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PREFACE 

The investigation undertaken in these pages had its 

beginnings in a college class in religion about ten years 

ago. The exact situation has been forgotten, but a pointed 

comment upon Mark 4:11-12 by Professor J.S. Engle of 

Otterbein College caused the passage to stand out in the 

writer's mind. Until recently it remained something 

incomprehensible and therefore something of which to 

beware. A continuing interest in the parables of Jesus was 

constantly threatened by the apparent meaning of this 

passage. Then came the opportunity and encouragement to 

pursue a detailed study, and what follows here is the 

result. 

The writer wishes to express appreciation to 

several persons who have assisted in the preparation of this 

thesis: First of all to Dr. George Johnston, Professer of 

New Testament in the McGill Faculty of Divinity, who as 

superviser gave guidance, stimulus to thought, and encourage­

ment in the pursuit of the investigation contained in these 

pages; to Dean Stanley B. Frost and Dr. J. A. Boorman who 

made their counsel frequently available during the year of 

graduate study in which this thesis was undertaken; to 

Miss Vivian Hunter, librarian at Divinity Hall, and to her 
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assistant, Mrs. Tammist, for their assistance in procuring 

materials, and for their friendly interest as well; to 

Father M.C. Matura, O.F.M., of the Rosemount Franciscan 

House, Montreal, for making available several bound volumes 

of periodicals; to the Rev. John c. Kirby, Lecturer in New 

Testament in the McGill Faculty of Divinity, for translating 

an article from German to English. 

Finally, I speak a word of both grateful 

appreciation for and wonder at the enduring patience of 

my wife, who assisted by typing the manuscript. 

* * * * * 
Scriptural quotations, unless otherwise indicated, 

are from the Revised Standard Version, copyright 1946 and 

1952 by Thomas Nelson and Sons, publisher. In sorne cases, 

however, I have made my own translations of the passages 

quoted. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The aim of this thesis is to answer the following 

question: Did the saying about disciples, outsiders, and 

the mystery of the Kingdom of God originate with Jesus; and 

if so, what did he intend by it? Phrased in another fashion, 

this inquiry concerna the authenticity and meaning of 

Mark 4:11-12. In reality there are two questions, but the 

latter grows out of the former if the former receives an 

affirmative answer. Even if the question about authenticity 

were to receive a negative answer, the investigator would 

find it necessary to account for the saying, its meaning, 

and intention, though of course these would not then be 

ascribed to Jesus. 

The saying, like all the utterances of Jesus 

preserved for us, is found in a context. In Mark, the 

episode of which 4:11-12 is an integral part is set forth 

as Jesus' own explanation for his use of parables. This in 

turn is part of the collection of parables and figurative 

sayings which constitutes the greater portion of the fourth 

chapter of Mark. In each of the Synoptic parallels, 

Matthew 13 and Luke à, a version of the same episode and 

saying occurs. In general, it may be said that in Matthew 13 
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the larger context, the immediate context, and the saying 

itself are expanded, while in Lùke all three are presented 

in briefer form than in Mark. Matthew and Luke agree with 

Mark in presenting this saying as Jesus' reason for using 

parables. 

Problems arise immediately if one takes at face 

value what the evangeliste report. First of all, if 

(2) 

Mark 4:11-12 means what it appears to mean then it has a 

bearing on the understanding and interpretation of Jesus' 

parables througbout the Synoptic tradition. According to 

this saying some, at least, of the parables were deliberate 

attempts by Jesus to keep certain hearers from understanding 

his meaning. A second and more inclusive difficulty is the 

apparently explicit statement of Jesus that his purpose was 

to prevent some people from knowing and understanding and 

ultimately from being forgiven. Questions about language 

arise at two points especially, for neither "mystery" nor 

"outsiders" is found else~here in Jesus' sayings. 

This preliminary statement of several difficulties 

presented by the passage implies certain objectives in 

addition to the primary aim. Among them is the attainment 

of a sa~isfactory understanding of the ter.ms which cause 

· special problems, as well as a better understanding of the 

more familiar expressions that Jesus used. Certain 

theological categories are naturally involved--Revelation, 

Pre-destination, Free-will, the Nature of God--to mention a 
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few. 

One major objective is to find out what bas been 

said previously about Mark 4:10ff. and its parallels. A 

survey-inquiry of this sort serves t'WO ends: from a 

historical standpoint it brings together in one place much 

of what bas been said on the matter; secondly, for a critical 

approach to the passage under investigation, it assembles 

sorne of the materials with which we need to work. The 

primary materials are, of course, the Biblical texts 

themselves. 

This brings us to a statement of method. The 

presentation is in two main parts; historical survey and 

exegesis. A brief concluding section deals with some of the 

issues raised by the investigation. The survey is not 

intended to be exhaustive but so far as I am aware no 

significant interpretation of Mark 4:11-12 or its parallels 

in the Synoptics has been overlooked. 

It is well-known that Matthew's was the most 

popular Gospel in the Ancient Church. The search for 

interpretations of our passage among the wri tings of the 

Church Fathers carroborated this. Most often it is the 

Matthean version with which they work. To ascertain the 

relative frequency with which the three Synoptic Gospels 

are quoted, I selected the works of Augustine in the Library 

of Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers (First Series, Vols.I-VIII) 
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and counted the references to each Gospel in the Scriptural 

indexes. In approximate numbers the totals far the eight 

volumes are: 

Matthew 2000 
Mark 200 
Luke 800 

This is a ratio of 10 to 1 to 4. Whether Augustine's 

writings are completely representative or not, they do at 

least illustrate the practice of the ancient Church. 

In each chapter (or chapter division) of the survey 

the order followed is historical, according to the period 

in which a writer lived in the first two chapters, and 

according to the date of publication in the third. The few 

departures from this procedure are given brief explanation 

in the text, or are self-explanatroy. 

In Part II, the exegetical examination of the 

terms and language is conducted with a view to ascertaining 

what can be known about the theological "raw-materials" 

available to Jesus and the people of his day. What 

terminology and language were current, how were they used, 

and what did they mean? At the same time Jesus• own use 

of these materials is examined and evaluated. 

Repeated reference is made to the Qumran Literature 

in Chapter IV. Prevailing scholarly opinion (though not 

unanimous) at the present time faveurs the dating of the 
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Qumran writings in the first two centuries preceding the 

Christian era. In this view, the Qumran writings are a 

part of the body of literature covered by the term 

"intertestamental." The Old Testament in its original 

Hebrew and Septuagint translation, together with the inter­

testamental literature, constitute the field within which 

an inquiry of this sort takes place. If the Qumran 

Literature is a part of this field then it must be taken 

into consideration. Similarities of thought, language, and 

terminology may be instructive and relevant therefore, 

though a certain amount of reserve and caution must be 

exercised. 



PART ONE 

A HISTORICAL SURVEY OF THE 

INTERPRETATION OF THE PASSAGE 



CHAPTER I 

IN THE ANCIENT CHURCH 

In the Early Church document known as the Shepherd 

of Hermas {about 160 A.D.) a conversation takes place 

between Hermas and the "shepherd" who appears to him. 

Hermas has just beard a similitude from his instructor. The 

similitude, which speaks of a field, a master, a vineyard 

and a slave, is designed to communicate something to him. 

Hermas, however, is puzzled by it, and asks for an 

explanation, because it is to him a "parable." He sa ys: 

"If you spaak parables to me and do not unfo!d them, 

I shall have beard your words in vain." 

Then comes the following reply: 

"Every one who is a servant of God, and has his 

Lord in his heart, asks of Him understanding and receives 

it, and opeœ up every para ble; and the words of the Lord 

become known to him which are spoken in parables. nl 

Presumably this passage from Hermas may be 

regarded not only as applying to the "similitudes" which 

the writer was witnessing, but also as reflecting the 

concern of the early church to understand some of the 

lHermas, Sim. V, iv, 3. 
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teaching of its Lord. It is significant that the word 

"parables" is the specifie term used to designate the 

matters that needed to be "opened up." 

Contemporary witp or slightly earlier than 

Hermas,2 The Gnostic Gospel of Thomas employed a saying 

about "mystery" which may in sorne way be related to 

Mark 4:11 and its parallels. In the text and translation 

established by Guilaumont and his colleagues the first 

part of logion 62 reads: 

Jesus said: "I tell my mysteries (to 
those who are worthy of my] mysteries." 

The words in brackets are a conjectural restoration of the 

text, and without them the saying is regarded by Grant 

and Freedman3 as too fragmentary to warrant more than 

simply noting that it calls to mind the Synoptic saying. 

The context gives no assistance in understanding what the 

saying may have meant, since the Gospel of Thomas joins 

one saying to another with no attempt at application. No 

doubt "myster.y" referred to some aspect of secret 

knowledge which the Gnostics believed they possessed. 

Among the Church Fathers, perhaps the earliest 

reference to the Synoptic passage being investigated here 

3 

2A date of 140 A.D. is suggested in A. Guilaumont, 
et.al., (trans.)~ The Gospel According to Thomas, (New York: 
Harper & Bros. 1~59), p. vi. 

3R.M. Grant with D.N. Freedman, The Secret 
sa;ings of Jesus, (Garden City, Doubleday & Co., Inc., 
19 0)' p. 168. 



is to be found in the writings of Irenaeus (120-202 A.D.). 

In Book I of Against Heresies Irenaeus discusses the 

teaching and practice of the Carpocratians. This sect, he 

tells us, maintained that their doctrines could be traced 

back to Jesus himself. They appealed to a combination of 

Mark 4:11 and 4:34, holding that "Jesus speke in a mystery 

to his disciples and apostles" and that these close 

followers received permission to pass on to ether worthy 

and believing parsons the secret teaching which they 

received.4 

Later in the same piece of writing, Irenaeus 

refutes the Marcionite argument that God was the author of 

sin because he blinded Pharoah and his servants. Irenaeus 

quotas Matthew 13:13ff. and follows it with an explanation. 

The same God who blesses sorne inflicts blindness upon 

those who do not,believe. This is similar to the action of 

the sun, which, as one of God's created things, is a cause 

of blindness to those with weak eyes, but a source of 

illumination to those who see well. So to those who 

believe in Him, God grants fuller understanding. God knows 

those who will not believe, bas given them over to their 

unbelief, and has turned his face away from them. They are 

thereby left in the darkness which they have chosen for 

themselves. Irenaeus quotes Romans 1:28 ("Since they did 

4Irenaeus, Against Heresies, I, xxv, 5. 
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not see fit to acknow1edge God, God gave them up to a base 

mind and to improper conduct.") in support and exp1anation 

of his argument. Pharaoh never would have believed. There­

fore he was given up to unbelief. Jesus spoke in parab1es 

and brought b1indness upon Israel, because he knew the 

unbelief that was in them. The case of Pharaoh's 

hardening and the fact that Jesus ta~ght in parables are 

thus mutually exp1anatory of each other, and are instances 

of a simi1ar divine action.5 

Like Hermas, Irenaeus witnesses to the problem of 

interpretation faced by the early church. Parables, 

especially, are singled out as points which admit of many 

interpretations. But those who love the truth will readi1y 

acknowledge that God is to be known from wha t is "certain, 

indubitable, and true," that is, the scripture passages 

which are not liab1e to ambiguity. 6 

Irenaeus used Matthew 13:13 in his defence of the 

character of God. Tertullian (145-220) makes use of 

Matthew 13:11 to defend the validity of the apostolic 

transmission of the faith. The apostles were in fact, he 

affirma, adequate1y taught by the Lord, as scripture shows. 

No one in his right mind oould suppose that Jesus left the 

Apostles ignorant of any necessary thing. He kept them in 

5Ibid., IV, xxix. 

6 Ibid., II, xxvii, 3. 



close association with himself. When they were alone, he 

would expound all things (Mark 4:34) which were obscure. 

He told them that "to them it was gi ven to know the 

mysteries" which others were not permitted to understand. 

And surely nothing was withheld from Peter, the rock on 

which the church should be built! So reasons Tertullian 

in his Prescription against Heretics.7 

In another writing, On the Resurrection of the 

Flesh, Tertullian maintains that Jesus spoke to the Jewe in 

parables. If he spoke also to the disciples in such a 

manner, he either explained the parable or made its express 

application clear. Parables were used only when addressing 

a particular class--the Jews. This was done for the 

reason given in Matthew 13:13, in order to fulfill the 

prophecy of Isaiah.s 

Tertullian's observa~ion that Jesus explained 

parables to his disciples is, in general, correct. That he 

spoke parables primarily to the Jews is readily seen not 

6 

to be true, as a classification according to audience shows. 

But Tertullian, of course, was arguing to prove a point, 

not as one who expected that his readers would turn to their 

own copies of the New Testament to check his facts! 

Clement of Alexandria (d. 220) introduces his 

7Tertullian, Prescription Against Heretics, XXII. 

8Tertullian, On the Resurrection of the Flesh, XXXIII. 



7 

Stromata as a piece of "instruction" for the readers. In 

support of his contention that "knowledge is not for 

everyone, yet written compositions are for the many," 

Clement appeals to Matthew 13:13. In explaining these words 

of Jesus, he cautions that it would be impious to think 

that Jesus caused the ignorance of his hearers. Rather, he 

prophetically exposed the ignorance that was in them, 

saying that they would not understand the things that he 

spoke. 9 

In Book V of the Stromata, a portion of which 

deals with the use of symbols, the symbolic style of writing, 

and mystic meanings, Clement discusses the veiled nature of 

the "mysteries of the faith." Only those who are wise and 

understanding and who love their Lord will understand "the 

Lord's parable." Not many comprehend these things. In this 

connection, Clement says that Jesus spoke the saying "My 

mystery is to me, and to the sons of my bouse." By this 

saying, which Clement says is found in "a gospel" Jesus 

assures his followers of their status.10 

In chapter twelve of the same book Clement speaks 

of the difficulty of discovering, understanding, and 

knowing the Maker of the Universe. Words are inadequate to 

describe and explain Him. The adequate explanations, he 

9clement of Alexandria, Stromata, I, i. 

lO.ill9,. ' V • ' x. 



reasons, ought to be concealed. Among the scripture passages 

quoted in confirmation of this is Matthew 13:11, words of the 

Saviour himself. That Jesus spoke the "word in a mystery" 

to the Apostles is also clear from the prophecy (Psalm 78:2) 

quoted in Matthew 13:35. "He will open his mouth in 

parables, and will utter things kept secret from the 

foundation of the world." (In his argument, Clement 

disregards the fact that in Matthew this is said of Jesus 

after his teaching in parables to the crowds, not to the 

disciples.) In addition, the parable of the leaven shows 

concealment. The leaven is hidden in the meal. So the soul 

is saved through the "spirituàl power hidden in it by 

faith; ••• the power of the word ••• draws to itself secretly 

and invisibly avery one who re ce ives i t. nll Thus, for 

Clement, the mysteries of the Kingdom and the fact of their 

concealment have to do on the one band with the Divine 

Nature, and on the other with the permeation of the world 

by the Divine purpose. 

The Clementin& Homilies (or Pseudo-Clementines) 

purport to be by the Roman church rather who lived near the 

close of the first century. They are, however, to be dated 

about 200-250. At one point12 a discussion concerning 

wicked actions between the figures Peter and Simon leads 

11Ibid., v, xii. 

12clementine Homilies, Homily XIX, xX. 
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into a further discussion about pain and death as the results 

of sin. Simon asks to know the tru th about the "wicked one." 

In reply, Peter answers that the Lord coumanded, "Keep the 

mysteries for me and the sons of my house." This is why 

Jesus explained the mysteries of the Kingdom in private to 

his disciples. It is therefore impious no state hidden 

truths to Simon in the present argument, since he is not a 

sincere seeker, but an opponent of the truth. Though this 

is the situation, Peter saya he will g:ive a reply in order 

that the audience of listeners may not suppose that he is 

simply making an excuse not to answer Simon's question. 

The point is that in his hesitancy to answer 

Simon' s inqu iry Peter appeals to the a:warent practice of 

Jesus and to the apparent implication of the secrecy 

sayings. The answer conceming the "truth about the 

wicked one" is a mystery reserved for the "sons of the bouse" 

and is not to be given to outsiders like Simon. 

Origen (185-254) produced a commentary on the 

Gospel according to Matthew, but the part which included his 

commenta on Matt. l):llff. bas perished. Fortunately, in 

the part that remains he refera three times to that passage. 

His basie position is that Jesus used parables only with 

the crowds and never with the disciples. For Origen, a 

parable is a type of utterance intended to conceal a 

meaning . The utterance about the treasure hidden in the 

field (13:44) was addressed to disciples. It is a 



"similitude," however, and not a "parable." Parables were 

for those outside--those to whom "it is not given to know 

the mysteries of the kingdom of heaven." A similitude 

10 

differs from a parable as is shown by Mark 4:30. "Similitude" 

is generic; "parable" is specifie. Similitude includes 

parable; it is the highest genus of parable. Parable is a 

species of similitude. Origen rests content that this 

proves his point and says no more.l3 

When writing on Matthew 13:53-54 Origen expresses 

his fear that these words may be taken to imply that Jesus 

spoke parables to his disciples also. But since the 

disciples were not "without" and parables were used only 

with those who were "without," it is readily seen that Jesus 

did not speak in parables to his disc:i.ples.l4 

Matthew 14:22 offers Origen the opportunity to 

point out the difference between crowds and disciples. 

Again he cites Matthew 13:11, for it shows that those who 

know the mysteries are called "disciples," while those to 

whom such a privilege is not given are called "multitudes." 

According to 13:36 the disciples go into the bouse with 

Jesus, but the multitudes are dismissect. 15 

In Book III of De Principiis, Origen brings up for 

examination certain passages of scripture which seem to 

13origen, Commentary on Matthew, X, iv. 

14Ibid., X, xvi. 

15Ibid., II, iv. 
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nu11ify the notion of free-wi11. Among these is Mark 4:12-­

"the answer which the Saviour returns to those who inquired 

why He spake to the multitude in parables." {Evidently 

Origen has in mind the Matthean setting and the Marcan 

version of the saying). He notes that if it were not for 

the final phrase, "Lest they should be converted and their 

sins be forgiven them," it would be fairly simple to answer 

those who argue from the passage that men do not have free 

will concerning their salvation or destruction. Without 

this phrase, one could say that Jesus simply did not want 

those who were not to become good and virtuous to understand 

the more mystical portions of his teaching. So he spoke in 

parables. But the final phrase makes the defense of the 

passage more difficult. 

Origen doea not shrink before the difficulty. He 

maintains that sometimes a rapid cure is not to the 

advantage of those who are healed. He who is easily cured 

of a dangerous disease may think little of the serious evil 

involved, and so not be on guard against falling into it a 

second time. So God, who knows everything, delays in sending 

such persona a "quick cure" and in he1ping them does not 

help them, "the latter course being to their advantage." 

Origen reasons that Jesus foresaw in those "without" parsons 

who were not likely to be constant and steady followers. 

Thus by the use of a teaching method which kept them from a 



clear understanding of the deeper things of his teaching, 

they were kept from a rapid conversion after which 

being healed by obtaining remission of sins, 
they should despise the wounds of their 
wickedness, as being slight and easy of 
healing, and should again speedily relapse 
into them... And perhaps also ••• being 
abandoned by the divine superintendence, 
and being filled to a greater degree by 
their own evils which they bad sown, they 
may afterwards be called to a more stable 
re pen tan ce. 

With this dexterous argument16 Origen seeks to 

persuade his readers tba t the puzz11ng passage does not 

exc1ude free-will, but rather that it sets forth the 

Divine method to ensure effective and lasting exercise of 

the will. 

12 

In the Dialogue with Herac1ides17 Origan is asked 

to exp1ain a difficu1t theologica1 question--whether or not 

the sou1 of man is blood. The question is based upon the 

LXX text of Leviticus 17:11. Origan introduces his reply 

with an explanation of his hesitancy to rep1y. He hesitates 

because he does not want to cast theological pearls before 

"swine." Such, he states, are present at the discussion in 

which he is engaged. He reminds his audience that Jesus 

knew how to distinguish between hearers who were "within" 

and hearers who were "without." To those outside he spoke 

16origen, De Principiis, III, i, 16-17. 

17origen, "Dialogue with Herac1ides," Alexandrian 
Christian!~, ed. by J.E.L. Oulton and H. Chadwick, Vol. II: 
Librf:Y of bristian C1assics, {London: s.c.M. Press, 
l954 , pp. 447-448. 
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in parables. Afterward he explained the parables to those 

who "entered into his bouse." Thus a mystical meaning is 

involved in "entering the house" or "staying outside." The 

sinner is outside. The true disciple enters Jesus' house. 

WWithin" and "without" are thus seen to be spiritual terms. 

In this discussion, Origan seems to have both 

Mark 4:11 and Matthew 13:36 in mind. Though obviously he 

is not attempting an exegesis of these passages, we can see 

how he understands them, at least in so far as they serve 

his immediate purpose. 

A similar employment of this theme occurs in 

Against Celsus1à. Here Origen says that the fUll meaning 

of the parables was reserved for those who had gpne beyond 

the state of exoteric teaching, and came to Jesus 

privately. Previously (in chapter xix), Origen quoted 

I Cor. 2:6-8 ("The wisdom of God is a mystery") concerning 

advanced Christian teaching. This matter is still in mind 

in chapter xxi, and while there is no explicit linking of 

the "mystery" in Mark 4:11 with the "mystery" in I Cor. 2:7, 

it is evident that Origan understood the private teaching 

of Jesus to his disciples to be concerned with the "inner 

mysteries of the Church of God." 

To Cyril of Jerusalem we are indebted for the 

preservation of a fragment from the argument of Archelaus 

làorigen, Against Celsus, III, xxi. 
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with a heretic named Manes. Archelaus was bishop of 

Caschar (?) in Mesopotamia about A.D. 277 when the a~gument 

is supposed to have taken place. Manes rejects the God of 

the Old Testament be cause He "is an inventer of evil. '' For 

example, Paul says that he "blinda the minds of them that 

believe not" (II Cor. 4:4). Archelaus replies that it is 

the "lost" that have tœ Gospel hidden from them, as Paul 

maintains in the preceding sentence. Furthermore, Jesus had 

in mind those who do not believe when he said that he spoke 

to them in parables "that seeing, they.may not see" 

(Matthew 13:13). But, Archelaus continues, it is not because 

he hated them that he did not want them to see. It was 

because of their own unworthiness--they themselves were 

res pons ible for clos ing th eir own eyes. "For wherever 

wickedness is a matter self-chosen, there too there is the 

absence of grace.nl9 

Cyril of Jerusalem (315-3e6) recounts the dispute 

of Archelaus and Manes in his Catechetical Lectures. To 

his advanced class of catechumens he quotes the argument of 

Archelaus that the Gospel is beard by ali, but only those 

who are Christ' s know the glory of the Gospel. The para bles 

were for those who could not hear. The disciples received 

private explanations of the parables. So, says Cyril in 

applying this to his ela ss of catechumens, the mysteries 

p. 234. 
19Library of the Ante~Nicene Fathers, Vol. VI, 
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(referred to in Matthew 13:11) are explained by the Church 

to those who become its members. They are not explained to 

the heathen. These mysteries ooncern the Father, Son, and 

Holy Ghost. Not even to beginning catechumens are they 

communicated: "But many things we often speak in a veiled 

way, that the believers who know may understand, and they 

who know not may get no hurt.n20 

Chrysostom 1 s Homilies on~he Gospel of Matthew 

8Qpply us with his interpretation of Matthew 13:10ff. 21 He 

emphasizes that Jesus' reply, "to them it is not given," is 

not to be regarded as arbitrary, but implies that men are 

the authors of their own evils. It representa the thing 

given as a grace bestowed. It does not follow, however, 

that, because knowledge of the mysteries of the Kingdom is a 

gift, free-will is thereby taken away. When told "it is 

given,n the one sort of hearer should not despair, nor 

should the other grow careless. The beginning (of knowing 

the mysteries) is with o\.U"selves. When he deals with 

Matthew 1):13, Chrysostom sets up an imaginary objector who 

asks whether it would not have been better to open the eyes 

of people who were blind, rather than to speak so tbat they 

wou1d not understand. Chrysostom agrees that it wou1d have 

been better, if their blindness were not voluntary and 

20cyril of Jerusalem, Catechetical Lectures 
VI, 23-29. 

2lchrysostom, Homilies on Matthew, Homily XLV. 
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self-chosen. But the blindness is of the ir own wi ckedness, 

as is signified by the phrase: "seeing, they see not." 

They do see, but they choose not to see. They saw devi1s 

cast out and gave the credit to Beelzebub. At the 

beginning of his ministry Jesus spoke p1ain1y, but because 

the people "perverted themselves" he turned to the use of 

parab1es. The quotation from Isaiah is introduced to 

repeat what Jesus has already said. It accuses them with 

the same accuracy. It describes their "aggravated wickedness 

and their determined defection" from him. But Jesus said 

these words to draw the people to him, to provoke them, 

and to show them that if they would turn to him he would 

hea1 them. Their conversion was stil1 possible, and if they 

wou1d repent they would still be saved. 

If this last were not true, Chrysostom maintains, 

Jesus should have kept silent and not even uttered parables 

to stir up the interest of the people. Significantly, he 

quotes Ezek. 18:23: "For God willeth not the death of the 

sinner, but that he should turn unto him and live." 

In two other homilies Chrysostom uses Matthew 

13:13 to illustrate his point. While speaking on Romans 

14:23, 22 he says that it was the case with the Jews that 

they did not do even tbat which they were a ble to do. They 

refused to see the significance of what was done among them 

22chrysostom, Homilies on Romans, Homily XXVI. 
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and therefore received no divine assistance in seeing. When 

they saw devils cast out they said Jesus had a devil. When 

they saw the dead raised, they tried to kill him instead of 

worshipping him. Tbus Jesus said he spoke to them in 

parables "bece.use seeing they see not." In speaking on 

II Cor. 4:3-4, Chrysostom applies the illustration of 

ophthalmia. To look at the light aggravates the condition 

of affected eyes rather than helping it. So also, if the 

gospel had been revealed to those who disbelieved their 

disbelief would have become warse. They became unbelievers 

upon their own responsibility, and God then prevented the 

light of the Gospel from shining upon them. This is what 

Jesus signified by his words about speaking in proverbe 

because "hearing they hear not.n23 

Jerome (345-420) makes a novel use of the passage 

by appealing to it as a defense of his polemic methods. 

Pammachius bas accused Jerome of "subtilty and side thrusts" 

in his writing. In a letter to Pammachius24 (written 

about 393 or 394) Jerome points out that the Apostle Paul 

used every means available to make a point. " ••• And he 

carries every point he takes up." But if we accuse Paul of 

using quotations out of context and in a manner not 

harmonious with the source from which they came, Paul would 

Hom il y 
23chrysostom, .... H~om=i_l_ie-.s;;;..._o ... n-....;I_I-....;C-o_r~i-n-t_h;;,;;i;.;;.a_n.-.s, 

VIII, 2. 

24Jerome, Letter XLVIII. 
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certainly defend himself by appealing to Jesus, who said in 

effect {according to Jerome's paraphrase): 

I have one mode of speech for those that 
are without and another for those that are 
within; the crowds hear my parables, but 
their interpretation is for my disciples 
alone. 

Jesus put questions to the Pharisees but did not answer them. 

From this Jerome concludes that it is one thing to teach a 

disciple; it is a different matter to vanquish an 

opponent. He then quotes the saying: "My mystery is for 

me and for them that are mine." 

In a letter to Paulinus25 (about 395) Jerome gives 

instruction about understanding the Scriptures. As the 

proverb goes, "He who desires to eat the kernel must first 

break the nut." So David asked that his eyes might be 

opened that he might understand the Law {Psalm 119:1S). 

How much more the Christian needs enlightenment, for there 

is a veil not only upon the law (II Cor. 3:14-15), but 

upon the Gospels and letters of the New Testament as well. 

For Jesus spoke to the crowds only in parables, and to make 

it clear that his words had a mystical meaning, he said, 

"He that hath ears to hear, let him hear." 

The Conferences of the monastic John Cassian 

(369-430) are his records of the discourses of monastery 

25Jerome, Letter LVIII, 9. 
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abbots rather than products of his own thinking, but several 

passages are pertinent here. At one point he presents the 

argument of Abbot Chaeremon that a good will snould be 

attributed neither always to grace, nor always to a man 

himself. Blindness which is unnatural but freely chosen 

is rebuked by the prophet in Isaiah 42:18-19. It is plain 

from Isaiah 43:8 that these people have eyes and ears, and 

so canno't blame their failure to see and hear upon natural 

causes. On the contrary, they must blame themselves. Jesus 

also points out in the Gospel that people see and do not 

see. They he ar and do not hear nor und er stand. But it is 

plain that Jesus considered the possibility for good in 

them when he said to the Pharisees: "But why of your own 

selves doye not judge what is right?" (Luke 12:57).26 The 

emphasis here is on the freedom of the invididual for either 

good or evil. 

In another place Cassian reports the discourse of 

Abbot Theonas. At one point Matthew 13:13 is applied to 

those who think they are wi thout sin. The abbot main tains 

tbat those who cover the eyes of their heart with a thick 

covering of their sins are those of whom Jesus said, "they 

seeing see not and hearing hear not." Such as these are not 

aware in their inner being of those faults which are great 

and deadly. 27 

26cassian, Conferences, XIII, xii. 

27Ibid., XXIII, vi. 
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To conclude this section we turn to the writings 

of Augustine (354-430). Some before him had used the 

Synoptic saying about the "reason for parables" to maintain 

the freedom of the individual with respect to his 

salvation and judgment. Augustine, on the contrary, uses 

the saying to affirm his theology of predestination. In 

A Tr~tise on the Predestination of the Saints he sets forth 

a text from Paul's letter to the Colossians (4:2) to 

demonstrate that God is to be credited with the beginning of 

men's faith. He opens the door, so that men may begin to 

believe. The saying of Jesus in John 6:66 agrees with 

this: "No one cometh unto me unless it were given him of 

my Father," as does the saying in Matthew 13:11: "To you it 

is given to know the mysteries ••• but to them it is not 

gi ven.n28 

The matter is developed further in the treatise, 

On the Gift of Perseverance. In chapter thirty-five 

Augustine explains what predestination is. Can anyone deny 

that God foreknew those to whom he would give to believe? 

And by this divine judgment the rest are left in ruin, as 

were the people of Tyre and Sidon. They bad the ability to 

believe, but it was not given to them to believe. Therefore 

they were not given the opportunity to see and hear the 

28Augustine, Predestination of the Sain~, 
Chapter 40. 
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things which would have caused them to believe: "For they 

hear these things and do them to whom it is given; but they 

do them not, whether they hear or do not hear, to whom it is 

not given." This is true because Jesus said that to sorne it 

was given to know the mystery of the Kingdom of heaven, but 

to others it was not given. The same thing applies to the 

matter of obedience. Obedience is still necessary even for 

those predestined-to-salvation. Therefore, Augustine 

exhorta men to obedience even though it is the gift of God. 

By a process of circular reasoning, he argues that "to those 

who hear the exhortation of truth is given the gift of God 

itself--that is, to hear obediently.n29 

It seems to disturb Augustine that Jesus' answer 

to the High Priest in John 18:19-20 (that he spoke nothing 

in secret) is not consistent with the teaching in parables. 

For the parables were spoken to make things obscure, to 

conceal a secret. Augustine solves the problem by reasoning 

that something may be said at once openly and not openly. 

This is what is indicated by the words, "seeing, they may 

see and not see" (Mark 4:12).30 No attempt is made to 

explain just how this is done. Presumably, Augustine 

understands that it is accomplished by means of parables. 

This completes our survey of the "reason-for­

parables" saying as it was interpretated (or shall we say 

Tracta te 

29Augustine, 

30Augustine, 
CXIII, 3. 

Gift of Perseverance, Chapter 35. 

On the Gospel of St. John, 
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"used"?) in the Anc ient Chur ch. In general, we may say that 

the writers who use the p:1ssage make it suit their own 

purposes. They employ the portions of it that fit their 

arguments and ignore what do es not. Origan finds sta ted 

here the divine method that leads to the right use of 

individual freedom. Augustine takes the words "it is given" 

and discovers here the absolute foreknowing of the elect by 

God. Chrysostom maintains that these same words do not 

exëlùde the idea of free will, and that the conversion of 

the "blind" and "deaf" is still possible. 

One can be sympathetic with the purposes of these 

arguments, but can hardly be impressed by the method of 

argument. Certain words, notably "mysteries,~ give the 

various writers a wide range over which to wander exegetically. 

We conclude this first section of our survey by drawing 

together the interpretations given to the word mystërion (or 

mysteria) by the Church Fathers. 

Tertullian, as we have sean, maintained that the 

mysteries which the disciples were given to know were the 

things necessary to equip them as Apostles. Sirice they had 

been taught the obscure ma ttwrs which ethers were not 

permitted to understand, they alone could validly teach and 

transmit the church's true doctrine. The future attainment 

of all tru th through the Holy Spirit was also tromised to 

them (John 16:12-13)31. 

31Tertullian, Against Heretics, XXII. 
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Clement of Alexandria understands the mysteries in 

Matthew 13:11 as the rational explanations of the divine 

nature. Such things ought not to be uttered, as Paul says 

in II Cor. 12:4. Clement finds support for this 

contention in the Old Testament account of Abraham's command 

to Sarah to bake some unleavened cakes for their guests. In 

the LXX the word for unleavened cakes is egkruphiai. 

Clement follows the allegorical interpretation of Philo who 

takes the word to mean "occult mysteries" from its 

derivation egkrupto--"to bide in" (cf. Matthew·l3:33). 

Allegorically interpreted, this means that when Abraham 

ordered unleavened cakes he was in reality saying that the 

"mystic word" about God 's nature should be concealed. The 

Apostle Paul confirma this need for concealing the divine 

nature when he speaks of the "wisdom of God hidden in a 

mystery" in I Cor. 2:6-7, and when he writes to the 

Colossians of the "knowledge of God's mystery, Christ in whom 

are hidden all the treasures of wi sdom and knowledge." 

(Col. 2:2-3). The divine nature, which is concealed from 

human understanding, makes itself known by biding itself 

"by the power of faith in the believer."32 

In the Clementine Homilies, the mysteries of the 

Kingdom are those hidden truths of which the church is the 

32clement of Alexandria, Stromata, V, xii. 



custodian, and are to be kept for those within the church. 

In Homily XIX where this matter is discussed, the hidden 

truth concerna the ultimate destiny of the devil. 
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For Origen, Jesus' private teaching to his 

disciples had to do with the inner mysteries of the church. 

The parables were fully explained to those who came to him 

when he was alone. The wisdom of God in a mystery (I Cor. 

2:6-à) means the church's advanced doctrines for mature 

Christians.33 

Cyril of Jerusalem specifies that the mysteries 

referred to in Matthew 13:11 concern the doctrine of the 

Trinity: Father, Son, and Holy Ghost.34 

Chrysostom, Jerome, and Augustine are occupied 

with other matters when they refer to Mark 4:11-12 or 

Matthew 13:llff., and do not develop the theme of mystery. 

Augustine does make. a passing connection between the 

"mystery of Christ" in Col. 4:2 and the "mysteries of the 

Kingdom" in Matthew 13:11. His main interest, though, is 

to demonstrate that salvation is God's gift to the elect. 

He opens the door for the word; he gives men to know the 

mysteries of the kingdom.35 

33origen, Against Ce~~, III, xix and xxi. 

34cyril of Jerusalem, Catechetical Lecture VI, 29. 

35Augustine, Predestination of the Saints, XL. 



CHAPTER II 

IN REFORMATION AND POST-REFORMATION TIMES 

One of the advocates of reform in the Chur ch, 

though not so much one of the "Reformers," was Erasmus 

{1466-1536). In one of his best-known writing$, the 

Enchiridion, the Synoptic passage Matthew 13:13 is 

mentioned briefly. Erasmus is commending the religion of 

the heart. Invisible works are preferable to outward bodily 

works. God is pleased only by the inner piety, though 

outward worship is not thereby condemned. The fact tta t the 

tongue sings psalms does not guarantee anything about the 

condition of the mind. The mouth may outwardly bless while 

inwardly the heart is cursing. The word· of God may be beard 

with the physical ear, but better that it should be beard 

within. We read in the Gospel: "Seeing, they see not, and 

hearing, they do not hear." The prophet says: "You hear 

with the ear, and perceive not" (Jer. 5:21 and Isaiah 6:10?). 

Erasmus concludes: "Blessed are they who hear the word of 

God wi thin. Happy, they to whom the Lord speaks the word 

inwardly, for their souls will be saved."l 

1nesiderius Erasmus "Enchiridion," Advocates of 
Reform, ed. M. Spinka, Vol. xiv, The Library of Christian 
Classics, (London: s.c.M. Press, l953), pp. 346-148. 

25 
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In keeping with his general ~mpathies and with the 

purpose of this piece of writing, Erasmus uses Matthew 13:13 

to illustrate what he means by the religion of the inward 

being and its resulting felicity in the life of the 

Christian. 

In his lecture on the twenty-ninth chapter of 

Deuteronomy, Martin Luther remarks that the human heart is 

so hard that no sign or wonder will move it, no words 

affect it, and no threats shake it. He states his belief 

that prophecies such as Isaiah 6:10 are obviously taken from 

Deuteronomy 29:4. · The evangelists, also, express the same 

sentiment when they say "Close his eyes, and thicken his 

ears."2 This rather free rendering may be dependent upon 

either ~mtthew 13:14 or John 12:40, but no doubt Luther had 

all the evangelists in mind. 

In his commenta on certain chapters in Matthew,3 

Luther notes that Matthew 13:13 appears to contradict 

Mark 4:33. The latter of these tells us that Jesus used 

2J. Pelikan {ed.}, Luther's Works, (St. Louis: 
Concordia Publishing House, 1960), Vol. 9, p. 272. 

3The following discussion is based upon an article 
by Walther von Loewenich, "Luther und die Gleichnistheorie 
von Mk. 4:llff." Theologische Literaturzeitung, LXXVII 
(1952), pp. 483-488. The article was translated for the 
thesis writer by John C. Kirby Lecturer in New Testament, 
Faculty of Divinity, McGill Unlversi~, Montreal. Presumably, 
the references in Loewenich's article refer to the Weimar 
edition of Luther's Works: .n. Martin Luthers Werke, 
Kritische Gesamtausgabe, Weimar, (1883 ff.) though the article 
did .not so state. 



parables in order that his hearers in general might better 

understand. The next verse, however, draws a distinction 

between hearers in general and disciples in particular. 

Luther's text of Matthew 13:13 read "in order that hearing 

they may not hear" though the Vulgate reads "because 
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hearing they do not hear." Accordingly, Luther gave the 

same meaning to all the :rarallel passages--Matthew 13:13, 

:Mark 4:12, and Luke 8:10: the parables are used to "harden" 

those who do not understand. He writes that Matthew 13:13 

refers to the wicked and Mark 4:33 to the good. No matter 

whether one speaks openly or in parables the wicked under­

stand nothing since they do not wish to he ar. The good, 

however, are reached without difficulty, even by figures 

and parables. The wicked fail to understand, not because 

of the parabolic for.m, but because of their "fundamental 

opposition to the Word." When the good come into oontact 

with the Word, their obedience in listening causes it to be 

active in them (38, 555, 36; 38, 556, 10). 

On the hardening theory itself, Luther straddles 

the fence. He holds on to the reality of "hardening" and 

regards it as the work of God, for nothing can be outside the 

Will of God. Yet; God may never be regarded as the author 

of sin. On Matthew 13:13 ( "that hearing they may not hear" 

in Luther's N.T. text) he paraphrases as if Jesus were 

speaking: 



This people is so utterly proud and wicked 
that even wh en I speak openly, not only do they 
not wi sh to he ar and learn, but al so they are 
deceived and blaspheme the truth. I do to them 
then what they desire: Since they do not wish 
to receive the plain word, they hear parables, 
which they cannot understand even if they wanted 
to. If you do not want to hear what you can 
understand, I will speak to you what you will 
not understand. If you want to be blind, then 
you will always be blind · (38, 555, 16). 
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Here the parables themselves are explained as a means of 

concealing the truth, in spite of the fact that elsewhere 

Luther denies it and ascribes the failure ~o understand to 

men's own wickedness. A little farther on (38, 556, 32) 

Luther auggests that because of the pride of the people 

Jesus uses the humble form of parabolic teaching. But the 

people do not wish to come down from the "heights of under­

standing to the humility of learning." So hearing, they do 

not hear, and seeing, they do not see. It is the fault of 

their own ears and eyes, as Isaiah said, not the fault of 

Jesus' words and works. Nor is the fault in the parabolic 

method of teaching, for by it the humble do find God. 

Is it true, though, that God does not want sorne to 

"be healed" as the final line of the Isaiah passage 

implies? No, this is not the case, says Luther, for it is 

the hard heart, not the intention of God that stands in the 

way of healing. God does wish to heal, as is shown by the 

sending of his Son. Luther has worked himself into a corner. 

The hardness of man's hearts is blamed for their refusai to 

see, but Luther will not totally absolve God from sorne sort 
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of responsibility for the hardening, though God cannot be the 

author of sin. Apparently, we must simply be content to 

leave Luther in his corner, straddling his fanee! 

From Luther's "Sermons on the Fast Days" (17. II, 

160,5) we get a comment on Luke 8:10 which gives us sorne 

understanding of what "mystery" meant to him. 

What is the secret? If we ought not to know 
it, why is it spoken of at all? A thing 
hidden which we do not lmow is called a 
secret. The secrets of the Kingdom of God 
are the things in the Kingdom which are 
hidden, but which Christ with all his grace 
reveals to us ••• So it is called a secret 
because it is both spiritual and hidden, and 
remains hidden until the Spirit reveals it. 

A brief allusion to the "mystery of the kingdom of 

heaven" is made by Luther in his exposition of Psalm 45:16. 

What he intends seems somewhat ambiguous, but apparently 

it is that ministers of the church are to be made "princes 

over all the earth." This fact, however, is hidden from the 

eyes of men, and is therefore cal led a "mystery. n4 

At one point in his treatise "Of the Clarity and 

Certainty of the Word of God" Zwingli deals with the use of 

parable. Parables, proverbs, and riddles, he says, appeal 

to the understanding of men and cause them w value highly 

the teaching presented through them. By the use of "sweet 

parables" sorne may be persuaded to listen who would otherwise 

be dull and unwilling. No one could ever give a better 

4Pelikan (ed.), Luther's Works, Vol. 12, p. 298. 
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representation of the unequal fruits of the Word of God than 

Jesus himself did in the parable of the sower and the seed. 

By it the disciples were provoked to find out the lesson 

hidden in it, but the ungodly were repelled by it. The 

parable itself did not repel them, but rather their own 

unreceptive and unwilling hearts. The words of Isaiah are 

used by Jesus to show that the greatness of their sins lad 

blinded them. Thereby they opposed and angered God, wi th 

the result that the teaching intended to bring men to 

salvation became hurtful to them because of their sins. 

This is indicated by the saying in Matthew 13:12 ("Whosoever 

ha th, to him shall be given ••• "). The meaning is this: He 

who cornes desiring to learn from the word of God already has 

something. He is looking wholly to the word of God, not to 

himself. But he who cornes to the Scriptures with his own 

opinion and interpretation and " ••• wrests the Scriptures 

into conformity Wi th it, do you think that he has anything? 

No." From such a person even the opinion and interpretation 

which he thinks he has will be taken away. In him will be 

found the fulfillment of the words of Wisdom of Solomon 

2:22; "For their own wickedness hath blinded them, so that 

they did not receive the things of the spirit of God. n5 

5ulrich Zwingli, "Of the Clarity and Certainty of 
the Word of God," Zwingli and Bullin~er, ed. G.W. Bromiley, 
Vol. XXIV, The Library of Christian lâssics, (London: 
s.c.M. Press , 1953), pp. 72rr. 
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Zwingli interpreta Matthew 13:12 as applying to the 

parables, but quite evidently he is thinking in terms of his 

own time. The discussion of Jesus' use of paraples moves 

almost imperceptibly into an attack upon the interpretative 

approach to the Scriptures used by those who opposed the 

Zürich reformer. 

John Calvin (1509-1564) has 1eft for us his own 

efforts at a "harmony of the Gospels." The commentary 

furnished in this work gives us quite extensive know1edge 

of Calvin's interpretation of the passage in which we are 

interested.6 We may rather expect that Ca1vin's own 

theological views will find expression here, and he does not 

disappoint us. His oommentary on Matthew 13:9 is a good 

introduction. ("He that bath ears to Œar let him hear."} 

These words were intended partly to show 
that all were not endued with true under­
standing to comprehend what he said, and 
partly to arouse his disciples to consider 
attentivel y that doctrine which is not 
readily and easily understood by all. 
Indeed, he makes a distinction among the 
hearers, by pronouncing seme to have ears, 
and others to be deaf. If it is next 
inquired, how it comes to pass that the 
former have ears, Scripture testifies in 
ether passages, that it is the Lord who 
pierces the~ (Psalm 40:7), and that no 
man obtainS or accomplishes this by his own 
industry. 

Parab1es, says Calvin (on Matthew 13:10), are 

usual1y meant to i11ustrate a point. Yet, too much metaphor 

6John Calvin Commentary on a Harmony of the 
Evangeliste, Matthew, Mark and Luke, trans. by W. Pringle. 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans Pub. Co., reprinted 1957), Vol. II, 
pp. lOOff. 
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leads to obscurity. Thus what Jesus might have said more 

plainly he wrapped up in allegory. For figurative 

illustration plus the interpretation given to it add energy 

and force to the discourse. (The moral of this seems to be 

that if you want to make something clear, first say it 

obscurely, and then explain it clearlyl) 

Jesus' reply (13:11) to the disciples' question 

indicates that the Gospel is spoken to men for various 

purposes. Jesus says that he speaks obscurely on purpose, 

so that to many what he says will be a riddle. If anyone 

objects that this is not consistent with the prophecy of 

Isaiah 45:19 ("I have not spoken in secret, nor in a dark 

corner ••• "), the answer is easy. One need only reply that 

in itself the Word of God is always bright, but the darkness 

of men chokes its light. People would see if their eyes 

were not blinded. Satan has blinded the reprobate, as 

_Paul says (II Cor. 4:3-4). The elect have enlightenment 

given to them. It is a fixed principle that the Word is not 

obscure, yet it is concealed so that the reprobate may not 

learn. Jesus meant his teaching to be profitable only to a 

few. This clearly shows the magnitude of the grace bestowed 

on the disciples. The fact that it was "given" to them 

shows that it was not because of their merit that they 

received it. No reason can be found for this distinction 

except that God calls to himself "those whom he bas 

gratuitously elected." 
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Jesus says in Matthew 13:13 that he speaks to the 

prop1e in parab1es because they are not "partakers of the 

true 1ight." No reason is given except the purposes of 

God. In commenting upon Mark 4:12, Calvin says that the 

parabolic method is not in itself, but "by accident," the 

cause of blindness in the hearers. He brings forward again 

the illustration of Irenaeus concerning persona with weak 

Si ght. The defect is not in the source of light, but in 

their seeing. So the Word of God "accidentally" hardens the 

reprobate because of their own depravity. God's purpose is 

to reconcile men to Himself, but the reprobate fail to obtain 

mercy because they are not softened to repentance. 

Ca1vin's successor at Geneva, Theodore Beza 

(1519-1605), expressed his interpretations in a series of 

notes on the 19hard places" of the New Testarœnt. These 

notes are preserved for us in the rnargins of an edition of 

the New Testament pub1ished in 1683.7 On Mark 4:11 he 

comments that the "outsiders" are those who are "strangers ••• 

such as are none of ours." On Matthew 13:11 ("To you it has 

been given to know ••• ") he explains: 

The gift of understanding and of faith is 
proper to the e1ect, and a11 the rest are 
b1inded through the just judgment of God. 

The note on Luke 8:10 interpreta "mysteries" as those things 

7The New Testament (translated) with brief 
summaries and expositions of Theodore Beza upon the hard 
places. (London: 1683); see the notes on the passages ci ted. 



which may not be uttered. The word used here, says Beza, 

means "to hold one's peace." 

Anotrer refo:nner who may be expected to share a 

viewpoint similar to that of Calvin and Beza is John Knox 

(1505-1572). Knox wrote down very little of his work of 

interpreting the scriptures. He himself remarks in a 
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preface to the only sermon he ever published tbat in twenty 

years of "study and travail ••• ! did not in writing 

comrnunicate my judgement upon the Scriptures" except for the 

one sermon.s In addition to the sermon, however, expositions 

of the four th chapter of Matthew and Psalm 6 may be found. 9 

Knox's treatise "On Predestination" (published in 

1560) contains no specifie reference to Mark 4:llff. or any 

of the Synoptic parallels. We shall perhaps never know how 

it happened that he did not use what seems to be such an 

obvious additional support far his argument! He does make 

use, however, of Isaiah 6:9ff. in arguing tbat God ordains 

sorne men to destruction. He blinded the eyes and hardened 

the hearts of some ffso that they can neither hear nor see 

that they may convert. nlO As some were elected before the 

8navid La ing (ed.), The Works of John Knox 
{Edinburgh: James Thin, 1895), Vol. Vï, p. 229. 

9Ibid., Vol. IV, pp. 25-114 and Vol. III, 
pp. 119-156, respectively. 

lOibid., Vol. V, pp. 90-91. 
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foundation of the world, so also were others reprobated. 

This is clear (to Knox at least) from Ephesians 1:4ff. Like­

wise Jesus affirmed this when he says that it pleased his 

Father~o hide the secrets of his kingdom from the prudent 

and wise, and to reveal them to little ones" because such 

was his good pleasure.ll It appears that here Knox is 

placing in juxtaposition parts of two sayings of Jesus which 

are relevant to his purpose. Presumably, "secrets of his 

kingdom" cornes from Matthew 13:11 or Luke 8:10, while the 

reference to things hidden from the wise and .:pr-trl ent and 

revealed to little ones is from Matthew 11:25 or Luke 10:21. 

Knox goes beyond Calvin in maintaining that the 

Word actually hardens the reprobate, not merely reacting 

upon them "accidentally." He brings farward as evidence of 

this fact the Johannine quotation of Isaiah 6:9ff. in 

John 12:40. The evangelist not only declared the blindness 

of the people, but also that God "did in very deed justly 

blind their eyes and harden their hearts."12 

For the final installment in this section, we pass 

over a considerable amount of time to J.A. Bengel. In 

Bengel's Gnomon of the New Testament (published first in 

1742) we find the work of one who appears to be more 

interested in what the New Testament means tllt:.u in finding 

lllbid., Vol. V, pp. 96-97. 

12,ThM., Vol. V, pp. 382-383. 



supports for theological disputation. His commen ts on 

Matthew 13:11ff. and Mark 4:10ff. are presented here. 
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The term "mysteries," he says, is applied to secret 

things which are reveale d to some, beyond wha t is revealed 

to all ot~rs. What is "strictly ne cessary" is revealed to 

all. Those who are "without" are not a ble to comprehend 

the mysteries clearly and fully. Furthermare, Jesus had 

cause to speak to the people in psrables. He had spoken 

plainly to them previously, without parables, and such 

compassionate, s.tz'&'ight-forward teaching did not profit 

them--they did not understand. Bengel emphasizes that the 

Isaiah prophecy is said to be "reful.ftilled" (anaplëroutai). 

It was fulfilled in Isaiah's time, in the ages following 

Isaiah, and in the time of Christ. The final (quoted) line 

of the prophecy indi cates that God had wished to real these 

people, and that they oould have been healed if they bad 

turned to the healing. Finally, on the Matthew passage, 

Bengel notes that the heart, rather than the brain, is the 

seat of understanding and perception, and conversely the 

locale of hardening.13 

In the Marcan passage those who were about Jesus 

are to be contrasted with those ftwithout." These latter are 

"outside of the circle of genuine discipleship." Everything 

falls to them (ginetai) in parables. The purpose clause in 

lJJ.A. Bengel, Gnomon of the New Testament, 
translated by J. Bandinel and A.R. Fausset. (Edinburgh: 
T. & T. Clark, 1858), Vol. I, pp. 284-285. 



37 

verse 12 indicates that divinely-sent judicial blindness is 

added to their voluntary b1indness. The true healing, spoken 

of in Matthew 13:15, is the forgiveness of sins. Psalm 103:3 

is also called in to witness at this point.14 

It is something of a relief to find in Benge1's 

work no forced props to upho1d a theological argument, but 

sometimes one fee1s that his words are just pious 

exp1anations of what is already obvious. The merit of his 

work is that it steps away from a manner of handling the 

text in which more heat than 1ight is generated. At the 

same time, however, it must be remembered that the Reformera 

did in fact live and work in times of heated controversy. 

Thus we may be he1ped to understand sorne of the extremes 

of interpretation, whi1e not excusing them or uncritica1ly 

accepting them. 

14Ibid., Vol. I, pp. 512-513. 



CHAPTER III 

SINGE THE BEGINNING OF MODERN CRITICAL SCHOLARSHIP 

IN EUROPE 

In the years 1S41-42, Bruno Bauer published three 

volumes on the Synoptic Gospels, (Kritik der evangelischen 

Geschichte der Synoptiker), maintaining the basic thesis that 

the Gospels were invented history. Bauer thought that the 

Evangelists composed the parables as well as the rest of 

the gospel narratives. The saying in Mark 4:llff. and its 

parallels shows that the parables could not have been 

intended to make things clear. It indicates rather that they 

were intended for the purpose of exercising the intelligence 

of the disciples. This was the evangelist's theory. But 

the evangelist nullified his own theory by indicating that 

even the disciples needed to have sorne parables explained 

to them. Bauer could not see the point to such a literary 

method, but did not abandon his theory that the Gospels 

were purely a literary creation. Ultimately he came to the 

completely negative conclusion that there never was a 

historical Jesus. 1 

lAlbert Schweitzer, The est of the Historical 
Jesus, trans. by W. Montgomery, n g. Edition; ondon: 
A. & C. Black, 1911), pp. 137ff., esp. p. 147. 

Jà 
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The study of the parables by Jülicher (Die Gleichnis­

reden Jesu, 1888) laid the basic groundwork for all future 

study of them. Jülicher did not hesitate to assign Mark 

4:11-12 to the evangelist. He said he would rather remove 

a little stone from the masonry of tradition than take a 

diamond from the crown of honor belonging to Jesus. 

According to Mark 4 and parallels, parabolic teaching was 

reserved for the unresponsive masses. Private explanations 

were given to the disciples but the parables were intended to 

hinder the conversion of others and even to harden them. 

This is an artificial construction of the evangelist. 

Another view still survives in Mark 4:33. This is that 

Jesus actually used parables in order that people might more 

easily understand. He spoke to them "as they were able to 

hear it."2 

H. H. Wendt (Die Lehre Jesu, Vol. II, 1890) felt 

that the key to the understanding of Mark 4:11-12 was to be 

found by setting the saying in the latter part of Jesus' 

ministry. It cannot reasonably be held that the same Jesus 

who was sent to the lost, who called to himself the laboring 

and heavy- laden, would intentionally hide from earnest 

seekers the meaning of his message of mercy. But in his 

later ministry a saying such as this, involving an apparently 

2Ibid., p. 262. See also A. Jdli cheri "Parables" 
Encyclotaedra-siblica , Ed. T.K. Cheyne & J.S. B a ck, 
Vol. II (1899), col. 3564. 
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harsh judicial sentence, can be understood. Jesus was then 

engaged in training his smaller group of disciples. The 

outsiders are to be understood as those who have excluded 

themselves. Jesus' message of the Kingdom was now known 

throughout the land, and they had excluded themselves by not 

joining his circle of disciples. His teaching at that time 

was directed to his own followers, and others would not 

understand it. Moreover, this failure to understand was a 

divinely sent punitive sentence on those who had no desire 

for salvation and the righteousness of the kingdom. Jesus 

regarded the slighting of the gospel by the "wise and 

prudenttt as bringing upon themselves a veiling of the Gospel 

by God. So teaching by parables was a means of speaking 

intelligibly to those with receptive hearts, while at the 

same time causing opponents to mishear what was said.3 

For Wilhelm Bousset (Jesus, 1904), Jesus' use of 

parables was to le ad his hearers from the realm of na ture to 

the realm of the spirit. The statement of Mark (4:llff.), 

followed by the other evangelists, is therefore preposterous. 

It is the "dogmatic pedantry of a later age" and serves only 

to obscure the clear image of Jesus. Throughout the parables 

this assertion is contradicted by Jesus' "unmistakable tone. n4 

3H.H. Wendt The Teaching of Jesus, trans. by 
J. Wilson (New York: 6harles Scribner's Sons, 1892), Vol. II, 
pp. 82ff. 

4w. Bousset, Jesus, trans. by Janet P. Trevelyan, 
(London: Williams and Norgate, 1906), pp. 40ff. 
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The secret of the Kingdom in Mark 4:11 is material 

for Wilhelm Wrede's theory of the Messianic secret (Das 

Messia~eheimnis im den Evangelien, 1901). Wrede regarded 

Mark's account of Jesus' parabolic teaching as unhistorical 

because it was opposed to the essential purpose and nature 

of parables. The view of parables expressed by Mark arose, 

Wrede explained, because the idea was already held in the 

church that Jesus had revealed himself to his disciples, 

but concealed himself from the crowds.5 

Albert Schweitzer, in commenting upon Wrede's 

explanation of Mark 4:llff., proposes that since we do not 

know what is meant by the "secret of the kingdom" in Mark 

4:11, nor why it must be veiled, we should therefore place 

the passage among the unsolved problems of Jesus' preaching 

of the Kingdom. We cannat extend the theory of concealment 

to all the parables Jesus used, but whenever he wanted to 

say more a bout the Kingdom than simply "It has come ne ar," 

he used parables. We do not understand why his teaching 

was limited in this way. One reason is suggested, however, 

in Mark 4:10-12--Predestination. Jesus knows that the 

message which he offers is only for the chosen cnes and that 

general public announcement of it could only thwart God's 

plan. Only the announcement that the Kingdom is at hand 

5A~. Schweitzer, Quest, pp. 346ff. 



and the ca11 to repentance are given pub1ic1y. Any other 

teaching about the Kingdom is given in ~rab1es so that 
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only the predestined may know what is being said. Schweitzer 

submits that the predestinarian view is consistent with the 

eschatology. For example, in the parable of the wedding 

feast (Matthew 22:1•14) the man who is recognized as not 

called is thrown out. 6 

An earlier book by Schweitzer (Das Messianitats und 

Leidensgeheimnis des Lebens Jesu, 1901) dea1t extensively 

with the theme of the mystery of the Kingdom, but did not 

inClude any exegesis of the passage Mark 4:llff. Schweitzer 

evidently understood that the secret of the kingdom had to 

do wi th how the final stage of the K1ngdom (its greatness) 

proceeded from its initial stage (its smallness). The 

parables of the sower, the seed growing secretly, mustard 

seed, and 1eaven are called "parables of the Secret of the 

Kingdom. n7 

In the second part of hi s History of Primitive 

Christianity (first German edition appeared in 1914) Johannes 

Weiss d ea1s with the fourth chapter of Mark in terms of the 

controversy between the ear1y Church and Judaism. The 

church found 5.t impo_ssible to understand why the Jews refused 

6Ibid., pp. 346, & 351 ff. 

7A. Schweitzer, The Mystery of the Kingdom of God, 
trans. by W. Lowrie, (London: A. & C. Black, l9l4), pp. 107f f. 
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to believe. It was unthinkable that Jewish perversity should 

make ineffective God's plan of salvation. Hence the church 

assumed tha t God purposed the unbelief of the Jews and wit h­

held from them knowledge of Himself, that is, the secret of 

the Kingdom. Jesus did not want the Jews to know him as 

Messiah, so he silenced demons and concealed miracles, while 

allowing a man in heathen territory to tell everything 

(Mark 5:19). No sign was permitted to "this generation" 

(Mark 8:12). Thus the early church set forth its theory of 

veiling of the gospel and stubbornness on the part of the 

Jews. 

Other material in the Evangelists' sources 

contradicted this theory, however. Weiss ranarks that the 

individual narratives ~protest continually against the 

oonception." Consequently, alongside the idea of the divine 

ooncealment of the kingdom there was put forth the idea of 

the sin of the Jewish people--especially of their leaders. 

Their heart was hardened (Mark 3:5), they bad blasphemed 

unforgivably (3:28ff.), they were hypocrites and their 

heart was far from God (7:6). 8 

Weiss also connects the parables chapter in Mark 

with the experience of the early Church missionaries. It 

was intended to give them hope and courage as they went about 

their work. It answered the question why Jesus spoke in 

8Johannes Weiss, Earliest Christianity, trans. by 
F.C. Grant, (New York: Harper & Bros., l959, Torchbook 
Edition), Vol. II, pp. 663ff. 



para bles. For the people of Israel the secret of the 

Kingdom must remain hidden. Thus the theme of the break 

between the Church and Judaism is indicated to us.9 Weiss 

ascribes this saying wholly to the Early Church and finds 

no basis for it in anything Jesus said. 
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E. Klostermann (Das Markusevangelium, 1926) and 

Rudolf Bultmann (Die Geschichte der Synoptischen Tradition, 

1931) bothlO concur with the judgment that Mark 4:llff. is 

the work of the church. More recently, W.G. Kümmel 

(Verheissung und Erfüllung, 3rd ed. 1956) places Mark 4:11 

among texts that have a doubtful place in the oldest 

tradition. For him it can be considered only as the early 

church's apologetic theory of parables. 11 

An exception to this procedure is Rudolf Otto's 

Reichgottes und Menschensohn, (1934)12. Otto agrees that 

the "curious theory of parables" which is set forth in 

Mark 4:llff. arose at a time when the original meaning of 

9Ibid., p. 695. 

lOcited by V. Taylort The Gospel According to 
St. Mark (London: Macmillan and Co. Ltd., 1952}, p. 257: 
Klostermann, p. 47; Bultmann, p. 351. 

11w. G. Künnne1, ~remise and Fulfilment, trans. by 
D. M. Barton, (London: s.c.M. Press, l957}, p. l25, note 75. 

12Rudo1f Ottoi The Kin~dom of God and the Son of 
Man, trans. by F. V. Fi son and. 1. Woolf, (L~ndjn: 
Lutterworth Press, 1938), pp. 91-93. 
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the parables of the kingdom had become obscured. The theory 

was present in the parent-document (Stammschrift} used by 

the evangelists, and explained that Jesus spoke his parables 

in order not to be understood. This same parent-document 

also emphasized in Mark 4:33 that Jesus used parables so 

that people might indeed understand. 

The theory made use of a saying that came originally 

from Jesus himself. The saying was mis-interpreted to fit 

the. theory, which in itself is "a monstrous idea" and is 

contradicted by 4:33. In addition, Mark 4:11 is inconsistant 

with itself. Even if Jesus' teaching was presented to 

"outsiders" figuratively, it was at least presented to them. 

Lesser or greater clarity would be involved, but it could 

not be disputed that the teaching was given. Otto notes 

that the Hebrew mashàl behind tbe Greek parabolê can have 

the meaning "riddle," and then gives the following 

reconstruction of what Jesus said and meant: 

To you (i.e., those who bring seeing eyes) 
is given the mystery of the Kingdom of he avent 
but to others (i.e., to those of dull mind and 
dim eyes) everything (that I say about the 
Kingdom of heaven) remains a riddle, that is, 
something. not understood or comprehended. 

Jesus was s imply s aying that those who had eyes to see and 

ears to hear and used them could trace the quiet growth and 

operation of the Kingdom. To others, words about these 

matters were nothing but a riddle. By means of the parables 
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Jesus so ught to bring a "mysterious somewha t" to the aware­

ness of men. He wanted men to see a miracle which had been 

effectua! among them since the days of John the Baptist. 

The most able recent attempt to deal with the 

passage bas been made by Joachim Jeremias (Die Gleichnisse 

Jesu, lst ed. 1947).13 He begins by pointing out that the 

fourth chapter of Mark is obviously composite and involves 

an artificial grouping of materials. Verses 11-12 are an 

insertion by Mark in the Church's tradition (which is 

itself of more than one layer). Hence these two verses 

belong to an independant tradition and must be interpreted 

without reference to their context. The parallelism in 

verse 11, the redundant demonstrative pronoun "those," and 

the triple use of the passive as a circumlocution for the 

divine activity, tell in favor of the authenticity of this 

saying. In addition, significant agreement, even to sorne 

detail, between verse 12 and the Aramaic Targum, as opposed 

to significant divergence from both the Hebrew and LXX 

versions of Isaiah 6:9-10, is additional evidence in favor 

of its authenticity. 

The Greek word parabolë does not need to be given 

its usual meaning of "parable." It can also have the meaning 

"riddle" which corresponds to one of the rneanings of the 

13Joachim Jeremias, The Parab1es of Jesus, trans. 
by s. H. Hooke, (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1955), 
pp. 11-16. 
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Hebrew mashal (Aramaic: mathlâ). The hina which introduces 

verse 12 is to be understood as introducing the purpose of 

God. It amounts to an abpreviation of the phrase "in order 

that it might be fulfilled." Jeremias also notes that the 

Aramaic de may underlie the hina. The mëpote introducing 

the final phrase in verse 12 is to be understood in the 

sense of "unless." This interpretation is based upon the 

underlying Aramaic dilema and rabbinical exegesis of the 

Isaiah passage. Hence, the sense of the saying as Jeremias 

sets it forth is as follows: 

To you has God gi ven t~ secret of the 
Kingdom of God: But to those who are 
without everything is obscure, in order 
that they (as it is written) may "see and 
yet not see, may hear and yet not under­
stand, unless they turn and God will 
forgive them." 

The saying is not concerned with the parables, but 

with Jesus' preaching in general. For outsiders Jesus' 

words are obscure because they do not recognize his mission 

nor make the proper response to him--repentance. Yet there 

is still hope for them. If they do repent, God will grant 

forgiveness. Jeremias concludes by dating the saying not 

earlier than the confession of Peter and assigning it to 

the period of Jesus' secret teaching. Mark has been misled 

by the ~rd parabole into placing the saying in his 

parables chapter. The saying, however, affords no criterion 

for the interpretation of parables. The secret involved 

in this saying is tm secret of the "contemporary irruption" 



of the Kingdom of God in the word and work of Jesus. 

In general, we may say that Jeremias' handling of 

the passage is the most inclusive as well as the most 

liberating. It deals most significantly with the terms and 

language of the passage, and calls upon the Aramaic back­

ground. We may raise two critical questions which are 

relevant here and will have a bearing on our later 

discussion. First, we may ask whether or not hina may indeed 

mean "in order that it might be fulfilled," and even if so, 

whether it is adequate to support this interpretation with 

the statement that "in the case of divine decisions purpose 

and fulfilment are identical.nl4 Surely such an important 

point deserves more development. Secondly, it may be 

questioned whether the relationship of repentance and 

forgiveness in the teaching of Jesus is of the order that 

Jeremias so specifically states: If they repent, God will 

forgive. 

14Ibid., .p. 14. 
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IN GREAT BRITAIN 

An extended treatment of the parables of Jesus was 

given before the turn of the century by A. B. Bruce in 

The Parabolic Teaching of Christ (3rd ed. 1886). In his 

discussion of Mark 4:10ff. and parallels, he says that the 

disciples' question about parabolic teaching is directly 

applicable to the parable of the sower. This parable is a 

parable about hearing. Jesus directs it to the crowds at 

a time of crisis in his Galilean ministry. In view of the 

approaching crisis (that is, the falling away of many 

followers in John 6:66, which Bruce connecta with the "great 

crowd" of Mark 4:1, Matthew 13:2, and Luke 8:4), Jesus 

exhorts his hearers to self-examination. Beyond this 

specifie application, the passage may be applied to Jesus' 

parabolic teaching in general. Bruce says that parables are 

to be regarded as bound up with the mood of mind which the 

prophetie words alluded to in Mark 4:12 (and parallels) 

express. This "parabolic mood" is to be found in 

one whose heart is chilled and whose spirit 
is saddened by a sense of loneliness, and 
who, retiring within himself, by a process of 
reflection frames for his thoughts forms which 
half conceali half reveal them--reveal them 
more perfect y to those who understand, hide 
them from those who do not. 

From this it follows that Jesus would not have 

used this method at the beginning of his ministry. Jesus 

spoke plainly at first , and if he used parables at that 
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time, they were simply illustrations. According to Jesus' 

own words, he began to speak in parables because his hearers 

"seeing, saw not, and hearing, beard not" (Matthew 13:13). 

They bad seen his miracles and got a false notion of his 

mission. They had beard his previous teaching and got false 

ideas about the kingdom. So he turned to parables in order 

that those who understood might better understand, and those 

who did not understand might be even more mystified as to 

what he meant. 

Did Jesus, then, intend to make blind men blinder, 

deaf men deafer, and hard hearts harder? Mark and Luke seem 

to say so, and on this basis sorne have dismissed the passages 

in Mark and Luke as the work of the church. But Mark 

suggests in 4:33 that the purpose of Jesus' teaching was to 

illuminate minds and to soften hearts. The parables might 

indeed have a hardening effect on sorne, but we must not 

misunderstand the temper of Jesus' words in Mark 4:11-12. 

They were not spoken in cold blood, but ironically--in the 

bitterness of frustrated love. As such they announced the 

very opposite of what Jesus worked for as his aim. By them 

Jesus hoped to provoke his obtuse hearers to jealousy and 

so defeat the import of his own words. This is the sense of 

the Isaiah passage uttered centuries before. The parables, 

therefore, were the utterances of a sorrowful heart, designed 



to lead men to the truth.l5 

Bruce does not deal significantly with the 

differences between the parallel versions of this saying, 

and leaves it within its Synoptic context. He does 

attempt to date the event which inCludes this saying. One 

wenders if the discussion of "mood" is limited by 

psychologizing, persuasive though it may be. 

W. O. E. Oesterley's Warburton Lectures on the 

parables were given in 1915-1919, but were not published 

until 1936. In his discussion of Mark 4:10ff.,l6 

Oesterley begins by dealing with the Hebrew and Septuagint 

texts of Isaiah 6:9-10. He notes that the meaning of the 

passage is toned down in the LXX, but only in word--not in 

essence. Isaiah had been directed to make known to the 

people the purpose of Yahweh. To the faithful few who 

received his prophetie word, the message was one of grace 

and favor. To the rest the prophet's words became a sign 

of divine wrath and "inevitably the cause and me ans of 

deserved perdition." Neither the prophet nor God desired 

that the people's heart should be "fattened." It was 

simply that to reject God's purposes entailed hardness 

15A. B. Bruce, The Parabolic Teaching of Christ, 
(4th ed. rev.; London: Hodder and Stoughton, no date), 
pp. 17ff. 

16w. o. E. Oesterley, The Gospel Parables in the 
Light of their Jewish Background, (London: s.P:c.K. l936), 
pp. 53-54. 
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of heart and blindness of perception. When men ignored 

God 's message they brought about in themselves the 
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inabi1ity to understand it. In that state they cou1d not be 

healed. 

In Matthew, the evange1ist gives the entire 

quotation as his own comment up~n the situation in Jesus' 

time. The relevant portion had a1ready been given in verse 

13. The meaning of this saying is that since many came to 

Christ simply for what they cou1d get rather than with the 

sincere desire to be guided by Him, they were unfitted to 

be· "initiated into the mysteries of the Kingdom." 

Accordingly, it was not given to them to know the mysteries. 

To have verse 16 follow verse 13 makes the passage more 

pointed. The final 1ine of the quotation in Mark (which 

Oesterley describes as "misquoted") is incompatible with the 

spirit of Christ. It may be safe1y ascribed to the 

evangelist. Luke's version of the saying is possibly the 

closest to what Jesus actually said, the hina being 

understood in the sense of "as a resu1t tr.at." Thus it was 

Jesus' intention that parab1es should speak to the inner 

circ1e of followers about the deeper meaning of the 

King dom. 

Oesterley also suggests the possibility, but does 

not elaborate greatly upon it, that Jesus may have intended 

the quotation from Isaiah 6:9 to be understood in the light 

of Matthew 13:12: "To him who has will more be given ••• " In 
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this case, the words as used by Jesus would have had the 

same rneaning that they had in their original setting. The 

"haves" and the "have-nots" are disciples and non-disciples, 

respectively. 

H. B. Swete17 submits that the parables represent 

a change in the teaching method employed by Jesus. The 

opening part of Mark 4 says that Jesus "proceeded to teach" 

(imperfect of didaskë) in parables. "So it began, and the 

inexhaustible supply continued to the end of his life." 

Jesus' own staternent as to the purpose of the parable­

rnethod is to be found in Mark 4:llff. The usual explanation 

of Jesus' use of parables is that by them he intended to 

help the common people understand his teaching. Jesus' own 

explanation is that by them he meant to conceal rather than 

to reveal the truth he taught. The unexpectedness of this 

saying witnesses to its originali~. The truth which it 

expresses is the following: The parables veiled Jesus' 

teaching from those who were not ready to accept it "in its 

naked simplicity." At the same time the parables preserved 

the message in the memories of those who did not accept it, 

so that if and when they became ready to accept it, it would 

be available to them. 

17H. B. Swete, The Parables of the Ki~dom, 
London: Macmillan & Co., 1920, pp. 3-4. 
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A. E. J. Rawlinson introduces his discussion of 

Mark 4:10ff. by inquiring about the intention of Jesus in 

using parables. 18 Was it for the purpose of concealing his 

teaching from outsiders? It is difficult to think so. The 

purpose of a parable is to explain. It should not in itself 

require an explanation. An explanation might be needed, 

however, at a later time when the original context of a 

parable had been fargotten. Then it was supposed that 

Jesus had intended his parables to be difficult. The result 

was that they came to be regarded as allegories for which a 

"clue" to understanding was required. The Hebrew word 

mashâl could bear the meaning "allegoryn or even nriddle. n 

By a process of backward projection the belief came about 

that Jesus had pr~vately explained the parables to his 

disciples. Mark 4:10-12, 33-34 is tœ general application 

of this theory to all of Jesus' parables. Only the initiated 

could understand the "mystery of the Kingdom." 

Rawlinson does not rule out the possibility that 

Jesus might have reflected upon his own ministry and the 

failure of his own people to respond to him in terms of the 

Isaiah passage. He feels, however, that in view of the other 

New Testament passages which present similar arguments from 

làA. E. J. Rawlinson, The Gospel According to 
St. Mark, (London: Methuen & Co., Ltd., 1925), pp. 47-49. 
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the 01d Testament (Rom. 9:18-29, 10:16-21, 11:8-10; Acts 

28:25ff.), it seems more 1ike1y that this Marcan passage is 

a product of the Church's theology. It probab1y also ref1ects 

the experience of the church in preaching Christianity to the 

Jews. The ear1y church thus exp1ained the Jewish rejection 

as hardening which was the intention of the divine purpose. 

Raw1inson conc1udes by qualifying his opening statement 

that the purpose of a parable is to explain. We should not 

deny that the parables were meant to stimulate and challenge 

thought. Jesus did appea1 to spiritual discernment, but 

that is not the same as teaching in an esoterie fashion. 

T. W. Manson19 notes that Mark 4:11-12 divides men 

into two groups. What places a man in one or the other? 

The man himself does it by the response he makes to the 

parab1es. A person hears a parable. If it awakens in him 

re1igious insight and faith, he presses into the group of 

Jesus' close followers for more teaching. 

The parab1e is in practice a test: and the 
response of a man to it is what determines 
whether he shall ever get beyond it to the 
secret of the Kingdom. 

The difficulty in the passage is the bina in verse 

12. It is absurd to think that either the object or result 

of parabolic teaching was to prevent insight, understanding, 

faith, and repentance. It is easy to dismiss this passage 

19T. W. Manson, The Teaching of Jesus, (Cambridge : 
Cambridge University Press, l93l), pp. 76ff. 



as the evangelist's intrusion or interpolation into the 

tradition. But, says Manson, the apparent intrusion of 

verses 11-12 between the parable of the Sower and its 

interpretation is not so unnatural after all, if the Parable 

of the Sower is a parable about parabolic teaching. 

There is strong evidence in favor of the 

authenticity of this saying in the correspondance of its 

final phrase with that of the Targum. It speaks of 

"forgi veness" (rather than "healing"), and the verbs are in 

the third person plural (as against both the Hebrew and 

LXX). The form in which Jesus alluded to the passage from 

Isaiah approximated to the Targum version. The ambiguous 

Aramaic particle de, which in the Targum is a relative 

pronoun, was incorrectly understood by the evangelist (or 

his so'Ltr'ce) as the equivalent of the Greek hina--"in order 

that." We may conjecture, therefore, that Jesus said: 

To you is given the secret of the Kingdom of 
God; but all things come in parables to those 
outside who 

See indeed but do not know 
And hear indeed but do not understand 
Lest they should repent and receive forgiveness. 

The word "lest" (Greek: mepote; Aramaic: dilema) in the last 

line is to be und erstood as mean ing "if they did." It is 

significant, Manson thin~s, that the part of the Isaiah 

passage which would most strongly suggest that parables 

were intended to harden the hearts of the hearers is omitted: 

"Make heavy ••• , make fat ••• , shut the ir eye s ••• " 
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Consequently, Manson co ne ludes, the "quotati on" 

from Isaiah is used by Jesus not to explain the purpose of 

teaching in parables, but to illustrate what he meant by 

"outsiders." By it he de scribes the person who doe s not 

respond to him and his mission with insight, repentance, and 

faith. 

In his Bampton Lectures for 1934, R. H. Lightfoot 

was content to point out the gpspel writer's general out­

look rather than to probe behind it to the intention of 

Jesus. A comp:tr ison of the "reason-for-parables" incident 

in Mark and Matthew shows that Matthew omits the rebuke of 

the disciples. According to his gospel, they are encouraged 

and commended. The hina in Mark 4:12 be come s ho ti in 

Matthew 13:13. Sorne have suggested that Matthew's version 

is mare nearly original at this point, because it is possible 

to interpret the saying to mean that Jesus adapted his 

teaching to the blind ness of men wi th a view to removing it. 

This, however, is contrary to tœ context of Matthew, whose 

point is that the Jews are rejecting Jesus. In Mark the 

teaching is given by parables because of the divine purpose. 

In Matthew parables are used as punishment for unbelief and 

refusal to repent. 

Attempts to translate bina as "because" and 

mëpote as "perhaps" or nit may be that ••• n may be ascri bed 

to the motive of trying to harmonize this passage with the 



"mind of Christ." Lightfoot allows that such translations 

may be legitimate in some places (e.g. John 8:56 and 

Matthew 25:9), but at this point they are governed by the 

desire to explain or explain away a difficult passage. The 

better course is to let stand the renderings which present 

the evangelist's general outlook. 20 

In his The Parables of the Kingdom21 c. H. Dodd 

emphasizes that the character of the vocabulary in Mark 4: 

11-20 is foreign to the Synoptic Gospels, and its language 

and style are foreign to Jesus. Seven words in the passage 

are not proper to the rest of the Synoptic record, and all 

of them are characteristic of Paul. Two of them 

(mystërion and exô) occur in verse 11. According to verses 

11-12, parables were used to prevent those who were not 

predestined to salvation from understanding Jesus' 

teaching. This may be regarded as the church's attempt to 

explain why both Jesus and the Church failed to get a 

favorable response from the Jewish people. Any reasonable 

reading of the Gospels shows that Jesus did not intend to 

conceal his message from people in general. Therefore he 

did not present it in a way that was calculated to make it 

unintelligible. 

B. T. D. Smith draws attention to the fact that 

20R. H. Lightfoot, History and Interpretation in 
the Gospels, (New York: Harper & Bros., 1934), p. 194, 
note 1. 

2lc. H. Dodd, The Parables of the Kingdom, 
{London: Nisbet & Co., Ltd. Rev. ed. 1936), pp. 13ff. 



r-Iark 4:10ff. recalls the traditional association of mashal 

with "riddle," as, for example, in Ezekiel 17:2ff. 

"Son of man, put forth a riddle, 
And speak a parable unto the bouse of Israel." 

As Plutarch explained that Homer used allegory to keep the 

ignorant from despising what they could not understand, so 

Mark explains that Jesus used parables in order that those 

outside the circle of disciples might not know the secret 
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of the kingdom. It is doubtful that this theory of Mark's 

was widely shared, however. Matthew and Luke both make 

significant changes in what Mark wrote. In addition, this 

theory of parabolic teaching which Mark expresses is only 

part of a larger the ory. He also represents Jesus as for­

bidding demons to speak and commanding those he healed to 

keep quiet about their cures. This was to conceal his 

Messiahship from all but the elect. Just as close followers 

are represented as 11strangely blind" to the meaning of the 

parables, so in Mark 4:40f., 6:50-52, and 8:16-21, they do 

not comprehend the significance of Jesus' Messianic works.22 

Smith's discussion makes two things clear: (1) 

that considerable confusion results from Mark's interweaving 

of "larger" and "smaller" secrecy motifs; and ( 2) that more 

22B. T. D. Smitht The Parables of the S!noptic 
Gospels, (Cambridge: Cambr1dge University Press,937), 
pp. 13, 28-29. 
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than one purpose or motive was at work in the material which 

the evangelist used. Perhaps the matter at hand can be set 

forth best in a question directed both to Mark and to his 

interpretera: If the close followers did not understand 

the parables, who were the so -called elect? 

A. T. Cadoux discusses Mark 4:llff. at several 

points in The Theology of Jesus.23 He believes that the 

saying goes back to Jesus, but that it is out of its 

original setting. Certainly it was not the case that Jesus 

used parables in order that his hearers might not understand 

him. It is possible that the original saying was modified 

by the insertion of the terms nmystery" and "those that are 

without" since such terms are not found elsewhere in Jesus' 

teaching. Probably the phrase of original importance was: 

"all things happen in parables." Outsidera: may see the 

events of Jesus' life and teaching without catching their 

meaning just as people may listen to a parable without 

catching its meaning. But those who listen to Jesus, follow 

him, and live in his presence, possess the mystery of the 

Kingdom--an inside knowledge which is the key to the 

significance of Jesus' day. It is suggested that otœrs 

refuse to see intelligently lest it should involve them in 

repentance. Does this saying then suggest that God 

23A. T. Cadoux, The Theology of Jesus (London: 
Nicholson and Watson, Ltd., 1940), see pp. 49, ~4, 216, 
226-227. 



61 

predetermines the refusal of sorne? Cadoux's reply is 

negative. One cannot find a saying of Jesus in the Synoptic 

Gospels in which he speaks of God as predetermining the moral 

actions of men. Mark 4:llff. might appear to be an 

exception of this, but it seems rather to describe a wilful 

refusal to see. 

Cadoux links the saying in Luke 6:39ff. with 

Mark 4:11. The master's ideal is to make the disciple see 

for himself. The outsiders who see without perceiving 

stand aloof--they are not disciples. The disciples, on the 

other band, are in close contact w.ith Jesus, the master. 

Outsiders are those who do not or will not see the 

meaning of the events happening around them. The disciples 

do see into the reality of these events. The difference 

lies in whether or not one follows Jesus. What is the 

content of the real ity? 

The mystery of the Kingdom of God can hardly 
be anything but the commonly unrecogpized 
factors in God's way of ruling, of his 
Kingship, just those factors of Kingship 
through service and suffering, which 
unreasonable and incredible to many, were 
central in the teaching and life of Jesus, 
and were made intelligible and credible by 
all that He was. 

The implication is that without what Jesus could give, 

people could not be expected to see. In such sayings as 

Luke 14:2$-32 {counting the cost) and Mark 8:34ff. (taking 

up one's cross), Jesus himself r ecognizes that his message 

is not to be lightly received. 
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This discussion is stimu1ating, but we may be 

pennitted to raise a few questions. Is not the saying in 

Matthew 11:25 = Luke 10:21 sirnilar in thought to Mark 4:11? 

It may be readily granted that the terms "rnystery" and 

"outsiders" are not used, but perhaps sorne simi1ar 

descriptions may be found. Gan Luke 6:39ff. afford a 

1egitimate basis for interpreting Mark 4:11ff.? It may be 

composite in itself, as Matthew 15:14 and 10:24 indicate. 

Fina11y, does Cadoux's d~finition of the "mystery of the 

Kingdom" follow from an examination of the passage, or from 

his own theo1ogizing? 

In Jesus the Messiah, William Manson submits that 

the Markan theorizing presented in 4:11 rests on two points: 

(1) Certain parab1es, which the tradition designates as 

Parab1es of the Kingdom, originally meant "that in sorne 

manner the Kingdom of God had already become actual through 

the werd and in the acts of Jesus"; ( 2) Most of the hearers 

did not grasp the significance of the parab1es. Originally 

they were "signs," but u1timate1y they came to be regarded 

merely as stories. Mark 4:10-12 and the para11e1s in 

Matthew and Luke show that the early Christian Community 

regarded the meaning of the parab1es of the Kingdom as a 

mystery which was beyond the ordinary understanding. In 

comparing the parallel passages, Manson thinks that the 

singular "mystery" in Mark refers to the total rel igious 

revelation made in Jesus. For Matthew and Luke, the plural 

"mysteries" coupled wi th the verb "to know" indicates a 



divinely communicated knowledge of the truths of the Kingdom. 

These latter two evangelists think of the Gospel as 

authenticating itself by its reasonable character and its 

appeal to thought. 24 

For theA~ost part, the above discussion deals with 

the passage with which we are concerned as the tpeorizing of 

the evangelists. More recently Manson has offered another 

study of Mark 4:10-12. 25 His aim in this article is to be 

as faithful as possible to the Greek that Mark wrote, and 

yet to give an interpretation that avoids making parables 

the instruments of blinding. The saying is regarded as 

coming from Jesus. 

Our attention is drawn first of all to the 

paratactic syntax of Matthew 11:25 (= Luke 10:21). 

Apparently, Jesus thanks God that he has hidden "tŒ se 

things" from the wise and understanding, and that he has 

revealed them to ''babes." But, says Manson, the two clauses 

are not on the same level of the divine intention. They 

may be related as the following translation indicates: 

24william Manson, Jesus the Messiah, (London, 
Hodder & Stoughton, 1943), pp. 36, 46, 55. 

25william Manson, "The Purpose of the Parables: 
A Re-Examination of St. Mark iv:l0-12," Expository Times, 
Vol. 68, (1956-57), pp. 132-135. 



I thank thee that while thou hast hidden 
these things from the wise and ~derstanding, 

Thou hast revealed them to babes.26 
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Manson then extends the application of this analogy to Mark 

4:12, so that it reads: 

"··· in order that they may indeed see, though 
they do not perceive, 

and indeed hear, though they do not understand. 11 

The mêpote introducing the final line is to bear the meaning 

of conjectural possibility. It is a cautious assertion, 

which may be translated as "perhaps" or "in case." 

Throughout the discussion, Manson holds that the 

word parabolë means "parable" and not"'riddle" or sorne other 

meaning of mashâl. The meaning of the passage is that Jesus 

does not shut anyone out. Non-disciples may be blind to the 

meaning of what he says. Yet, by means of parables he will 

cause something to stick in their minds which they will 

take with them. He sets a picture before their eyes; he 

impresses a story on their imaginations. Thus 

something will get inside the door which 
mayhap will hold the door open to Jesus 
and eventually lead the non-disciples to 
conversion. 

Sorne objections may be raised to this "re-examination." 

26H. H. Wendt made an identical suggestion in 
The Teaching of Jesus (1892), Vol. II, p. 84, note 2. He 
suggested Isaiah 12:1 (LXX), Rom. 6:17, and Matthew 18:21 
as analogies to Matthew 11:25, but made no attempt to use 
the ana1ogy to interpret Mark 4:12. Manson makes no 
reference to Wendt, however. 



(1) The syntactical analogy does not hold: bina is involved 

in Mark 4:12, rather than hoti as in Matthew 11:25; the phrases 

of the saying in Mark 4:12 have to be reversed in order to 

fit the ana1ogy and bring the qualifying conjunction (kai 

meaning "while" or "though") into the proper relationship. 

According to the analogy Manson's re-phrasing should read: 

" ••• in order that though they may indeed see, 
they do not perceive, 

and though they may indeed hear, they do not 
understand ••• "; 

which only serves to re-inforce what Manson is trying to 

avoidl (2) No account is taken of the subjunctive verb­

forms idôsin and syniosin, though Manson maintains he is 

trying to be faithfu1 to Mark' s Gree k. (3) Though mëpote 

may bear th3 meaning "perhaps" (as conjectural possibi1ity) 

in sorne cases, Mark's sense here seems rather to indicate 

that he meant "lest," as the re-inforcement of ~· 27 

This seems, after al1, to be one of the outstanding examples 

of what R. H. Lightfoot meant when he spoke of attempts to 

bring a passage into harmony with the mind of Christ. 

Matthew B1ack's investigation of Aramaic back­

grounds seeks to clarify what is 1egitimate in drawing 

conclusions based upon those backgrounds. One of the canons 

of procedure he lays down is that the assumption ef 

27A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament 
and other Early Christian Literature, ed. W. F. Arndt and 
F. W. Gingrich; (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1957), p. 521. 



66 

mistranslation of an Aramaic original may be found to offer 

"the best available explanation of a difficulty, especially 

where there is a decided failure in the Greek.n 28 

In Mark 4:12, the hina is not the only difficulty. 

Meppte, and the clause it introduces are no less difficult. 

Simply to remove the hina by conjecturing a mistranslation 

of the Aramaic de (as T. W. Manson does) leaves the rnëpote 

clause hanging, because it d~pends logically upon what came 

before it. The de would be ambiguous, that is, subject to 

translation either as a relative pronoun or as introducing 

a causal, purpose, or result clause, only if there were no 

dependent clause following. Such a clause does follow in 

Mark: "lest they should repenti and it should be forgiven 

them." Only in Lüke' s version, therefore, would it be 

arnbiguous, since he does not have the last clause. In 

Matthew the hoti presents as much difficulty as the hina of 

Mark and Luke. Consequently, Black concludes, we may 

confidently assume a failure in the Greek. Both hina and 

hoti are different translations (and interpretations) of the 

Aramaic de, which originally represented a relative pronoun. 

This solves the difficulty only for the shorter version of 

the saying (minus Mark's final line) in Matthew and Luke. In 

Mark, even if we substitute the relative pronoun "who" for 

2~atthew Black, An Aramaic Appro~ch to the GOspels 
and Acts, (Oxford: The Clarendon Press, l946), p. 143. 
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bina, the difficulty posed by the final line still remains. 

It still indicates that the reason for parabolic teaching is 

to pre vent repentance and for giveness. 

Mark wrote and intended what appears in 4:11-12. 

For him, parables were used "in order that ••• lest perchance." 

He or his source omitted a portion of the quotation (as 

T. w. Manson suggests, but not for the reason he gives) in 

order to bring the m'ëpote clause into close conne ction wi th 

the hina clause, thus re-inforcing the meaning. The saying 

in Mark is dependent upon a Targum source, as the phrase 

about forgiveness indicates. Matthew is dependent upon a 

source other than Mark and this is evidence that the 

quotation of Isaiah 6:9-10 occurred in a genuine saying of 

Jesus. It is unlikely that tœ "grim adaptation" of the 

quotation which Mark gives can be ascribed to Jesus. Neither 

Matthew nor Luke give any evidence to indicate that Jesus 

used the full quotation. Matthew's citation in 13:14-15 is 

his own typical use of the LXX. According to the Targum the 

people are to blame for their blindness and dullness. They 

have brought it on themselves. 

In conclusion, Black says that we may rega rd the 

shorter version of the saying given in Matthew and Luke as 

being more nearly original to Jesus, without the final line 

given by Mark. The Aramaic de should be regarded as a 

relative in accordance with the Targum, to be translated by 
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hoi in Greek. Black suggests that additional evidence for 

his interpretation may be gained by noting that Matthew and 

Luke are drawing from "Q" as well as from Mark in this 

section. Matthew 13:16 is a "Q" passage (though found in a 

different context in Luke 10:23) and in Matthew it emphasizes 

a contrast between the disciples who do see, and those 

formerly mentioned (verses 11 and 13) who do not see.29 

Black's presentation has the advantage that it takes 

account of tthe intention of Mark and seeks to go behind 

what he wrote to the intention of Jesus. It is refreshing 

to read that Mark intended what he wrote, even though what 

he wrote presents difficulties. One could wish that Black 

had said more about the source "other than Mark" on which 

he thinks Matthew 13:13 is dependent. Is there any other 

evidence besides Matthew' s hoti ~nd the fact that "Q" 

material is present in the context? Black also states that 

in the Targum of Isaiah 6:9-10 the people are to blame for 

their own blindness and dullness. His translation of the 

Targum passage supports this with the phrases: 

Gross is the mind of this people ••• 
its ears has it made heavy, and 
its eyes has it blinded ••• 

The translations of this passage by both J. F. Stenning30 

and T. W. Manoon31 contradict Black, however, for they 

29Ibid., pp. 153-158. 

30J. F. Stenning (ed.), The Targum of Isaiah, 
(Oxford: The Clarendon Press, 1949), p. 22. 

31T. w. Manson, Teaching of Jesus, p. 78. 
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indicate that the prophet was commissioned to make the heart 

of the people fat, to make their ears heavy, and to stop up 

or close the eyes of the people. Perhaps one who is 

confused by this contradiction may be allowed to wonder 

whether it is possible to d~termine who are our "best guides" 

(to borrow a phrase from R. H. Lightfoot) in this area. 

To follow the argument of Austin Farrer in A Study 

in St. Mark3 2 is not always a simple matter. He moves back 

and forth across at least four themes with such fluidity 

that it is not easy to tell what he means. The four themes 

appear to be: 

1. What Farrer himself thinks. 

2. What Farrer thinks Mark thinks. 

3. What Farrer thinks Mark thinks Jesus thinks. 

4. What Farrer thinks Jesus thinks. 

In chapter four of Mark, Farrer says we meet a 

theology of secrecy and revelation. We may learn the nature 

of the parables (the plural is important) about which Jesus' 

disciples ask by referring to the previously given Beelzebub 

parables (3:23ff.). The parable of the sower is but a 

specimen of many others, as 4:2 tells us. In itself, this 

parable is about hearing with a responsive ear--"profitable 

32Austin Farrer, A Study in St. Mark, (Westminster: 
Dacre Press, 1951), pp. 240ff. 



hear ing • " In f act, i t is the para ble wh i ch te aches men to 

listen to parables. Stimulated by it, the disciples are 

led to ask about parables in general (4:10). In response 

Jesus gi. ves two answers. First, he e:xplains that the 

purpose of his parables is to instruct only those to whom 

God has given discernment (verses_ 11-12). Seoondly, he 

explains the parab1e about hearing, which the disciples 

have failed to understand (verses 13-20). Thus, Jesus is 

saying that the parables both bide and reveal. The 
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parable of the sower, however, is not typical of these, for 

it is the parable most readily understood. Anyone who 

cannot understand it will have difficulty understanding any­

thing else that Jesus says. These hiding-and-revealing 

parables have to do with the mystery of the Kingdom--"th~ 

secret of the advent of the Divine Majesty." To those 

outside, this matter not only cornes in parables (or riddles), 

but it continues to be a riddle to them. 

The objection may be raised that parables are 

supposed to make clear, not to obscure, and that this Marcan 

message is the c~urch's reflection on the forgotten meanings 

of parables. Farrer replies that for Mark a parable is a 

riddle. The same term covers both meanings. In addition, 

a parable about the Kingdom of God is made mysterious by 

its subject-matter. 



The secret of the advent of Divine Majesty 
may be compared wi th the most ordinary and 
straight-forward things, but we shall still 
not understand tœ parable without divine 
assistance. We cannet understand the analogy 
of a mysterious thing to a plain thing with-

. out sorne grasp of the mysterious thing. 
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Therefore, a parable that teaches a "new and supernatural 

doctrine" about the Kingdom of God cannet adequa tel y be 

interpreted unless the interpretation bears upon the mystery 

of the Kingdom. (This sounds, for all the world, like 

reasoning in a circle). 

The theology of secrecy is concerned wi th beth 

mysterious teaching and mys terious acts. Jesus gi. ves the 

parables in chapters 2 and 3 as comment upon his strange 

acts. The parables are intellectual instruments by which the 

substance of the Kingdom may be grasped. The interpretation 

of the para ble of the Sower is a fresh string of para ble s. 

In summing up, Farrer says that this parabolic 

teaching is comment beforehand upon the greatest act of 

Jesus--his saving passion. Only chosen ears receive this 

comment, and even they do not fully understand it until 

after the act itself has taken place. He believes that 

Jesus revealed himself "with the degree and sort of reserve" 

that Mark describes, though what Mark presents is not a 

literal transcription of what was said by Jesus. 
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In his later study, St. Matthew and St. Mark33 

Farrer discusses the failure of the disciples to "understand." 

He refers to Mark 4:12, in which he says that Jesus is 

expressing his grief and surprise that his disciples have no 

better comprehension than the outsiders. The matter which 

they fail to understand is the mystery of the Kingdom 

expressed in the parable of the cornfield. There was a crop, 

even though the bad patches in the field failed to produce. 

Here tl:e parable of the cornfield is explained a, referrinb 

to tm mys te::-:,r cf the Kingdom, ratier than being the 

parable about listening to parables (see above). Perhaps 

it is too much to demand consistency in the matter, though 

the reader may certainly confess to sorne puzzlement. 

In his commentary34 Vincent Taylor says that Mark 

4:10-12 has the appearance of a pronouncement-story; that 

is, a narrative which embodied a saying of Jesus that was 

usefUl to the early Christian community. The saying itself 

was original with Jesus, though its present form and setting 

are the construction of the evangelist. Verses 11-12 were 

an isolated saying. Verse 10 may have belonged (in the 

tradition) to verses 13-20, if the word "parables" was 

singular. Taylor thinks the saying in 11-12 referred 

33Austin Farrer, St. Matthew and St. Mark, 
(Westminster: Dacre Press, l954), p. 60. -----

34Vincent Taylor, The Gospel Accordin? to St. Mark, 
(London: Macmillan and Co. Ltd., l952), pp. Z54 f. See also 
Taylor's The Formation of the Gospel Tradition, {London: 
Macmillan and Co., Ltd., l933), p. 80. 
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originally to the whole teaching ministry of Jesus, but Mark 

used it in the present context because he believed it 

referred to the purpose of parables. 

In ~rk 4: ll the word mystërion rœ ans a knowledge 

about the Kingdom of God which disciples possess, but people 

in general do not. The changes intro duced in the parallel 

passages in Matthew and Luke show that Mark is more original. 

The words "in parables" are to be understood as meaning 

"in riddles," but this does not require that the Greek 

parabolë have two different senses in the same context, for 

originally there were two separate contexts. Taylor agrees 

with Black that Mark both wrote and intended "in order 

th at ••• lest perchanc e. n Aramaic stud ie s may have bea ring 

on the saying as Jesus intended it, but what Mark meant is 

clear. It is doubtful that we may detect any Pauline 

influence at this point in Mark. Paul spoke of the hardening 

of Israel. Mark refers only to the disciples and the 

scribes (6:52; 8:17; 3:5). Paul does not speak of the use 

of parables. Mark distinguishes between revelation to 

disciples and concealment from the crowds, a view which is 

also given expression in Luke 10:21 =Matthew 11:25 and 

Matthew 13:16f. 

We can best understand Mark 4:11-12 as an 

unauthentic version of a genuine saying of Jesus. Its 

original form can only be conjectured. Possibly Jesus made 
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use of these ironie words of Isaiah after the failure of the 

mission of the Twelve, and the fàilure of Chorazin, Bethsaida 

and Capernaum to respond to him. This suggestion is 

superior to the view that Mark invented the passage. 

The latest commentary on Mark is the contribution 

of c. E. B. Cranfield35 and with the statement of his 

handling of Mark 4:10-12 we conclude our survey of scholars 

in Great Britain. It is probable that the Aramaic word 

raz lies behind the Greek mystërion. By it is expressed 

the idea that God's thoughts are his secret which he may 

reveal to those whom he chooses. This concept was familiar 

to al1 who 1istened attentive1y in the synagogues. 

Specifical1y, the mystery in verse 11 is that the Kingdom 

of God has come in the person and words and works of Jesus. 

The secret of the Kingdom is the secret of the person of 

Jesus. On1y faith can recognize this. The word dedotai 

signifies that such recognition comes on1y by divine 

revelation. The expression tois exo may refer either to 

those outside the house, or those outside the group of 

disciples. The use of the same term by Paul (four times) 

is hard1y sufficient to account for Pauline influence here. 

"Parable" can mean "riddle," and the phrase "a11 things 

come iri parables" may be translated as "all things are 

35c. E. B. Cranfield, The Gospel According to 
St. Mark, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, l959), 
pp. 152ff. 



obscure." Cranfield would gi ve this saying as wide a 

reference as possible--the whole ministry of Jesus. 
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The quotation from Isaiah agrees with the Targum 

against both the Hebrew and LXX, and this fact testifies to 

the au th entici ty of the saying. Though the hi na is a 

difficulty, we should . nct seek to remove it. Even if we 

could, there would be the problem implied by the phrase "it 

is given. tt The implication is that tc sorne "it is ~ 

given," as Matthew writes out in full (13 :11). The more 

inclusive difficulty, as Cranfield sees it, is "the 

teleological thinking which is characteristic of the whole 

Bible, including the Synoptic Gospels." The significance of 

the hina is this: The secret of the Kingdom remains hidden 

from many. This is both in accord with Old Testament 

pro phe cy and wi th in the purpos e of God • 

The mëpote may mean nlestn in accordance wi th the 

Hebrew pen, or either of two meanings possible to the 

Arama ic dilema: nunle ss" or "perhaps." All of the se are 

possible meanings of the Greek. In the case of "perhaps" 

or "unless" a hint of God 's graci ous purpose is gi ven--

a purpose beyond that expressed by the bina clause. 

This saying, then, shows us that two motives are 

at work throughout the ministry of Jesus--the intent to 

reveal and the intent to conceal. They work in tension. 

Both are necessary to the divine purpose. By means of the 
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"veiled revelation" men are placed in a situation of crisis 

wherein they have enough room to make a personal decision. 

Man is left free to accept or reject the salvation which is 

God's ultimate purpose. A genuine "turning" would be made 

impossible by a compelling show of the divine majesty. This 

turning is made possible by an inward divine enabling 

(dedotai). 

There seems to be a conflict within Cranfield's 

discussion. He wants to have his cake (or at least part of 

it) and eat it too. He wants to keep tre hina as 

representing what he calls the "teleological thinking" of 

the Bible, but not everything that it means. He says that 

"i t is gi ven" implies al so tha t "it is not given," yet man 

is free to accept or reject the salvation of God. If it is 

God who makes a man able to turn, or does not make a man 

able to turn, what kind of freedom is this? It seems to 

indicate a double predestination rather than to preserve 

man's freedom to choose or reject. 



77 
IN AMERICA · 

In his article on "Iviystery" in the Dictionary of 

Christ and the Gospels36 B. W. Bacon says that Mark uses the 

word mxstërion in 4:11 to designate the Gospel as a whole. 

Matthew and Luke, on the other hand, indicate certain 

elements of the Gospel by their use of the plural mysteria. 

The teaching in parables is regarded by Mark, and to even 

greater extent by Matthew, as a fulfilment of the prophetie 

curse of Isaiah upon a disobedient people. Only the inner 

circle receive more than a "husk." Pauline influence is to 

be seen he re, as Paul' s argument about the hardening of 

Israel in Rom. 9:11 is similar to Mark's. In Rom. 11:8 

the same Old Testament passage is quoted. Bacon maintains 

that Paul was the first to make use of Isaiah 6:9, and then 

other New Testament writers followed his example (e.g. 

Mark 4:11 and parallels; John 12:39-40; Acts 28:24-28). 

We cannet attribute the Markan interpretation to Jesus, for 

he used parables to "make clear," not to conceal. The 

suggestion that Jesus taught esoterically does not fit him. 

Bacon thinks it is quite probable that Mark 4:11 is based 

upon a "traditional legion" represented by the saying "My 

mystery bel ongs to me and to the sons of my ho use hold" 

36B. W. Bacon, "Mystery, n Dictiona~ of Christ 
and the Gospels, ed. James Hastings, Vol. IÏ 190B), 
pp. 213-214. 
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quoted by Clement of Alexandria (Stromata V. x, 69). Matthew 

11:25ff. (= Luke 10:2lff.) is the New Testament equivalent 

of this traditional logion. Bacon's conclusion is that 

though Mark 4:11 is open to suspicion in its present 

form, it represents a historical claim of Jesus that his 

teaching is laid hold of by revelation; it was accessible 

to "little ones" but hidden from tœ "wise and prudent." 

The argument in Bacon's The Gospel of MariJ7 

expands the above statement. In a more detailed fashion 

he traces the pedigree of the originally pre-Christian 

proverbial saying on wh i ch he believes Mark 4:11 is based. 

Since this investigation shows that the saying had a wide 

circulation, Mark need not necessarily have derived his 

version from "Q" but Bacon thinks it is probable that he did. 

The more authentic form appears in Matthew 11:25-30. Mark 

used as much of the saying as served his purpose and passed 

over the re s t. He sets forth in 4:11-12 the combination 

of one distinctively Pauline doctrine--"the hardening of 

Israel," with another distinctively Pauline doctrine--"the 

hiding of the mystery" (I Cor. 2:7; Rom. 16:25f.; Eph. 3:3-5). 

Mark achieves this combi nation by adjusting a "Q" saying to 

his understanding of the Pauline viewpoint. Bacon qual ifies 

his earlier staternent that in Rom. 11:8 Paul quoted Isaiah 

6:9-10 by saying that Rom. 11:8 is a cornbining of I saiah 

37B. W. Bacon The Gospel of Mark, (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, i 925), pp. l40 ff. 
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6:9-10 and Isaiah 29:10. 

Whatever may be thought of Bacon's overa11 argument, 

the element in Mark 4:11-12 for which it does not account 

is how the "parables" came to be associated with the 

theories of "hardening" and "biding of the mystery." 

Presumably, this factor is Mark's creative contribution, for 

none of the forma of the "traditional logion" say anything 

about parab1es. 

The International Critical Commentary volume on 

Mark byE. P. Gould3à was published in 1913. Concerning the 

word mystërion in verse 11, Gou1d explains that in the New 

Testament it does not mean something hard to understand, but 

something hidden. It is revealed only to the initiated, 

like the Greek mysteries. The fact of the only partial 

success of the Kingdom in its early stage is the content 

of the secret. What is hidden from all but a few is that the 

Kingdom is subject to a gradua! growth. The "outsiders" are 

those outside the Kingdom. To them the mystery of the 

Kingdom is veiled by being stated in terms belonging to 

another realm, terms which need a key. Without the key the 

parable is a riddle. 

According to the Hebrew of Isaiah 6:9-10, God is 

3àE. P. Gould, The Gospel According to St. Mark, 
(New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1913), pp. 71-74. 
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represented as sending the prophet to harden the people. In 

the LXX the people will not hear because their heart is 

hardened and they have shut their eyes. Mark (and Luke also) 

follows the sense of the Hebrew in making the failure to 

hear and see the purpose of the parables. Mark preserves 

the original form of Jesus' saying, but does not preserve 

the irony which is the saving element in the Isaiah passage. 

Hence it appears that Jesus in all seriousness describes 

blinding as a result of the parables. For Jesus, though, a 

parable was a means of communicating esoteric knowledge--

the mysteries of the Kingdom--not facts. The things spoken 

in para bles were intended for the ears of the disciples 

only. If the Isaiah passage were applied w Jesus' teaching 

as a whole, it would have the irony of the original. Applied 

to parables, however, it must be taken seriously. The 

irony re-appears in the final phrase (which Gould calls 

"o bnoxious" four times over!). At this point it must be 

ironically, rather than seriously, that Jesus used it, for 

it could not be that he intended to prevent forgiveness and 

conversion. Gould doubts that Jesus quoted the final 

phrase given by Mark, for he thinks that Luke's omission of 

it probably gives the genuine form of the quotation from 

Isaiah. 

The conclusion of this discussion is that the 

parable was a oontrivance used by Jesus to teach his 
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disciples privately while others (the outsiders) were present. 

The outsiders could not understand what he meant since they 

did not possess the clue to the parable. Parables were a 

secret code by means of which Jesus "got through" only to 

his disciples. They possessed the "key" and the re fore got 

the message. All others heard the words but remained in 

the dark about the meaning. And Jesus intended it to be 

this way. 

Gould does not state clearly whether "key," 

"clue," and "mystery of the Kingdom" are the same, but it 

appears that this is what he means. He does not atternpt to 

exp lain why the disciples came to possess the clue and 

others did not. His interpretation of when the irony of 

Isaiah's words is to be preserved and when it is not to be 

preserved clouds the discussion, and seems arbitrarily 

designed to make the passage mean what he wants it to mean. 

In his a ttempt to come to terrns wi th Mark 4: lüff., 

G.A. Buttrick39 points out that at their face value the 

words of this passage and it s parallels deny "the mind that 

was in Christ Jesus.n Jesus meant to enlighten, not to 

darken the lives of people. The interpretation of the 

quotation from Isaiah is important for our underst3nding 

of this saying of Jesus. If Isaiah was saying that it was 

39a. A. Buttrick, The P::.r ables of Jesus, 
(New York: Harper and Bros., 1928,) pp. xx-xxi. 



God's purpose to harden the hearts of his people and to 

prevent their conversion, then we must class this concept 
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as an unworthy idea of God. Where we would today use 

analogy or result, the Old Testament scriptures frequently 

assume a purpose. Mark and Luke accept the sterner 

interpretation of Isaiah's words, and apply them to Jesus' 

use of parables: Parables were used purposely to blind the 

people. The view more gracious and more in keeping with 

the whole of scripture is that these words of Isaiah were 

spoken in the irony of sorrow at the self-will of the people 

and as a warning. Even then it is doubtful if Jesus meant 

by them more than to point out a similarity of situation 

between Isaiah's time and his own. 

Matthew's version of the Isaiah passage (in the 

saying, not in his quotation from the LXX) corresponds to 

the spirit of the LXX. The versions of Mark and Luke 

correspond to the spirit of the Targum. Mark seems to be 

quoting from the LXX but modifies it to sorne earlier form. 

Matthew changes the repellent hina to flQl!~. and the 

subjunctives of Mark become indicatives in Matthew. 

Buttrick thinks Matthew's version of the saying is nearer to 

the intention of Jesus. Jesus used parables not so that 

people might be blind, but because they were blind and in 

order that they might see. Lives were self-darkened, and a 

parable could penetrate where other teaching would fail to 
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But Jesus also knew that rome were hostile to his 

teaching. To such as these the parabolic method guarded 

Jesus' teaching from raillery by veiling it. Yet, in spite 

of themselves the hostile received a story that might 

"germinate in secret." A parabolic story did not increase 

their hostility and deepen their guilt as plain speaking 

might have done. 

Buttrick makes the suggestion that Mark modified 

the LXX passage to sorne "earlier form" but does not suggest 

what this earlier form might be. He also fails to mention 

the correspondence between the Targum and Mark's final line 

of the quotation. His conclusion that ~latthew' s version is 

closer to the intention of Jesus disregards Matthew's 

purpose to portray the tea ching in parable s as a tœans of 

punishing the people for their blindness. 

The American Aramaicist, c. c. Torrey, translates 

Mark 4:11-12 in the following way: 

To you is given the hidden truth of the 
Kingdom of God; the parables are for those 
who are outside; those who indeed see, but 
without perceiving; who indeed hear, but 
without comprehending; le s t they should 
turn and be for given. 

In a note on this passage, Torrey explains that the 

frequently ambiguous Aramaic de was originally the 

relati ve pronoun, not the conjunction hina that appears in 



verse 12.40 

B. H. Branscomb, in his volume on Mark in the 

Moffatt series,41 dismisses Mark 4:11-12 as the creation of 

the early church. These verses were inserted into the 

episode of the disciples' question about the parable of the 

Sower and the interpretation of the parable. This episode 

is it self secondary. The exp lana ti on fo und in verse 11 is an 

incredible one. If Jesus did not wish to have outsiders 

understand certain things, the obvious method would have 

been not to speak publicly about them. In addition, the 

attitude of Jesus toward common people is totally mis-

repre sented he re. He appealed to the pub lie ans and sinne rs 

and thanked God that his message was understood by "babes." 

(Branscomb fails to mention here that Jesus also thanked God 

that it was "hidden from the wise and und erstanding. ") 

Branscomb says that two motives at work in the 

early church may be seen in this passage: an explanation 

to account for the rejection of Jesus by his contemporaries; 

and the notion supplied by the mystery religions that Jesus 

taugpt an esoteric knowledge--truths and mysteries which 

outsiders could not know. 

F. c. Grant42 regards Mar k 4:11-12 a s an editorial 

40c. c. Torrey, The Four Gospels, (New York: 
Harper and Bros., 1933), pp. 75- 76, and 299. 

41B. H. Branscomb, The Gosrel of Mark, (London : 
Hodder and Stoughton, 1937), pp. 76fF. 

42F. c. Grant, The Earliest Gos!el, (Nashville: 
Abingdon- Cokesbury Press , 1943), pp. 106- 07; 214; 256. 



insertion. He fDllows the suggestion of Torrey that hina in 

verse 12 is an incorrect translation of the ambiguous Aramaic 

de, which should have been translated as a relative pronoun. 

Grant does not say whether this saying, even though an 

insertion, can be traced back to Jesus. The fact that he 

believes the Aramaic de lies behind the hina indicates that 

he thinks there is sorne "his tory" to the passage. Later he 

speaks of Mark as representing Jesus to be a teacher of 

esoteric mystery not comprehensible to outsiders. Such 

persons were not intended to understand the mystery. This 

defect in Mark's version of the tradition was oorrected to 

sorne extent by Matthew and Luke (though Grant does not say 

how he thinks Matthew and Luke corrected it.) Mark 

substituted a theological idea of the person of Jesus for 

· Jesus' own message about the Kingdom of God. He interpreted 

the gospel of the Kingdom to mean the mystery of Jesus' 

messiahship. 

The point of view represented by Grant 1 s 

contribution to the Interpreter's Bible43 is quite similar 

to that given in his earlier work. Mark 4:11-12 is the 

evangelist's peculiarview of the purpose of the parables. 

This theory is utterly inapplicable to the teaching of Jesus. 

The whole of chapter four, and especially verse 33, protests 

43rntroduction to and Exegesis of the Gospel 
According to Mark, Interpreter's Bible, Vol. 7, (1951), 
pp. 629ff. See especially pp. 636 and 699-700. 



against it. Likewise, the whole synoptic record protests. 

Again Grant points out that the Aramaic de is 

behind tm Greek hina, but for the most part he deals with 

the passage as Mark seems to have intended it. As it 

stands, it is derived partly from the e:xperience of the 
• 

Church, and partly from the ironie oracle in Isaiah 
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6:9-10. The prophet looked back on his own frustrated 

ministry and described it as the di vine intention. Mark 

regarded this aspect of Jesus' ministry as a method of 

secretly imparting truth. In real ity, say s Grant, this 

describes neither the method nor the intention of Jesus, 

and verses 21-22 and 33 contradict verses 11-12. Verse 13, 

where Jesus reprimands his disciples for obtuseness, is 

better regarded as addressed to later students of Jesus' 

colle cted par ables. 

Otto A. Piper has written an article entitled 

"The Mystery of the Kingdom of God" which deals wi th 

Mark 4:11 and its parallels.44 We shall do well, he 

suggests, to assume that the word used by Jesus, and 

represented in Mark by myst'ërion, has the meaning "secret 

purpose" as it does in its Jewish background (e.g. Dan. 

2:25 and ether places in the intertestamental literature). 

The word does not connote something incomprehensible, but 

that which God reveals. 

44otto A. Piper, Interpretation, Vol. I, 1947, 
pp. 183-200. See especially pp. 187-194. 
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The ent ire phrase '"the secret of the Kingdom of God" 

indic a tes· to us that God 's pur pose from the time of creation 

was eventually to exert his rule over the world directly. 

Jesus asserts that God now holds sway over men, that through 

himself the Kingdom is now in their midst (Luke 17:21). A 

change has taken place in the world, but it is a hidden 

transformation. It concerns the establishment of the divine 

power, and is perceived only by those to whom God has 

revealed it. The parables themselves do not disclose this 

secret. They only describe the process by which God sets 

up his divine power. The word dedotai characterizes the 

secret as divinely revealed to the intimate followers of 

Jesus. On the basis of ether New Testament passages Piper 

says that the mystery "is not a doctrine concerning Christ, 

but rather, the Son of God himself." 

The expression tois exo refers to those outside 

the King dom. The re are Jewish antecedents for this phrase 1 

which is used as a technical term in other New Testament 

passages. In his use of the word "parable" Jesus is 

speaking of the general impression his ministry made upon 

outsiders. They did not know what it meant. Piper thinks 

that the most probable interpretation of hina is thGt which 

refers to the fulfilment of prophecy: "in or der that the 

prophecy should be fulfilled ••• " 

Men have th eir chan ce to fo 11 Ovl Jesus. The ir 

refusal to do so will have permanent consèquence~. This 
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passage means tho.t "God does not allaw poople to choose their 

own way of salvation." Once Christ has been sent to them, 

all other roads to salvation are blocked for them. Jesus 

is referring in this saying to the ontological basis of 

belief, not the psychology of belief. 

Piper's suggestion that tois exo had Jewish 

antecedents is helpful, but would be more he lpful if he had 

said sozœthing about them. The statement that the word 

used by Jesus (raz) has the meaning "secret purpose" and the 

additional statan ent that the mystery is the "Son of God 

himself" seems to need clarification. Do the se two equal 

each other? If so, in what way. If nat, then how are they 

related? 

In his approach to the parables45 c. W. F. Smith 

assumes that the parables could be understood by those who 

heard them. If they had esoteric meanings, it is difficult 

to see why they aroused the response they did, that is, 

opposition from enemies of Jesus. We would have no problem 

at this point if it were not for Mark 4:10-12. The words 

"them that are without" run counter to Jesus' normally 

inclus ive attitude. 

Luke's version of the theory is even more explicit 

than Mark's, but Matthew gives it a more extended treatment. 

45c. W. F. Smith, The Jes!!§._Qf the Parables, 
(Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 1948}, pp. 30ff. 



Matthew's words are statements of fact: firstly, that the 

secret has been gi ven to sorne and not gi ven to others; 

secondly, that the reason for the use of parables was that 

the people seemed to see but did not see, and se erne d to 

he ar but d id not he ar. Smith emphasizes that this latter 

statement is not a statement of purpose, but of fact. The 

contrast between the disciples and the rest of the people 

is plain in verse 16 where the eyes of the disciples are 

descri bed as "blessed" be cause they see. The people, on 

the other hand, need to have Jesus' teaching explained to 

them by comparison to something they can understand. 

It appears that Matthew deliberately modified 
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wh at Mark wro te by omit ting the last phrase ("lest ha ply ••• ") 

and by altering Mark's hina with subjunctive verb-forms 

to ho ti with indicatives. Smith says of the Isaiah passage 

that it "is a statemen t both of a fa ct and of the purpos e 

by which the fact is explained." He notes that the LXx is 

less harsh than the Hebrew text, adding that "the Hebrews 

made no clear distinction between an observed fact and the 

divine providence of which the fact might be the result." 

The only conclusive thing about the Markan theory is that 

the disciples could understand the "difficult subject about 

which Jesus was teaching" better than the crowds could 

understand. For this reason Jesus used parables with the 

crowds, a viewpoint which is expressed in verses 33-34a, and 
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verses 21-22. Jesus intended to bring things to light, not 

to obscure them. It was the non-parabolic teaching that the 

people did not und er stand.. He us ed parables in or der tha t 

they @ight understand. 

Smith thus aligns himself with those who take 

Matthew's version of the saying as capable of being 

interpreted in the least offensive manner. The interpretation 

fails to account for the fact that in the Gospels the 

disciples do not understand sorne of the p:trables. Even so, 

Smith maintains that they could understand the difficult 

subject matter of Jesus' teaching and did not need the 

"a id" of para bles. 

SUMMlRY OF CRITICAL INTERPRETATION 

This survey of the ways in which critical scholars 

have treated Mark 4:10ff. and its synoptic parallels 

reveals that there are a variety of conclusions a bout it. 

Without losing sight of the fact that there are 

variations of opinion within the ranks of thos e who hold 

similar positions, we may set down the main positions 

adopted. These are three in number. 

Fir st, there are those who di smiss the poss i bility 

that this saying as gi. ven by the gospel wri ters has any 

connection at all with anything Jesus said. It is 

entirely the f ormula tion of the church to meet a problem 



that arose within it, or it is the invention of the 

evangelist as he attempted to deal with the church's 

tradition in the process of recording it in wrïting. Te 

name them in approximate historical order, Jülicher, 

Bousset, Wrede, J. ~IJeiss, Rawlinson, Bultmann,- Lightfoot, 

Dodd, B. T. D. Smith, Branscomb, W. Manson (earlier), and 

Kümmel, are the supporters of this position. 
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Secondly, there are those who hold what we may 

call the "opposite" point of vie1.-J: that this saying came 

from Jesus in the approxi!'Œl.te form and with the intention 

that is presented to us by the Gospel writers. Fastening 

upon one of the Synoptic versions (frequently Matthew's, 

though not always) as most ne arly represen ting the original 

words of Jesus, they explain how the saying is to be 

understood. The explanation given usually seeks to remove 

the offensive impression left by the saying, and attempts 

to justify Jesus for having said it. Bruce, Wendt, Goulct; 

Oesterley, Swete, Buttrick, C. W. F. Smith, and Farrer 

adopt this general position with regard to the saying. 

Thirdly, we find that quite a few scholars hold 

to what may be described as a "mediating position." They 

feel that the evidence warrants the ascription of the 

saying in sorne fonn to Jesus, but that his intent and 

purpose are not accurately represented by any of the 

synoptic writers. Therefore, they seek to reconstruct the 
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saying and its application as Jesus most probably intended 

it. For this task th~ employ linguistic and grammatical 

emendations, possible or probable interpretations of 

specifie words, and the evidence from the Gospels as to how 

the early church altered the sayings of Jesus in its own 

preservation, application and transmission of them. To 

this group of scholars belong T. W. Manson, Torrey, Otto, 

A. T. Cadoux, Black, Piper, Taylor, W. Manson (later), and 

Cran field. 

For the s c:ike of inclusiveness, a fourth and minor 

category may be listed: those who deal so ambiguously with 

the passage that they fit none of the previous classifi­

cations. Bacon allows that Mark 4:11 may remotely represent 

a historical claim of Jesus, but treats it mostly as the 

chur ch' s work. Schweitzer says it is one of the "unsolved 

problems." Grant appeals briefly to the Aramaic de 

behind the Greek hina but refrains from exp lie itly stating 

that Jesus uttered the saying. As we now have it in our 

Gospels, it is the theorizing of the early church. 



PART TWO 

AR EIEGETICAL EIAMINATION OF NlRI 4:10-1) 



CHAPTER IV 

THE TERMS AND IANWAGE OF THE PASSAGE 

Our historical surTey of the ways in which the 

critical scholars treat this passage bas shown that there 

are conflicting conclusions among them concerning it. It 

will be noticed that there are reputable scholars holding 

to each of the three general positions summarized at the 

close of the preT.ious chapter. Obviously, one could 

spend time weighing the specifie arguments of one against 

another, and some of this will be necessary. However, the 

fact tbat learned opinion is so dirlded indicates that the 

most fruitful road of inquiry is a first-hand examination 

of the terms and language of the passage with which we are 

concerned. To this we now turn. 

A statement of procedure may be helpful. At the 

beginning we asked a question in two parts: Did the saying 

in Mark 4:11-12 come from Jesus himself; and, if so what did 

he intend by it? In order to answer tbe first part, we 

must aseertain whether the language, thought patterns and 

ideas contained in the passage were or were not possible 

to Jesus. That is, were they part of the reserToir of 
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"theological raw-materials" available to hia and to the 

people of his day? If they were not available to him, 

obTiowsly there would be no need to deal vith the second 

part of the question (in the form we have asked it) since 

it would cease to exi st. The writer is satisfied ttat this 

is a needless alternative for the assembled evidence (if 

be bas rightly interpreted it) confirms rather than 

contradicts the testimony of the Gospels that Jesus uttered 

this saying. At the sase time that the evidence tonfirms 

the &Tailability of the "theological raw~aterials" about 

which we are inquiring, it also equipa ua to interpret the 

materials. We are thereby enabled to attempt an answer to 

the second part of the question--what Jesua .. ant by what 

he said. This att•pt, wh ile based upon the evi denee, 

remains after all only an atteapt, for we cannot alwaya be 

certain (if indeed we can at any ti me ) wha t the original 

mind of Jesua did with the theological raw-materials available 

to hill. 

MYSTERY1 

We want to know whether aome concept represented 

by the Greek wrd :myatirion was current among Palestinian 

1In the discussion that followa I am eepecially 
indebted to two articles by R. E. Brown: ~The Pre-Christian 
Seœitic Concept of 'Myatery'," Catholic Biblieal QuarterlE 
Vol. 20 (1958), pp. 417-443; "Thê Seaitic Bâckground of t • 
N.T. Mysterion (IJ", Biblicai Vol. 39 (1958), pp. 426-448. 
Numerous references to the 0 d Testaaent, Inter;o~~e.~l 
Literature, and the Qlœran writings, and a sense of 
direction as well, were proTided by them. 



folk in the time of Jesus. Furthermor e, we want to know 

something of the backgrounds of the concept. 

In Greek usage, III•tirion (usual.ly in the plural) 

was a term referring to religious secrets. Tbese were 

concealed in the cu.stoœ and ceremonies of the groupa that 

held thea and were coiiiDlunicated only to initiates. In the 

Wisdom of Solomon 14:15 and 23, the .riter speaks of the 

"aysteries" and "secret rites" of pagan worship. The 

Apostle Paul' s use of the term in I Cor. 13:2 certainly 

would have called up faailiar pagan connotations for hia 

Corinthian readera. It ia doubt.tul, howeTer, that the 

meaning of the word in our Synoptic passages, or even the 

aain throat of its usage by Paul and other Hew Testaaent 

writers, is dependent upon Greek backgrounds. If otber 

evidence vere lacldng, we llight be torced to conclude that 

such dependence is indeed the case. But other eTidence 

indicates both that there was a concept of "diTine mystery" 

familiar to the thought of Jesus' time, and that it lad 

meanings atemming from Semitic origins wbich are reflected 

in the Old Testament and intertestamental literature. It 

is this tba t we shall set forth in the fo llowi ng pa.ragraphs. 

The fact that the LXX translators used the Greek 

word mystirion to translate the Aramaic raz in the second 

chapter of Daniel gives us at least the first step backward 

into the Semi tic origina of the idea. Eight times in Daniel 
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2:18-47 the word is used in both the sin~lar and plural 

forms. King Nebuchadnezzar' s dream is cal led a "œystery." 

God is described as the "revealer of mysteries." The 

oontents or the dream cons ti tute the aystery. When the 

contenta have been interpreted, the œystery is "revealed." 

God sends only the dream to the king. But to Daniel, the 

interpreter, God makes known both the contenta of the dream 

and their interpretation. An iaportant point here ia that 

the aystery bas to do wi. th "what is to be hereaf'ter" 

(2:29, 45). In other words, the God who "removea kinga and 

sets up kings" (2:21) is making known his plan for the 

destiny of men. What He makes known, as well as the 

method of making it known ia described as "revealing a 

mystery." 

The mechanica o! the revelation are another 

pertinent point. Dan. 2:19 says that the revelation came 

to Daniel "in a vision of the night." The Aramaic word for 

vision is bëzw~which haa ita root in a Hebrew Yerb which 

can mean "to prophesy" ( bizih). That i8, Daniel' s Ti sion 

was a prophetie one. The suggestion of this language ia 

tha t God malœ s mysteri es known to his prophets, of whoa 

Daniel ia one. At this point, we may well recall the words 

recorded in Amos 3:7: "Surely the Lord God does nothing, 

without revealing his secret (Hebrew: sod) to . bis servants 

the prophets." While it ia possible to see a continuity of 



thought between the concept of diTine reTelation represented 

in Daniel by tbe Aramaic r!! and the earlier prophetie 

concept represented by the Hebrew sôd, an intermediate step 

may be be lpful. 

Linguistically, we are presented with the obstacle 

tbat nowhere in the Old Testament does the LXX use 

mysterion to translate s~d. We do get a linguietic hint from 

a variant reading in the Wisdom of Sirach (3:19} for which 

there is extant a Hebrew equivalent. In the Sinaiticus MS 

the reading is: 

Many are lifted up and illustrious, 
But he reveals hia secrets (mystëria} to the meek. 

In the Hebrew text the equivalent for "secrets" is sod.2 

Someone, at least, thought mystirion was a suitable 

equiyalent fCX" ~· Seyeral unknown factors prevent ua 

from giring any conclusive value to this piece of eTidence. 

Another linguistic hint, which pointa in the same directiont 

though coming from a later time, is Rev. 10:7. In an 

allusion to Amos 3:7, the writer speake of the fulfilment 

of "the mystery (myatirion} of God, as he announced to his 

servants the prophets. n 

A more extensive source of eTidence, though of 

still disputed Talue, is the Qumran Literature. In the Old 

Testament, the word riz occurs only in the Aramaic portion• 

2Hatch and Redpatht Concordance to the Seifuagint, 
Vol. III, p. 185; also R. E. Brown, Catholic Biblic 
Quarterly, Vol. 20, p. 424, note 32. 
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of Daniel. In the writings of the Qumran group, !:.!.! ie 

:frequently round, and sometilles ~ is used in parallel 

with it. Several different kinds of mystery were indicated 

by the use of riz among the Qumranians. The re are, for 

instance, the mysteries of the divine providence. It ia 

according to the "mysteries of God" that the ang•l of 

darkness seeks to lead the eons of righteousness aatray 

(1 QS iii, 20-23). God has alao ordained a time when error 

shall come to an end. 

God in the mysteriea of his understanding 
and in his glorious wisdom has ordained a 
period :for the ruin of error, and in the 
appointed time of punishment he will destroy 
it forever. (1 QS iv, làf. trans. Burrows) 

In the Closing psalm of the Manual of Discipline it is aaid 

that God bas enabled the ~almist (or the coiiiDunity) to know 

the "mystery tbat is to be" (1 QS xi, 3-4). The final lines 

of the psalm bless God for his revelation to the community. 

It is thou that hast taught all knowledge; 
and everything that bas come to pass haa been 

by thy will. 
And there is no other beside thee 

to oppose thy counsel, 
to uaderstand all thy holy purpose 
to gaze into the depth of thy aysteries 
orto oomprehend all thy marvels ••• 

(1 QS xi. là-19 trans. Burrows) 

Another ~pe of mystery is that ~ich relates to 

the community's interpretation of scripture. F. F. Bruce 

bas drawn together some of the relevant material on this 
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subject.3 The Habukkuk Commen tary is a good illustration for 

our purpose. OQ the words in Hab. 2:2, "that he may rUD who 

reads it," the oommentary saya that they refer to the teacher 

of righteousness, "to .nom God made known all the mysteries 

(riz) of the words of his serTants the prophets." (1 Qp 

Hab. vii. 5}. We recognize this latter pbrase as an 

al.luaion to Amos 3:7, in which ~ appears. 

The Qumran community believed that God bad made 

known his purpose to the Old Testament propbets, who then 

recorded what He bad told them. The prophets, howeTer, did 

not·know wbat this revelation meant, just as in the book of 

Daniel, Nebuchadnezzar did not know the meaning of his 

dream. As Daniel was divinely enabled to giTe the 

interpretation (Aramaic: pishra', e.g. 2:30) of the king's 

drea., ao the teacher of righteousness was enabled to giTe 

the interpretation (Hebrew: pesher) of the prophet's words. 

Thus the "mysteriea" of the prophetie oracles, which in lQp 

Hab. vii, 5ff. have to do especially with the approach of 

the end-time, became the peculiar and treasured possession of 

the COliDlunity. Two passages in the Thanksgiving Hymns which 

seem to celebrate this gift of interpretation in the 

community are the following: 

Thou didst make me a banner far the righteous 
elect, 

an interpreter of knowledge in wondrous 
mysteries. (lQH ii, 13. trans. Burrows) 

3F. F. Bruce Biblical Exe~esia in the ~an 
Textsr (Grand Rapids: Êerdman Pûblis ing Co., 195~ 
especlally pp. 9ff. 



For thou hast given me knowledge of thy 
wondrous myeterie a 

and in th y wondroua company ( sod) thou hast 
wrought powerfUlly with me.-rfQH iv, 27-38 

trans. Burrowa) 

Bruce feels sufficiently persuaded about the 

influence of this interpretatiTe m.ethod of œake an 

application to the interpretation of the Old Testament as 

exemplified in New Testament writings.~ If asked, the 
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apostles would haye said that they derived their interpretation 

of the scriptures from Jesus himself, who showed them how all 

that was written pointed to himself. They would have 

pointed to his words a bout "the mystery of the Kingdom" 

being given to them, and that without the gift of 

interpretation "all things" took the form of riddles. The 

saying in Mark 4:llff., as Bruce sees it in the light of 

Qllllran, is to be applied to Jesue' own understanding of 

scriptural interpretation which he teaches to his own 

disciples. With this in mind, one can see similarities 

between the thought of Mark 4:11-12 (so interpreted) and 

lQS v, llff. 

For these the men of error are not reckoned 
in his covenant, for they bave not sought or 
searched for hia God in hia atatutes, to 
know the hidden things (Heb. nistirothJ in 
which they bave gone astray, incurring guilt, 
and the thinga reTealed which they have done 
with a high band, arousing anger leading t~ 

4Ibid., p. 67. 



judgaent and the wreaking of vengeance 
by the curses of the oovenant, bring:Lng 
upon themselTea great judgments to 
eternal destruction witbout reœnant. 
(trans. Burrows) 
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It is clear, I believe, that both of the Qumran 

concepts of mystery about which we have spoken ao far are 

explicit in the second chapter of Daniel. The "ayatery" 

bas to do w.i. th the divinely-giYen interpretation of the 

divine revelation. But the mystery also bas to do w1 th the 

divine purpose--God'a plan for the governaent and ultimate 

destiny of men in the world. 

There are still other concepts of mystery 

re.t'lected in the Qumran writ ings. In one of the psalms, the 

following words appear after a recital of the order of' the 

c osmic pro cesses: 

••• I am wise; I know thee, my God; 
by the spirit thou diàst put in ae, which is 

trustworthy, 
I have liatened to thy wondrous counsel (sod). 
By tby Holy Spirit, thou hast put in me 
knowledge in the myatery (!:.!!,) of thy 

intelligence. 
(lQH x1~1 11-13; Linea 11-12 trans. Burrowa; 

line .u my own) 

Perhaps the reference is to the understanding of the di rlnely­

ordained order of thinga which the psalmist or the comaunity 

possesses. In the fragment lQ 27 (given the title "Book of 

Myateriesn) "mysteries of iniquity" are œentioned in what 

remains of line 2. The main concern of this piece, though, 
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is with "the mystery of the future" or "the mystery that ie 

to be." Apparently the writer is speaking of the opponenta 

of the community. They, he says, do not know the mystery­

that-is-to-be or how to save themselyes from it. He hlm­

self is waiting for the time wh!n wi ckedness will no longer 

exist, when righteousness and knowledge alone shall 

preyail. When that time comes, there will be no one left 

to restrain the "marvelous mysteries" (line 7). The 

"mys tery that is to be" is not just the fact tha t judgment­

time is coming. Rather the myatery itself seems to be the 

instrument of the judgmen t. S 

Otber literature of the intertestamental period 

can indicate to us the sort of concepts that were thought of 

in terms of "mystery" even though we do not possess the 

documents necessary to make linguistic comp.:trison between, 

for example, Greek copies now extant and conjectured Seœitic 

originals. Though the writer of the Wisdom of Soloaon was 

acquainted with the langpage of the Greek myatery cults 

(1~:15, 2.3, as noted above; alsc 8:~ and 12:5), he could 

also use the word aystërion in a sense aore directly related 

to Jewish backgrounds. In 2:21-22 he says of the wicked 

men who make miserable the lite of the upright man: 

••• the ir wickedness ba a blinded them 
and they bave not known tbe mysteries of God. 

SFor an extended discussion of this fragment see 
o. A. Piper, "The 'Book of Mysteries' (Qumran I 27) A Study 
in Eechatology," The Journal of Religioa, Vol • .38 (1958), 
pp. 95-106. 
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Here the mysteries are the plan or purpose of God, as the 

writer umerstands it, to reward blameless living w1 th 

grace and favor and a "hope full of Immortality." In 6:22, 

the origins and the na ture of Wisdom a11e mystëria which the 

teacher of wisdom announces to his hearers. Applied aiaply 

to the huaan level, a mystirion ie a king' s secret 

(Tobit 12:7, 11). Likewiee, the determination of 

Nebuchadnezzar to take vengeance on the territories that 

would not support hia in gping to war is described as "the 

secret (*fstërion) of hia plan" (Judith 2:2). 

Among the pseudepigraphical writings, those 

ascribed to Enoch are richest in references to mysteries. 

In the early part of I Enoch the origin of evil on the earth 

is ascribed to heavenly beings who revealed hitberto unknown 

practices to their huaan mistresses. 

9:6 Thou seest what Azazel bath done, who bath 
taught all unrighteousness on earth, and 
revealed the eternal secrets which were 
preserved in heaven. 

10:7 (Healing for the earth is prescribed, so 
that): "all the cbildren of men may not 
perish tbrough the aecret things the 
Watchera have disclosed and have taught 
the ir sons." 

Cosmic secrets are spoken of in 41:3. 

And there mine eyea saw the secrets of the 
lightning and the thunder, and the secrets 
of the winds, ••• 
• • • and the secrets of 'tite clouds and dew ••• 
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Some sort of "secrets" is involved at the time of Judgment 

as these next two passages demon8trate. 

38:3-4 When the secrets or the righteous shall 
be revealed and the ainners judged, 
And the godless driven from the presence 
of the righteous and elect, 
From tlat time those that possess shall 
no longer be powerful and exalted. 

41:1 I saw all the secrets of the heavena 
and how the king dom is di rlded 
and how the actions of men are weighed 

in the balance. 

The Elect One is "mighty in all the secrets of righteousnesa" 

(49:2), and at the time of resurrection and judgment "hia 

œ.outh shall pour forth all the secret8 of wi sdom and 

counsel" (51:3). In an ascription of praise to God all the 

kinga and rulers of earth declare: 

Deep are all thy secrets and innumerable, 
And thy righteousness is beyond reckoning (63:3). 

In II Enoch (the Book of the Secrets of Enoch), 

after being lli.fted up to the very dwelling place of God in 

the he avens, Enoch be ars Yahweh say to him: 

Hear, Enoch, and take in these my words, for 
not to my angela haye I told my secret and I 
haye not told them their rise, nor my endless 
reala, nor have they understood my creating, 
which I tell thee today (24:3). 

There follows an account of how Creation took place. Enoch 

ia then instructed to make known to his aons on earth what 

he bas learned in heaven (33:6). The passage 39:2 inforaa 

us that Enoch related to his children "ali that is and was, 



and all that is now, and all that will be till judgement 

day." 

In the Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs, two 

references to mystery may be found. Test. Levi II, 10 

records these words as spoken to Levi: 

And when thou hast ascended thither, (i.e. te 
a third level of beaven) 

Thou shalt stand near the Lord, 
And shalt be his mini~ter, 
And shalt declare his mysterie s to men 
And shalt proclaia concerning hia tbat shall 

redeem Israel. 

Test. Judah XVI, 4 bas Judab speak tbese words of warning 

to his children: 

Wine revealeth the œysteries of God and men, 
even as I also revealed the comma.ooments of 
God and the mysteries of Jacob my father te 
the Canaanitish woaan Bathshua, which God 
bade ae not to reveal. 
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It is obvious from this survey of the literature, 

that all the concepts of "mystery" embodied in it do not fit 

into the same mold. But it is also clear tbat usually the 

mystery bas to do with someone's purpose, plan, or determined 

course of action which bas or will come to pa.ss. Sometillea 

it is a human figure who plana or purposes. Most often it 

is the Di vine Being who, having devised his plan for the 

gpvernment, destiny, salvation, or judgment of men, seeks to 

coDIIlunicate it to the person or group of persona of hia 

choosing. It is this tha. t the writers express by the concept 
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of ttrevealing a mystery. tt The mode of communie a ti on 11ay 

vary. It may be a dream and its interpretation as in 

Daniel. It may be through the di vine illumination of a 

teacher so that he may interpret the acriptures. It may be 

by meana of special revelations given to an ancient figure, 

the records of which are purported to have come to light in 

the latter times. Sometimes the mystery is colllllunicated 

directly by God, or through the agency of his spirit. 

Always the revelation originates with God. He gi ves the 

mystery to men that some of them, at least, might know his 

purposes. 

Having taken considerable space to make the 

intermediate step, we now turn to the Old Testament back­

grounds of the idea of mystery toward which the material in 

Daniel pointed. We have already encountered the Hebrew word 

sôd. Aa we noted, it is never translated by the word 

m:ystërion in the canonical books of LXI. According to the 

lexicographers its basic meaning is ttcouncil tt or "assembly." 

In this sense the Psalœist uaes it when he says: 

I will gi Te than lœ to the Lord wi th my 
whole heart, 

In the company (sod) of the upright 1 in the 
congregation (Psalm 111:1). 

Using ~ in a similar manner Jeremiah says of himse1f: 

I did not sit in the company (sôd) of the 
merrymakers, nor did I rejoice (Jer. 15:17). 

A derivative sense of special intimacy or "confidence" ia 



also attached to the word. 

The friendship (~) of the Lord is for those 
who fe ar him, 

And be makea known to them his covenant 
(Psalm 25:14). 

The perverse man is an abomination to the Lord 
But the upright are in his confidence (sod) 

( Prov. 3:32). 

108 

It is the basic meaning of "council" or "assembly" 

applied to the divine realm in wbich we are most interested 

here. Perhaps the best place to begin is with another ward 

from Jeremiah. Delivering an oracle of the Lard, he saya 

of those "prophets" who give the people a vain hope: 

For who among thea baa stood in the council 
{50 d) of the Lord 
tO'Perceive and bear his word ••• ? 

••• if they bad stood in my oouncil ·(sod), 
then they would have proclaimed my words te 

the people. {Jer. 23:18 •••• 22). 

The authentic prophetie word is thought of as given only to 

one who has "stood in the council of the Lord." The 

pi ct ure of this heavenly co uncil of Iahweh though not the 

designation sod is present in I Kinga 22:19ff., where 

Micaiah ben Imlah explains how it eDe to be tbat all the 

other propheta gave a message in contradiction to his own; 

in Job 1-2; in Isaiah 6:lff, the call and commission ot 

Isaiah; 1n Isaiah 40:lff.; in Deut. 33:2; in Psalm 82:lff1 

and Psala 89:7 (where sod does appear). Of practical 

importance for the life of the Hebrew people was the idea 
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that the prophetie message originated in the council of the 

Lard. · The course of action determined upon by Iahweh in 

his aod is pro claimed to his people by his messengers tte 

propbets. Moreover, though sod could be used to describe 

the heavenly "conference room" in which the diTine 

decision was aade, it could also be applied to the contenta 

of that decision--the divine purpose itself, as Amos 3:7 

tells us: 

Sur el y th4e Lord God do es nothing, wi tho ut 
reTealing his

6
secret (aod) to his senanta 

the prophets. 

In popular usage, the ter• could also be uaed in a non­

religious sense to designate the "crafty plans" of Israel'• 

enemies {Psala 83:3), or simply a secret on the human level 

(Frov. 11:13 and 20:19). But applied to God himself, ![! 

indicated the di vine purposes for the destiny of men as 

made known to thea tbrough the prophetie tradition. 

The question remains: What about tho se to whoa 

the mystery is not reTealed? Wbat reasons, if any, are given 

for their :failure to receive it? In Daniel the king's 

magiciana, enchantera, and sorcerers tell the king that he 

bas asked an impossible thing. They theaselves believe that 

6A siailar situation in which the word sod ia 
missing, however, is found in Gen. 18:17. Iahweh says, 

"Shall I bide from Abraham what I am about to do?" The 
words "•bat I am about to do" serye quite adequately as a 
definition of "!2S·" 
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"the goda" can do what the king asks, but their ".dwelling 

is not with flesh" (2:11). That is, the goda could do it 

but they do not do it. Daniel's God, on the other band, 

"the Godin beaven who reveals mysteries" (2:28), can do 

this and does do it. He does it to th ose who "seek mercy 

of" Hia accarding to 2:18, in this case Daniel and his 

oompanions. The more relevant point, as we have already 

mentioned, is tbat God reveals the mystery by means of a 

prophetie vision (bizwà'). Though Daniel's prayer (2:20-23) 

speaks of God "giTing wisdoœ to the wise and knowledge to 

those who have understanding," Daniel himself claims no 

wisdom more than other men; the mystery is revealed so 

that the king may know the meaning of his dream (2:30). Or 

as 2:45 elaborates, God bas made known "what shall be here­

after." 

The implication is that Daniel is a prophet and the 

king's astrologers and sorcerers are not. They make no 

attempt to interpret the dream for apparently they know 

when they are liclœd. If the plot of the story bad called 

for them to aake the attempt, no doubt they would ha Te 

been classed in some way with the false prophets who haTe 

not "stood in the ~of Iahweh" (Jer. 23:18). 

Sirach says that God reveala his mysteries to the 

meek (3:19 v. lJ. Perbapa the "non~eek" are simply counted 



unworthy of the mysteries. Elsewhere (39:lff.) Sirach 

suggests that diligent application of oneself to the study of 

the Law, the wisdom of the ancients, the prophecies, the 

discourses of famous men, proverbs, and figures, is the path 

to understanding. The concept "mystery" ia not involved 

in this section, though "secret thinga" (Greek: apokryphos) 

are mentioned in 39:7. 

At QWDran the "aysteries" were the peculiar 

possession of the community. By definition, then, those who 

refused to join the COJIDlunity oould not know its secrets. 

More specif'ically, they oould not know because they did not 

have ac cess to the COIIIIlWlity 's peculiar 110de s of revelation. 

It is God who bas opened up the light that enables the 

psalmist (or the community?) to penetrate into the 

"mystery that ia to be" (lQS xi, 3). It is God who bas made 

the sona of his good pleasure wise in his "wondrous 

mysteries" (lQH xi, 10). Here the ability to know the 

mysteries comes directly fro• God. In lQH xii, 12-13 God 

1s said to have put knowledge of the œ.ystery of his 

1nt elligence into the psalmist through the agency of the 

Holy Spirit. The Habakkuk Commentary states that the teacher 

of righteousness was the agent of revelation for the 

"aysteries of the words ••• of the prophets" ( 1~ Hab. vii, 5). 

Presu.ably he gave inspired interpretations, though we are 

not told the means through which they became known to hill. 
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lQS vi, 6 and Tiii, 14-16 show that the study of the law and 

the prophets was a major part of the caEunity's life. Thia, 

coupled with tbe atatement that the men of error "have not 

sought or searched for Him ( God) in his statu tes, to know 

the hidden things in which they have gpne astray" (lQS v, 12) 

indicatea that the study of the scriptures within the 

coiDDlwtity must have been regarded as one of the disciplines 

of illumination and insigbt. Finally, if the business of 

"casting lots" bas more than just poetic content, there 1a 

evidence that the Qumranians believed in a predestination 

to blèssedness among the "men of God's lot" orto an 

accursed destiny among the "men of Belial's lot" (lQS ii, 

2ff.). 

Among the other intertestamental writings, the 

Wisdo11 of Solomon specifically states that the wi ckednesa 

of the unri ghteous bas blinded them to God 's mysteries 

(2:21-22). In the Enoch literature, the central fi&ure is 

giTen the revelation by mean& of a vision in order that it 

might be made known to men. It appears, especially in II 

Enoch, that men are responsible for what they hear. Enoch 

tells the secrets to his children, who preserve them for 

proclamation at the right time. Sizilarly, Levi (Test. 

Levi II, 10), who stands ne ar the Lord, is to declare the 

divine mysteries to men. 

The net iapre$sion gained from this is that when 
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the divine mystery is revealed men are themselves responsible 

for their understanding of it or their failure to understand 

it. NaiTowness of group interest, theories of predestination, 

and the hindrance of sin may oomplicate this general 

impression, but they do not cancel it out. We shall have 

occasion to $Y more about this when we examine Isaiah 6: 

9-10 and the "seeing and hearing" utterances of Jesus. 

We have traced the backgrounds of the New 

Testament concept of divine mystery through the late Old 

Testament literature, and the intertestamental wri tings to 

its origin in the concepts that ante-dated and nourished the 

Hebrew prophetie tradition. That there is much more to be 

said on the subject, we would emphatically agree. But we 

submit tha t enough bas been said here to serve our purpose 

in interpreting mystirion in Mark 4:11 and parallels. 

Val ua ble ma teri al th at bas bearing on the meaning of 

mystërion in other New Testament passages bas been afforded 

also. 

We have noticed that the sod-raz~ystërion complex 

is not a concept of which the precise meaning can be 

determined apart from its context. This holds true of the 

New Testament use of mystërion itself. The present writer 's 

conclusion is that the general thrust of meaning provided 

by the prophetie understanding of wba t it means to declare 



114 

the divine purpose for the destiny of men in the world gives 

the best Clue to the interpretation of œystërion in Mark 4:11. 

This, as will be developed la ter, is reinforced by the linking 

of the word "mys tery" to the concept "Kingship of God." 

THE KINGDOM OF GOD 

The Old Testament frequently makes mention of God 

as king or as acting in kingly :f'ashion. Certainly He waa 

regarded by the Deuteronomist as King of Israel since the 

time when the covenant was made (Deut. 33:5). When Israel 

became "11ke a11 the nations" and set up a huaan king, 

there were some who felt that this was a rejection of the 

kingship of Yahweh over them (I Sam. 8:7, 12:12). The 

prophets recognized Him as King (Is. 6:5 "my eyes have seen 

the King ••• "; Zeph. 3:15 "The King of Israel, the Lord ••• "; 

Jer. 10:7 " ••• o King of the nations."), though the diT.ine 

kingship was not in itself the burden of their messages. 

The language of devotion in the psalms frequently voices 

this theme: "The Lord reigns" (Ps. 99:1); "The Lord sits 

entbroned as King forever" (Ps. 29:10).7 If one asks how 

inclusive God's kingship 1s, the answer is that ultimately 

the Jews thought of Him as king over all th at is. He may 

be the "creator of Israel" (Is. 43:15), but likewise he "is 

the king of al.l the earth" and "reigns over the na ti ons" 

7see also Psalas 47, 93, 96, 97. 



115 

(Psalm 47:7-8). The refrain that occurs repeatedly in the 

book of Daniel states it fully: 

His kingdom is an everlasting kingdom, 
And his dominion is from generation to generation. 

(Dan. 4:3; also 4:34, 6:26, 7:27, and Ps. 145:13). 

The intertestamental literature preserves the same 

concept of the divine kingship. The psalm of thanksgiving 

in Tobit exalta God as "King of the Ages" (13:6, 10) and 

"king of heaven" (13:7, 11). The Wisdoœ of Solomon main­

tains that earthly rulers are eerTants of God' s kingdom 

(6:1-4). Sirach affirma tbat sacrifices are offered to 

"the Most High, the King of All" (50:15). The Psalma of 

Solomon frequently celebrate the divine Kingship: 

5:18-19 ••• thy goodness ia upon Israel in thy 
Kingdom. 

Blessed be the glory of the Lord, 
becaus• He is our King. 

17: 1 Lord, thou art our King now and forever. 

An identical parallel to the New Testament phrase "KiDgdoa 

of God" (Greek: hi basileia tou theou) is found in 17:3: 

But we put our hope in God our savior 
Because · the raight of our God is forever w1 th 

mercy; 
And the kingdom of our God 1s farever upon 

the nations in judgment. 

We may also note here a passage from one of the Qumran hyana 

of thanksgiving. 

Behold, thou art Prince of gods and King of the 
honored one s 

Lord of every Spirit and Ruler over every work. 
(lQH x, 8 trans. Burrows) 



116 

Throughout all of these writings, the fact that God 

is King is not so much argued as assumed. As far as the Jew 

was concerned, and in spite of appearances to the contrary, 

the universal kingship of Yahweh oYer his creation was not a 

subject fardispute; it was an established fact. Men mignt 

disbelieve it; they might ignore it; but nonetheless it 

stood oonfronting them. 

The ideas and lan~age attached to the main 

concept of divine kingship were not the property of 

theologians and sages only. If we are to trust the 

impression we get from the literature which comes from the 

times shortly preceding and contemporary with the time of 

Jesus, and indeed, from the New Testament itself, they were 

familiar to people in general. Anyone who linked together 

the terms "God" and "king" would have called familiar ideaa 

into the immediate thinking of his hearers. Obviously, we 

are thinking here of Jesus' use of the phrase "Kingdom of 

God." It would be fallacious to assume that his hearers 

always understood by the term what he himself meant by it. 

A Zealot with his strong nationalist feelings might think 

specifically in terms of the "Kingdom of David" which he 

believed a successfUl rebellion against the Roman oppressor 

would bring. The Pharisee might have some thoughts of a 

political kingdom of Israel, but he was more concerned with 
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the pious observance of the Law, which for him was descr.ibed 

as "taking upon himself the yoke of God 'a Kingdom."g The 

Qumran convenanters looked upon themselves as those who 

"M>Uld "prepare the way of the Lord" {lQS viii, 14). By 

its discipline in the study and obedient observance of the 

Law, the separated oomunity would "make atonement for the 

land" (lQS viii, 6, 10). Yet, as the battle-scroll seema te 

show, the community also had detailed plans for the final 

struggle between the "sons of light and the sona of dark­

ness." The alaying of the eneœy is the judgment of God upon 

them, and God fights upon the side of the sons of light 

against "every nation of vanity." Significantly, it is aaid 

of the divine triumph: "And the God of Israel shall have 

the king dom" ( lQM vi. 6ft. ) • 

But our question here is concerned with what Jesu• 

meant by the words "Kingdom of God." Unfartunately for 

minds steeped in Western waya of tbinking, Jesus nowhere 

specifically stated, "Now, what I have in mind when I say 

'Kingdom of God' is ••• " We are left, therefore, with the 
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task of examining his words about the kingdom.9 I suggest 

that we begin with the one specifie thing tha t Jesua said 

God is do ing wi th the "kingdom": 

Fear not, little flock, for it is your Fatber's 
good pleaaure to give you the ktngdom. 

(Luke 12:32) 

Certainly we may agree with the implication (though not 

the specifie statement) that it is God who has brought his 

kingdoa near (Mark 1:15); that ~ has caused his kingdoa 

to •come upon you" (Matthew 12:28: Luke 11:20); that ~ 

is responsible for the fact that "a greater thing (the 

kingdom) than Solomon, Jonah, or the temple, is here" (Luke 

11:31-32; Matthew 12:6). Men have not brought about the 

situation which these phrases express. Perhaps any of these 

or any of severa! other sayings about the Kingdoa might 

serve as a starting point. Still, I suggest fastening upon 

Luke 12:32 for severa! reasons: (1) As already hinted, it 

9This may see• to be an impossible task in the 
face of the obstacles that can be mentioned: Jesus was a 
Palestinian Jew, we are Westerners; we have "lost" the 
original setting of some of his words so that their 
immediate import is uncertain; debates still go on about 
the meaning of the words used in the New Testament (e.g., 
W. G. KUmmel on ef:izo and phthanô in the early part of 
Promise and Full! ent), and about the meanings of the 
probable Aramaic words tbat lay behind them; there is dis­
agreement concerning which parables apply to the Kingdoa, 
which ones came originally from Jesus, and what point (or 
points) each was intended to empbasize. As8Uming, however, 
that there is soae sort of consistency in the teaching of 
Jesus about the Kingdom of God, we may escape the temptation 
to throw up our bands in despair. 
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is more satisf'ying to work wi th specifie statements than 

with implications. (2) This saying points to a signif'icant 

Old Testament concept of' the prerogative of' God with 

regard to the Kingdom. Agreement between this saying and 

the Old Testament co ne ept is not just in terms of' thought 1 

but sometimes in terms of' language. (3) I think it can be 

shown tbat the meaning of' this saying is supported by a 

considerable portion of' Jesus' other teaching about the 

Kingdom, and certainly by his actions. I venture to say 

also, though it is outside the specifie f'ocus of' this paper, 

that because this throws light upon the mission of' Jesus, 

it also illuminates the mission of' the Church. 

We turn f'irst to the Old Testament and wha t we 

ref'erred to above (point 2) as the "prerogative of' God with 

regard to the King dom. n In Hebrew thinking the ul timate 

kingship belongs to God, and he gives earthly kingship to 

those whom be chooses. In Israel both Saul and David were 

"annointed of the Lord" through the agency of Samuel ( I Sam. 

10:1; 16:3, 13). At the time of Absalom's revoit, a rebel 

sympathizer eould say to David: 

The Lord bas given (Heb. nathan) the kingdoa 
(melükàh) into the band of your son Absaloa 
(II Sam. 16:8). 

The Ch~nicler used identical language in reporting the 

words of Abijah to Jeroboam (II Chron. 13:5): 



Hear me, 0 Jeroboam and all Israel! Ought 
you not to know that the Lord God of Israel 
gave (nathan) the kingship (maml~kah) over 
Israel for ever to David and his sons ••• 
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The Chronicler's concept of the matter may well be summed 

up in the expression "the kingdom of the Lord (mamleketh 

Yahweh) in tœ band of the sons of David" (II Chron. 13: 8; 

also I Chron. 28:5). II Chron. 21:3 shows tbat the idea 

of "giving the kingship" (nithan hammamlakah) could also 

be used to describe the tranafer of sovereignty from rather 

to son, Jehoshaphat to Jehoram in this instance. 

The Hebrew words mamlikih, melükah, and malküth 

can be used in the various senses of kingdom, realm, dominion, 

rule, or reign. Sometimes the meaning seems to be conveyed 

beat by the use of the word "kingship" wi th specifie 

reference to the sovereignty involved. At other times the 

geographical sense of "kingdom" is present. When the 

reference is to God, the meaning "sovereignty" seems to 

prevail, though the geographical connection wi th Israel is 

not entirely lacking. It 1s not a case of being more one 

sense and less another sense, but rather that the writera 

could not think of the "kingship" of Yahweh without also 

thinking of Israel's relationship to h1m. 

It is in the literature written nearest to the 

beginning of the Christian era that the universal kingship 

of God and his control in the affaira of men became most 
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prominent. The book of Daniel, for instance, may be thought 

of as an exposition of this theme. At the same time it 

presses home the purpose of God for his chosen people. Its 

honorific addresses to kinga (2:37, 6:6) and elaborate 

descrip~ion of kingly pomp (3: 3-5) are a su btle satire on 

human pretensions. The satire is emphasized by the simple 

declaration that Daniel 's God is •the living God, enduring 

forever" (6:26). The God of Heaven bas given kingdom, 

power, migbt, and glory to Nebuchadnezzar {2:37), but in 

the time to come He will set up a kingdom that will never 

be destroyed. It will break to pieces all other kingdoms 

and endure forever (2:44). The proud King Belshazzar is 

reminded that neither his father nor he himself gained hia 

own position, but that 

The Most High God gave Nebuchadnezzar your 
fa the r kingship and greatne ss and gl.ory and 
majesty ( 5:18). 

When he became boastful of himself, Nebuchadnezzar was 

humbled until he learned that "the Most High God rules the 

kingdom of men, and sets over it whom he will" (5:21; cf. 

4:32). Belshazzar, too, is to be humbled, and his kingoom is 

to be "given to the Medes and Persians" {5:28). Beyond 

this, . it is said that Darius the Mede "received" it (5:30). 

~he seventh chapter in Daniel is the most p.rolific 

with this idiom. When the "one like a son of man" appeared 

before the Ancient of Days, •to him was given dominion and 
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glory alXl kingdom" (7:14). The saints of the Most High 

"receiTe the kingdom" and "possess the kingdom" (7:18, 22). 

Finally, it is said : 

The kingà:>œ and the dominion and the greatness 
of the kingdoms under the Xbole heaven 

shall be given to the people of the saints of 
the Most High (7:27). 

Both aides of the matter are articulated here. If God 

gives the kingdom (or kingship), obrlously someone must 

receive it. In the case of the earthly kingdom, it is the 

human ruler. In the case of the eternal kingdom, the 

recipients are those designated as •the saints of the Most 

High." 

In the Wisdom of Soloœon kinga, judges, and ru1ers 

are exhorted with the warning: 

Your dominion was given you from the Lord 
And your sovereignty from the Most Higb ••• 
••• Far though you are serTants of his kingdom, 

you have not judged rightly. 
(6:1 ••• 4, trans. Goodspeed). 

The eterna1 destiny of the good is expressed in the fo11owing 

terms: 

But the upright live forever 
And their reward is with the Lord, 
And the Most High takes care of them. 
Therefore they will receive the glorious kingdom. 

(5:15-16, trans. Goodspeed). 

Sirach believed that "the authori ty of the earth 

is in the band ot the Lord" (10:4, 14), but he was stronger 

on rractica1 advice than on any "th eology of the ld.ngdom." 
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Certainly he contemplated no "eternal kingdom.n As far as 

he was concerned, when a man died, he inheri ted nothing 

except "creeping things, insects, and worms" (10:11)! 

In the Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs, Judah 

gives direction to his children concerning the relationship 

of priesthood and kingship. 

And now my children, I oommand you, love 
Levi, that ye may abide, and exalt not your­
selves against him, lest ye be utterly 
destroyed. For to me the Lord gave the 
Kingdom and to him the priesthood, and He 
set the Kingdom beneath the priesthood. To 
me He gave the things upon the earth; to him 
the things in the he avens. (Test. Jud. IXI, 1-3). 

Here too is e:xpressed the idea that kingship is something 

God gives. 

Now it does not appear tba t Jesus was much concerned 

about the kingship of earthly rulers, cr even about Israel 

itself as a kingdom ( though he 1s on record as speaking 

about Jerusalem being "the city of the Great King"-~tthew 

5:35). Whatever he meant by the phrase "King dom of God," 

he could employ the fam111ar concepts of God "giving" it 

and so me one "recei ving" it • It is tempting to make an 

obvious conne ction between what Daniel says about God 

gi Ting the kingdom to the saints of the Most Hig h and wh at 

Jesus says about the Father giving the kingdom to the little 

flock. We should resist the temptation, for even though 

Jesus may bave used faœiliar concepts and language in which 



to c:ouch his message, we may c:onfidently suspect th at he 

transformed some of their meanings. The point we are 
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making is this: It was faailiar and na tural for Jesus to 

express the idea. that God gave "kingdom" to those of His own 

cboosing. Thus Jesus was announcing that God was acting 

in a way tbat men knew to be characteri stic of Him. He 

was exercising His divine prerogative in offering Hia 

kingdoa to men. To the Hebrew mind, God is known by what he 

does (Ex. 20:2). 

But more than this must be said. For though God 

was do ing what men lm.ew He d id, what He was do ing this time 

bad a new aspect to i t. · It was not new to God, but it 

seemed new to what men bad formerly understood about the 

ways of God. This "newness" is to be seen not by looking 

at the way in which Jesus said God was acting (tbat is, 

at the word "give," though the importance of that word is 

not reduced), but at th! recipients of His action--the 

"little flock." It is God's prerogative to give the kingdom, 

to be sure. But it is also his prerogative to gi ve it 

to whom he Will. Who were those who made up the little 

.fl.ock? The Gospels rep0rt that some of Jesus' followers 

were fishermen from the sea of Galilee (Mark 1:16~20 and 

parallels). Jesus himself repeated what must have been a 

choice pie ce of gossip to the effect that he was the wi1ling 
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companion of tax-collectors and sinners (Matthew 11:19 = Luke 

7:34). Mark 2:15ff. and Luke 15:1 confirm this. He bad 

oompassion on a prostitute (Luke 7:36ff.), and told his 

critics on one occasion that tax-collectors and prostitutes 

were going into the kingdom before them (Matthew 21:31). A 

modern expression would say that the little nock 

consisted of "black sheep." Jesus says, however, that to 

su ch as the se God delights to give his kingdom. 

The fUll implication of the fact tbat it is God's 

prerogative to give the kingdoa to whom he will is clearly 

ex}ressed in another saying of Jesus which uses nearly 

idElltical language. Quite evidentl.y, even apart from its 

immediate setting, it is the sort of saying which would 

have been addressed to opponen~s. 

The kingdom of God will be taken away from 
you and it will be given to a people 
producing its fruits. (Matthew 21:43). 

Surel.y those who found it most difficult to understand the 

"newness" of wha t Jesus sa id about the Kingdom must bave 

realized to their own dismay that this would be the 

ultimate outcome of his teaching and action, even if he had 

not stated it so bluntly. If he was right, and it seemed 

to them impossible that he was, then separation from sinners, 

meticulous observance ar the Law, its elaboration in the 

"tradition of the elders," and concern for ritual puri ty, 
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all w.eat for naught. It was to them unbel ievable that the 

sovereignty of God in the lives of men should ignore t.hese 

essential things. 

But Jesua was heedless of thea. His descriptions 

of the recipients of the Kingdom of God stand in marked 

oontrast. To the poor it is said that the kingdom of God is 

tbeirs (Luke 6:20). Conversely, it is difficult (though 

not impossible%) for the rich to enter the ldngdom (Mark 

10:23 =Matthew 19:24). It is the childlike who enter (Mark 

10:15; Luke 1$:17; Matthew 18:3, 19:14). People from the 

east, west, north and south will be round in the kingdoa 

(Matthew 8:11 = Luke 13:29). Those who enter need a 

nighteousness that exceeds that of the scribes and 

Pharisees (Matthew 5:20). The recipient ot the king dom 

spares nothing in order to possess it (Matthew 13 :44, 45). 

In the Kingdom, the humble are the greatest (Matthew 18:4). 

Tax-collectors and prostitutes go in {t(atthew 21:31). If 

the Kingdom is regarded as represented under the figure of 

the banquet in the parable (Luke 14:17ff. :Matthew 22:lff.), 

tben the recipients of the kingdam are additionally 

described as •the poor, the maiaed, the bl i nd, the lame" by 

Luke, aad as "the evU and the good" by Matthew. As we haTe 

already noted, they are "those who produce the fruits of the 

kingdom" and a "little flock." 
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So far our method of "definition-by-description-of­

the-recipients" reveals that the main point at which Jesus' 

concept of the Kingdom differed from that of his contemporaries 

was in the kind of people it included. We need to inquire 

further about what Jesus thought men could do, what he 

expected men to do, and what he asked men to do when 

confronted by the announcement "the Kingdom has come near." 

The initial announcement (Mark 1:15) included a 

call to repent, by which, in the light of Hebrew backgrounds, 

must have been intended a "return" ar "turning around," a 

change of opinion or attitude and a corresponding change 

of action. One who repents adopta a different outlook than 

he formerly bad, and while grief and remorse may be present, 

the empbasis seems rather to be upon the purposeful pursuit 

of the newly-adopted course.lO Other sayings of Jesus 

indicate further that "repentance" was one of the ways Jesua 

spoke about the response he thought men should make (Luke 

11:32 =Matthew 12:41; Luke 13:2-6; 15:7, 10; 16:29ff.). 

Men are to seek the kingdom (Matthew 6:33 = Luke 12:31; also 

Matthew 7:7 = Luke 11:9, which if the intention here is to 

direct men to the kingdom rather than to instruct disciples 

lOThis I understand from metanoia-metanoeo as 
used to express the Hebrew shüb and nlbam; e.g. EX. 13:17; 
I Sam. 15:11; Ezek. 14:6; Job. 42:6). 
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in prayer, exhorts them to "ask" and "knock" also). They are 

to enter the kingdom (Matthew 7:13, 21; 23:13; Mark 9:47). 

It is possible for them to receive it (Mark 10:15 = Luke 

18:17). Furthermore, Jesus seems to l'Bve expected men to 

be able to "take account of the present time" (Luke 12:56), 

that is, to recognize that the kingdom was "at band." A 

whole host of references to what is expected of men are 

expressed in terms of "hearing" and "seeing ." Though it 

may well be that some of these apply to the kingdom, the 

explicit connection is not made in any of them. We shall 

take up a full discussion of "seeing and hearing" sayings 

in the next chapter. At this point it is sufficient to 

mention Luke 11:31 • Matthew 12:42. 

In addition, there are four conditions of men 

(apart from the "beatitudes") which Jesus approved as 

"blessed": 

Luke 7:23 • Matt. 11:6 One who is not scandalized 
at bim. 

Luke 10:23 • Matt. 13:16 Tbose who witness the 
events of the present time. 

Matt.24:45 The "diacerning" or "perceptive" person. 

Luke 11:28 Those who hear and keep the word of God. 

In oontrast to the Pharisaic teaching, ·Jesus asked 

for no separation from "sinners. n On tœ contrazy, the 

Kingdom included them. He enunciated no Law to be observed, 

though he did indeed make plain wbat he felt was ita inmost 

purpose (Matthew 5:21-48; Mark 10:1-9). He seema to have 
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been in open conflict with the "tradition of the elders" and 

with concern for ritual purity (Mark 7:1-13; Luke 11:37ff.). 

The Pharisees spoke of "repentance~ also, but it seems to 

have meant for them the condition of entrance into the 

Kingdom, rather than a description of the response man 

could make to the ~eviously-given Kingdom.11 In contrast 

to the priestly class, Jesus was little concerned for the 

sacrificial worship of the Temple. It was enough that the 

Temple should be "a bouse of prayer for all nations" (Mark 

11:17). In oontrast to the Zealots, he invited men to no 

insurrection or attempt to throw off the Roman oppressor.12 

In contrast to Qumran, Jesus did not call men out into the 

desert to a separated :COIIIIBunity to "prepare the way of the 

Lord" and to make "atonement for the land" (lQS viii, 13; 

viii, 6, 10). For Jesus the primary meaning of God's 

Sovereignty was a fUnctional one: God is seeking out and 

looking for lost people; when they are fou.nd He rejoicea 

(Luke 15:1-32). 

But while there is plainly the emphasis upon the 

present aspect of the Kingdom, (that is, men may even now 

enter, seek, receive, repent, etc.), the Gospels also 

llsherman E. Johnson, Jesus in his Home1and, 
(New York: Scribners, 1957), p. 72. 

12Acts 5:35-37; Josephus, Ant. XVIII, 1:lff. 
(6 esp.) XX, 5:2ff; !!t II, 8:1, 17:~II, 8:1. 



preserve words of Jesus that indicate something about a 

future aspect. For instance, he taught his disciples to 

pray "Thy kingdom come" {Matthew 6:10 = Luke 11:2). Some 

of tb! sayings are in the future tense and seem to have a 

future reference: 

(1) Matt. 8:11 "Many will come ••• and will sit down ••• 
and the sons of the kingdom will be cast 
out." 
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{2) Mark 9:1 " ••• until ••• the kingdom of God should come 
with power." 

{3) Matt. 21:43 "The kingdom ••• will be taken ••• and will 
be given ••• " 

(4) Mark 14:25 {and parallel accounts) n ••• I ldll drink 
no more ••• until I drink it new ••• in the 
kingdom ••• " 

(5) Matt. 7:21 "not everyone who sa ys 'Lord, Lord' ••• 
will enter ••• n 

(6) Matt. 18:3 "Unless you turn ••• you will not enter ••• " 

(7) Luke 21:31 "Whenever you see these things ••• you know 
that the kingdom is ne ar." 

(8) Matt. 13:43 "Then sball the righteous ahine forth as 
the sun in the kingdom of their Father." 

It may well be that some ·of the "future-tense" sayings are 

simply a manner of speaking which means in effect "this 

is the way t.bings are" (e.g., 1, 3, 5, 6 above). Some 

sayings vith a future reference may be the result of the 

church 's theologizing, or at least due to the context in 

which they were placed (as with 2, 7, 8). The words of the 

prayer "thy kingdom come" and sayings ab out the kingdoa at 
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cannot be accounted for in this way, it seems to œ, and 

consequently it will not do to explain away the future 

aspect of the kingdom in Jesus' teaching. 
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Whatever this future aspect may have meant, it in 

no way detracts from the fact tha t Jesus called men to an 

immediate response to God's sovereignty. Nor does it 

detract from the radical newness of his conviction that the 

Kingdom was being freely offered to such as cons ti tuted hia 

"little flock." No one before him bad ever thought that the 

Kingdom should be given to the l!IOrld's "unworthies." But 

Jesus thought s:>, and declared it to be the fulle st 

expression of the divine intention. Seen in this light, 

his saying in Luke 12:32 1s a confident assurance to his 

followers that God bas indeed intended the joy they know in 

his company, no matter what the cri tics might be saying. 

Those to whom the Kingdom bas been given enjoy the 

fellowship of the company of Jesus. Modern terminology 

describes this fellowship in te~s of "acceptance," as a 

new relationship to God, or as a liberating allegiance. All 

of these may indeed be true, but the question still remains: 

"What does Jesus say that the recipients of the Kingdom of 

God possess after it ha.s been given to them?" When God gives 

kingship and dominion to earthly rulers they exercise 

authori ty. Does the anal ogy hold true for the recipients of 
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the "Kingship of God" in Jesus' teaching? Matthew 19:2Bb = 
Luke 22:30b seems to mean that the inner circle of disciples 

will be given positions of authori ty over others: 

And you will sit on thrones judging the 
twelve tribes of Israel. 

This statement, however, stands in strong oontrast 

to the teaching found in Mark 10:42ff. and pa.rallels: 

Y ou know tbat thos e who are supposed to 
rule over the Gentiles lord it over them, 
and tbeir great ones exercise authority 
over them. But it shall not be so among 
you; but who ev er would be great among you 
must be your servant, and whoever would be 
first among you must be slave of al.l. For 
the Son of man also came not to be served 
but to serve, and to give his life as a 
ransom for many. · 

This latter teacbing is more in keeping with the total 

impression of Jesus' own life, and when ooupled with several 

other utterances of similar iDlport, indicates that service 

is the responsibility to those to whom the kingdom is given. 

In Luke 17:10 Jesua urges the adoption of the attitude of 

dutiful slaves: "We are unworthy slaves; we have done what 

we ought to have done." In the so-called parable of the 

last judgment, service (Matthew 25:44) is the criterion of 

tœ judgment given. The Kingdom is to be given to a nation 

that produces its fruits (Matthew 21:43), and if the fruits 

are to be measured by the example of Jesus' own actions, 

they may be adequately described as service to others. 

Jesus had little to say about servi ce to God in 
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any of his recorded utterances. Only one item of teaching 

mentions this aspect of service: 

No one is able to serve two Lords; for ei ther 
he will hate the one and love the other or he 
will be devoted to the one and think little 
of the other. You are not able to serve God 
and mammon (Matt. 6:24. Luke 16:13). 

This saying tells us more about the demand for undivided 

loyalty than it does about the content of the service to 

which men are invi ted, but the e:x:ample of Jesus' life 

illuminates both the demand and its fulfilment in action. 

A concept of kingship which carried wi th it the 

responsibility of service was consistent with at least part 

of Jewish tradition. The theology associated with the 

institution of the Kingship made the favor of Yahweh 

dependent upon the obedient service of both king and people 

(I Sam. 12:14f). The most frequent expression of kingship 

and service to Iahweh is found in the Davidic Covenant 

theology. The key phrase involves the idea: "David, the 

servant (tebed) of Yahweh" (e.g. II Sam. 3:18, 7:5ff.; 

I Kings 8:24ff., 11:32ff.; Psalms 78:70, 89:3, 20; Jer. 33: 

2lf.; Ezek. 34: 23f., 37: 24f.). Solomon' s pray er in I Kings 

3:6 describes David as a servant who walked before Yahweh 

"in faithfulness, in righteousness, and in uprightness of 

heart." In I Kinga 14:8 Ahijah the prophet points to David, 

the servant of Iahweh, as the example by which Jeroboam is 

condemned. 
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In their prayers, both David and Solomon refer to 

themselves as ftThy servant" (II Sam. 7:17ff.; I Kings 3:7f.), 

though this may be onl.y a courtly manner of referring to 

oneself in the presence of higher majesty. The Cbronicler 

refera to Hezekiah also as a servant of Yahweh (II Chron. 

32:16). 

Service to Yahweh was both ethical and liturgical; 

that is, it involved toth obedience and l«>rship. The 

opposite side may be illustrated by reference to Ahab of 

whom it is said that he "went and aa:I ·J~ Baal, and worshipped 

him" (I Kings 16:31). David becane the standard by which 

the kings of Judah were evaluated (I Kings 15:3, 11; II Kinga 

14:3, 16:2). Usually the service of the one possessing 

Kingship is directed to Yabweh who gives the Kingship, but 

Rehoboam ' was counseled by th$ elder advisors to be a servant 

(t~) to his people (I Kings 12:7). 

With a broader view than just the kingship of 

Israel, the writer of the Wisdom of Solomon addresses some 

of his words to those in authori~ in all nations: 

For though you are servants (hupëretai) of 
God's Kingdom, you have not judged rightly (6:4). 

The concept of service-in-kingship which Jesus 

demonstrated and taught differa in several respects from 

antecedent concepts. It is not expressed as service to God 

but as service to others. It involves no exercise of 

authority over otl1ers. It off ers no promise that those who 
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receive the Kingdom of God will be served by anyone. Thia 

final point is in marked oontrast to what is said about the 

people of the saints of the Most High in Daniel 7: Zl: 

And the Kingdoœ and the dominion ••• shall be 
given to the people of the Saints of the 
Most High; the ir kingdom shall be an ever­
lasting kingdom, and all dominions shall 
serve and obey them{cf. 7:14). 

For Jesus, as for the heritage of which he was a 

part~ kingship involved service, but the kingdom of God as 

he understood and announced it transformed the nature of 

the service that tbose who nreceived Kingdom" were to give. 

Service became most adequately described as "ministry" 

(diakoneo}. According to Luke 22:27 Jesus said, ft! am among 

you as the one who serves." 

The phrase 11mystery of the Kingdom of God" means 

the divine intention to use the divine prerogative which 

resulta in the establishment of a divinely-initiated gracious 

fellowshi.p wi th and among men. The intention and the 

prerogati Te are as original as God himself', but so newly­

stated and so obviously characteri stic of Hill th at men can 

hardly bel.ieve it. Those who do believe it become 

participants in a serving fellowship which demonstrates the 

divine intention and purpose. Some are unable to believe 

Jesus' proclamation about God 's purpose. Perhaps they are 

hindered by their own theological pre-suppositions. Perhaps 

they simply prefer not to bel ieve. Whatever the ir reasons, 



in the words of Mark 4:11, Jesus spoke of such persona as 

"the ones outside." 

OUTSIDERS 
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Along with mystery, the term "outsiders" (hoi exo 

in Greek) in Mark 4:11 bas been regarded as one of the most 

difficult to understand or interpret. The two together 

have caused some scholars to question the authenticity of 

the saying, or at least to question its authenticity in 

its present farm. c. H. Dodd, for instance, designates 

these two terms, (along wi. th five others in the whole 

passage 10-20) as primary evidence of later apostolic 

influence. His conclusion is that this saying is not from 

Jesus but is a piece of apostolic teaching.l3 A. T. Cadoux, 

while maintaining that the saying in some form probably 

came from Jesus, points to mysterion and hoi exo as 

modifications introduced by tbe early church.14 

The first impression one might gain from the 

suggestions of Dodd and Cadoux is tm t the term hoi eJCë 

was derived by the early apostolic writers from a Greek 

anvironment rich in its usage. The evidence available does 

not support this impression, however. Moulton and Milligan 

l3c. H. Dodd, Parables of the Kingdom, p. 14. 

l4A. T. Cadoux, Theology of Jesu..J!_, p. 49. 
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cite on1y one instance of a para11e1 to our phrase from the 

papyri.l5 It is in the singular and refera to the devil. 

The T.W.N.T. lista references to Herodotus IX. 5, Thu~ydides 

IV. 66, 2 and V. 14, 3 among the classical writers.l6 

II Maccabees 1:16 uses hoi exo once to speak of a crowd 

wa1 ting outside the temple. A similar though not identical 

phrase (hoi ektos) occurs in the prologue to the Wisdom of 

Sirach (line 5 in LXX). 

In the New Testament itself, the substantiva! use 

of hoi exë occurs four times: I Cor. 12 and 13; Col. 4:5; 

and I Thess. 4:12. Each time it means Christiane as opposed 

t o non-Christi ans. In I Tim. 3 : 7, the phrase hoi emthen is 

similarly used. An adjectival use of hoi em occurs in 

Acts 26:11 {"the outside [non-Jewiab] cities"), but thia 

usage is beyond the scope of our inquiry. A 3rd-4th cent ury 

A.D. secular Greek parallel to the Pauline usage is found in 

Iamb1icus' "Life of Pythagoras" (35, 252) where it refera to 

non-Pythagoreans. 

It has been a11eged that the New Testament usage of 

15J. H. Moulton & G. Milligan The Vocabulary of 
the Greek Testament, (London: Hodder a~ Stoughton, l930T, 

16Theologische WOrterbuch zum Neuen Testament, 
ed. G. Kittel. (Stuttgart: Verlag von W. Koblhammer, l935) 
Band II pp. 572. A reference to Josephus, ~· 15:314, was 
also given but I was unable to confirm it. 
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hoi exo is derived from the Greek mystery cults as a 

description of the uninitiated. But, as Cranfield points 

out,l7 no instance of such a usage bas been produced to 

support the contention. On the other band, the employment of 

otber terms such as amyëtos, atelestos, abakcheutos, and 

bebëlos, is attested. 

The possibility is therefore open to us that the 

New Testament usage of the term "outsiders" is dependent 

upon Palestinian backgrounds that were available to both 

Paul and Jesus. o. A. Piper tantalizingly suggests that the 

Greek phrase had Jewish antecedents, 18 but says no more 

than this. 

A starting point for our investigation is furnished 

by the term that appears in Luke' s parallel to Mark 4:11. 

In Mark disciples are contrasted to hoi exo; in Luke to 

hoi loipoi--"the rest." This phrase occurs frequently in 

the New Testament and sometimes designates Christians as 

opposed to non-Christians: e.g., I Thess. 4:13, 5:~ Eph. 

2:3. On the lips of Jesus it is round in the Parable of 

the Pharisee and the Publican (Luke 18:11), where the 

Pharisee thanks God that he is not like "the rest of men." 

In the variant reading {MS. D) of Luke 11:2, the disciplea 

17cranfield, Gospel According to St. Mark, p. 154. 

18piper, "The Mystery of the Ktngdom of God," 
Interpretation, Vol. 1, p. 189. 



are warned not to 11·babble" like the rest (hoi loipoi) in 

their praying. The parallel passage in Matthew (6:7) bas 

ethnikoi (Gentiles) instead of hoi loipoi. 
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Using Aramaic parallelism, assonance, and alliter­

ation as a basis for his argWDent, Matthew Black presents a 

case for Jesus' use of the Aramaic term sharka de 1 enasha 

("the rest of menf!). He contenàs that this Aramaic original 

underlies Luke's instances of hoi loipoi and Matthew's 

ethnikoi in 5:47, 6:7, and 6:32.19 Whether or not this 

is a plausible suggestion this writer is not competent to 

judge. The fact that hoi loipoi ton anthropon occurs in a 

parable of Jesus may be thought to add weight to the case. 

Qn the other band, the general employment of the simple !!2!, 

loipoi by Luke (1Eh9; 24:9,10; Acts 5:13; 17:9; 27:44) may 

indicate only that he bad a preference for the phrase. If 

Black's suggestion is correct, we are to think of Jesus as 

making a distinction between his disciples and the outside~· · 

world in terms of "the rest of men." A corresponding 

Pauline usage occurs in Rom. 11:7, where Paul makes a 

distinction between the "elect" of Israel and "the rest" 

(hoi loipoi). 

Another source of ideas relating to the distinction 

19Matthew Black, Aramaic Approach, pp. 133ff. 
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between "ins" and "outs" comes from the terminology of the 

Pharisaic "brotherhoods." Precision in the dating of tbese 

groups doe s not seem possible, but a recent study20 places 

their beginnings before the time of Rabbis Hillel and 

S.hammai, and says they bad fixed forma by the time of these 

rabbis. 21 This means that acquaintance with the practice 

and ideas of the brotherhoods could be reflected by the New 

Testament writings, and by Jesus' own teaching as well. 

Some Pharisees, though not all of them, were 

memb ers of soc ieties called ba büroth. In the society the 

members bound themselves to the strict observance of the 

Law and all their own elaborations of it for the precise 

ordering of their lives. The point in which we are 

interested here is that the member (baber) stood in contrast 

to the non-member or outsider ( tam ha-ares). By separating 

himself from less strict Jews and by having his primary 

associations within t~:QabOrah, the strict Pharisee kept 

himself from ritual defilement. He avoided the tam ha-ares, 

and what the tam ha-ares raised or sold but failed to tithe 

20Jacob Neusner, "The Fellowship (~abürah} in the 
Second Jewish Commonwealth," Harvard Theolog cal Review, 
Vol. 53, (1960), p. 125ff. 

21Israel Abrahams (in c. G. Montefiore, The 
s~ortic Gospels, Vol. II, pp. 665ff.) denies that~e 
P~r saic brotherhoods were contemporary with Jesus. They 
de v el oped after his time. S. Lie barman, in his article "The 
Discipline in the So-called Dead Sea Manual of Discipline," 
Journal of Biblical Literature, Vol. 71 (1952), p. 206, 
assumes that Qumran and thë Pharisaic babü~th were 
contemporary and "of the first century." 
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properly. The term tam ha-ares goes back to Nehemiah 10: 

28-31 (tammë ha-arasoth--"peoples of the lands"; tammë 

ha-ares--"peoples of the land"). In Nehemiah, the se tenna 

designated the heathen peoples living in Palestine. As the 

Pharisees used the term, 

••• the meaning shifted to the Jewish outsider, 
and a new singular tam ha-areS was derived 
from it, denoting a single in ividual. This 
shifting of the tl«> concepts "separation" and 
"outsider" from an ethnie religious to an 
inner-Jewish fiQld of meaning is characteristic 
of Pharisaism.22 

Details concerning the relationship of a member of 

the brotherhoods to outsiders are given in the Talmud. 

Several of the most explicit regulations are as follows: 

Mishnah Demai 2:2 - The "reliable" (trustworthy) 
member is not to be the 
guest of an outsider. 

Misbnah Demai 2:3 - The member is prohibited from 
selling or buying certain 
foods from an outsider; 
neither can the member receive 
an outsider as a gue st in his 
own garment. 

Tosefta Demai 2:2 - The member is not to give 
tithes to an outsider, and is 
for bidden to prepare food in 
an outsider's house. 

Several extremely derogatory statements about out­

sideré are preserved in the Talmud. In Pesahim 49b, for 

22cbaim Rabin, Qumran Studies, (Oxford University 
Press, 1957) pp. 61-62. 
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instance, it is said that for a Jew to marry his daughter to 

an tam ha-ares is like grafting a vine to a thorn-bush. 

Another rabbi declares that auch marriage is as detestable 

as "lying wi th a beast." Furthermore, one may stab an t~ 

ha-ares even on the Day of Atonement when it falls on a 

Sabbath, and it is not necessary for the slaying to be a 

"ritual-slaying" with a blessing pronounced over itl The 

editors and translators of the Talmud note that tbese things 

were said humorously, though they reflect the intense anti­

pathy between scholars and outsiders. Lieberman23 also 

discounts these statements by saying.that they are not 

characteristic of Rabbinic Judaism. He adds, however, that 

they were probably the statements of a few early extremiste. 

We might well ask, "how earl y?" inquiring also about the 

breadth of their influence. No satisfactory answer appears 

to be forthcoming. 

The point here for our study is that the currency 

of this Pharisaic distinction between the Qaber and the t~ 

ha-ares may have provided some of the environmental back­

ground for Jesus' alleged use of a related term. It may 

also he lp to account for the employment of the term in the 

letters of an ex-Pharisee, the apostle Paul. 

Both Milligan24 and Frame25 suggest that tous exo 

2JLieberman, J.B.L.; Vol. 71, p. 205. 

24George Milligan, St. Paul's Etistles to the 
Thessalonians (London, Macmillan and Co.td., l908), p. 54. 

25J. E. Frame, Epistles of St. Paul to the 
Tbessalonians-ICC, (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 
1912)' p. 163. 
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in I Thess. 4:12 is derived from Rabbinic usage ~ the Hebrew 

word büe--"outside." The illustration cited by these 

scho1ars and also in Brow.n, Driver and Briggs' Lexicon refers 

to Sefarim Ha-bis~nim, the non-canonica1 books. So far as I 

can present1y determine, this is meager stuff on which to 

build a case. 

Two other New Testament terms are worth mentioning 

brief1y in this discussion. One is the word idiotes. In 

Acta 4:13 and II Cor, 11:6 it bas the meaning "untrained" 

or "uneducated" in the specifie subject matter of which the 

context speaks. Thus it has the sense of "1ayman." In 

I Cor. 14:16, 23 and 24, it is a technical term used by 

Paul apparently to designate adherents to the Church who 

were neither unbelievers nor fUll members. In Greek usage 

idiotës referred to a non-member of the mystery cult who 

was permitted to participate in the sacrifices.26 The 

former sense of the tera is also app1ied to the •am ha-aret 

by the rabbis, as the glossary in the Talmud indicates. He 

is "uninstructed in the Law," and consequently, from their 

point of view, an outsider with reference to it. 

The other New Testament word is al1ogenës. Its 

on1y New Testament occurence is in Luke 17:18 where it 1s 

26on this point see Arndt and Gingrich, A Greek­
English Lexicon of the New Testament, p. 371. 
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applied to the Samaritan leper who returned to Jesus after 

being cleansed. Much bas been made of the fact that for 

Jews, Samaritans were "outsiders par excellence" (John 4:9, 

e.g.). What I should like to point out here, however, is a 

use of the word allogenës in Sirach 45:13. Having descr.ibed 

at some length the priestly garments of Aaron, he says of 

them: 

Things as beautiful as tbese did not exist 
before him. 

No allogen~s will ever dress himself in them-­
Absolutely none but the sons of Aaron 
And his descendants throughout all time. 

Here allogenës may indeed include non-Jews, but its more 

specifie reference seems to be to those who are not the sons 

ot Aaron, that is, anyone who is outside the priestly tribe. 

The idea, of course, is nothing new to Judaism, but the use 

of allogenës to express it is not common. 

As the final consideration of this section, we may 

take a look at the Qumran Literature. Certainly the members 

of the community thought of themselves as being in marked 

contrast to those who were not members. The following are 

some of the ir picturesque descriptions of the ir opposite 

numbers: 

lQS i! 10 
lQS i1., 5 
lQS v, 1 
lQS ix, 9 
lQS ix, 17 
lQH ii, 32 
lQH ii, 32 

"sons of darkness" 
"men of Belial's lot" 
"congregation of the men of error" 
"men of deceit" 
"men of the pit" 
"the interpretera of lies" 
"congregation of seekers-after-smooth-

things" 
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So far as I have been able to di scover the Qumranians did 

not use a specifie word meaning "outsiders." If prevailing 

scholarly opinion is correct, and the existence of this 

group is to be dated in pre- and early-New Testament times, 

the chief value of that fact at this point is that it 

supplies evidence of another Palestinian group thinking of 

itself as in some way distinct from those outside its ranks. 

Any conclusions to this natter of outsiders must, 

I think, remain tentative. It is tem.pting to say that we 

have at the least established the fact that concepts of 

religious "outside-ness" and "inside-ness" existed in 

Palestine in the time of Jesus, but perhaps even this 

conclusion is based upon the adding togetber of bits and 

pieces which cannot properly be added. Beyond this, perhaps 

it is an irrelevant conclusion which a well-oriented 

sociological survey of any historical period would reveal. 

Even with these things in mind, however, I think it is clear 

that we cannot simply dismiss the term hoi exo as evidence 

that the church or the evangelist invented the saying of 

Jesus in which it appears, or that in itself it is a 

"modification" introduced into a saying of Jewus by the 

early church. It may also represent one attempt to translate 

into Greek what Jesus said in Aramaic. This is not to deny 

any polemic or theological use of the saying in the church. 



It is simply to remind ourselves that an explanation or 

dismissal of the saying for wha.t appears to be one valid 

reason may not take account of all the factors involved. 
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We have said tha.t conclusions about hoi exo must 

remain tentative. Unless we are very skeptical, though, we 

must admit that the evidence in favor of Jesus speaking in 

terms of "outsiders" is at least as weighty as that which 

opposes it. Our next section on "Disciples" helps tip the 

balance {if balance it is ) in favor of wha t the texts of 

Mark 4:11 and Luke 8:10 do in fact maintain. 

DISCIPLES 

In Mark 4:10-13 the word "disciple" ( Greek: 

mathëtës) does not occur. The immediate audience indica.ted 

by t~ context is "the ones around him with the twelve" by 

which is meant a group of close followers. The phrase 

hoi peri with the accusative occurs in the previous chapter 

of Mark (3:34): "the ones around him sitting in a circle," 

whom Jesus describes as his "mothern and "brothers." In 

Luke 22:49, an identical construction refers to those who 

were with Jesus in the garden at the time of his arrest. In 

Acts 13:13 Paul and his fellow-travelers are described 

literally as "the ones around Paul." Frequent use of this 

construction is made in II Maccabees to indicate the 

partisans, •dherents, or fighting force of sorne person {e.g. 
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1:33; 8:30; 9:3; 10:20, 25, 33, 35). Admittedly, there is 

difficulty in the Markan narrative with its change of 

audience (4:1-2, 10, 33-34), but the character of the saying 

in verses 11 and 12 is enough to suggest that it was 

delivered to a group of close followers: "to you bas been 

gi ven ••• " Those to whom it is addressed are in contrast to 

"those outside." Thus, even if verse 10 is regarded as 

Mark 1 s improvisation, we are well-advised by the saying 

itself to draw together under the beading "discipleship" 

some of the things Jesus said to or about his followers. 

The Gospels make frequent reference to the 

disciples of Jesus. Usually they are called 1this disciples" 

(Matthew 5:1; 9:10; Mark 5:31, 8:33; Luke 6:13, 17). Once 

they are referred to as "his ow.n disciples" (Mark 4:34). 

Mark 10:24 says simply "the disciples." At times the 

designation bas a wider connotation, as in the instance 

where Luke rœntions "a great crowd of his disciples'! (Lùke 

6:17; also 6:13, 20). At other times a narrower meaning is 

indicated. Matthew specifically states "his twelve disciples" 

(Matthew 10:1). Usually Mark means a smaller group, small 

enough to be instruèted privately (4:34, 7:17) or to get 

into a boat (6:45). The Gospels also mention disciples of 

John the Baptist (Mark 2:18 and parallels; Matthew 11:2 = 
Luke 7:18-19; Luke 11:1) and disciples of the Pharisees 



148 

(Matthew 22:16; Mark 2:18 v.l.). In the Gospel of John, the 

Jews make the claim that they are "disciples of Moses" (9:28). 

The New Testauent word for disciple (mathëtês) does 

not occur anywhere in the Greek 01d Testament except as a 

variant reading (Jer. 13:21, 20:11) with no basis in the 

Hebrew. The cognate verb manthan~ is often used in the 

LXX to translate the Hebrew 1amad, "to learn." A 

specifically religious sense is sometimes indicated: "that 

you may learn (làmad-manthano) to fear the Lord your God" 

{Deut. 14:23; 4:10, 17:19; 31:12-13). The content of 

what is to be learned may be the divine statutes and ordi­

nances, or "righteousness" {Deut. 5:1; Psalm 119:7, 71, 73; 

Isaiah 26:9-10). The adjectival form limmûd is used as a 

substantive in Isaiah 8:16 ("my disciples") and Jer. 13:23 

{"who are accustomed to do evil" -- literally: "disciples 

of evil."). In I Chronicles 25:8 the form talmid ("pupil" 

or "disciple") stands in contrast to "instructor." Sirach 

8:8 reads: 

Do not neglect the dis course of wise mEil, 
but busy yourself witb their proverbs: 
For from them you will learn {manthano-làmad) 

instruction ••• 

While this Old Testament background may be both 

interesting and generally helpful, it is neither very 

illuminating for nor very relevant to our iJDDediate purpose. 
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Our understanding of what Jesus meant by discipleship to 

himself will depend solely upon what we can glean from his 

own words on the subject. 

A reading of the Synoptic Gospels will reveal that 

while they speak often of Jesus' disciples, specifie sayings 

of Jesus about his disciples or about discipleship are 

relàtively rare. They can be listed quite easily: 

Matt. 10:24 = Luke 6:40 A disciple is not abo~ 
the teacher ••• It is enough that 
the disciple should be like his 
teacher. (Luke: ••• every disciple 
who is fully equipped shall be 
like his teacher.J 

Matt. 10:42 = Mark 9:41 Whoever gives one of 
the se little ones a eup of cold 
water because he is a disciple, 
truly I say to you he shall not 
lose his reward. (Mark: ••• 
because he is Christ's ••• ) 

Mark 14:14 (Matt. 26:18, Luke 22:11) "Where is 
my guest room, where I am to eat 
the passover with my disciples?" 

Luke 14:26 If anyone cornes to me and does not 
hate his father and mother, and 
wife and children, and brothers and 
sisters, and even his own life also, 
he is not able to be my disciple 
(cf. Matt. 10:37). 

14:27 Whoever does not bear his cross and 
come after me is not able to be my 
disciple (cf. Matt. 10:38). 

14:33 Every one of you who does not give 
up all his possessions is not able 
to be my disciple. 

Matt. 13:52 Every scribe who is made a disc i ple 
(matheteuo) for the kingdom of 
heaven is like a householder who 
brings out of his treasure new 
things and old things. 
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In the above list, the word "disciple" appears. 

There are other sayings of Jesus, some of them quite similar 

to "disciple-sayings," in which he speaks to those whom he 

desires to have close relationship t6 himself. This relation­

ship may be described in terms of "following me," "coming 

after me," "doing the will of God," or family ties. 

Mark 8:34 (Matt. 16:24, Luke 9:23) If anyone 
wishes to come after me, let hill 
deny hi.rœ elf and take up his cross 
and follow me. 

Mark 10:21 {Matt. 19:21, LUke 18:22) Go, sell 
what you have and gi. ve to the po or, 
and you will bave treasure in heaven; 
and come, follow me • 

Mark 1:17 • Matt. 4:19 Come after me and I will 
make you to become fishers of men. 

Luke 9:60 =Matt. 8:22 Leave the dead to bury 
their own dead; but you go and 
announce the kingdom of God. 

Luke 9:62 No one who puts his band to the 
plow and looks to the things 
behind is fit for the kingdom of 
God. 

Matt. 7:21 Not every one who says to me 'Lord, 
Lord' will enter the kingdom of 
heaven, but he who does the will of 
my Father who is in heaven {cf. 
Luke 6:46). 

Mark 3:35 (Matt. 12:50! Luke 8:21) Whoever 
doe s the wi 1 of God , this one is 
my brother and sister and mother 
(cf. Mark 10:28ff. and parallels). 

Matt. 19:28 ••• Y ou who have followed me ••• will 
sit on twelve thrones judging the 
twelve tribes of Israel. 
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Certain of these sayings are perhaps of doubtflll 

authenticity, at least in their present forms (e.g. Mark 

9:41, Matthew 19:28, Matthew 13:52?, Mark 8:34 and Luke 

14:27?). Even so, it is possible to draw some conclusions 

from the conmon factors of the sayings that remain. The 

following points Emerge: 

1. Being a disciple of Jesus, being a follower 

of his, and coming after him all involve tœ giving up of 

possessions, the foregoing of family ties, and (perhaps) 

"cross-bearing." We conclude, therefore, th at they are 

variant ways of expressing the same idea. 

2. No explicit connection is made between 

discipleship and the kingdom {though the suggestion of some 

relationship is made in the case of the scribe in Matthew 

13:52). Y et it is impossible to escape the conclusion that 

there is a specifie connection. The follower who is called 

upon to forego his filial duties (Luke 9:60) is to "announce 

the kingdom." The follower who nlooks to the things behind' ~ 

is not fit for the kingdom" {Luke 9:62). In addition, the 

one who "does the will of God" not only bas spiritual kinship 

with Jesus, but is also the one who entera the kingdom {Mark 

3:35 ~nd Matthew 7:21). 

3. The implication is that if a disciple is to be 

like his teacher, then Jesus' disciples are to be like him. 

4. The preponderance of persona! pronouns in 
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these sayings indicates that the emphasis is not upon being 

a disciple but upon being Jesus' disciple: 

" ••• come s to me ••• " 
"· ••!!!!. disciple ••• " 
" ••• come after me ••• " 
" ••• follow me •• :W 
"· •• says tome, 'Lord, Lord' ••• " 
" •• ·~ brother and sis ter and mother" 

The clue to the meaning of discipleship follows 

directly from the final point. Jesus may describe those who 

bave responded to him in various ways, but the point is that 

they have responded to h!!, to ~message, to È!! teaching, 

or if we wish, to his miss ion. They have res porxl ed by 

attaching themselves to him in a way tha t may be spoken of and 

is spoken of by Jesus as being a disciple, as following, as 

coming after, or as being his kin. 

In Mark 4:11, then, Jesus addresses those who are 

attached to him and makes a distinction between them and 

others who are not similarly attached. At the very least, 

his words to the disciples are an assurance that in his 

company they do indeed participate in the divine intention 

to establish a gracious fellowship wi th ani among men. 

PARA BLE 

The word "parable" in Mark 4:11 has been the 

source of much discussion arxl some perplexity, not only with 

regard to this passage in particular, but also with regard 

to the interpretation of those sayings which the Gospels 
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designate as "para bles." From an examina ti on of the use of 

the Greek term parabolë it is readily seen that there is 

more than one way in which it can be used. In the Gospels 

alone, utterances as different as Luke 4:23 ("Physician, 

heal thyself"), and Mark 12:1-9 (also Luke 20:9-16 and 

Matthew 21:33-41--the Wicked Vineyard keepers) are classed 

as parables. Though fifty or more Gospel units of 

teaching may be listed as "parables" only rarely is the 

designation found on the lips of Jesus himself: 

Luke 4:23 " •• ~this parable--'Physician, heal 
yourself'" 

Mark 4:11 " ••• but to those outside everything 
(Matt. 13:13, parables ••• " 
Luke 8:10J 

Mark 4:13 "You don't understand this parable? 
(Matt. 13:18, How will -you understand all the 
Luke 8:11J parables?" 

Mark 4:30 "How shall I make a sim~le for the 
Kingdom of God, or in what parable 
shall I put it? As a seed of 
mustard ••• " 

Matt. 21:33 "Listen to another parable ••• " (story 
of the vineyard-keepers follows) 

Mark 13:28 "From the fig-free learn the parable ••• " 
(Matt. 24:32, 
Luke 21:291 

There is considerable doubt as to the authentici ty of the 

explanation of the parable of the Sower and its introduction 

(Mark 4:13 and parallels). Matthew is the only one of the 

three evangeliste who puts the introduction of the parable 
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of the vineyard-keepers into the mouth of Jesus. In the 

other two, the word parabolë is part of the narrative, as 

indeed it is in most of the other occurrences of the word. 

On severa! occasions, however, the disciples ask about a 

};:arable, or atout parables: 

Matt. 
(Mark 
Luke 

Matt. 

13:10 "Why do you speak to them in parables?" 
4:10, 
8:9) 

13:36 "Explain to us the parable of the 
tares ••• " 

Matt. 15:15 "Make clear tous the parable." 
(Mark 7:17) 

Luke 12:41 "Do you speak this parable to us or 
to everyone?" 

In t'M> cases, i t is aga in Mattœw that places the question 

directly in the disciples' mouths. The other t~ cases are 

peculiar to the gospels in which they appear. 

This may be enlightening, but not too encouraging 

if we are looking for conclus ive proof in Jesus' own 

utterances that he designated some of his teaching as parables. 

The rest of the Synoptic tradition emphatically testifies 

that he did, however, and I think we may agree wi th its 

testimony. Particularly is this seen to be so when we look 

again at the Jewish backgrounds. The Aramaic term behind 

parabolë is probably mathla, and behind them both 1s the 

Hebrew mâshal (verb form--mashal with the basic meaning 

"to liken"). In the LXI parabolë is frequently used to 

translate the noun, and sometimes the verb as well. For 
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Num. 23:7, là 

Deut. 28:37 

I Sam. 10:12 

I Sam. 24:13 

Psalm 44:14 

Psalm 49:4 

Psalm 78:2 

Ezek. 16:44 

Ezek. 17:2 

Micah 2:4 

155 

(Also 24:3, 15, 20, 21 23) And he 
took up his discourse {mashal­
parabolë) 

And you shall beoome a horror, a 
proverb (mashàl-parabolë )i.e and a 
bywor d among âll the peo p s ••• 

Therefore it became a proverb 
(masnal-parabole), "ls Saul also 
among the prophets?" 

As the proverb (mashll-parabolë) 
of the ancients says1 "Out of the 
wicked comes forth W1ckedness." 

Thou hast made us a byword (mashal­
Xarabolë) among the nations, 

shaking-of-tbe-head among the 
peoples. (Similarly, Jer. 24:9). 

I will incline IllY ear to a pro~erb 
(mashàl-paraboli), 
I will solve my riddle (bidàh) to 
the music of the lyre. 

I will open my mouth in a parable 
(mashal-parabolë) 
I will utter dark sayings (bidoth) 
from of old. . 

Beholdi every one who uses proverbs 
(masha ) will use this proverb 
(mashal-parabole) about you saying 
"Ilke mother, like daughter." 

Son of man, p~opound a riddle (bidah) 
and speak an allegory (mashal­
TSra9olë) to the house of Israel 

im1larly, Exek. 20:48, 24:3). 
Literally: " ••• riddle forth a riddle 
and mashal forth a mashal ••• " which 
the LXX reproduces in the first 
instance, but fails to reproduce in 
the case of para bolë sine e the Gre et 
bas no verb meaning "to parable 
forth"). 

In tha t day they shall take up a 
taunt-song (mashal-bfrabolë) against 
you, and wail With b tter lamentation. 
(Similarly, Hab. 2:6). 
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These references, as well as others that could be added, 

illustrate not only the inter-relationship of mashal and 

parabolë, but also the variety of meanings that can be 

attached to them. Proverb, byword, alle gory, taunt-song, 

and prophetie discourse are all so-described. In addition, 

synonymous parallelism invests mashàl-parabole with the 

meaning of "riddle" {Psalm 78:2, Ezek. 17:2, above). The 

Greek translation of Sirach 47:17 makes the matter fully 

explicit by translating the Hebrew bidah with the Greek 

parabole. Another saying of Sirach for which the Hebrew is 

extant is pertinent at this point: 

An understanding heart will think through a 
parable (màshal-parabolë), 

And a hearing ear is the de si re of a wise man. 
{Sirach 3:29). 

Sirach also says that the student of the Law and w.i. sdom 

"will turn again and again to the obscuritie s of figures" 

(parabole, 39:3). The Wisdom of Solomon preserves the sense 

of "byword" in 5:4: 

This is the man we fools once laughed at 
And made a byword of reproach. (trans. Ôoodspeed.) 

Similarly, Tobit's prayer {Tobit 3:4) expresses the feeling 

that Israel is a "proverb and a reproach among all the 

nations." 

In the book of Proverbs parabolë is used but once 

in the LXX {1:6) to translate mâshal. At 1:1 and 26:7 the 

Greek pa.roimia appears: "the proverbs of Solomon." Else­

where mashal is translated by paideia (instruction, 25:1), 
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and douleia (slavery [?] 26:9). I Kinga 4:32 (Heb. and 

LXX: 5:12) credits King Solomon with three thousand proverbs 

(mashâl-parabolê). 

In the Synoptic Gospels the wrd parabolë does not 

have the same variety of meanings that i t covers in the Old 

Testament. It has the meaning "prove~b" in Luke 4:23, as we 

have seen. Some of the parables of Jesus can be understood 

as allegories, whether or not he intended it so (e.g. 

Sower: Mark 4:3-à, 14ff.; Tares: Matthew 13:24-30, 37ff.). 

The disciples are represented as puzzled by some of them, and 

whether or not they actually were the representation is not 

beyond the meaning cilf parabole understood as "riddle." One 

does not find the meanings "byword" or "taunt-song" and 

none of the recorded utterances of Jesus in the Synoptics 

are identical with the "discourses" of Balaam. Beyond these 

considerations it is clear that some of the parables of 

Jesus, and especially certain ones that seem closely 

conne cted with t~ King dom of God, find their "unlabeled" 

counterparts in the Old Testament. Three of the most 

notable examples are: 

Judges 9:8-15 Jotham's story about the trees 
seeking a king for themselves . 

II Sam. 12:1-4 Nathan's pointed accusation of 
David with his story of the rich 
man and the poor man 's lamb. 

Isaiah 5:1-7 Isaiah's warning to Israel and 
Judah wi th his "song of the 
vineyard." 
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This examination could be extended much further, 

but it should be clear by now, that on tœ basis of Jewish 

backgrounds we would have difficulty defining what a "true 

parable" is. If by the words "true parable" we have in 

mind some specifie type to the exclusion of all others, then 

we are introducing our own definition of parable, and not 

letting our literature indicate to us what a parable is, 

or perhaps better, what parables are. The common feature 

of the various types is that some point of comparison is 

intended. Sometimes it is an obvious comparison ("like 

mother, like daughter" - Ezek. 16:44) •. At other times it 

requires a "thinking through" (Sirach 3:29). At still 

other times an additional comment brings home the point 

(Nathan's "You are the man" in II Sam. 12:7). The fact 

tha t some ne ver "got the point" may be refle cted by the 

words which Ezekiel reports were being said about him: 

Ah Lord Godl they are saying of me, "Is he 
not a maker of allegories?" {Literally: 
"Is he not a mashaling-forth mashalim?") -
Ezek. 20:49, Heb. 21:5. 

And no do ubt t b:l wo rds of Sir a ch at 3 : 29 re call only too 

vividly that the sage does not always find the "understanding 

heart" and the whearing ear" in his listeners. 

Our purpose here, of course, is to apply the 

results of this examination of parabolë to the phrase "in 

parables" in Mark 4:11. The early church and the Synoptic 

evangeliste quite evidently regarded the phrase as referring 
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to other utterances of Jesus which were designated by the 

same term. As a result, we have the statement in one form 

or other by all three evangeliste that Jesus used parables 

to keep some people from knowing what he was talking al:x>ut. 

Now it cannot be denied that the word parabolë refers to 

specifie utterances of Jesus. Certainly this is true. But 

our investigation shows that parabolë need not always mean 

the se utterances. The precise mean ing of the word in a 

particular context must be determined from that context, if 

it is possible to determine it at all. Naturally we are 

dependent upon its range of meanings. 

Another point, one of ut most importance for the 

interpretation of parables, may be made. In our survey we 

found no use of the words mashil or parabolë which indicated 

that they describe a farm of speech or utterance which is 

intended to conceal a meaning from anyone. It is true that 

a riddle, or proverb, or figure, or allegory may be 

difficult to understand; that is, those for whom it is 

spoken and to whom it is directed may not get the point 

immediately. But it is not because they were not intended 

to do so. The implication is that they do not have the 

necessary understanding (Prov. 1:6), the proper training 

{Sirach 38:31-39:3), a hearing ear and understanding heart 

{Sirach 3:29, cf. Ps. 49:4), or that they are rebellious 
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(Ezek. 17:12). In order to press home his point Isaiah 

challenges his hearers with a question, ~hy did it yield 

wild grapes?" (5:4), and with a statement of intention that 

outrages the imagination: "I will also command the clouds 

that they rain no rain upon it" (5:6). The point in 

presenting the masbal is that the hearers may see what the 

speaker is driving at. The sages may have taken the time 

and effort to compose ttparables" simply for their own sake 

(Sirach 13 :26), but even then the ir purpose was the 

inculcation of wisdom and instruction, not its concealment. 

Even the "byword" carried the implication: "Let this be a 

lesson to you." 

If the point of the parable is not oommunicated, 

it is not because the teller meant to keep it from being 

communicated. It is because the hearer lacks wbat it takes 

to "get it. n Perhaps the most familiar modem analogy is 

the matter of "getting a joke." Jokes are told in order 

that people may see the humor in them. Some people are 

unable to see it and are puzzle d when others la ugh. They 

lack a "sense of humor, n we say. But to explain a joke 

fully in order that someone may see the humor destroys the 

humor. Humor explained is not humor. The humor resulta 

from becoming personally aware of the incongruitJ, the 

absurdity, or the ridiculousness involved. A hint may be 
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helpful but a full explanation destroys the opportunity 

for the necessary exercise of one's own free will and 

insight. When that opportuni ty no longer exista the humor 

has been lost. 

Someth ing similar is true of the King dom of God, 

and this study of "parable" illuminates it. Jesus left 

people free to get the point though he certainly intended 

his pa.rables to help them get it. Jesus could not "enter the 

Kingdom" for anyone. He called others to do it themselves. 

We conclude therefore, th at of the meanings possible to the 

Hebrew misbB.l, "riddle" is best suited to the context of 

Mark 4:11. A riddle is a case of parable in which, for the 

hearer, the point has not yet been made. 

When we consider the matter of "seeing and 

hearing" further confirmation of this interpretation will 

be forthcoming. 

THE "STUMBLING BLOCK" 

In the course of our survey of the interpretation 

of Mark 4:11-12, it was mentioned by various scholars that 

the Greek "WOrd bina at the beginning of verse 12 was the 

chief di fficulty, the "stumbling-block" of the passage, or 

the most obnoxious item contained in it. It cannot be 

denied that it presents an obstacle~. The modern mind, 

especially, hesitates to credit Jesus w1 th saying that 

certain of his hearers were not intended to understand. Yet 
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the attempts to retain the bina but to interpret it in some 

less offensive fashion have been unconvincing. Both Otto 

Piper27 and Joachim Jeremias28 interpret the hina as 

referring to the fulfilment of prophecy, but they do not 

support the interpretation with examples of such usage. The 

closest existing New Testament analogy in which hina is 

without a finite verb that can be supplied from the context 

is I Cor. 1:31: "in order that (it may oome to pass) just 

as it i s wr it ten ••• " But he re the phrase on wh ich the 

interpretation depends in clearly stated--gegraptai! 

Moreover as Matthew Black has pointed out,29 Mark 

wrote and intended not only the bina but also tœ mëpote. 

To "remove" the former and not deal adequately wi th the 

latter allows the difficulty to remain. What was true of 

attempts to retain the hina but to make it less offensive 

is also true of the mëpote; to suggest that it means "perhaps" 

or "unless" may be oomforting but it does not appear 

convincing either. Even the suggestion of the Aramaic 

specialiste that a mistranslation (along with interpretation) 

of the Aramaic de lies behind the !&!!!. does not deal with the 

mëpote Clause, and solves the difficulty only for the form 

27Piper, Interpretation, Vol. I, p. 193. 

2BJeremias, Parables of Jesus, p. 14. 

29Black, Aramaic Approach, p. 155. 
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of the saying found in Luke. Black suggests that the saying 

as it came from Jesus may not have included the last line 

that Mark sets down. He proposes that there was a "Q" 
version of the saying, but does not pursue the argument to 

any great extent. I think it can be pursued. 

It is usually assumed that at this point Matthew 

and Luke are dependent only upon Mark, and that both of 

them modify what Mark wrote in 4:10ff. Now it is probably 

true that they depended upon Mark and modified what he 

wrote. However, I think that there is good evidence to 

show that both Matthew and Luke had another version of the 

saying before them which also influenced them. There is a 

significant number of agreements between Matthew and Luke 

to justify this other conjectured source, probably "Q". A 

parallel arrangement will conveniently set the evidence 

before us. 

Matt. 13:11 •• 13 

To you it has been 
given to know the 
mysteries of the 
kingdom of heaven, 
but to those 
it has not been 
given •• On account 
of this I speak 
to them 
in parabl es, 
because (hoti) 
seeing they-oo 
not see and 
hearing the y cb 
not hear 
nor understand. 

Luke 8:10 

To you it has been 
gi ven to know the 
mysteri.es of the 
kingdom of God , 
but to the rest 

in parables, 
in order that (bina) 
seeing they may---­
not see and 
hearing they may 
not 
understand. 

Mark 4:11-12 

To you has been 
given 
the mystery of tbe 
kingdom of God, 
but to those outside 

everything is 

in para ble s, 
in order that (bina) 
seeing they may-;ëë 
and not percei ve, and 
hearing they may 
hear and not 
understand; 
lest perchance they 
should turn and it 
should be for gi ven 
them. 
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Matthew has inserted another saying in the midst of 

this passage (verse 12): "For whoever has, it will be 

given to him and he will have plenty; but whoever does not 

have, even what he has will be taken away from him." Though 

this saying appears else~here in other contexte (Mark 4:25 = 
Luke e:le; Luke 19:26: Matthew 25:29), here it gives a clue 

to Matthew's understanding of the saying into which he 

inserted it: Jesus used parables in order that he might 

"take away" from those who "did not have." 

Matthew and Luke agree with each other on the 

following items. 

1. Both have the same word order in the first 
clause. 

2. Both have the infinitive "to know" (gnonai). 

3. Both have the plural "mysterie s" (mystëria). 30 

4. Both agree as to the leugth of the saying; 
that is, minus the final line found in 
Mark. 

On each of these points both Matthew and Luke differ from 

Mark, who has a different word order in ~he firs~ clause, 

does not have the verb "to know," has the singular 

mystërion, and, of course, has the additional line. 

30This agreement on the plural of "mysteries" may 
be weakened somewhat by variant readings: for Matthew the 
singular is supported by the greater number of Old Latin 
witnesses and by the most important Syriac MSS; for Luke 
yhe singular is supported by the Vulgate and some Old Latin 
MSS, as well as by the Syriac tradition. It may be, though, 
that these represent accomodation to the singular in Mark. 
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I submit then, that the evidence which is presented 

above indicates the presence of a version o~ the saying in 

"Q", and that Matthew and Luke had i t as a sour ce at this 

point as well as having Mark. The alternative to this is 

to suppose that both Luke and Matthew decided independently 

(1) to make identical changes in Mark's word-order; (2) to 

insert the infinitive gnonai; (3) to change the singular 

mystërion to the plural mystëria; and (4} to eut off the 

final line.31 Since independant duplication of effort on 

all four oounts seems highly unlikely, I present here a 

conjectured reconstruction of the saying in its "Q" version. 

To you it has been given to know the 
mysteries of the Kingdom of God, but to 
the rest (tois loipois) they are in 
parables, for32 seêing they do not see 
and hearing they do not hear nor understand. 

In Luke's version tois 1oipois stands in parallel 

to Mark's tois exo. Ear1ier we set forth the suggestion 

that "The rest of men" (abbreviated to "the rest") was a 

31Another alternative will no doubt occur to those 
who wish to dis pense w1 th "Q": Matthew us ed Mark and 
introduced the modifications that suited his purpose, and 
then Luke used both Matthew and Mark, keeping some of 
Matthew' s changes and making furthêr modifie ations of his 
own. 

32That hoti can mean "'for" in the sense of "for 
it is the case that ••• " is seen from the following references: 

Matt. 7:13 " ••• for broad is the way ••• " 
Matt. 11:29 " ••• for I am meek ••• " 
Luke 9:12 " ••• for we are here in a desert place ••• " 
Luke 13:31 " ••• for Herod wishes to ki11 you." 
Luke 16:24 "· •• for I am tormented by this flame." 

Simi1ar additiona1 references are listed in Arndt and 
Gingrich, Greek-English Lexicon, p. 594. 
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possible express ion of the concept "outsiders." If su ch 

reasoning is correct, then the "Q" version may represent a 

literal translation of the oonjectured Aramaic sharka de' 

· enasha. 

The chief difference between Luke and Matthew is 

that Matthew bas hoti wi th indicative verbs, wh ile Luke has 

h!B! with subjunctive verbs. The mood of the verbs depends, 

of course, upon the conjunctions with which they are used. 

It is the presence of the hoti in one inst~ce and the b!9! 

in the other for which we need to account. Our argument 

implies that Matthew took hoti from the "Q" version of the 

saying, while Luke retained Mark's bina. But how did the 

two arise in the first place? Our guides in Aramaic back­

grounds have suggested that behind both the hina and the hoti 

is the ambiguous Aramaic particle 9!· It is capable of 

being translated either as a conjunction or as a relative 

pronoun. As a conjunction ~may express cause, result, or 

purpose. It is just at this point that the meanings of ~ 

and hina are somewhat blurred in Hellenistic Greek, though 

in the case of hoti the causal sense is dominant, and in the 

case of bina the final or purposive sense prevails. Black's 

rule of procedure is that where a failure of the Greek can 

be demonstrated, the assumption of mistranslation of an 

Aramaic original may be the best available explanation.33 

33Black, Aramaic Approach, p. 143. 
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The presence of both hoti and bina in diffërent versions 

of a saying of Jesus indicates a failure in the Greek. They 

are legitimate interpretations of the Aramaic de, but in 

this case the relative pronoun was intended. Some have 

felt that since the Targum of Isaiah 6:9-10 contains de as 

the relative pronoun, added support is gained for this 

interpretation. Jesus, they say, was alluding to the 

Isaiah passage inits Targua version. But, since a certain 

amount of oonjecture is involved in the matter simply on the 

basis of "failure of the Greek," it seems better to me to 

let the basic conjecture stand or fall on its own, rather 

than to prop it up with another conjecture about what 

version of the scr.iptures Jesus used. It is easily pointed 

out, for instance, that the order of the saying in Matthew, 

Mark, and Luke reverses the ordar of the Hebrew original, 

the LXX, and the Targum. In the Gospels the "seeing" 

phrase comes before the "hearing" phrase, while in all three 

versions of the prophecy it is the other way around. 

Substituting the relative pronoun "who" for the 

conjunctions solves the difficulty only for the shorter 

version of the saying which I submit was found in "Q". What 

then of the final line in Mark introduced by mëpote? I 

contend that on the basis of its own interna! evidence the 

final line in Mark removes itself from the utterance that 

Jesus spoke, and must therefore be regarded as an expansion 
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of the saying in the process of its transmission. This 

contention is set forth, not because Mark's final line does 

not square with the solution provided by the relative 

pronoun, but because in this clause the relationship of 

forgiveness and repentance is exactly reversed from the 

order in which Jesus set it forth throughout his ministry. 

For Jesus, forgiveness preceded repentance, not the 

reverse. Men were to turn because God bad brought his 

kingdom near, not in order that he might bring it near. 

On such a vital point, Jesus was not likely to "fall out 

of character" especially when speaking a oout th ose who bad 

not responded to him, for the response Jesus desired may 

be described in terms of this vital point: The realization 

that God bad forgiven and "thereupon it was man's business 

to believe, repent and do. n34 To support this contention, 

some evidence is needed, and the following is presented: 

1. Teaching of 
forgiveness 
does by way 

Mark 

Mark 

Luke 

Jesus which indicates that the divine 
is antecedent to anything the receiver 
of repentance: 

1:15 "The kingdom is at hand, repent 
and bel ieve ••• " 

2:5 

7:47 

The paralytic is forgiven with no 
preliminaries. 

Jesus indicates that fargiveness 
begets love in the forgi~en 
(Parable also in Luke 7:4lff.). 

Matt. 11:21 : Luke 10:13 Mighty works were to 

Matt. 18:22 
inspire repentance. 

The w11lingness to forgtve an infinite 
number of times me ans the wil1ing­
ness t.o forgive before one is sinned 
against. 

34Johnson, Jesus in His Homeland, p. 71. 



Luke 19:9 Jesus brought salvation to Zaccaeus 
and was thereby the initiator of 
Zacchaeus' transformation. 

2. Parables of the Initial Out-going of God to the Sinner 
and his delight in doing so. 

Matt. 20: lff. The generous ma ster 
Luke 14:17ff. The great feast 
Luke 15:4ff. The seeking shepherd 
Luke 15:Sff. The searching woman 
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Luke 15:llff. The father who was so glad to have 
his son come back that he made no 
issue over repentance. He threw a 
party. 

3. Jesus own actions in accordance with his teaching: 
Mark 2:16 Eating and drinking w.i. th tax­

colle ctor s and s inne rs. 
Matt. 11:19 • Luke 7:34 "the friend of tax­

collectors and sinners." 
Luke 7:39 " ••• he would know that she is a 

sinner." 
Luke 19:7 "He has gone in to be the guest of 

a man who is a sinner." 

In addition, we draw attention again to our 

discussion of the "Kingdom of God." It is precisely to the 

world's unworthy people that Jesus says the Kingdom is being 

given. As with Zacchaeus, the person to whom "salvation" 

has come pursues a newly-adopted course of action because of 

what has happened to him, not in order that it might happen. 

So, we conclude that the final line of Mark 4:12 

representa an expansion of Jesus' saying. In spite of the 

fact that it shows Palestinian origin in its dependence 

upon the Targum ( ~forgive" instead of "heal" as in the 

Hebrew and LXX), it contradicts all that Jesus tried to make 

clear. It seems rather to be an indication (of which Matthew 
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18:15-17 and Luke 17:3-4 are also examples) of how soon the 

early Church became unconcerned to preserve the radically 

unique teaching of its Lord about the relationship of 

forgiveness and repentance. Someone familiar with the Targum 

must have attached the final line to Jesus' original saying 

even before his teaching was carried to foreign soil. In so 

doing they exactly reversed what he taught and acted out in 

his own life. 

THE CONTEXT 

It remains to say some thing about the context in 

which this saying is found. We have already mentioned the 

change of audience introduced in verse 10. The fact that 

Mark introduces the saying with what appears to be a ~link­

phrase" for him, "and he said to them ••• " {kai elegen 

autois)35 indicates further that what follows it was a 

saying with no set context. Verse 13 is introduced with an 

identical phrase. Verses 11-12 are thus set off from the 

context on which they are found both by the change of 

audience involved and by the phrases which precede and 

follow them. In addition, verses 10 and 13 make a connected 

unit in themselves, though the variant reading makes the 

35see Jeremias, Parables of Jesus, p. 11. Other 
examp1es of this construction in Mârk are 2:27; 4:2, 21, 
24; 6:10; 7:9; 8:21; 9:1. 
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matter more difficult. I see no reason for dep~ing that 

the disciples (or others as well) may have inquired about 

the meaning of a parable or severa! parables, and therefore 

verses 10 and 13 may truly represent a situation (no doubt 

more than a single one) in which Jesus was asked and gave a 

reply. I confess that I doubt very much if his reply 

included an interpretation of a parable such as is given 

in Mark 4:14-20. 

In Matthew the disciples' question is not about 

the parable but about the reason for the use of parables. 

The fact that the introductory question of the disciples 

and the introductory reply of Jesus are exact parallels, the 

presence of the phrase ou dedotai, and the insertion of 

verse 12 in the middle of the saying, seem to indicate that 

the whole passage is Matthew's arrangement. 

Though it may be going too far to say so, it 

appears to me that Luke was embarrassed or at least puzzled 

by the whole passage in Mark as well as by the saying in 

"Q". Yet he was reluctant to omit it entirely. He there­

fore polished the episode, making the question in verse 9 

and the answer in verse 11 fit each other. In the case of 

the saying about the mystery of the kingdom, he chose to 

give it in the shortest and perhaps most nearly "neutra!" 

way. Tois loipois seems less harsh than tois exo, though 

it may also be urged that bina is more harsh tban ~· 
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Some question may be raised about the word dedotai. 

It seems to be generally assumed that it is the equivalent 

of the phrase "it has be en revealed." Linguistically, I 

do not think that this can be supported, for nowhere have 

I found that apocalypto and didomi equal each other. The 

concordance to the LXX by Hatch and Redpath lists no 

instances in which didomi is used to translate a Hebrew 

word meaning "to reveal." This rais es the question wh ether 

"to give a mystery" is a Semitic idiom. The Old 

Testament and the intertestamental literature speak of both 

raz and sodas "revealed," but not as "given." On the 

other hand, the id iom which occurs in the "Q" version of 

our saying--"given to know the mysteries"--is found several 

times in the Qumran Litera ture: 

lQH iv, 27 Thou hast given me knowledge of thy 
wondrous mysteries. 

lQH vii, 26 In thy wondrous mysteries hheu 
hast given me knowledge. 

1QH xi, 10 Thou hast given them know1edge of 
thy true counsel 
And made them wise in thy wondrous 
mysterie s. (cf. xi, 4.) 

lQS ix, 19 ••• to guide them in knowledge and 
so to give them understanding in 
the marvelous mysteries ••• 

At other points in the Qumran wri tings knowing and know1edge 

are connected with mysteries though the word "given" does 

not appear (lQH ii, 13; xii, 13; 1QS iv, 6; 1Qp Hab. vii, 5). 
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Wisdom of Solomon 2:22 speaks also of mysteries being "known." 

In the rest of the New Testament, a mystery is 

never spoken of as "given." The Pauline {and nneutero­

Pauline") usage may be analyzed as follows: 

1. Three times the mystêrion is said to be 

"revealed" or "manifested," ar occurs in a context governed 

by these words: Rom. 16:25; Col. 1:26; II Thess. 2:3-8. 

2. Seven times the mystirion (or mysteria) is said 

to be "known": Rom. 11:25; I Cor. 13:2; Eph. 1:9, 3:3ff., 

6:19; Col. 1:27, 2:2. 

3. Nine times (counting the variant reading in 

I Cor. 2:1) the mystërion (or mystëria) is the object of 

other verbs, most frequently "announce," "speak," or "say": 

I Cor. 2:1, 2:7, 4:1, 14:2, 15:1; Col. 4:3; Eph. 5:32; 

I Tim. 3:9, 3:16. 

From this review of the evidence it is seen that: 

(1) The idiom "to reveal a mystery" is supported by the Old 

Testament, intertestamental literature, Qumran, and Paul; 

(2) The idioa "to know a mystery" is supported by Qumran 

and Paul; (3) The idiom "given to know a mystery" is 

supported only by Qumran; (4) The idiom "to give a mystery" 

is supported by none. This is not enough to prove that "to 

know a mystery" and "given to know a mystery" are 

characteristically Semitic, but it shows that they could be 

used along with the more frequent expression "to reveal a 
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mystery ." The religious sense attached to the Hebrew verb 

yadat and noun datath is adequate to account for the concept 

of "knowing" in the idiom. Thus, it may well be that 

according to usage, the phrases "to reveal a mystery" and 

"to give to know a mystery" are equivalent. 

Mark's expression "to give a mystery" may be 

simply a condensation of the idiom. In that case it 

representa a usage of didomi in which an infinitive is to 

be supplied from the context. Matthew 19:11 and John 19:11 

are similar instances.36 It may also represent an instance 

of the unique way in which Jesus employed familiar concepts. 

The singular of mystërion seems preferable because 

it is more specifie. It is the one supreme intention of 

God about which Jesus is speaking. 

Our conclusions concerning Mark 4:11-12 have been 

emerging. It is time to state them fully. They are as 

follows: 

1. While the terms mystërion and hoi exo occur in 

only one of the recorded utterances of Jesus, they are not 

in themselves sufficient evidence to warrant dismissing 

the utterance that contains them as unauthentic. It has 

been demonstrated that mystërion representa a familiar 

p. 192. 
36Arndt and Gingrich, Greek-English Lexicon, 

A brief discussion of the natter is included. 



concept of Jewish "theologizing" and tha t the concept of 

"outsiders" had currency even though we cannot make final 

conclusions about the language used to express it. 
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2. The word parabolë may have a variety of meanings 

as its Hebrew counterpart mashal attesta. The mash~ is 

intended to make a point, and frequently its effectiveness 

in making the point depends upon the receptivity, perception, 

or perseverance of the hearers. The connotation "riddle" 

is best suited to our passage. 

3. There were two versions of the saying in the 

body of Jesus' teaching that was preserved in the Church. 

Mark 4:11-12 representa one of them and common elements of 

. Matthew 13:11, 13 and Luke 8:10 ena ble us to approxima te the 

"Q" version. The existence of two versions adda to the 

probability tbat Jesus uttered some such saying. 

4. The sharter form in "Q" gives the nearer 

approximation of what Jesus actually said. 

5. The best available solution to the difficulty 

represented by hoti and hina is a conjectured mistranslation 

and misinterpretation of the Aramaic de. 

On the basis of these conclusions I submit the 

following reconstruction of Jesus' statement: 

To you who are my disciples, the mystery 
of the Kingdom of God has been g1 ven, but 
to the rest of men it is a riddle; they 
are those who see continually but do not 
perceive, and hear continually but do not 
understand. 



His primary intention was to assure his disciples that 

God's purpose was for them and that they did participate 

in it. At the same time he offered a contrasting 

description of those who did not participate. 
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CHAPTER V 

THE QUOTATION FROM ISAIAH 

THE HEBREW AND SEPTUAGINT TE:ITS OF ISAIAH 6:9-10 

In the survey of the interpretation of Mark 4: 

11-12, frequent reference was made to the Isaiah passage 

which is alluded to in verse 12. Strictly speaking, we 

cannot say that Isaiah 6:9-10 is quoted, though sometimes 

that word has been used. None of the three Synoptic 

evangeliste gives the "quotation" portion of the saying in 

language and grammar which correspond to the Greek of the 

LXX. In John 12:40 also, there are significant 

differences. The Aramaicists have called our attention to 

some correspondance between the ~rkan version and the 

Targum of Isaiah 6:9-10. Only in Matthew's full quotation 

which follows the saying do we find an exact correspondence 

to the LXX. In Acts 28:26-27 the full quotation i s used in 

connection with the disbelief of the Jews that Paul 

encountered in Rome. Except for the omission of one word, 

the passage exactly matches the LXX version. It has been 

suggested that Paul alludes to Isaiah 6:9-10 in Romans 11:8, 

but a comparison of texts shows that Paul is bringing 

together parts of Deut. 29:3 and Isaiah 29:10. 
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In Acts 28:24ff. and John 12:37ff. unbe1ief on the 

part of the Jews is a part of the context. Likewise, in 

Romans 11:20 and 23 unbe1ief is mentioned, though as we have 

said, Isaiah 6:9-10 is not the passage quoted in the earlier 

context. In Mark, Matthew and Luke, "the ones outside," 

"those," and "the rest" are not specifical1y identified as 

"unbelieving Jews" but it is difficult to suppose that these 

evangelists had anyone e1se in mind. Matthew's full state­

ment that "with them is fulfilled the prophecy of Isaiah" 

(13:14) shows the c1earest simi1arity to the statements in 

John and Acta. In these three the Ear1y Chur ch' s polemica1 

use of Isaiah 6:9-10 is ref1ected most c1ear1y. We may 

suppose that it is }resent in Mark and Luke also, even 

though less explicitly stated. We have already given our 

reasons for concl uding that Jesus' saying was primarily an 

assurance to his own followers rather than an argument to 

account for the rejection of his mission by his contemporaries. 

It did indeed make mention of them and described them 

significant1y in terms of seeing and hearing. As a genuine 

utterance of Jesus it was either a sure foundation or a 

sturdy prop for the theory and theology of the church. It 

is surely erroneous, in the face of other evidence to the 

contrary, to ascribe that theory and theology to Jesus 

himself. 
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The presence of Matthew 11:25 • Luke 10:21 among 

the sayings of Jesus may be thought to lend support to the 

argument tha t a "theology of predestination" did originate 

with Jesus. This passage has in itself raised many questions, 

both as to authenticity and meaning. The problem is not so 

much that God should "reveal" certain essential things to 

aome, but that he should "hide" these things from others. 

It is outside our scope to deal with this passage in detail, 

but nevertheless it bas direct bearing on what we are 

investigating. I suggest that the problem may be best 

illuminated by a detailed study of the Jewish understanding 

of diVine •biding." A preliminary study of the Old 

Testament indicates that only rarely is God spoken of as 

biding things, but that these hidden things have to do with 

his purposes for Israel (Isaiah 48:6; Jer. 33:3; Psalœ 

119:19). More often God bides people or is described as a 

biding-place for a psalmist or for Israel (Psalms 27:5, 

32:7, 119:114; Isaiah 49:2). In the majority of cases, God 

is spoken of as biding himself or his face from someone. 

In the Psalms the id iom frequently expresses the spiritual 

isolation felt by the psalmist (e.g. Psalm 27:9, 13:1, 30:7). 

Acoording to the prophets, however, it representa God's 

reaction to the wickedness of Israel. Some of the most 

lucid statements are as follows: 
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Micah 3 :!,. They will cry to the Lord, but he will 
not answer them ; 

He will bide his face from them at 
that time because they have made 
their deeds evil. 

Isaiah 1:15 When you spread forth your bands, 
I will bide my eyes from you. 

Isaiah 8:17 I will wait for the Lord Who is biding 
his face from the house of Jacob. 

Deut. 31:17, Then my anger will be kindled against 
18 them and I will forsake them and hide 

my face from them ••• and I will surely 
bide my face in that day on account 
of all the evil which they have done. 

Deut. 32:20 And he lYahweh) said, "I will bide my 
face -from them 

I will see what their end will be; 
For they are a perverse generation, 
Children in whom is no faithfUlness." 

Jer. 33:5 I have hidden my face from this city 
because of all their wickedness. 

Ezek. 39:23 The bouse of Israel went into 
captivity for their iniquity, because 
they dealt so treacherously with me 
that I hid my face from them (also 
39:24,29). 

Isaiah 54:8 In overflowing wrath for a moment I 
hid my face from you, 

But with everlasting love I will 
have compassion on you ••• 

Isaiah 57:17 Because of the iniquity of his 
covetousness I was angry, 

I smote him, I hid my face and 
was angry. 

Isaiah 59:2 But your iniquities have made a 
separation between you and 
your God, 

And your sins have hid his face 
from you so that he does not 
hear. 
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Isaiah 64:7 For thou hast hid thy face from us, 
And hast delivered us into the band 

of our iniquities. 

The Hebrew word which is used most frequently (though by no 

means exclusively) is nistar (root: str). Its basic meaning 

expresses biding, covering, or concealing. A clue to under­

standing the expression in the above passages and other 

similar ones is given in Isaiah 59:2. There it is stated 

that the sins of Israel have covered the face of Yahweh. 

The expression is thus seen to represent one aspect of the 

theology of the prophets: Israel is unfaithful and sets 

itself in opposition to the purposes of God; as a result 

Israel is isolated from God; God bides his face. The 

synonymous parallelism of Hebrew poetry sometimes enforces 

this impression (e.g. Deut. 32:20; Isaiah 57:17, 64:7 above). 

Consequently, when Jesus speaks of God biding "these things" 

he is making use of a familiar theological idiom. It carries 

the implication that those from whom God bides himself (and 

probably "things" also, though this does go beyond our 

evidence) stand in opposition to his purposes. It must also 

be taken into account that in this passage Jesus is praying. 

The language of prayer and the language of theo1ogy often 

express poetically what one would hesitate to defend on the 

basis of logical and analytical argument. The Psalms and 

the prophetie oracles of the Old Testament are testimony 

enough to this. 
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Much bas been written about the relative severity 

of Isaiah 6:9ff. in the original Hebrew and in its Greek 

translation. Some scholars conclude that the LXX is less 

severe because according to it the people are responsible for 

their own blindness, deafness, and hardness of heart. In 

the Hebrew, they point out, the prophet (and behind him 

Yahweh) is responsible. Others have felt that both versions 

make the same point, though there are differences of 

expression. The following parallel arrangement allows us to 

make a line by line comparison: 

Hebrew 

And I beard the voice of 
the Lord saying 
"Whom shall I send, 
and who will ge 
for us?" 
And I said, 
"Behold me: send me." 
And He sa id, 
"Go. And you shall say 
to this people: 

'Hear continually 
and understand not. 
See oo ntinually 
and know not. ' 

Make fat t ~ he art 
of this people, 
and make he avy 
its eara, 
and smear 
its eyes; 
lest it should see 
with its eyes, 
and with its ears 
i t should hear , 
and with its heart 
it should und er stand, 
and should turn 
and there should be 
healing for it." 

Greek (LXX) 

And I beard the vo ice of 
the Lord sa ying 
"Whom s hall I s end , 
and who wi 11 go 
to this people?" 
And I said, 
"Behold, I am I; send me." 
And He said, 
"Go and say 
to this people: 

'with hearing you shall hear 
and not ever understand. 
And while seeing you shall see 
and not ev er percei ve. ' 

For the heart of this people 
bas be come fat 
And they have ~eard heavily 
with their ears, 
and they have closed 
their eyes; 
lest they should see 
wi th the eyes 
and hear 
with the ears 
and understand 
with the he art, 
and should tu rn 
and I shall heal 
them." 
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It is readily seen that in the Hebrew original the 

prophet does indeed receive a divine command to "make fat, 

make heavy, and smear." In the Greek the passive verb form 

epachunthe ( "has been made fat") likewise suggests the divine 

action by its circumlocution, even though the next two 

verbs are active with the people as the subject. Perhaps 

the most significant difference between the two versions is 

in the words tha t Isaiah is to speak to the people. In the 

Heb#ew the grammatical form is that of negative command or 

prohibition, but it is an immediate prohibition: The 

negative particle 1 al is used with the imperfect.1 

Hear continually, and while doing so 
you shall not understand. 

See continually, and while doing so 
you shall not know. 

In the LXX the grammatical construction is a double negative 

which makes the prohibition final and complete: 

With hearing you shall hear and not ever 
understand, 

And while seeing you shall see and not ever 
perce ive. 

At this point, at least, the LXI is the more severe. 

Regardless of the differences of expression, the 

net literal effect of both the Hebrew and Greek versions is 

a definition of the prophet's immediate task as one of 

purpos e. He is to "fatten the he arts," "deafen the ears," 

1compare Exodus 20:3ff.: loJ with imperfect:"thou 
shalt not (ever) ••• " --



and "blind the eyes" of his hearers. The rest of the sixth 

dhapter re-inforces this impression. Isaiah is to proclaim 

his message until cities have no inhabitants, bouses are 

empty, and the land is desola te. This is wha t God wants, 

and the prophet is to accompli sb i t. 

Taken by itself, Isaiah's account of his own 

prophetie mission seems to mean this. But does it mean this 

when placed alongside the rest of Isaiah's prophetie 

activity? In actual fact, Isaiah seems to have spent his 

life earnestly attempting to make his people realize the 

"purpose of the Roly One of Israel." He urged them to wash 

themselves and make themselves clean and to cease their 

evil and unjust ways {1:15ff.). This was the pre-requisite 

to acceptable worship. He held out the plea and the threat: 

If you are willing and obedient, 
you shall eat the good of the land; 

But if you refuse and rebel, 
you shall be devoured by the sword; 
for the mouth of the Lord bas spoken 
{Isaiah 1:19-20). 

In his "song of the vineyard" he called for the hearers to 

exercise their judgment in the matter {5:3), provoked their 

imaginations by a gross exaggeration (5:6), and concluded 

by saying that the whole thing applied to Israel and Judah 

{5:7). Through him a sign was given to Ahaz {7:10ff.). The 

names of his children were evidently intended to embody the 

prophetie word {7:3, 8:3), and he wpecifically stated that 
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he and his children were "signs and portents in Israel from 

the Lord of hosts" (S:aS). He himself went "naked and 

barefoot for three years as a sign and a portent against 

Egypt and Ethiopia" (20:3), and drew the conclusion that if 

Assyria overcame those powerful allies in whom Judah trusted, 

what was to become of Judah? 

In view of these things, it is best to regard the 

sixth chapter as Isaiah's bitter and disappointed evaluation 

of his own career in the prophetie service of Iahweh. The 

receptive senses of his people bad failed to work. They 

neither saw, nor beard, nor knew, nor understood, and the 

frustrated Isaiah ooncluded that his divinely-appointed 

mission to them bad confirmed the failure. 

Isaiah's use of "the receptive-senses" idiom to 

describe his hearers is representative of a good part of the 

prophetie tradition. The prophetie oracle frequently began 

with the appeal "Hear the word of the Lord" (e.g. Amos 3:1; 

Hosea 4:1; Is. 1:10; Jer. 2:4; Ezek. 6:3; Is. 66:5). 

Obtuseness was described by more than one prophet as a failure 

to hear, sometimes supplemented by the failure to see. 

Jer. 5:21 

Ezek. 12:2 

Hear this, 0 foolish and senseless 
people 

who have eyes, but see not, 
who have ears, but hear not. 

Son of man you dwsll in the mid st 
of a rebeliious bouse, who have 
eyes to see, but see not, who have 
ears to hear, but hear not; 
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Is. ~2:18ff. Hear, you deaf; 
and look, you blind, that you may seel 

Who is blind but my servant, 
or deaf as my messenger whom I s~nd? 

Is. 32:3 Then theeyes of those who see will not 
be closed, and the ears of those who 
hear will hearken. 

Is. 43:8 Bring forth the people who are blind, 
y et have eye s, 

Who are deaf, yet have earsl 

The sages of Israel prefaced sorne of their utterances 

with the invitation to "Hear instruction" (Prov. 1:8; 4:1, 

10; 8:33; 23:19), and encouraged attentiveness to what they 

sa id (Sirach 6 :33ff.). One of theü- proverbs with a 

theological bent declared: 

The hearing ear and the seeing eye, 
the Lord ha s made them both ( Prov. 20:12). 

With these things in the background, it is not at 

all unusual that Jesus should have selected the senses of 

sight and hearing for use in his teaching. 

"SEEING" AND "HEARING" SAYINGS 

The Synoptic Gospels record numerous sayings in 

which Jesus speaks about "seeing" or "hearing" or both. A 

list of these utterances follows here, w.ith an indication 

of parallels where there are auch. A code letter at the 

margin shows the audience to which the context reports 

each one was addressed. D stands for disciples, P far 
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people in general, and 0 far those who were hostile to Jesus. 

The type of audience is noted primarily as a point of 

interest rather than as a basis far interpreting the saying. 

Perhaps it is significant to point out that those hostile to 

Jesus appear on1y rarely as the audience. 

Mark 4:9 (Matt. 13:9i Luke 8:8) Who bas ears to 
hear, et him bear (follows the 
parable of the sower). 

Matt. 11:15 

Matt. 13:43 

Mark 4:23 

The one who bas ears, let him he ar 
(fo1lows the statement that John is 
E1ijah). 

The one who bas ears, let him hear 
(fo1lows the explanation of the 
parable of the tares). 

If anyone has ears to hear, let him 
hear (follows the statement about 
hidden th ings being brought to 1ight). 

p 

p 

D 

P or D 

Luke 14:35 The one who has ears to hear, let him P 
hear (fo11ows the statement that no-
good salt is thrown out). 

(variant readings of this saying are found in Mark 7~16; 
Luke 12:21; 21:4; Matt. 25:?9). 

Mark 4:24 • Luke 8:18 See what you hear (Luke: P or D 
see, therefore, how you hear) 

Mark 7:14 : Matt. 15:10 Hear me, everyone, and P 
understand (Matt. Hear and understand). 

Mark 8:17-18 Do you not know nor understand1 Has D 
your heart been hardened? Having 
eyes do you not see, and having ears 
do you not he ar? 

Luke 7:22 = Matt. 11:4 Go and report to John what P 
you see and hear ••• And blèssed is he 
who has not been scanda1ized at me. 
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Luke 11:28 B1essed are those who hear the word P 
of God and keep it. 

Luke 12:54 Whenever you see a cloud rising in P 
the west, right away you say "A rain-
storm is coming" ••• {cf. Matt. 16:3). 

Luke 16:28 ••• 31 They bave Moses and the prophets. 0 
Let them he ar them ••• If they do not 
hear Moses and the prophets, neither 
will they be persuaded if anyone 
shou1d rise from the dead. 

Luke 7:24ff.: Matt. 11:7ff. What did you go out P 
into the desert to beho1d? ••• But what 
did you go out to see? ••• But what did 
you go out to see? 

Luke 10:16 He who hears you hears me. {Luke's D 
account of sending out the seventy ••• 
cf. Matt. 10:14). 

Luke 8:21 My mother and my brothers--these are P 
the ones who hear thè ward of God 
and do it (cf. Mark 3:34). 

Matt. 10:27 What you hear in the ear proc1aim 
from the housetops {cf. Luke 12:3). 

D 

Mark 8:15 Keep your eyes open! Watch out for D 
the 1eaven of the Pharisees and the 
1eaven of Herod. 

Luke 10:23f. 
B1essed are the 
eyes which see what you 
see. 
For I say to you 
that many prophets and 
kings wished to see 
the things you see 
and they d id not see; 
and to hear the things 
you he ar, and they 
did not he ar. 

Luke 6:47ff. 
Everyone who comes to me 
ani hears my words and does 
them ••• 
But the one who hears 
and 
does not do ••• 

• 

--

Matt. 13:16f. D 
B1essed are your 
eyes because they see, and 
your ears because they hear. 
For verily I say to you 
that many prophets and 
righteous men desired to see 
the things you see 
and they did not see; 
and to hear the things 
you hear and they 
did not hear. 

Matt. 7:24ff. 
Everyone who hears these 
worâs of mine and does 
them ••• 
And everyone who hears 
these words of mine and 
doe s not do them ••• 

D 
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Luke 11:31 Matt. 12:42 p & 0 
The Queen of the South 
shall be raised up in 
the judgment with the 
men of this generation 
and she shall judge 
them. For she came 
from the ends of the 
earth to hear the 
wisdom of Solomon, and 
behold, a greater thing 
than Solomon is here. 

The Queen of the South 
shall be raised up in 
the judgœent with this 
generation 
and she shall judge 
it. For she came 
from the ends of the 
earth t o he ar the 
wisdom of Solomon, and 
behold, a greater thing 
than Solomon is here. 

We sa id in our discussion of the Kingdom of God 

that the response Jesus expected from men was often 

expressed in terms of "seeing" and "hearing." He asked men 

to use their ears, and though it may well be that the 

Gospels over-apply the phrawe "He who bas ears to he ar, let 

him hear" and it s variations, 2 there is no reas on to re strict 

it to a single usage. 

The words which men beard from Jesus were to r esult 

in "doin~on their part (Matt. 7:24 • Luke 6:48). Jesus 

approved of the person who beard and did and described such 

a one as "discerning" or "perceptive" (Greek: phronimos). 

Elsewhere àlso Jesus commended those whose "doing" (Greek: 

poieo) was appropriate to the situation in which they found 

2The variant readings in Mark 7:16, Luke 12:21, 
21:4, and Matt. 25:29, as we11 as the repeated phrase of 
John and Seer (Rev. 2:7, 11, 17, 29; 3:6, 13, 22;cf. 13:9): 
"The one who bas an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says 
to the Churches~ witness to the popu1arity of this phrase. 
They a1so illustrate its a11eged effectiveness in 
emphasizing a point. In the Revelation it is almost a post­
script version of "Thus says the Lord." 
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themselves (the faithful slave, Matt. 24:45f. • Luke 12:42f.: 

the rascally steward, Luke 16:8). Whatever else may be 

made of the parab1e of the virgins (Matt. 25 :lff.), it is 

because they recognized the nature of the situation in which 

they were invo1ved and prepared for it by taking the proper 

action, that five of them were described as "discerning." 

Three "seeing" and/or "hearing" sayings are also 

utterances about blessedness. They inc1ude: one who is 

not offended at Jesus (Matt. 11:6 = Luke 7:23); those who 

he ar the word of God and ke ep it ( Luke 11:28); and tho se who 

in the present time witness what men of former times desired 

to see and hear (Matt. 13:16f. = Luke 10:23f.). In the 

first two of these sayings, Jesus invited men to see and 

hear, and in almost the same breath set the highest approval 

upon them if they realized the significance of what came to 

their ears and eyes. What was it to which Jesus directed 

the seeing and hearing of men? In Matt. 11:5 the outward 

t&ings to which Jesus directed the eyes and ears of John's 

disciples were his "mighty works." In view of Mark 3:22ff. 

this means that Jesus wanted men to understand that the 

mighty works were evidence of the power of God operating 

through his person. The further statement does indeed 

fasten the attention on himself. Looking at Jesus and his 

actions, and listening to him may result in "being offended" 

at him. In Luke 11:28 the attenti. on of men is drawn to the 



"word of God." They are to œ ar it and ke ep it. In this 

context Jesus directed attention away from himself after 

a woman in the crowd has focused it upon him. 

The third "blessedness" saying (Matt. 13:16f. : 
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Luke 10:23f.) is applicable to all men of Jesus' generation, 

though both Matthew and Luke apply it to the disciples. 

Matthew' s version credits the disciples wi th "seeing-eyes" 

and "hearing-ears"; that is, it implies that they are 

"blessed" because they understand the significance of what 

they see and hear. Luke 's version and the latter part of 

the saying in both Matthew and Luke indicate that sight 

and hearing have th~ sense of "witnessing" in this saying, 

rather than the sense of "becoming aware." Men of former 

times did not see and hear because they lived too early. 

Men of the present generation live at the opportune time, 

for the long-hoped-for ~things" are now taking place. 

Whether it is said that men have the opportunity 

to witness something, or whether they are invited to 

become aware or something, there is an entity to which their 

eyes and ears are directed. In other sayings also an 

entity is named. Luke 16:29-31 implies that men are to 

listen to the Scriptures. In Matthew 7:24ff. Jesus says 

that they are to listen to his own words. Presumably, the 

saying "he who bas ears to hear, let him hear" refers to 
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whatever preceded it, but since it is impossible to know what 

instances are a genuine application, its chief value is in 

itself alone. 

In the sayings themselves, the entities which Jesus 

wanted people to see and hear are left undefined, though the 

context of each saying as well as the context of Jesus' 

whole ministry often gives a broad hint concerning their 

identification. What it is about Jesus himself that may 

offend people is left to be inferred, but the power of God 

is at work. What it is in the "Word of God" that is to be 

heard and kept is not made precise, but "hearing and 

keeping" stands in contrast to pious statements about Jesus 

himself. What men are to listen to in Moses and the prophets 

is not explained, but the implication is that "repentance" 

and "persuasion" are to result. What it is about Jesus' own 

words that men are to hear is not specifically stated, but 

an active response to them is desired. The •things" that 

may now be witnessed receive no elucidation, but it is 

plain that they are matters dear to the heritage of Israel. 

Perhaps they are best illuminated by the phrases of Luke 

2: 25 and 38: "The consolation of Israel rr and "the 

redemption of Jerusalem." The righteous Simeon is credited 

with saying that his eyes had seen the salvation of God 

(Luke 2:30). 

The total impression of Jesus' ministry suggests 

that the Kingdom of God is the specifie context within which 
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the aeeing and hearing sayings are to be placed, though the 

Kingdom is neither mentioned by name nor explicitly 

referred to in the sayings themselves. It seems to be 

conspicuous by its absence. This should not be surprising in 

view of the say ing found in Luke 17: 20: "The lfingdom of God 

does not come with careful watching. Nor will they say 1See, 

here it is' or 'There it is!'" The Kingdom itself is not 

something that can be seen. 

Though we may assume that the utterances about 

seeing and hearing have the Kingd·om as their background, it 

would be better if a connection could be established. It 

may be shawn that a connection does exist. Though the 

Kingdom itself cannot be seen, there is something about the 

Kingdom that can be seen and taken into account. In Luke 

12:54ff. Jesus speaks of men being able to see and take into 

account the clouds and wind which indicate the weather. Yet 

they are incompetent to take into account "this time" ( Greek: 

kairos). The initial announcement of Jesus (Mark 1:15) 

concerned the fulf'i lm en t of the time ( kairos) and t:œ ne ar 

approach (or arrival) of the kingdom. This gives a hint that 

what Jesus expects men to see is concerned with the Kingdom 

of God, even though the Kingdom itself is not the object of 

the ir seeing. 

This hint receives support from another 

combination of terms in two of Jesus' sayings. Again an 
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arrangement in parallel is the most helpfUl procedure: 

Luke 11:31 
The Queen of the South 
will be raised up 
in the judgment 
with the men of this generation 
and she will judge them. 
For she came from the ends of 
the earth to hear 
the wisdoœ of Solomon, 
and behold 
a greater thing 
tha.n Solomon 
is here. 

Luke 11:32 
The Ninevite men 
will be resurrected 
in the judgment 
with this generation 
and they will judge it. 
For they 
repented 
at the preaching of Jonah, 
and behold 
a greater thing 
than Jonah 
is here. 

In these sayings the plot, characters and action parallel 

each other. An identical point is made in each: "A greater 

h . . h n t J.ng ••• J.S e re. The queen's "coming to hear" is co-

ordinate to the Ninevites' "repenting." Both were actions 

appropriate to the situations confronting those who 

performed them. Both are held out as descriptions of 

appropriate action for men of "this generation" when presently 

confronted by "a greater thing.w 

Again the clue to the identification of the 

"greater thing" comes from the initial announcement of 

Jesus: "the kingdom of God is at band; repent and believe 

the good news." Men are to repent because the kingdom is at 

band. In Luke 11:32 they are to repent because "a greater 

thing" is here. It is difficult to escape the conclusion 

that the greater thing is in fact the Kingdom of God. 

Repentance and repenting (metanoia, metanoeo) elsewhere in 

Jesus' sayings are inclusive descriptions of what Jesus asked 
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men to do and evidently felt that they could do (Luke 13 :3, 

5; 15:7,10; Matt. 11:21; in addition to Mark 1:15}. In 

Luke 11:32 where "hearing" is co-ordina te to "repenting" 

in its parallel saying, it acquires an inclusive, almost 

technical sense, and in itself constitutes another 

description of the total reaponse otherwise described as 

repentance. 

The fact that "hearing" {and "seeing" as well} 

is usually comp1eted by another verb of definite action, 

warns that the inclusive sense mentioned above may not 

always be ascribed to it.3 In Matthew 7:24f. hearing may 

be comp1eted by doing or not doing. Jesus recognized that 

seeing and hearing might result in "being scandalized" 

(Matthew 11:4ff.). Luke 12:54ff. suggests that "seeing" 

needs to be complemented by the ability to discern the 

significance of what one sees. Hearing the word of God and 

keeping it {Luke 11: 28) is commended, so eviden tl. y tthearing 

and not keeping" is a possibility. The conclusion of the 

parable of the Rich Man and Lazarus implies that repentance 

is to result from the hearing of "Moses and the prophets." 

3It is doubtful that what I have called "the 
inclusive sense" is to be found in any other saying. In 
Luke 11:31 the verb nto come" is used with "to hear" but 
not in a complementary sense as is true of the "heari ng" 
which leads to "doing" or "not do ing." I think the 
equivalence of hearing and repenting may be maintained in 
this saying. 
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The exhortations to "haar and understand" (Mark 7:14) and to 

"look at what you haar" {Mark 4:24) also urge something in 

addition to the physical use of the ear. Finally, in Mark 

4:12 the failure of the "outsiders" is not in terms of 

seeing, but in terms of "knowing" (Hebrew y~dat also means 

"perceive"); not in terms of hearing, but in terms of 

"understanding." Another allusion to the Old Testament 

(reminiscent of both Jer. 5:21 and Ezek. 12:2) also invites 

more than just the simple use of the eyes and ears: 

Having eyes do you not see, 
and having ears do you not hear?4 

(Mark 8:18) 

The above drawing-together of sayings illustrates 

the way in which Jesus generally spoke about seeing and 

hearing. He used these senses to call for awareness and 

invite men to "get the point" of the events that were taking 

place around them. Their consequent awareness was to result 

in appropriate action described by an auxiliary and 

4The context in which this saying is found seems 
so confused that the original application of the saying is 
impossible to ascertain. Mark applies it to the disciples, 
and perhaps it was applied to them by Jesus, but an extended 
argument which relates one loaf of bread in the boat, the 
leaven of the Pharisees, five loaves, five thousand people, 
twelve baskets of leftovers, and seven loaves, four thousand 
people and seven baskets of left-overs is not characteristic 
of Jesus. If the "leaven of the Pharisees" means their 
desire for a sign, and the disciples failed to get the 
significance of Jesus' warning about asking for signa, it is 
possible that Mark 8:17-18 was spoken to them as a rebuke. 
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complementary verb. That the resulting action might not 

always be favorable, Jesus acknowledged, as the më poiën of 

Matthew 7:26 and the më skandalisthë of Matthew 11:6 imply. 

Jesus knew from experience that people did not always •do~ 

even though they asked what to do (Mark 10:17ff.), and that 

sorne were indeed ftscandalized~ on account of him (Mark 6:3). 

It is not clear from the utterances themselves 

whether Jesus credited the failure of sorne to see and hear 

to a lack of perception or to a stubborn refusal to admit 

the significanae of what their eyes and ears brought to them. 

Most of the sayings leave us free to assume tœ former, but 

Luke 11:31 =Matthew 12:42 and Luke 16:29 ••• 31 imply the 

latter. ~Blind guide,~ ~fools and blind men," and "blind 

Pharisee" are reserved for those who on other grounds are 

known to have opposed Jesus (Matthew 23:16ff.). But since 

the material in which they occur is peculiar to Matthew, 

and may reflect his antipathy, or that of one of his 

sources, it is precarious to build any case upon it. 

Two sayings which Matthew and Luke have in common, 

though in different contexts, are related to this matter. 

One concerna the "blind leading the blind~ (Luke 6:39 = 

Matthew 15:14). The other is about "the Mote and the Beam" 

(Luke 6:4lff. =Matthew 7:3ff.). In the Lukan context both 

are spoken to disciples. In Matthew also, both are addressed 
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to disciples, but the saying about the blind leading the 

blind is applied specifically to the Pharisees. No 

application is made in Luke but since the Pharisees were 

religious leaders and the Gospels show that Jesus' aima were 

in conflict with their own, Matthew's application is quite 

possible. The other utterance contains the designation 

"hypocrite" which in this case seems to mean "a misguided 

person who is manifestly unfitted for what he is trying to 

do." This does not fit the disciples, and probably we may 

assume that a change of audience has occurred in the 

transmission of the saying. What was originally addressed 

by Jesus to the scribes or Pharisees became in the Church an 

exhortation to Christians.5 If so, then this is another of 

Jesus' sayings in which "seeing" appears as a pointed 

description to certain contemporaries. It includes a 

subtle appeal to "see clearly" and implies that clear seeing 

will result if those concerned will realize and remedy their 

own condition. 

Severa! of the passages listed at the beginning of 

this section have not been mentioned in the discussion. A 

brief explanation is perhaps in order. In the cases of 

Luke 10:16 and 8:21, another version of each exista 

· 5see th9 discussion of "Change of Audience" by 
Jeremias, Parables of Jesua, pp. 23ff.; esp. p. 27-28. 
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(Matthew 10:40 and Mark 3:34, respectively) in which the 

word "hear" does not appear. Matthew 10:27 and Luke 12:3 

seem to be variations of the same saying, or parts of the 

same saying, but are too ambiguous to be very illuminating. 

Luke 7:24ff. =Matthew 11:7ff. may be another instance in 

which Jesus is attempting to help his hearers get the 

significance of something they have seen--in this case the 

person of John the Baptist. While it is true that much 

needs to be clarified about the relationship of Jesus and 

John, Jesus may have felt that if the significance of John 

was made clear, the significance of his own words and 

actions would be more readily available to the perceptive. 

To develop this here, however, is beyond our purpose. 

It has not been my intention to force these 

"seeing" and 11hearing" sayings into a system of classification, 

and I make no claim to having exhausted their significance. 

One general impression is clear, I think, as already noted. 

Most often, Jesus' utterances which employ "seeing" and 

"hearing" are appeals to his listeners to get the point of 

what he is saying, to take note of what is happening, or to 

become aware of the significance of the time in which they 

are living. By them Jesus says in effect: "There is more 

to what you are witnessing than appears on the surface, but 

you must get its significance for yourselves even though I 

am doing all I can to help you to get it." 
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Affinity exista between the sayings which have this 

emphasis and the use of parable. A parable is told in order 

that the hearers may get the point. In Jesus' use of them 

his subject matter .required that the hearers get it for them­

selves. Likewise, his appeals to people to "see" and to 

"hear" were appeals for them to get the point for themselves. 

If the point was not understood the subject matter continued 

to be a riddle, and those for whom it was intended did not 

really "see" or "hear" it. 

In Mark 4:12, then, Jesus gives an additional 

description of those whom he has already contrasted to his 

own disciples. It is a description in terms of a familiar 

Old Testament idiom. At the same time it is a description 

in terms of a contemporary appeal that Jesus repeatedly 

made. 



CONCLUSION 

We have concluded that Mark 4:11-12 is to be 

regarded primarily as an assurance of Jesus to his followers 

that they were participating in God's gracious purpose for 

men. At the same time the saying described those who 

remained non-participants: they were those to whom the 

gracious purpose remained a riddle; they "saw" and "beard" 

but failed to understand or refused to be moved by what 

came to their eyes and ears. 

When so regarded, the saying los es some of it s 

traditionally problematic aspects. First of all, it ceases 

to have bearing upon the interpretation of Jesus' parables, 

for it is not a statement intended to explain why he used 

parables. Secondly, no longer can it be employed to support 

an interpretation of Jesus which presents him as one who 

deliberately attempted to prevent some of his hearers from 

understanding his teaching. This does not mean that the 

parables at once become lucidly clear, but it does mean that 

one obstacle to their interpretation is removed. Neither 

does it explain why some people of Jesus' day responded 

favourably to him while others were either repelled by him 

or were indifferent to him. It does deny that he ever 

201 
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operated on the basis of a theology of divine hardening. 

The interpretation of the parables and the effort to under­

stand more clearly the reaction of Jesus' contemporaries to 

him will continue to offer rewarding areas for investigation. 

The purpose of this concluding section is to deal 

briefly with seme of the issues raised by the investigation. 

Four have been selected for consideration here. The first 

three are more directly related to matters of interpretation 

arising from the passage itself. The fourth is an attempt 

to make a relevant application of the main conclusions to 

the contemporary proclamation of the Gospel. 

THE RELATION OF JESUS' TEACHING TO HIS TOTAL MISSION 

Our conclusions imply that Jesus went about his 

work in a ~ht-forward way. He himself had an awareness 

and a dedication to a task that he wanted to oommunicate to 

ethers. Furthermore, he wanted men to know with assurance 

where they stood with respect to the "event" that he was 

announcing. Jesus designated this "event" by the phrase 

"kingdom of God." In attempting to set forth what Jesus 

himself understood by this much-defined term we have added 

yet another definition: the divine action in initiating 

a gracious fellowship with and among men. Viewed from the 

positive aide, there are three aspects to the total mission 

of Jesus: (1) He wanted men to become aware of the divine 

action; (2) He wanted men to respond favourably to this 
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divine action; and, (3) In the face of sorne contrary opinions, 

he wanted those who had responded to him to be assured that 

the divine action did mean all he said it meant and all that 

his followers were experiencing. This third aspect has a 

negative aide, for the need to assure followers implies 

controversy with those of contrary opinion. The 

implication finds open expression in the conflict stories 

of Mark 2:1-3:6, and 7:1-15. 

What part in this total mission is occupied by 

Jesus' teaching? First of all it may be said that he 

appealed to the total person. Teaching was his appeal to 

the minds and understanding of men. Thus it stood alongside 

proclamation, the "mighty works" of healing, and the 

activity of associating with outcasts as one of the ways in 

which he sought to secure the desired response from men. At 

the same time, the evidence of the Gospels shows that 

teaching is the most prominent of the "'methods of approach" 

to men that Jesus used. The terms "prophet," "physician," 

and "friend of publicans and sinners" are applied to Jesus, 

but most often he is addressed as "teacher." Indeed, it may 

be said that the reactions to Jesus' proclamation, mighty 

works, and friendship with outcasts, whether amicable or 

hostile, presented opportunities for teaching and instruction. 

We have said that Jesus went about his work in a 
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straight-forward way. His teaching was a genuine appeal to 

the understanding and perception of men. It was not a series 

of propositions leading unswervingly to a logical conclusion, 

but an invitation to decision based upon the inward 

discernment and assent of the hearer. Sherman Johnson has 

written: 

Through everything Jesus said about oaths, 
divorce and tœ Sabbath law, runs the 
conviction that man is a free but responsible 
moral agent. This does not mean that he is 
perfect; it does not rule out the possibility 
that in man 1 s freedom he might choose sin or 
the fact that his freedom is seriously 
hampered by his sin. Jesus knew that men 
were sinners and did not minimize the fact; 
on t œ other band, he did not con cent rate on 
the weakness of man's will--he was more 
interested in God 1 s strengthening love--and 
he seems to ~ve believed that freedom should 
be exercised. 

It seems to me that this judgment can be extended to include 

all that Jesus taught, as well as all that he did. Our 

investigation of Mark 4:11-12 has confirmed this. Jesus set 

forth the intention and already initiated activity of God 

so that people might realize what it was and respond to it. 

If they so desired, ar if they were indifferent, people were 

free to let his words aiXi deeds remain as a "riddle." In 

the tradition of the prophets and sages he invitèd men to 

use their eyes and ears, but the significance of what they 

saw and beard was something which they must realize for 

themselves. Much as Jesus desired the response of men, he 

1Johnson, Jesus in His Homeland, p. 69. 
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could not make it for them, nor would he farce it from them. 

Nevertheless, he kept setting the invitation before them. 

The only alternative to the impression of an appeal 

to men conducted on the basis of men's freedom to accept or 

reject that appeal is to postulate the world's most 

monumental exhibition of play-acting. The logical conclusion 

to such a postulation is that the play-acting must 

ultimately be ascribed to God Himself. Or else it must be 

said that Jesus was a deluded, misguided product of a 

meaningless heritage. 

Thus far we have spoken only of Jesus' use of 

teaching in presenting his mission to his contemporaries. 

Another aspect of teaching which is still intimately 

related to his mission is that of instructing his followers. 

The "change of audience" which seems to have occurred as 

the Early Church applied Jesus' words to its own members 

oomplicates the matter of ascertaining what things Jesus said 

specifically to his disciples. But the Gospels do indicate 

that he instructed them privately and, even if we allow for 

the presence of a theological secrecy-motive of the Early 

Church or of the evangelists, such instruction is well­

attested. The fact that the word "disciples" is used implies 

that they were those to whom teaching was given. 

Even in the circle of disciples the atmosphere of 

freedom to accept or reject the significance of what Jesus 
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said God was doing was preserved. Judas Iscariot was free 

to betray. Jesus compelled no disciple to follow him to the 

Cross, and none went wi th him •. To this extent A us tin Farrer' s 

suggestion (liberated from the framework in which he confines 

it) is correct: Jesus' teaching is comment beforehand upon 

the greatest of his acts, and not even disciples !Ully 

understand it until after the act itself bas taken place. 2 

PREDESTINATION TO "HEARING" AND nsEEING"? 

The preceding section spoke of the atmosphe~e and 

attitude of freedom within which Jesus conducted his wark and 

of his exhibition of the conviction that his hearers were 

able, if not always willing, to exercise their own judgment 

about his words and actions. Earlier it was said that on 

the basis of our conclusions about Mark 4:11-12 this passage 

cannot be used to support an interpretation of Jesus which 

pictures him as intentionally concealing the meaning of his 

message. Neither can it be employed as evidence that Jesus 

~ ld a theo logy of divine hard en ing. Consequen tly, it is 

obvious that a negative answer would be forthcoming to the 

question: Did Jesus consider that God predestined sorne to 

"hear" and "see" and others to belong to tre "deaf" and 

"blind" group of outsiders? 

Since the idea of divine hardening with apparent 

intent to prevent those hardened from participating in the 

2Farrer, A Study in St. Mark, p. 246. 
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divine purpose is present in the Scriptures, sorne scholars 

are reluctant to deny i ts presence and influence in the 

teaching of Jesus. Morton Smith, for instance, criticizes 

Vincent Taylor's treatment of Mark 4:11-12 on the ground that 

Taylor is attempting to harmonize the passage with modern 

notions of what Jesus should have done.3 We may grant the 

necessity for warning against the removal of contradictions 

between what Jesus did and modern notions of what he should 

have done. The point is that the Gospels give evidence of 

the way in which Jesus actually did conduct his ministry, 

and the conclusive impression of this evidence is that he 

made a straight-forward appeal to those around him, in the 

conviction that they could respond if they would. It would 

appear then, that either one must acc~pt the net impression 

of Jesus' practice and find some adequate explanation for 

the relatively few pieces of evidence which allegedly 

contradict the net impression, or else one must affirm that 

Jesus conducted his ministry on the basis of a curious 

alternation between two opposing theological views of both 

God and men. Another possible alternative is to assume a 

theological position, either upon the side of "free-will" 

or upon the side of "predestination," and interpret the 

evidence of the Gospels to suit the position. If one doe s 

this, at least he cannot be accused of straddling the fence! 

3Morto n Smith, "Comment s on Taylor' s Co mm en tary 
on Mark," Harvard Theological Review, Vol. 4$ (1955), 
pp. 30-31. 
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The fact that theories involving predestination 

were current in the Early Church has led sorne to conclude 

that they were based upon the theology of Jesus himself.4 

That the saying which we have been investigating was under­

stood to imply a theory of predestination is plain from the 

ways in which the Gospel writers employ it. For Mark, 

especially, the prevention of seeing and hearing was further 

intended to prevent forgiveness. A related though not 

identical theory was set forth by Paul in his letter to the 

Romans. The main difference between what Paul said and what 

Mark understood this saying of Jesus to mean is that Paul's 

statement is conditional while Mark's has no condition 

attêched. Paul maintains that his fellow-countrymen have 

not "stumbled so asto fall" (Rom. 11:11), but only in order 

that salvation might come to the Gentiles. At the same time 

Paul's argument seems to alternate between the assurance 

tha t God planned it this way, and the allowance tha t "if 

they do not remain in their unbelief they will be grafted in 

again" (11:23). Whether the condition is based upon the 

purpose of God or upon the possible future belief of the 

Jews, Paul differs from Mark. In Mark the failure to see and 

hear which in turn prevents forgiveness is unqualified. 

4For example, B. Wiberg, "Forherdelsestanken i 
evangelierne" The Idea of Obduracy in the Gospels 
Dansk Teologisk Tidsskrift, Vol. 21 (1958) 1 pp. ~~~2; Cited 
in New Testament Abstracts, Vol. 3, No. 1 \1958), article 
No. 15, p. 15. 
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A similar argument is found in the fourth Gospel. 

In John 12:37 it is said that the people did not believe in 

Jesus. The next few verses argue that they were not able to 

believe because they had been blinded and hardened. Then the 

allowance is made that sorne did bel ieve, but not openly 

be cause "they loved the praise of men more th an the prai se 

of God" (12:42-43). 

In considering the !1.quotation" from Isaiah, we 

discussed Matthew 11:25 = Luke 10:21 as a passage which 

might be taken to imply that Jesus held a theology of 

predestination. On the basis of a preliminary investigation 

of the idiom of divine fthiding" we concluded that it is a 

theological expression which poetically represents the 

rejection of the divine purpose on the part of those from 

whom God "bides." Another illustration from the words of 

Jesus is to be found in Luke 19:42ff. Jesus says of 

Jerusalem: 

If you knew on this day, even you, the things 
that make for peace--

But nOW' they are hid from your eyes ••• 
••• you did not know the time of your visitation. 

The parallelism of expression looks at the matter from both 

angles. On the one hand the people did not know. On the 

other band "the things that make for peace" were hidden from 

their eye s (cf. Jer. 33:5). 5 The other si de of the matter 

5Though this is not the place to develop the matter, 
the language of divine "visitation" CHebrew verb: fàS)d; 
Greek verb: episkope~) in connection with kairos a ve) and 
"deliverance" (e.g. Psalm 106:4) gives additional illumination 
to Jesus' mission. 
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is represented by the word "revealed." It is the theological 

expression which poetically representa the response of those 

who accept and participate in God's purpose. An expression 

which is nearly equivalent to "thou hast revealed" is "it is 

given" in Mark 4:11. Both poetically ascribe the experience 

of men to the credit of God. Viewed as the grateful and 

devout evaluation of one's consciousness of "grace" this is 

legitimate theologizing. Hardened into a doctrine about man 

and God, it misrepresents both, for i t judges where judgment 

is uncalled for, and sets a limit upon God's purpose. It is 

pertinent to note that theories of predestination originate 

with and are upheld by the "in-groups." 

Theories of predestination are religious man's 

attempts to satisfy his own cravings for a final 

explanation. They represent the human effort to solve the 

eternal problem of authority by setting the sovereign and 

providential fore-knowledge of God in place of God himself. 

They appeal to a postulated characteristic of God rather 

than to his action, by which he most adequately describes 

himself. One of the most powerful points that Jesus made 

is th at God' s action frequent! y contradi cts the doctrines 

that men have formulated about him, even though those 

formulations of doctrine are based originally upon a devout 

and grateful testimony to God's action. 
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THE RELATION BETWEEN REVELATION AND FAITH 

Even though we deny that God predestines sorne to 

"see" and others to be "blind," we are faced with the 

necessity of saying something about the rela tionship between 

revelation and faith. The question may be phrased in the 

following way: "Why do sorne respond favourablf to the 

divine action while others are either indifferent to it or 

openly antagonistic to it ?" Denying predestination simply 

eliminates one possible answer to the question. It does not 

provide another answer, though it bids us to seek an answer 

in the area of man's freedom to exercise his power of choice 

and decision. 

There are those who would have us believe that all 

our decisions and choices are dominated by hereditary, 

environmental, sociological, and psychological factors. That 

these are powerful influences in the life of each man no one 

can deny. That they are the final determining factors which 

govern every decision and act is a matter which bas not been 

proven, and we may wonder whether it has ever been demonstrated 

or whether it can be demonstrated. The whole idea is simply 

another theory of npredestination" w1 th certain hereditary, 

environmental, sociological, and psychological factors 

collectively or individually being elevat.ed to nearly-divine, 

omnipotent status. It is a "scientific determinism" playing 
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the role of a "religious determinism," and tœ fallacy 

involved in it is identical to that which is involved in 

theories of predestination. It sets up legitimate 

observations and evalua ti ons as final authoritative 

explanations. Admittedly, scientific determinism can present 

a powerful case, for the recorded results of experimen t and 

observation are vast, and their interpretation resta upon 

the presuppositions of science in a world conditioned to 

respect scientific method. 

This is not intended to debunk or belittle science, 

though it may indeed have something to do with "de-mythologizing" 

it. It is intended to say that men are free to rebel against 

the scientifically observable (and hypothetical?) factors 

which influence their lives, just as they are free to rebel 

against God. We proceed, therefore. 

Why then do sorne respond favourably to the divine 

action which constitutes the revelation? Why are ethers 

indifferent to it~ Why do sorne become hostile to it? Perhaps 

the three categories of acceptance, indifference, and 

rejection are too rigid, but it seems to me that they 

conveniently represent the various reactions that occurred 

in the case of Jesus. 

No doubt Jesus himself struggled especially with 

the reasons behind the refusal of those who rejected his 
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mission. The descriptions of them are significant. Yet the 

fact that those who remained aloof from him or were hostile 

to him are described as deaf and sightless or hard-hearted 

does not explain why they were that way. Matthew 23:37ff. : 

Luke l3:34ff. is also pertinent: 

Jerusalem, Jerusalem ••• how often I wished to 
gather together your children ••• and you 
wished otherwise. 

Men wished otŒrwise; they 11'WOuld not." But we receive no 

inkling as to why they "would not." 

The writer of the letter to the Hebrews states the 

matter in another fashion (3:16-4:3). In his analogy from 

the Old Testament it is because of their "unpersuasion" and 

"unbelief" that those who rebelled under Moses' leadership 

were una ble to enter the "Rest of God." The main point, 

which is applied to those who hear the Christian Gospel, is 

this: 

The message which they beard did not benefit 
them, because it did not meet with faith in 
the hearers (4: 2). 

A strongly-supported variant reading changes the sense to 

sorne extent, but either way the point seems to be the 

contrast between t hose who he ar tœ message and do not 

believe and those who hear the message and do believe, as 

verse 3 indicates. Even so, this does not help us to 

u.r:rlerstand why sorne respond with unfaith and otl'ers respond 

with faith. 
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The basic question behind all of this is, "How is 

revelation recognized as such?" That is, what constitutes 

revelation and by what means does it become credible, both at 

its primary (initial) and secondary (transmitted) levels? 

This question cannot be answered in a final way except in 

terms of either personal testimony or dogma. Dogma 

prohibits the asking of any questions beyond the 

authoritative answer which it hands down. Personal testimony 

may make a claim which can be neither verified nor denied on 

the basis of evidence. Personal testimony of this sort is 

completely subjective, and whether actually valid or not, 

its validity for others is open to question. So-called 

"revelation" may be only the verbaliz ed wish-fulfilment of 

an unbalanced person. 

Are there then no positive criteria for the 

judgment of revelation? One is __ S,uggested in Deuteronomy 

là:2lff. 

And if you say in your heart, "how may we 
know the word which the Lord has not spoken?"-­
when a prophet speaks in the name of the Lord, 
if the word does not come to pass or come 
true, that is a word which the Lord has not 
spoken; the pro phet has spoken it 
presumptously, you need not be afraid of him. 

So there is the criterion of time: wait and see what happens. 

This is good advice, perhaps, but what if the prophet calls 

for immediate decision concerning what he says? Then there 

is no time to wait and see. How then does one test the 
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revelation? The measurement of consistency and coherence 

with past revelation has soma validity. Likewise, an 

evaluation of the character of the claimant may be helpful. 

Rigidly applied to Jesus these tests could deny that any 

valid revelation ever came from him. Though he would have 

claimed that his mission fulfilled the best of Israe1's past, 

many would have denied that it was consistent and coherent 

with the past. The persona! character of Jesus did not 

recommend him to sorne, as Mark 3:21ff. and Matthew 11:19 

show. 

We may allow that Jesus would have recognized a 

certain value in such tests, but his mission remained 

throughout an appea1 for men's response in the face of God's 

gracious action on their behalf. He seems to have counted 

upon the fact that his countrymen would recognize the 

validity of what he proclaimed, but he gave no explanation 

of the basis for that recognition. No doubt the heritage of 

Israel in Scripture and tradition, the Roman oppression, the 

divisions within society and the longing (both reactionary 

and devout) for deliverance were influentia1 factors in the 

situation. Certain1y Jesus meant to imply that the power of 

God was operative in his "mighty works." These were evidence 

of God's gracious activity. Some requested more evidence 

(Mark 8:llf.). But Jesus seemed less concerned about the 

evidence upon which men based their response than about the 
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condition of their inward selves out of which that response 

came. He spoke about the things that come from within 

(Mark 7:20ff.; Matt. 12:35 = Luke 6:45), and whi1e these 

sayings refer to the moral behavior of men, one cannot but 

suppose that the seat of action from which Jesus sought to 

e1icit response to his mission was identical to that from 

which he said the moral behavior of men came. The inner 

condition of a man largely determines what he does with the 

evidence that cornes to his senses. "Why do you not judge 

for yourselves what is right?" {Luke 12:57). 

Beyond these things, it was "time" {kairos). How 

Jesus knew it was "time" we do not know. Yet it is said that 

he spoke with authority. To borrow and re-apply Amos 

Wilder's metaphor, there was tinder ready to be ignited.6 

In some sense it is correct to say that Jesus both struck 

the kindling spark and was himself the kindling spark, but 

we do not know his reasoning (if it may be called reasoning) 

in the matter. 

The net effect of this discussion is to say that 

we do not know the precise relationship between revelation 

and faith. We have some knowledge of factors which 

influence responses of various kinds. With caution we may 

apply certain tests of validity to the claim of revelation. 

6Amos N. Wilder, New Testament Faith for Today, 
(New York: Harper & Bros., l955), p. 80. --
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There is no "formula" wlilich guarantees a cause and effect 

procedure. The existence of such a formula would in fact 

ensure that a type of predestination gpverns the relationship. 

Yet the failure to find a formula cannot be used as evidence 

that men are totally free in the matter, since it both begs 

the question and argues from silence. The practice of 

Jesus, however, does neither, and its primary emphasis was 

an appeal to the will of the hearers in the conviction that 

they could exercise the judgment necessary, "sore let and 

hindered" though they might be. 

PREACH ING THE GOSPEL OF 'rHE KINGOOM TODAY 

We have concluded that God does not predestine 

some to see and others to be blind. Subsequently we have 

concluded that there is no formula to ensure the success of 

the gospel. The suggestion of the final sentence of the 

preceding section is that we are thrown back to the example 

of the practice of Jesus in seeking to communicate the 

Christian message. We may expect that those who hear the 

Gospel today will apply to its claims the tests of 

consistency and coherence. We ·may expect them to inquire 

about the character of the Church and Christians. We may 

find influences in the heritage and culture of the hearers 

that will both help and hinder their responses. The question 

of relevance will also be raised. 
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Yet, while it is necessary to be aware of these 

things, they are not matters with which the Church should 

become pre-occupied. Pre-occupation with them has led to 

the obscuring of the message itself, for it has resulted 

mainly in explanation rather than in demonstration. This 

is not meant to minimize the importance of verbal 

communication. It is to say that attempts to explain the 

Gospel are also subtle if unintentional attempts to 

comprehend the fullness of the divine action within the 

confines of language. The tendency is to become satisfied 

with the explanation and the need for explanation, rather 

than to be concerned with demonstration and the need for 

demonstration. 

To clarify our meaning, let us look at Jesus. In 

words he announced the divine action. In action he 

demonstrated it. His "demonstrating" served two ends: 

outreach and assurance. He proclaimed that God was giving 

"kingship" to the unworthy and undeserving and he himself 

associated with such. He demonstrated the outreach of God. 

Furthermore, the company of his followers was a "fellowship 

of assurance." In this circle of those who had re~portàed to 

him he spoke of and acted out the assurance that they were 

participants in the divine purpose. 

The matter of the relationship of forgiveness and 

repentance illustrates the total picture. Earlier we argued 



that the Good News of the Kingdom means that God's 

forgiveness precedes man's repentance and may be regarded 
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as the "cause" of it. Man's repentance is not the condition 

of God's forgiveness; it is the result of God's fargiveness. 

We said then that the church soon became unconcerned about 

preserving the radically unique teaching of its Lord about 

the relationship of forgiveness and repentance. In doing 

so, it allowed that relationship to become reversed. I 

submit that this reversal is preserved and exhibited in the 

life of the Church today, both in its words and actions. As 

a result the church is handicapped by an internal conflict 

within its own message. It proclaims a message of divine 

grace, but maintains an attitude about forgiveness and 

repentance which is out of harmony with the divine grace. 

As evidence I present the statements of two 

competent and reputable New Testament scholars. These 

statements exhibit both the obscuring of the message and the 

handicap of the interna! conflict. T. W. Manson has written: 

Forgiveness is thus a free gift of God. It 
is, however, neither indiscriminate nor 
unconditional. In order to qualify for it 
at all the sinner must realize that he is 
a sinner. The debtor must realize that he 
is hopelessly insolvent ••• 7 

In his volume on Forgiveness and Reconciliation Vincent Taylor 

says that the conditions of forgiveness in the teaching of 

7Manson, Teaching of Jesus, pp. 310-311. 



Jesus are repentance and the presence of the forgiving 

spirit.$ Later he makes the following statement: 

The remission of sins, it is recognized, 
depends upon repentance. Always an act 
of sheer grace, God's forgiveness is not 
largess bestowed indiscriminately. God 
cannet forgive the feebly penitent, or those 
who are not penitent at all, because so to 
act would be to act contrary to his nature 
as the God of righteousness and truth. 
Forgiveness of this kind would be the 
removal of great barriers which man has 
barely seen, or has not even descried. 
It is only when a man cries: "God be 
merciful to me a sinnerl" that God can, 
consistently with his love, remit sins.9 
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Both Manson and Taylor are concerned lest the divine 

forgiveness get out of control! Though they maintain that 

forgiveness is a "free gift" and "an act of sheer grace," 

they also insist that God discriminates when he uses it. 

No doubt (as Taylor's statement implies) their intention is 

to protect and preserve the reputation of God. This is the 

whole issue in a nutshell. Their explanations have obscured 

the point of the Gospel; namely, that God has sacrificed his 

reputation for the sake of men because he loves them. God 

does not intend that men should "qualify for" his forgiveness 

(even if they could). God's forgiveness is ."largess bestowed 

indiscriminately!" He has removed great barriers which men 

(London: 
8vincent Taylor, Forgiveness and Reconciliation, 

Macmillan & Co. Ltd., 1941), p. 18. 

9 Ibid., p. 234. 
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have barely seen, even those which men do not know to exist. 

Humanly speaking, he has acted oontrary to his nature as the 

God of righteousness and tru th. This is what "for giveness" 

means. 

If what Manson and Taylor say about repentance and 

forgiveness is true, then the Gospel is a new kind of 

Pharisaism. But if the Gospel is grace, as they maintain 

out of one side of their mouths, then what they say about 

the relationship of forgiveness and repentance is in error. 

The interna! conflict of their explanations emasculates the 

Good News and empties their words of meaning. 

How then shall we speak of the response that the 

Gospel invites a person to make? It is the claiming of a 

gift which already has been given. It is a "receiving" of 

the gift, not a condition upon which the giving depends. 

Moreover, should the gift be refused, that is, not claimed 

or received, it remains a proffered gift, eagerly awaiting 

a claimant. 

In the preceding paragraphs two New Testament 

scholars have borne the brunt of an indictment which should 

include a large segment of the theology and practice of the 

Church in the twentieth century. Indeed, our argument has 

been that the reversa! of Jesus' teaching about forgiveness 

and repentance began in the Early Church before the tradition 
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of his teaching left Palestinian soil. This, it will be 

recalled, is to be seen from the Targum phrase in Mark 4:12. 

Therefore, it may be said also that a large segment of nearly 

twenty centuries of the church falls under the indictment. 

The primary implication of this discussion is to 

urge a critical re-examination of the Church's message and a 

demonstration of that message in today's proclamation. The 

demonstration is essential to both outreach and assurance. 

Especially is there widespread need for the church to be 

"the fellowship of assurance," for tho se who are confident 

of a new relationship to God in their own lives will be 

most effective in demonstrating the Gospel to "outsiders." 

I do not suggest that this is a formula far the 

success of the Church. Frankly, I think that if it is 

demonstrated the radicalness of the Gospel is more likely to 

get the Church into trouble than to make it successful. It 

might even lead to the crucifixion of the Church. In the 

midst of the all-too-obviously present barriers between man 

and man, and man and God, in September 1960 as this is being 

written, nothing is needed more than an ultimate obedience 

which is an atoning demonstration of God's good will. 
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