) within early Christianity: from Palestinian Christian community to 

Hellenistic Jewish Christian community (to Gentile Christianity), whereas it is also possible that there 

was interaction between these different traditions. Moreover, it seems to me that one cannot make a 

separation between Jesus earthly and heavenly work on the base of christological titles, since in Mark 

ku,rioj is not a title that only pertains to Jesus’ heavenly work. He is also called ku,rioj on earth. In 

sum, Hahn’s treatment of the christological titles seems to be too separately. It does not do justice to 

the interaction between the titles. 

To put it briefly, Mark has generated a quite complex christological image around the title 

ku,rioj. The Lord is primarily YHWH, who rules over Israel and his creation. But ‘lord’ also refers to 

‘secular’ (earthly) masters, who can serve as metaphors for the rule of God. YHWH has designated the 

messianic Lord, who is sitting at his right hand, and who will come in the future as the son of Man to 

rule by the grace of God, who will put his enemies under his feet. ‘Lord’ is not the most important 

christological title for Mark. For Mark, it certainly had not a confessional status (“Jesus is Lord”). 

Rather, it functions as an ‘auxiliary christological title’463, which should be read in combinations with 

other christological titles. But to say that it is of small or even no christological importance within 

Mark’s Gospel, is to jump to a conclusion. The christological meaning of the term ‘Lord’ within the 

Gospel of Mark can only be understood from the narrative. 

 

5.2.4. Son of Man (ui`o.j tou/ avnqrw,pou) 

The title ‘Son of Man’ has an Old Testament background. It often means ‘man (in general)’ or ‘human 

being’ (e.g. Ps 8:4; Ezek 2:1; 6:2; 14:13; 15:2; 20:3; 38:2; etc.). The locus classicus for the 

background of ‘Son of Man’ in the New Testament is Dan 7:13464. Here, the meaning is also ‘a human 

                                                 
461 Hahn, Hoheitstitel, 113. 
462 Ferdinand Hahn, Hoheitstitel, 261-262, 267-268, and Eduard Lohse, TDNT 8:484-485. See also: Gaëtan 

Minette de Tillesse, Le Secret Messianique dans l’Evangile de Marc (Paris: Les Éditions du Cerf, 1968), 331-
332. Minette de Tillesse uses Mark 12:35-37 to contrast the earthly kingdom of David to the heavenly kingdom 
of God. Of course, Jesus is son of David (in a genealogical sense). However, this descendance is renewed and 
sublimated in a totally new order, the resurrection. This is an order according to the Spirit, which is transcendent 
and universal. It is this new transcendent order that is most important. 

463 The term is from Kingsbury, Christology, 110. 
464 LXX: kai. ivdou. evpi. tw/n nefelw/n tou/ ouvranou/ w`j ui`o.j avnqrw,pou h;rceto) 
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being’ (in contrast to the beastly figures in this pericope). But because of the expressive language, this 

text played an important role in Jewish and Christian eschatological thought. The Son of Man from 

Daniel 7 became interpreted as a person who would play an active role in the final judgement.465  

The title ‘Son of Man’ occurs 14 times in the Gospel of Mark (2:10, 28; 8:31, 38; 9:9, 12, 31; 

10:33, 45; 13:26; 14:21 (twice), 41, 62) and it is almost always used by Jesus himself, especially in the 

second half of the Gospel. Only two times (8:31; 9:9) the title is used by the evangelist. There is no 

other character within the narrative that confesses Jesus as ‘Son of Man’, it is a self-designation of 

Jesus.466 Although Jesus does not refer to himself directly by this title (he never says: “I am the son of 

Man”), it is clear from the narrative that Jesus’ destiny and the Son of Man’s destiny coincide.467  

It seems that the title ‘Son of Man’ goes back to Jesus himself. Beyond the Gospels the term 

does occur only one time, namely in Acts 7:56.468 Furthermore, Jesus’ self-designation as ‘Son of 

Man’ is never taken up by his disciples or adversaries. If ‘Son of Man’ was an invention of the first 

Christians, who developed some kind of ‘Son of Man-Christology’, then there would have been traces 

of this title within the kerugma, prayers, and songs of the first Christian communities. Yet, this is not 

the case. “The phrase would never have been added if it had not been known that it had been used very 

early, even by Jesus himself.”469 

Some scholars, of whom some adhere to the ‘corrective approach’, think the title ‘Son of Man’ 

is Mark’s most important christological title.470 However, this claim has been contested by Jack D. 

Kingsbury. He says the title ‘Son of Man’ is not the most important title for Mark, because it is God’s 

evaluative point of view that is normative. It is more important than Jesus’ own conception of 

himself.471 God never calls Jesus ‘Son of Man’, only ‘my son.’ That is why the title ‘Son of God’ is 

most important for Mark. This title cannot be corrected by another title. 

Furthermore, Kingsbury remarks that the title ‘Son of Man’ is of a different order than for 

example ‘Son of God’ and ‘Messiah’, because it is not a confessional title that specifies who Jesus is. 

Mark never combines the title with the name ‘Jesus’, whereas ‘Christ’ (e.g. 8:29), ‘Son of David’ (e.g. 

10:47) and ‘Son of God’ (e.g. 15:39) are directly combined with (the name of) Jesus. No character in 

the Gospel says to Jesus: “You are the son of Man.” And the question of Jesus’ identity is never 

answered by the title ‘Son of Man’.  

                                                 
465 De Jonge, Christology in Context, 170-171, Broadhead, Naming Jesus, 124-129, and Tuckett, Christology 

and the New Testament, 26. These authors point further at 1 Enoch 37-71 (e.g. 1 En 46:1-3) and 4 Ezra for 
evidence that Daniel 7 influenced Jewish hopes concerning a future deliverer at the end of the fist century A.D. 

466 Baarlink, Bist Du der Christus?, 58-59. 
467 Broadhead, Naming Jesus, 131-132. 
468 The fact that ‘Son of Man’ occurs almost only in the Gospels and not in the letters of the New Testament, 

makes De Jonge think that ‘Son of Man’ was “an unsuitable term to denote Jesus’ authority for a non-Jewish 
audience” (Christology in Context, 172). This view seems plausible to me, because a good understanding of this 
term needs a good understanding of the Jewish background of ‘Son of Man’ (namely Daniel 7). 

469 De Jonge, Christology in Context, 171. See also: Cullmann, Christologie, 158. 
470 E.g. Neugebauer, “Davidssohnfrage und Menschensohn,” 81-108, and Perrin, “The Christology of Mark,” 

99, 102-106. 
471 Kingsbury, Christology, 158. See also Van Oyen, Marcus Mee Maken, 237-238. 
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According to Kingsbury, ‘Son of Man’ has another function than to inform the reader about 

the identity of Jesus.472 He points to the fact that the title functions ‘in public’, that is: before the 

disciples (8:31), or the crowd (8:38), or the scribes (2:10), or the Pharisees (2:28). Jesus refers to 

himself as ‘Son of Man’ in view of the public or in view of the world (i.e. Jews and Gentiles, and 

especially his adversaries). The public character of the usage of the title may point to the fact that it 

was well-known for his contemporaries that Jesus called himself ‘Son of Man’. Yet these 

contemporaries never speak to Jesus in this way.473 

That Mark does not use the title ‘Son of Man’ to inform the reader about Jesus’ identity, does, 

according to Kingsbury, not mean that it is not a christological title (or: ‘a title of majesty’). It is more 

than just the expression of ‘a man’ or a circumlocution of ‘I’. ‘Son of Man’ is a christological title, 

because of the following reasons:  

1. Mark has combined the title with peculiar contours of Jesus’ ministry: his earthly activity 

(2:10, 28)474, his suffering, death, and rising (8:31; 9:9, 12, 31; 10:33, 45; 14:21, 41), and his 

(apocalyptic) role at the ‘Parousia’ (8:38; 13:26; 14:62). The texts about the Son of Man at the 

‘Parousia’ clearly bear the mark of Daniel 7. The Son of Man is said to be coming with the clouds of 

heaven (cf. 13:26; 14:62). Jesus is identified with this figure from Dan 7:13.  

However, the texts that speak about the suffering of Jesus (combined with ‘Son of Man’) may 

have a background in Daniel 7 too, although this background is less obvious.475 The Son of Man in 

Daniel 7 is a representative of the ‘saints of the Most High’, who, like the Son of Man, will also 

receive power, honour, and kingship (Dan 7:14, 22, 27). The ‘saints of the Most High’ are Jewish 

people who have to suffer persecution under Antiochus Epiphanes (Dan 7:21, 25). They have been 

defeated by Antiochus Epiphanes (symbolised by a horn in Daniel 7), but they will be vindicated by 

God. Although the Son of Man does not suffer explicitly in Daniel 7, “nevertheless the context in 

which the chapter was written suggests strongly that the scene of vindication and triumph which it 

paints is one of triumph out of suffering. Thus built into the Danielic picture may be the twin idea of 

both suffering and subsequent vindication.”476 In Mark, the theme of suffering is very prominent. Yet, 

it is not a suffering without hope: Jesus will come again at the end of time, there will be vindication. 

So, both the perspectives of suffering and vindication that are characteristic for the Son of Man, are 

                                                 
472 Kingsbury, Christology, 159-161. 
473 Kingsbury, Christology, 97, 161-162. 
474 In these verses, the phrase refers to Jesus’ present authority on earth, but these verses can also point to 

Jesus’ future suffering: his authority to forgive sins and to be Lord of the Sabbath does bring him in conflict with 
his enemies. This conflict makes Jesus go the way of the cross, which is the way of the son of Man (Tuckett, 
Christology and the New Testament, 113.) 

475 For example, Broadhead says the notion of suffering does not play a role in the pre-Christian material about 
the son of Man (Broadhead, Naming Jesus, 129). 

476 Tuckett, Christology and the New Testament, 112-113 and Broadhead, Naming Jesus, 163. 
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also important themes within the Gospel of Mark.477 The combination of ‘Son of Man’ and the 

contours of Jesus’ ministry make ‘Son of Man’ a title that can only be applied to Jesus.478  

2. Another reason for interpreting ‘Son of Man’ as a christological title is that Mark does not 

use ‘Son of Man’ haphazardly. There is a plan and design behind the use of ‘son of Man’. If one thinks 

‘Son of Man’ means just ‘a man’ or ‘I’, one obscures this design. 

3. Furthermore, ‘Son of Man’ is used in combination with Old Testament quotations. As the 

Son of Man, Jesus fulfils Old Testament prophecy (9:12; 13:26; 14:62).479 In chapter 4, we have seen 

the importance of Scripture for Mark. This may support the thought that ‘Son of Man’ is a title for 

Mark. 

 Of course, this exegesis faces Kingsbury with a problem: how is it possible to say at the one 

hand that ‘Son of Man’ is a christological title, while claiming on the other hand, that ‘Son of Man’ 

does not say anything about Jesus’ identity? The answer to this question lies within the narrative of 

Mark. Kingsbury sees four constituent elements of Mark’s definition of the Son of Man480: at first, the 

element (already mentioned) that it is a public title, in which Jesus speaks about his interaction with 

the world. Second, that Jesus, by using the phrase ‘Son of Man’, refers to himself as ‘the man’ or ‘the 

human being’ (earthly, suffering, and vindicated). A third element is that ‘Son of Man’ is used as 

assertion of divine authority.481 Fourth, that ‘Son of Man’ contains the note of opposition. Thus, “‘Son 

of Man’ is a public title by means of which Jesus points to himself as the man, or the human being 

(earthly, suffering, vindicated), and asserts his divine authority in the face of opposition.”482 On the 

whole of the story, this means that, the title highlights the elements of ‘conflict’ and ‘ultimate 

vindication’, elements that are also characteristic of Jesus’ interaction with the ‘public’ (i.e. the 

‘world’). The term ‘Son of Man’ is about Jesus’ interaction with the world, his destiny, not about his 

identity. This means, that texts about the Son of Man have no influence on the theme of the secret of 

Jesus’ identity: Jesus is not breaking the secret when he speaks about himself as the Son of Man. 

 For a great deal, I can agree with Kingsbury’s interpretation of the title ‘Son of Man’. He has 

shown the proper character of this title by distinguishing it clearly from the other titles. However, I 

think his distinction is too radical. Yes, it is true that the title ‘Son of Man’ is, first of all, a title of 

activity, more than of identity.483 But whereas Kingsbury is right in claiming that ‘Son of Man’ is 

never used in a confessional setting, this does not mean that the title reveals nothing about Jesus’ 

                                                 
477 Best, Gospel as Story, 80: “In his use of the designation both for the one who suffers and for the one who 

will return at the end Mark brings out the strange nature of what has happened in the death of Jesus: the one who 
is to come in the consummation of all things is the one who dies on the cross.” 

478 Perrin, “The Christology of Mark,” 102, Kingsbury, Christology, 167, and Tuckett, Christology and the 
New Testament, 112. 

479 Kingsbury, Christology, 167. 
480 See for a more extensive treatment of these elements: Kingsbury, Christology, 168-170, where he sees these 

elements at every occurrence of the title: at his earthly work, at his suffering, and at his vindication. 
481 See also: Kee, Community of the New Age, 138. 
482 Kingsbury, Christology, 170. 
483 See also Best, Gospel as Story, 80. 
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identity. For is it not exactly the activity of Jesus that shows his identity? And not only his identity as 

‘Son of Man’, but also his identity as ‘Messiah’, ‘Son of God’, and ‘Son of David’?484 This makes me 

questioning the view of Kingsbury that there is such a division between the more messianic titles and 

the title ‘Son of Man’.  

 To sum up, ‘Son of Man’ is not Mark’s most important christological title. In his Gospel, it is 

not a confessional title, but a title Jesus uses in public to speak, indirectly, of himself. He uses it with 

regard to his authority in the face of his opponents. Behind this ‘Son of Man’ there is the image of an 

apocalyptic judge from Daniel 7 (vindication). In Daniel 7, the Son of Man occurs in a context of 

suffering. Mark has developed this image of suffering in his story in such a way that it has become a 

part of his own ‘Son of Man’ image. Thus, the ‘Son of Man’ in Mark unites in itself the activities of 

suffering and vindication. This makes it a diverse, but also a mysterious title.485 

 

5.3. Conclusion 

It is hard to describe isolated christological titles in Mark. Within the narrative of Mark, the titles are 

intimately connected with each other. Therefore the titles have to be understood within the literary 

context of Mark. It is impossible to give a description of the titles only. One has also to consider how 

Mark interprets the titles within his narrative. Mark does not give the same meaning to the titles as 

other New Testament authors or Jewish authors do. 

 The Gospel of Mark has three major christological titles: ‘Messiah’, ‘Son of God’ and ‘Son of 

Man’. In this chapter, the title ‘Lord’ has also been discussed, because it occurs in 12:35-37. 

 With regard to the title ‘Messiah’ we can say that it is a title that is appropriate for Jesus. Mark 

does not reject it. He even mentions it in the heading of his Gospel. Yet, it is not Mark’s most 

important christological title, because it is insufficient. The meaning of ‘Messiah’ gets clear at the 

unfolding of the narrative. Is Jesus the Messiah-Son-of-David? (12:35-37) Yes, but simultaneously 

this claim is questioned and proven to be insufficient. At his Jewish trial, Jesus affirms he is the 

Messiah-Son-of-God (14:62). If one qualifies the Messiah by ‘Son of God’, one has a right 

understanding of the Messiah. 

 The title ‘Son of God’ is the most adequate christological title for Mark, for it is the title that is 

used by God himself. It is God’s evaluative point of view that is normative for Mark. It is a title which 

develops in the course of the narrative: at the beginning, the title is only heard by Jesus at his baptism 

(1:11). When the demons call Jesus ‘Son of God’, they are forbidden to speak (3:11; 5:7). At the 

transfiguration on the mount, the disciples hear the voice from heaven (thus it is not only Jesus who 

hears it), but they do not understand what is meant by this event (9:7). At the trial, the question of the 

high priest contains truth about Jesus, however, the high priest himself does not believe that Jesus is 

                                                 
484 Van Oyen, Marcus Mee Maken, 236-240. The title of this paragraph is: “De vraag ‘Wie is Jezus?’ wordt 

beantwoord door Jezus’ daden.” 
485 Broadhead, Naming Jesus, 129, 131, 133. 
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the ‘Messiah-Son-of-God’. Although Jesus affirms the title here, the Jewish leaders do not understand 

Jesus’ identity. Instead, they charge Jesus of blasphemy (14:61-64). It is only at 15:39 that a human 

being rightly testifies Jesus’ identity and that the secret is revealed. For Mark, Jesus’ identity as the 

royal Son of God is bound up with Jesus’ suffering and death on the cross. This way of suffering is 

according to God’s will, to which Jesus submits himself. It is only at the cross that one sees that Jesus 

is the Son of God, who obeys his Father. If one sees that the cross is the ultimate goal of Jesus’ 

ministry, one can see Jesus in the way God sees him.  

 The title ‘Lord’ is not a confession within the Gospel of Mark. However, it has some 

christological significance, but only if understood from the narrative and in combination with other 

christological titles. Mark has generated a quite complex christological image around the title ku,rioj. 

The Lord is in the first place YHWH, who reigns over Israel and the whole creation. But ‘lord’ also 

refers to ‘secular’ (earthly) masters, who can serve as metaphors for the rule of God. YHWH has 

designated the messianic Lord, who is sitting at his right hand, and who will come in the future as the 

Son of Man who rules by the grace of God, who will put his enemies under his feet. 

The title ‘Son of Man’ is a public title by means of which Jesus points to himself as the man, 

or the human being (earthly, suffering, vindicated), and asserts his divine authority in the face of 

opposition. It is not a confessional title, but a self-designation of Jesus, who uses it in public to speak, 

indirectly, of himself. The image of an apocalyptic judge from Daniel 7 forms the background of the 

Son of Man in Mark’s Gospel. Connected to this figure is the concept of vindication. In Daniel 7, the 

Son of Man occurs in a context of suffering. Mark has developed this image of suffering in his story in 

such a way that the suffering has become a part of his own ‘Son of Man’ image. Thus, the ‘Son of 

Man’ in Mark unites in itself the activities of suffering and vindication. 
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CONCLUSION 

 

What is the meaning of the question about the Davidic sonship of the Messiah in Mark 12:35-37 on 

the level of Mark as a narrator/redactor? To answer this question, I have discussed different 

perspectives on the text (historical, narrative, intertextual, and theological/christological). Each 

perspective has given me new insights into the text. Now, at the end of this thesis, the time has come 

to synthesise these insights. 

 In this conclusion, I would like to describe my position within the debate about the 

Davidssohnfrage. This summary of my own position will be described in relation to other positions 

within the debate. 

After I have clarified my own position, I will mention some subjects that ask for further 

inquiry. Some of these questions ask for further investigation in Mark’s version of the 

Davidssohnfrage. Other questions have especially to do with the Davidssohnfrage in the other 

synoptic Gospels. Furthermore, some questions will be asked about the title ‘Son of David’ within 

other Christian circles. 

 

Position 

The evangelist Mark wrote his Gospel in a turbulent time. It was a time when eschatological 

expectations loomed large in Judaism, partly due to the occupation of Palestine by the Romans. 

Several Jewish writings around the beginning of our era show the hope for a better future: a time when 

there will be no oppression of foreign invaders. A time when the people of God will practise their 

religion in freedom. Some of these Jewish writings show the expectation of the coming of a human 

being, chosen by God, who will save the people of Israel: ‘the Messiah’. However, the image of this 

Messiah differed from community to community. There was no fixed conception of the Messiah. 

Some Jewish circles expected a priestly Messiah (e.g. Qumran), other circles thought of a royal 

Messiah (e.g. the community behind the Psalms of Solomon). The expectation of a royal Messiah, a 

descendant of king David, seems to have been the most common of the messianic expectations. 

Although the expectation of a Davidic Messiah does not literally occur within the Old Testament, this 

expectation certainly has its foundation within the Old Testament. The most important text about this 

expectation within the Old Testament is 2 Sam 7:1-16, in which the LORD promises to establish the 

kingdom of the son of David. His kingdom will endure forever. In times of hardship (the Exile), this 

promise was remembered by the Israelites. Together with the promise of the restoration of the Davidic 

house, the promise of a future Davidic king got important. Although this king is never called 
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‘Messiah’, later Jewish circles connected this future king with the coming Messiah. However, the 

expectation of a Davidic Messiah does not seem to have been a very important element of early Jewish 

theology. In the writings that speak about such an expectation (e.g. The Testament of the Twelve 

Patriarchs, 4 Ezra, and some Qumranic writings) mostly mention the Davidic Messiah just passing. 

Only in the Psalms of Solomon, a document from the first century B.C., an extensive image of the 

Davidic Messiah is given. The Messiah is called ‘son of David’. The Psalms of Solomon portray the 

son of David as a royal, political, and military ruler. He will free the people of Israel from their 

oppressors and purge Jerusalem from sinners. He will submit the nations to his rule. The Psalms of 

Solomon form the background of the question about the Davidic sonship of the Messiah in Mark 

12:35-37. 

 Obviously, Mark is concerned with the Jewish roots of Christianity. The Gospel of Mark 

shows a great continuity with Judaism, especially with the Old Testament. Themes and motifs from 

the Old Testament play a role in Mark’s own image of Jesus’ identity. Yet, Mark also has much in 

common with his Jewish contemporaries. He shares their methods of exegesis, and their questions 

about eschatology. He shares their expectation of the Messiah. He regards this expectation as fulfilled 

in Jesus Christ. Mark wants to show that Jesus is in line with the Scriptures. On the other hand, Mark 

also emphasises the discontinuity between Jesus and the Old Testament. With Jesus Christ, a new time 

has come. God is doing a new thing in Jesus, the suffering Messiah. Mark’s depiction of Jesus as a 

suffering Messiah is quite discontinuous with Judaism. Jewish pictures of the Messiah were chiefly 

glorious. But Mark gives a new interpretation of the Messiah in the light of his faith in Jesus Christ. It 

is for good reason that Jesus is the one who mostly uses Old Testament quotations in Mark’s Gospel. 

Jesus is the one with the authority to quote and to interpret Scripture in a new way.  

In Mark 12:35-37, Jesus also interprets Scripture in a new way. Jesus asks how the Messiah 

can be the Son of David. This is at the same time a question about Jesus’ own identity. Jesus’ identity 

is one of Mark’s primary concerns. The Gospel contains many statements about this subject. However, 

a shroud of mystery surrounds Jesus’ identity. His identity remains secret in the Gospel. In the course 

of the Gospel, Jesus’ identity is revealed more and more. The Davidssohnfrage is one step in the 

direction of the total revelation of Jesus’ identity.  

This last claim is not uncontested. I consider Jesus’ question in Mark 12:35-37 as a 

contribution to the Christology of Mark. However, there are scholars who have denied the 

christological importance of Mark 12:35-37 (e.g. Robert P. Gagg and Robert H. Gundry). They regard 

the Davidssohnfrage as just a sophistic question by which Jesus wants to embarrass his opponents, a 

pericope that does not contribute to the theology of Mark. However, the combination with Psalm 110, 

the ‘most cited psalm in the New Testament’, seems to suggest that this pericope really is of 

importance for Mark’s Christology. Psalm 110 (especially the first verse) has been a psalm about the 

identity of Jesus from the beginning of Christianity. Early Christians applied this psalm to Jesus 
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Messiah. Mark joins this tradition, although he also has a ‘new use’ of the psalm (more about this 

later). 

 Thus, Mark 12:35-37 speaks about Jesus’ identity. However, in what way? Does the Gospel 

contain this question, because Mark wants to reject the title ‘Son of David’? We have seen that many 

scholars interpret the Davidssohnfrage in this way (e.g. William Wrede, Rudolf Bultmann, Christoph 

Burger, Alfred Suhl, and Paul Achtemeier). There are good reasons for this position. At first, the 

interrogatives used within the question show that Jesus is seriously calling into question a view of the 

scribes. The words pw/j and po,qen point to amazement about the teaching of the scribes. Second, it is a 

view of the scribes, one of the most important groups of Jesus’ opponents, that is called into question. 

It is understandable that Jesus rejects their view. This is reinforced by the following pericope (Mark 

12:38-40) in which Jesus warns the people for the scribes. A third reason may be that Mark wanted to 

reject the designation ‘son of David’, because he knew that Jesus was not of Davidic descent (John 

7:41-42 shows in any case that there was discussion about the Davidic posterity of Jesus). However, 

Mark still wanted to speak about Jesus as ‘Messiah’, because Jesus was the long-expected saviour of 

Israel. Therefore, Mark considered Jesus as a Messiah, but not a Messiah of Davidic descent.486 

 I cannot agree with the arguments for a rejection of ‘Son of David’ in Mark 12:35-37. The 

words pw/j and po,qen do not directly imply a rejection of the title ‘Son of David’. One cannot say on 

the basis of these interrogatives that Jesus rejects (or accepts) the title, only that these words show 

amazement of Jesus about the teaching of the scribes. Furthermore, the Davidssohnfrage is not a 

question about Jesus’ genealogy. At first sight the lack of a definite article before ui`o.j Daui.d may 

point to such an interpretation. However, ‘Son of David’ in 12:35 is a predicate nominative which 

precedes the copula. If this is the case, then this predicate nominative has to be construed and 

translated as definite. Thus, the Davidic descent of Jesus is not questioned here. Rather, Mark seems to 

presuppose the Davidic descent of the Messiah. Moreover, in 10:47-48, the title ‘Son of David’ is not 

rejected as false. Jesus accepts the exclamation of the blind Bartimaeus. The question is not whether 

Jesus is a son of David, but whether he is the ‘Son of David’, whether ‘Son of David’ is an adequate 

title for the Messiah. 

Thus, Mark does not want to reject the title ‘Son of David’ for Jesus. ‘Son of David’ is a part 

of Jesus’ identity. However, to say that Mark does not reject the title ‘Son of David’ does not mean 

that Mark unconditionally accepts this title or that it is his most important title.  

As I said already, Mark is concerned with Jesus’ identity. At the beginning of his Gospel, he 

calls Jesus ‘Messiah’ (1:1). The title ‘Messiah’ seems to be an ambiguous title that has to be explained 

(see 8:27-30; 14:61-62). Several scholars have thought Mark considers this title as false. It is a title 

that has to be corrected by other christological titles, such as ‘Son of Man’, because the title ‘Son of 

Man’ shows Jesus as a suffering one, whereas the title ‘Messiah’ has the connotation of politics, 

                                                 
486 This is the view of Burger, Jesus als Davidssohn, 57, 71. 
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power, and nationalism (e.g. Norman Perrin, ‘corrective approach’). Of course, the title ‘Messiah’ had 

political and military connotations, but it does not seem to have this fixed meaning in Mark. The 

narrative determines the meaning of ‘Messiah’. In 8:27-30, Jesus’ activity as Messiah is especially 

described in images of preaching, healing, and exorcism. When Jesus commands Peter to silence in 

8:27-30, this is not because ‘Messiah’ is a false title that he wants to correct. The things the people say 

about Jesus (that he is Elijah or John the Baptist) are false. Peter’s confession of Jesus as the Messiah 

is better than the designations of the people. Yet, for Peter, the true meaning of ‘Messiah’ is not clear. 

He does not know in what sense Jesus is the Messiah. His confession is correct, but insufficient. 

 The same is true for the title ‘Son of David’. It is a title that does not say everything about 

Jesus. To confess Jesus as ‘Son of David’ is not false, but insufficient. Jesus is not ‘Son of David’ in 

the sense of the Psalms of Solomon. Mark re-interprets the title in his Gospel. Bartimaeus, the blind 

man (10:46-52), shouts: “Jesus, Son of David, have mercy on me!” The background of this cry is 

formed by the tradition that ascribed healing (and exorcising) properties to Solomon, the son of David. 

Mark shows that Jesus is a Son of David, who, like Solomon, has the authority to heal sick people. 

However, at the same time, he is more than Solomon, because he not only uses his Davidic authority 

in order to save the blind man, but he also gives the blind man spiritual salvation through faith: 

Bartimaeus follows Jesus on the way. In the following story (11:1-11), Jesus is entering Jerusalem. He 

is acclaimed with the words: “Hosanna, blessed he who comes in the name of the Lord, blessed the 

coming kingdom of our father David, Hosanna in the highest.” This text reflects the expectation of the 

Davidic Messiah that played a role within early Judaism. Is Jesus the hoped-for Davidic Messiah? 

Yes, he is, but not in the way the people expect. Jesus is not a Messiah from the house of David, who 

is concerned with politics. Jesus’ main interest is the Temple: the religious place. His task is not to 

restore the politic order in Israel, and to expel the Romans, but to restore the Jewish religion. 

 With his account of the Davidssohnfrage, Mark tells the reader of his Gospel how he 

understands the title ‘Son of David’. Yet, it is only after the reading of the whole Gospel, that one 

understands this passage completely, since it is a passage that also points forward to other texts, 

especially to Mark 14:61-62. To speak about Jesus as ‘Son of David’, does not say enough about him. 

In the first place, the image of the Son of David is too triumphant. Jesus is not the military Messiah 

(from the Psalms of Solomon) who with force will expel the Roman oppressor. He defeats his enemies 

not by military conquest, but by suffering and death. He is not a Messiah in the Davidic way, but he is 

a suffering Messiah. On the other hand, the image of the Son of David is not triumphant enough to 

describe Jesus’ mission. Jesus is not only the Son of David who triumphs over his earthly enemies (the 

Jewish leaders). He is also the one who rules over supernatural enemies, the demonic forces (the 

supernatural masters of his earthly enemies).487 

                                                 
487 Marcus, The Way of the Lord, 149-150. 
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Mark wants to show that Jesus has not just an earthly descent. He has also a heavenly origin, 

and this is the reason why Mark quotes Ps 110:1 within the pericope of the Davidssohnfrage. In 

Mark’s time, this psalm was already known as a psalm about exaltation. Perhaps, there was also a 

messianic interpretation of Ps 110:1 in Judaism in Mark’s days, although there is small evidence for 

this. However, the Christians applied this psalm to Jesus from the beginning. A clear messianic 

interpretation of Psalm 110 seems to have occurred within Christian circles (although Qumran also 

shows a connection between Psalm 110 and messianism). Most occurrences of the Ps 110:1 in the 

New Testament focus on the session at the right hand of God and (in fewer cases) on the submission 

of enemies. In Mark’s quotation, however, the focus is on the introductory formula of Ps 110:1: “The 

Lord said to my lord.” If David speaks about the Messiah as ‘my lord’, in what sense can the Messiah 

be the ‘Son of David’? The Messiah is more than the Son of David. The Messiah (i.e. Jesus) is the lord 

of David, who is designated to rule at the right hand of the LORD. This is further explained by the fact 

that Mark also mentions the other two elements of Ps 110:1: the right hand session and the submission 

of enemies. Jesus is exalted at the right hand of God, waiting for his messianic kingdom until God will 

submit the enemies under his feet. The quotation of Ps 110:1 functions as a prophecy about 

eschatological events, foreseen by David in the Holy Spirit. 

I have already mentioned that Mark 12:35-37 is intimately connected with 14:61-62. In this 

passage, Ps 110:1 is also mentioned. Mark 14:61-62 is a conflation of Ps 110:1 and Dan 7:13.  From 

Mark 14:61-62, the citation of Ps 110 in 12:36 can be understood better. The quotation in Mark 12:36 

is a conflation of Ps 110:1 and Ps 8:7, which says: “You made him (i.e. a son of man) ruler over the 

works of your hands; you put everything under (u`poka,tw) his feet.” Ps 8:5-7 speaks about God who 

puts everything under the feet of a ui`o.j avnqrw,pou. The conflation of Ps 110:1 and Ps 8:7 can be 

explained from Mark 14:61-62. After the high priest asks Jesus whether he is the Messiah, the Son of 

the Blessed, Jesus replies: “I am, and you will see the Son of Man (ui`o.j avnqrw,pou) sitting at the right 

hand of the Mighty One and coming on the clouds of heaven.” Here, in Mark 14:61-62, the exaltation 

image of Ps 110:1 is connected with the Son of Man (ui`o.j avnqrw,pou) from Daniel 7. In Mark’s 

Gospel, ui`o.j avnqrw,pou is a self-designation of Jesus by which he points in public at himself as the 

man who suffers and vindicates. ‘Son of Man’ is a title that fits to Jesus, because it has an apocalyptic 

connotation: Jesus is the one who will come with the clouds of heaven. However, ‘Son of Man’ has 

also the connotation of suffering. Mark identifies this Son of Man with the Messiah-Son-of-the-

Blessed. Furthermore, one can also say that this Messiah-Son-of-the-Blessed is the Lord, who will sit 

at the right hand of God (on the base of Mark 12:36). 

The claim of Jesus that he is the Messiah-Son-of-the-Blessed is the reason for his 

condemnation. This sounds blasphemously in Jewish ears (14:63-64). Jesus dares to call himself the 

Son of God. If he had called himself the ‘Messiah-Son-of-David’ this would not really have been a 

problem. But in Mark 14:61-62, Jesus emphasises that he is a heavenly figure. 
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For Mark, the title ‘Son of God’ is Jesus’ most important designation. It is God himself who 

calls Jesus his son (1:11; 9:7). And it is God’s point of view that is normative for Mark. The title 

occurs at important moments within the narrative (1:1, 11; 9:7; 14:61; 15:39). During the narrative, it 

becomes clear in what way Jesus is the Son of God. A long time this title is quite mysterious. Even in 

14:61-62, the secret is not totally revealed, because the Jewish leaders show misunderstanding of 

Jesus’ words. It is not until 15:39 that the secret is revealed. The Roman centurion calls Jesus ‘Son of 

God’. This centurion has the right understanding of Jesus, because he adopts God’s evaluative point of 

view. This is reinforced by the tearing of the veil in the Temple, which seems to be the veil inside the 

Holy of Holies. The barrier between God and human beings has been removed by Jesus. God shows 

himself to people in Jesus on the cross. Jesus is the Son of God in obedience to his Father. That is 

what Mark ultimately wants to show his readers. 

 

Further Inquiry 

At the start of this thesis, I have made the choice to focus on the meaning of the Davidssohnfrage on 

the level of Mark as a narrator/redactor. I have posed the question what Mark wants to say with this 

pericope. I have circumvented questions about the authenticity of the question. Did Jesus himself 

speak the words about the Davidic sonship of the Messiah? Or was it a (Jewish-)Christian community 

that wrestled with this question? If Jesus himself has spoken these words, then the christological 

interpretation of Ps 110:1 goes back to Jesus himself.488 We have seen that Psalm 110 was used 

already in a very early stage of Christianity. Possibly the early Christians took over this use from Jesus 

himself. However, it is also possible that Mark (or the pre-Markan tradition) has ‘invented’ this 

pericope to deal with questions about Jesus’ identity. An investigation to the early traditions and to the 

historical Jesus could shed more light upon this theme. 

 Within this thesis, I have paid relatively little attention to the audience of Mark. To what kind 

of community did Mark write his Gospel? Is it a community of Jews, or does the community also 

include Gentiles? And where did this community live? There is much uncertainty about these 

questions within scholarship. Possibly, the question about the Davidic sonship might pertain more to a 

Jewish audience than to a Gentile audience. A Gentile audience did not expect a ‘son of David’. It may 

be that Mark wants to teach his Jewish-Christian readers that Jesus is not the Davidic Messiah they 

expected. However, this is guesswork, because Mark could also have had reasons to teach the Gentile 

Christians something about the Jewish messianic expectations that have been fulfilled in Jesus. 

Anyhow, more research can be done to the reception of the Davidssohnfrage in Mark’s community. 

 During my own research to the Davidssohnfrage, there were some questions I could not 

answer yet. One of these was the question whether Mark has quoted isolated verses from the Old 

Testament without reckoning with the larger context of these verses, or whether he is aware of the 

                                                 
488 This question I have already hinted at in paragraph 4.1.1. 
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original context of the quotations (see paragraph 4.1.3). I have not answered this question for Mark’s 

general use of the Old Testament, just for his use of Ps 110:1 in Mark 12:35-37 (see paragraph 4.2.2). 

However, more research could be done to the way Mark quotes the Old Testament. 

Further inquiry might also contain a discussion of the other synoptic versions of the 

Davidssohnfrage (Matt 22:41-46; Luke 20:41-44). Both Matt 22:41-46 and Luke 20:41-44 differ from 

Mark 12:35-37. In Matt 22:41-46, Jesus is asking his question to the scribes. The context is a debate 

with the scribes, whereas in Mark the scribes are absent. Matthew is much more concerned with the 

Davidic descent of Jesus than Mark. This is shown by Matthew’s first verse, in which he speaks about 

Jesus as ‘son of David’. Furthermore, he gives a genealogical list in which especially the figures of 

Abraham and David are important (Matt 1:1-17). Matthew employs the term ‘son of David’ eleven 

times within his Gospel (whereas Mark and Luke have only four occurrences of this title). In a further 

inquiry, the following questions can be posed: why do Matthew and Luke have the pericope about the 

Davidssohnfrage in their Gospel? What is their purpose with this story? Does Matt 22:41-46 have to 

say something different from Mark 12:35-37? And why does Luke not contain more passages with the 

title ‘Son of David’? It seems that Luke is concerned with the Davidic descent of Jesus. He, like 

Matthew, has a genealogical list in which the name of David appears (Luke 3:23-38, the name of 

David in 3:31), although he does not so much emphasise the name of David as Matthew does within 

this genealogical list. Luke furthermore describes most extensively Jesus’ birth in Bethlehem, the city 

of David. The different emphases on the Davidic descent within the synoptic Gospel may point to 

different Christologies.  

Another question would be how important Scripture is for Matthew and Luke. We have seen 

that Mark has an ambiguous attitude towards Scripture. On the one hand, he wants to show that Jesus 

is in continuity with the Old Testament. On the other hand, he shows that Jesus makes a new 

beginning. Do the other evangelists also have this ambiguous attitude to Scripture? Or does Matthew 

emphasise the continuity between Jesus and the Old Testament much more, because he has a Jewish 

audience? 

A further subject of research would be how important the expectation of a Davidic Messiah 

was in early Christianity. Did this expectation play a role? Is the ambiguous attitude of Mark towards 

the title an attitude that occurs within other early Christian communities too? There certainly were 

communities that totally rejected the title ‘Son of David’ (see, for example, the Epistle of Barnabas). 

But were there Christians with a much friendlier attitude to the title ‘Son of David’? Did they consider 

this title as important for their Christology? The answer to these questions would require much 

research. Perhaps, these questions are also hard to answer, because there sometimes is hardly any 

evidence. Anyhow, these are questions that cannot be answered within the limits of a Masterthesis.
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