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4.1 The Secret Gospel of Mark 

 By far one of the most interesting sections of Helmut Koester's book has been his 

treatment of what has been called the Secret Gospel of Mark. Evidence of this Secret Gospel of 

Mark was apparently found in the Mar Saba Monastery by Morton Smith in 1958, where Smith 

claims to have found a previously unknown letter of Clement of Alexandria making reference to, 

and reproducing part of, a Secret Gospel of Mark. Clement of Alexandria, in the discovered 

fragment of his letter, is responding "to a request from Theodorus for information about a "secret 

gospel" used by the Karpokratians."
1
 Though he decries the Carpocratian sect which was 

"notorious for its sexual libertarianism,"
2
 for which Clement found fault with it,

3
 Clement here 

claims not that the Carpocratians have engineered this 'Secret' Gospel as a forgery, but rather that 

they have produced a "falsification of the genuine Secret Gospel of Mark."
4
 The significance for 

New Testament studies of the content of what Morton Smith claims to have discovered can 

hardly be overstated. If this discovery is authentic then Clement of Alexandria provides 

testimony here of a primitive Gospel which "Clement considers to be the first Gospel that Mark 

wrote"
5
 and which was only to be used among the initiated in the Markan community. 

 There are a few reasons why I think it rather exciting to consider this discovery authentic, 

not least among which there is the fact that I had proposed a hypothesis, slightly in jest, a number 

of months ago which Clement of Alexandria's testimony here would make much more plausible. 

I will reproduce a short excerpt of that here: 
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I heard something today which inspired me to think up an apologetic response to some 

scholars who suggest that the ending of Mark (Mark 16:9-20) could neither have been 

authored by Mark nor by any person contemporary with the Apostles. The tantalizing 

insight was this: that Marks’ Gospel begins with the words: 

“The beginning of the good news of Jesus Christ, the Son of God.” 

~Mark 1:1 

This ‘beginning’ may imply that, like Luke, Mark’s work was implicitly reflecting an 

intention to write a supplementary volume. Mark may have written a Gospel to be shared 

with prospective converts and catechumen, while keeping the ending, the true ‘good 

news’, as something to be expressed in the Liturgy. In other words, the resurrection 

would be proclaimed in the Liturgy, but the ‘Gospel’ was composed with an abridged 

cliff-hanger ending precisely in order to invite suspicious attraction to the Mass, where 

the ‘bow’ to the whole Gospel would finally be present-ed.
6 

 
What I had in mind was that some parts of Mark's Gospel were not reproduced for reading 

during liturgies where non-communicants could attend, or where copies were made accessible 

for the purposes of evangelization. That some teachings were only to be communicated among 

the mature and initiated was taken for granted and practiced rigorously by the early Church. 

Mike Aquilina explains: 

In almost every instance when the Fathers speak of the Eucharist, we find them urging 

their listeners not to repeat the doctrine to nonbelievers. Indeed, the unbaptized were 

forbidden to remain at the Mass beyond the Liturgy of the Word... Later scholars called 

this tendency to reticence the "discipline of the secret."
7
 

In fact, Clement of Alexandria is a great example of this reticence in the early Church, as 

Aquilina goes on to explain: 

[Clement] admits in his work called the Stromata (meaning "Carpets") that he 

intentionally wrote in riddles. In order to respect the discipline of the secret, he would 
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"here and there intersperse the dogmas... so that the discovery of the sacred traditions 

may not be easy to anyone of the uninitiated" (Stromata 7.18).
8
 

If, in step with this logic, the Gospel of Mark circulated from very early on in two versions, one 

intended for use in the Liturgy to which non-communicants were allowed to attend, and the other 

reserved for initiates only in order to 'keep the secret' then one can maintain that the ending of 

Mark from 16:9-20 may have been written within the first century. Having already saddled this 

hobby-horse, though with a tentative optimism, I found the suggestion that Clement of 

Alexandria, of all people (who, incidentally, is among the earliest witnesses to the Gospel of 

Mark),
9
 provides further circumstantial evidence to support this possibility tantalizing.  

 However exciting such evidence might be, there are significant reasons to doubt the 

credulity of Morton Smith's discovery, and more than a few scholars have voiced significant 

reservations about it.  For instance, there is the fact that Morton Smith lost the manuscript and it 

was never to be found again. Or again, there is the fact that Morton Smith put his signature on 

the manuscript, which is an extremely academically unorthodox thing for a scholar to do. 

However, there is more. Scholars like Koester have bought into the idea that the writing had been 

reproduced, apparently, by a monk at the monastery, whose "handwriting can be dated to 

1750."
10

 However, this analysis has been offered by none other than Morton Smith himself. 

What is more, recently, "arguing on the basis of handwriting analysis and a number of 

coincidences Stephen Carlson concluded in 2005 that the Clementine letter and its quotation and 

discussion of a longer version of Mark (a.k.a. Secret Mark) are a hoax and the hoaxer is Morton 

Smith."
11

 Though this conclusion is not without controversy, it certainly arouses justifiable 
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suspicion. Craig A. Evans, in a treatment of Morton Smith and the Secret Gospel of Mark, notes 

that the tide of scholarship has ebbed and flowed back and forth between recognizing Smith's 

finding as a forgery, and thinking it genuine. For instance, he recounts the following:  

The controversy has been such that in recent annual meetings of the Society of Biblical 

Literature special sessions have been convened to explore and debate the matter further. 

At one of these meetings Harvard alumnus and distinguished scholar of Gnosticism 

Birger Pearson stated that he now believes the Clementine letter to be a hoax. Harvard 

alumna and distinguished Markan scholar Adela Yarbro Collins has also concluded that 

in all probability Secret Mark is a hoax. However, Pearson’s and Collins’s distinguished 

Doktorvater Helmut Koester, who has made extensive use of Smith’s find, continues to 

regard the letter as genuine.
12

 

Indeed, Koester reiterates
13

 this position in the book when he concludes, on the basis of  the 

closeness of similarity of the writing style in the copy of the manuscript we have with the writing 

style of Clement of Alexandria's genuine writings, that "skepticism is hard to justify."
14

 This is 

overstated to say the least, as some scholars like Craig Evans note that "the vocabulary of Secret 

Mark is too Markan and the vocabulary of the Clementine letter is too Clementine"
15

 and thus is 

evidence of forgery. Appealing to an amusing anecdote about another questionable finding in 

recent Biblical studies from professor Coleman-Norton, Evans notes that "if the discoverer did 

possess... knowledge [of the content of the finding] prior to the discovery, it is almost always 

assumed that forgery is involved. A second, closely related criterion, asks if the discovery 

reflects the interests of the discoverer, interests in evidence prior to the discovery? If it does, 

forgery is suspected."
16

 Dr. Evans goes on to note that " what I find most troubling is that themes 

of interest to Professor Smith, as seen in his publications before the finding of the Clementine 
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letter, are found in the Clementine letter."
17

 These interests include the connection of sexuality 

with the kingdom of God,
18

 and the idea that Mark's Gospel had been redacted such that it 

"omitted materials that contained Johannine traits."
19

 Both of these themes, unique to Morton 

Smith, seem to be conveniently confirmed by his finding. The passage in the secret Gospel of 

Mark which is reproduced by Clement of Alexandria in the fragment goes as follows: 

And they come into Bethany. And a certain woman whose brother had died was there. 

And, coming, she prostrated herself before Jesus and says to him, “Son of David, have 

mercy on me.” But the disciples rebuked her. And Jesus, being angered, went off with her 

into the garden, where the tomb was; and immediately a great cry was heard from the 

tomb. And approaching, Jesus rolled away the stone from the door of the tomb. And 

immediately, entering where the youth was, he stretched forth his hand and raised him, 

seizing his hand. But the youth, looking upon him, loved him and began to beseech him 

that he might be with him. And going out of the tomb they came into the house of the 

youth, for he was rich. And after six days Jesus gave him instruction, and in the evening 

the youth comes to him, wearing a linen cloth over his naked body. And he remained 

with him that night, for Jesus was teaching him “the mystery of the kingdom of God.” 

And thence, arising, he returned to the other side of the Jordan.
20

 

 

The parallel to John's story of the raising of Lazarus is unmistakable, and the connotation of 

sexuality as a theme is clearly reflected, and these are both difficult to explain away as 

coincidental. Moreover, Craig A. Evans points to countless other lines of evidence which impugn 

the find, including the odd similarities between Morton Smith's story concerning his discovery, 

and a novel published in 1940 called The Mystery of Mar Saba, the events of which, when 

compared to the events surrounding Smith's discovery according to Smith, closely track each 

other, even though the fictional novel came far in advance.
21
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 Prior to having engaged Koester's work I was extremely dismissive of scholarship on the 

Secret Gospel of Mark, for various reasons which were brought to my attention while I 

superficially looked into the facts surrounding Morton Smith. Now, having reviewed the 

evidence more seriously and openly, I am inclined to remain sceptical about Morton Smith's 

finding, and profess with confidence that it is, in all likelihood, a forgery. Craig A. Evans adds, 

in his final footnote, that "if conclusive evidence should finally materialize that proves Smith's 

Mar Saba find is indeed a hoax and that Morton Smith is himself the hoaxer, this does not make 

Professor Helmut Koester or any other scholar a fool[;] Koester, like many of us, was willing to 

give Smith the benefit of the doubt and, like many of us, finds it difficult to imagine someone 

expending so much energy in the commission of such a grotesque hoax."
22

 I find myself in 

agreement with Evans, and I do not think that Koester can be faulted for his stubbornness or 

optimism with respect to the 'discovery' foisted upon New Testament scholars by Morton Smith. 

If, on the other hand, the evidence in the near future seems to vindicate Morton Smith, and 

authenticate the finding, then it seems that Clement of Alexandria has witnessed to the fact that a 

copy of Mark's Gospel did exist which was intended for circulation only among the initiated, 

which may have contained a longer ending than the cliff-hanger ending of Mark 16:8.
23

 In fact, 

Koester himself notices that it can just as easily be said of the ending of Mark 16:9-20, as it can 

of the passages reproduced by the Clement according to the fragment, that "vocabulary and style 

of the additions are fully compatible with the Gospel of Mark."
24

 I can anticipate that this may 

make many Christians feel uncomfortable given the homosexual-pedophiliac overtones of the 

passage cited in Clement of Alexandria, even without the words supposedly added by the 
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Carpocratians, "naked man with naked man."
25

 However, as Koester points out, one may not 

have to read it as having any such connotation, as it may simply be a reference to baptism, since 

"nakedness was widely practiced in early Christian baptism."
26

 Mark clearly uses liturgical 

overtones in his Gospel elsewhere, and so it shouldn't surprise us to find in this passage, if it 

belonged to some primitive Gospel belonging to the Markan community, simply an allusion to 

the principle sacrament of initiation. Furthermore, if this is the case, then one can even construct 

from it an argument which concludes to the fact that baptism was practiced as a sacrament by the 

early Markan community, who saw it as an initiation into the mystery of the Kingdom of God, 

and even argue that Mark, like Paul, connects Baptism directly to the death and resurrection of 

Jesus. 

 

4.2 Urmarkus hypothesis and the Secret Gospel of Mark 

 Interestingly, there are alternative lines of evidence which might be taken to license the 

claim that some more primitive version of the Gospel of Mark existed which is now lost to us. 

This hypothesis Koester calls the Urmarkus hypothesis.
27

 This hypothesis is in turn predicated on 

the "two source hypothesis"
28

 according to which Mark's Gospel was the most primitive of the 

four Canonical Gospels, and was used by Matthew and Luke. To see the reason why the two 

source hypothesis legitimizes the claim that some primitive copy of Mark existed to which we no 

longer have access, one merely has to take a survey of all those passages in which Matthew and 

Luke agree and reflect a shorter reading, whereas Mark has clearly been expanded.
29

 To take but 
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one example which Koester brings up in his study, (though, to be sure, he brings up many more 

besides) we can consider Mark 9:25-29 as compared to Matt 17:18-20a and Luke 9:42-43. 

Clearly, on the assumption that Mark was written first, it seems more likely that a later redactor 

expanded Mark than that Matthew and Luke both abridged the Markan account. However, to use 

this Urmarkus hypothesis to lend credentials to the suggestion that there was a Secret Gospel of 

Mark as described by Clement of Alexandria according to Morton Smith's findings, seems a 

stretch. In the first place among problems with this submission there is the most obvious; 

namely, that the whole Urmarkus hypothesis is an attempt to explain how Mark's Gospel could 

contain more than the other sibling synoptics reproduce, but the Secret Gospel of Mark supposes 

a longer original Gospel than has come down to us after redaction. If the redactor was in the 

business of expanding Mark's Gospel, why would the redactor also shorten and even eliminate 

some of its narratives? Moreover, one also has the difficulty of explaining why Matthew and 

Luke don't reproduce any of the content of Secret Mark. Perhaps one could say that Secret Mark 

was an even more primitive text than the one which fell into the hands of either other synoptic 

evangelists, but this looks remarkably like special pleading, and in any case Urmarkus cannot be 

used as supportive evidence for this pre-pre-Markan Gospel, as it at best licenses only talk about 

a pre-Markan Gospel of Mark. 

4.3 Mark's Geography 

 I cannot help but want to briefly address something which Koester throws out there in his 

chapter as though it can be taken for granted, and yet which I am reluctant to grant; namely that 

Mark's Gospel is assuredly not written by a Jewish Christian with a familiarity with the world he 

describes. Speaking of the various traditions which come together in the Gospel of Mark, 

Koester says the following: 
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The world which these traditions describe rarely goes beyond the circle of Galilee, Judea, 

and Jerusalem, which is not the world of the author nor of the readers for whom the book 

was written. Mark's information about Palestine and about its people is fairly accurate 

wherever he leaves his sources intact. But from his redaction of the sources it is clear that 

the author is not a Jewish-Christian and that he does not live in Palestine. Except for the 

importance of Jerusalem and of Jesus' journey there, geographical data have little effect 

upon the organization and composition of Mark's traditions and sources. Mark composes 

his materials according to a theological schema which is directly related to the religious 

significance of the various traditions about Jesus in his own mostly Gentile-Christian 

environment.
30

 

I submit that this claim is simply naive. There is absolutely no good reason to think that Mark 

was unfamiliar with Palestine's geography. Mark's Gospel may be organized according to a 

theological logic, and that point is fair enough, but it cannot be so easily said in company with 

that that Mark's Gospel was not written and organized in such a way as to reflect a familiarity 

with the geography of Palestine. Let us take one example by way of illustration before moving 

on to the next point. One example which is often used to demonstrate that Mark is not careful 

about checking his geography is in Mark 5:1-20, where Jesus casts out Legion's demons and sent 

them into a flock of pigs nearby, which subsequently "rushed down the steep bank into the lake, 

and were drowned."
31

 The problem, and it's resolution, is discussed in an article published in 

Zondervan's Archaeological Study Bible. 

Did this take place in the region of the Gerasenes, the Gadarenes or the Gergesenes? All 

three can be found among the Greek manuscripts of the Gospels. On the textual evidence 

alone, manuscripts of Matthew 8:28 probably favor "Gadarenes," but those of Mark 5:1 

and Luke 8:26 both suggest "Gerasenes." Gadara, modern Umm Qeis, was about 5 miles 

(8km) from the sea of Galilee and thus cannot have been the place where the miracle took 

place. Gerasa (Jerash)... is 37 miles (60 km) southeast of Galilee and thereby also out of 

the question as the site of the miracle. Gergesa... modern Kursi, is situated on the eastern 

shore of the Sea of Galilee and is also the only spot on this shore with a steep bank 

overlooking the sea (Mk 5:13). The church historian Eusebius identified this as the site of 

the miracle... it would appear that the earliest texts rendered the site "Gergesenes" but 
                                                           
30
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that, because the name was unfamiliar to many scribes and because of the similarity in 

pronunciation and spelling, it was erroneously copied as both "Gersenes" and 

"Gadarenes."
32

 

Since this is perhaps the most cited argument against Mark's geographical accuracy, and since 

there are good reasons to think that the earliest texts of Mark's Gospel read Gergesenes, it 

follows that no inaccuracy is reflected by the Markan evangelist.  

4.4 Childhood of Christ 

Something which is conspicuously absent from the Gospel of Mark, but which animated the 

religious imaginations of many early Christian communities, was the story of Jesus' childhood. 

This theme is taken up extensively in writings such as the proto-evangelium of James, or the so-

called infancy Gospel of Thomas, to say nothing of the presence of some biographical 

information which even the Gospels of Matthew and Luke are concerned to reproduce. Stories 

surrounding the birth of Jesus surely did not take very long to develop, and though there is no 

evidence that early writers such as Paul were in the least concerned with Jesus' childhood, the 

Christian Church surely did not move out of the first century without bringing with it stories of 

Christ's miraculous birth.
33

 There is a suggestion advanced by some scholars, of the comparative 

religions school, that stories surrounding the birth of Christ were informed by traditions which 

fall outside the borders of Israel's religion. For instance, Koester notes that "the most striking 

feature revealing the non-Jewish origin of the story of the birth of Jesus is the divine conception 

of the child."
34

 This is because, as Bultmann explains: "the idea of divine generation from a 

virgin is not only foreign to the Old Testament and to Judaism, but it is completely 
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impossible."
35

 With respect to it's being impossible, presumably Bultmann doesn't mean 

logically impossible but rather physically impossible, but of course all the outlines and borders 

of the range or field of physically possible events are provided by our best current models of 

physics, which themselves always come with a Ceteris Paribus clause. To say that a virgin birth 

is physically possible would not vindicate Christ, but rather make his birth something of a rare 

but possible physical oddity. It is the fact that it is physically impossible which makes it so 

impressive. Thus, far from undermining the credulity of the story, the physical impossibility of 

the miraculous events surrounding Jesus' person and ministry, themselves the earmarks of God's 

activity in history, legitimize Jesus' claim to be all that he implied he was. If Bultmann or others 

wish to press against this suggestion by arguing, in that revered Humean tradition of scepticism, 

that one ought not believe that a miracle has occurred, then he will have to face the fires of 

modern analytic philosophy which has found Hume's sceptical arguments to be end in abject 

failure. In any case, Bultmann has no business, and neither does Koester for that matter, making 

an argument for a non-Jewish origin of the stories surrounding the birth of Jesus from the fact 

that the birth of Jesus was miraculous. On a more charitable reading of Bultmann, perhaps we 

could construe his statement that the virgin birth is impossible as meaning impossible for the 

Jewish religious imagination alive in the first Century to conceive of. However, the argument is 

not only saying something much weaker if construed this way, but seems rather more rickety as 

well. After all, the Jews did not stand so far apart from their surrounding cultures that they did 

not themselves have stories about miraculous births.
36

 Moreover, the interpretation according to 

which the Messiah was to be born of virgin birth pre-dates Christianity, as the Septuagint-

translation in the third century before Christ demonstrates. Granted that we no longer have any 
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copies of the Septuagint which pre-date the fourth century A.D.,
37

 it is nevertheless inexplicable 

that the Gospel writers should turn to Isaiah 7:14 in the LXX for scriptural support of a virgin 

birth if it was not already the reading to be found in the Septuagint. Moreover, the fact that this 

was already a reading in the LXX demonstrates that the Gospel writers who recorded this 

biographical 'fact' about Jesus could just as easily have been operating out of a Jewish milieu. 

Even if one is to claim that the LXX reflects hellenistic tendencies, they were hellenistic 

tendencies which were adopted by the Jews before the first century A.D., and therefore 

demonstrate that the Jewish mind of the first Century did not think it impossible that God should 

perform this particular kind of miracle. Moreover, it seems clear to me that Koester offers 

grounds on which to strengthen this point. For instance, Koester says that "the titles of the child 

in Isaiah 9:6, born to rule in the new age, "Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting 

Father, Prince of Peace," are the same as those which were given to Pharaoh at his 

enthronement."
38

 This as well, then, was a "Hellenistic and, ultimately, Egyptian"
39

 idea. 

However, in my estimation, that is no reason at all to pretend that it was an idea foreign to the 

people of Israel, and that with respect to its messianic interpretation could not have come from 

Jewish exegetes. In the same way, perhaps the idea of the virgin birth crept into the Jewish 

imagination by way of Greco-Roman influence, but it is likely it did so prior to Jesus of 

Nazareth's time, and was likely to have been entertained by Jewish-Christian believers. 
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4.5 Pauline Christology 

 Another issue which surfaces in Koester's chapter concerns when the Sonship of Jesus 

begins. For instance, he suggests, in Mark's Gospel it is only at the cross,
40

 when one Roman 

centurion confesses for the first time that Jesus is the Son of God, that Jesus begins to be the Son 

of God in Markan theology. Similarly Koester informs us that "for Paul, the sonship of Jesus 

dates from his resurrection from the dead (Rom 1:3-4)."
41

 There are a few arguments which need 

to be raised at this point. 

The first thing which it is necessary to say in response is that Luke's Gospel, which is plausibly a 

production of a Pauline community, seems to clearly connect the theme of divine or miraculous 

birth with Jesus' Sonship. Some commentators, however, like Bart Ehrman, have proposed that a 

variant reading of Luke 3:21-22 implies that Jesus was begotten as the Son of God at his 

Baptism. The passage in Luke is thought to be, originally, a quotation of Psalm 2:7 as it appears 

in the Septuagint: διαγγέλλων τὸ πρόσταγμα κυρίου Κύριος εἶπεν πρός με Υἱός μου εἶ σύ, ἐγὼ 

σήμερον γεγέννηκά σε·. Ehrman points out that 

Not only was it the reading of the ancestor of codex Bezae and the Old Latin text of 

Luke, it appears also to have been the text known to Justin, Clement of Alexandria, and 

the authors of the Gospel according to the Hebrews and the Didascalia. It is certainly the 

text attested by the Gospel according the Ebionites, Origen, and Methodius. Somewhat 

later it is found in Lactantius, Juvencus, Hilary, Tyconius, Augustine, and several of the 

later Apocryphal Acts.
42

  

Moreover, Ehrman recognizes that this reading, in line with Psalm 2:7, is a more difficult reading 

of the text and was therefore more likely to have been changed from this reading rather than 
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changed to it. I remain only somewhat sceptical about whether this is in fact the original Lukan 

reading, but I am comfortable admitting that it is. However, assuming for the sake of argument 

that it is the original reading, what follows from that? Would it follow that Luke's Christology 

recognized that Jesus 'became' the Son at the moment of his baptism, such that he was not the 

Son prior to that point? I think that would be to oversimplify the Christological motifs which run 

throughout Luke's Gospel and the book of Acts. Witness, for example, that Luke explicitly 

connects the Sonship of Jesus with his miraculous birth, and perhaps even conception. 

The angel said to her, ‘Do not be afraid, Mary, for you have found favour with God. And 

now, you will conceive in your womb and bear a son, and you will name him Jesus. He 

will be great, and will be called the Son of the Most High, and the Lord God will give to 

him the throne of his ancestor David. He will reign over the house of Jacob for ever, and 

of his kingdom there will be no end.’ Mary said to the angel, ‘How can this be, since I am 

a virgin?’ The angel said to her, ‘The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of 

the Most High will overshadow you; therefore the child to be born will be holy; he will 

be called Son of God.
43

 

Thus, whatever else Luke's Christology might look like, it cannot be said to be as simple as Jesus 

being adopted as the Son of God only at his Baptism. Moreover, notice that Luke explicitly 

connects the prophecy of Psalm 2:7 to Jesus' resurrection in Acts 13:33. It is therefore clear that 

Luke takes the event of the resurrection to vindicate Jesus' claim to be the Son of God, the 

Jewish Messiah, and thus to fulfill the prophecies such as that of the second psalm. For Luke, 

there is no indication in either Acts 13:33, nor in Luke 3:21-22, that he intends to indicate by his 

appeal to Psalm 2 that Jesus at that point became the Messiah, but rather only that at that point 

was Jesus being declared the Messiah of Psalm 2:7. Imagine how odd it would have been for 

Luke to bother including any narrative about Jesus' birth, and even early childhood, if according 

to Luke's theology Jesus wasn't even the Messiah yet. Moreover, even in that one episode of 
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Jesus' childhood which Luke recounts, Jesus displays a conviction that he is, in some special 

sense, already the Son of God.
44

 When one takes all these things into account one cannot 

legitimately dilute Luke's Christology to some adoptionistic Christology without doing violence 

to the evidence at hand. Interestingly, Koester agrees with the conclusion that Luke's Gospel 

dates the sonship of Christ back to his birth.
45

 If the Gospel of Luke falls into the Pauline 

tradition, such that the Lukan community just was a Pauline community, for which arguments 

from tradition and Biblical evidence exist, then it stands to reason that the Lukan Christology 

was representative of the Pauline Christology. However, it would follow from that, given our 

examination thus far, that Pauline Christology was not so simple as to approximate crudely to 

adoptionistic Christologies.  

 A second line of evidence may come from the observation that Paul was Jewish, and that 

the title 'Son of God' was a messianic title. When one takes a careful look at Paul's Christology 

one finds that it oversteps the narrow boundaries of adoptionistic Christology. For instance, one 

can take a brief survey of passages such as Colossians 1:15-20, and 2:9, along with Philippians 

2:5-8, and preview there an identification of Christ with the God of Israel. In addition to the 

obvious, that Kyrios was used to describe both the Christ in Paul's writings, and Israel's God in 

the Septuagint of the Old Testament, one can go much further by pointing to the way Paul 

applied passages from the Old Testament to Christ. For example, consider Romans 10:9,11-13: 

Because if you confess with your lips that Jesus is Lord and believe in your heart that 

God raised him from the dead, you will be saved.... The scripture says, ‘No one who 
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believes in him will be put to shame.’... the same Lord is Lord of all and is generous to all 

who call on him. For, ‘Everyone who calls on the name of the Lord shall be saved.’
46

 

The Old Testament quotation comes from Joel 2:32, and is there clearly applied to the LORD God 

of Israel. Paul's Christology, therefore, clearly picks out an identity-relation between Jesus the 

Messiah, and the LORD God of Israel.
47

 More significantly for our purposes, Paul doesn't seem to 

indicate anywhere that Jesus 'became' identified with God. Moreover, though we must admit a 

veritable and challenging spectrum of Jewish ideas about the messiah in Paul's time, the Jewish 

expectation was not for one to become the Messiah, but for the Messiah to come to them. Unless 

we have some good reason to situate Paul outside of that normative Messianic anticipatory 

tradition, we have no good reason to situate Paul outside of that normative Messianic 

anticipatory tradition! However, since we have no such reason, given that whatever indications 

may exist in allusions in Paul to the supposition that Jesus became the Messiah at his resurrection 

are outweighed by the fact that his Christology is obviously more complex than that, we ought 

not pretend that our suspicions of Paul's adoptionistic tendency are justifiable. Consider what it 

would mean for Paul to say that Jesus became the Messiah by reason of his resurrection; it would 

mean that though the Messiah had been crucified, nobody had ever crucified the Messiah. This 

distinction is not in evidence anywhere, however, in Paul's writings, and more than that it seems 

clear that Paul did believe that the Messiah qua Messianic vocation died for our sins, and that 
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this was just as much a part of his Messianic mission, and a marker of his identity according to 

the scriptures, as was his resurrection.
48

  

5.1 2
nd

 Clement and the Sayings of Jesus 

 It is of noteworthy interest that the second epistle of Clement of Rome witnesses to 

sayings of Jesus which often seem to be dependent on the Gospels of either Matthew or Luke. 

This evidences that Clement regarded as some kind of trustworthy authority the Gospels from 

which he so easily drew. However, what is more interesting and surprising is that 2
nd

 Clement 

also witnesses to at least one saying which is not attested to anywhere in Paul, or in the Catholic 

epistles, or in the Evangelists.  

2Clem 12:2 

For the Lord Himself, being asked by a certain person when his 

kingdom would come, said, When the two shall be one, and the 

outside as the inside, and the male with the female, neither male 

or female.
49

 

 

This saying is attested to, Koester notes, only in the Gospel of Thomas (#22), and the Gospel 

According to the Egyptians.
50

 Furthermore, Koester tells us that "it is impossible to argue for any 

kind of literary dependence of one of these reproductions of this saying upon an other,"
51

 which 

indicates that 2
nd

 Clement was probably not dependent on either the Gos.Thom. or the 

Gos.Egypt. In this case, however, Clement may be witnessing to a saying of Jesus which Koester 

suggests survived in the free tradition of sayings. 

 Aside from the historical interest this has for those interested in reconstructing the 

ministry of Jesus of Nazareth, there is another dimension of intellectual interest which may be 
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worth a brief mention. Concerning this 'free tradition,' the one thing which Koester does not say, 

is how these sayings relate to Liturgical practices. If these sayings of Jesus were not written 

down in some document which was circulating, then how else could they have been circulating 

except through the liturgical practices of religious communities? Where else could such 

traditions reside and live other than in the worship setting of a religious community? Where else 

could they be embedded? Even if they were written down, that doesn't preclude Liturgical 

practice from being the primary vehicle for the circulation of these sayings and traditions. 

Indeed, one might say the whole New Testament canon was the result of the development and 

convergence of liturgical traditions. The significance of this is obvious: if such a saying was 

preserved and communicated in a liturgical tradition, then one could track that liturgical tradition 

across other early Christian writings such as the Gospel of Thomas or the Gospel of the 

Egyptians. Such a study may prove fruitful, but Koester never goes anywhere near it, and his 

silence in this respect is perplexing, at least to me. 

5.2 Justin Martyr's 'Memoirs', and the fourth Gospel. 

 Koester proceeds with a short but significant examination of Justin Martyr's testimony 

vis-a-vis the canon. According to Koester, Justin "knew and quoted expecially the Gospels of 

Matthew and Luke; he must have known the Gospel of Mark as well."
52

 What surprises me, 

however, is that Koester on the one hand says that Justin "apparently had no knowledge of the 

Gospel of John,"
53

 and on the other hand spills a considerable amount of ink in an attempt to 

explain away apparent allusions to John's Gospel. For instance in 1 Apol. 61:4 the saying 

"Unless you are reborn, you cannot enter into the kingdom of heaven"
54

 is "quoted in the context 
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of a description of the Christian ceremony of baptism."
55

 This obviously recalls Jesus' 

conversation with Nicodemus in John 3:5. Koester says "Justin Must have obtained this saying 

through the tradition of the baptismal liturgy, and is not dependent upon a written gospel"
56

 and 

while I agree with the former half of that conjunction, the second half seems unjustified. After 

all, since this language does not appear in any other source than John's Gospel, it is difficult to 

imagine a Liturgy repeating nearly the same formula without Johannine influence. Later Koester 

also discusses the closeness of Dial. 88.7 with John John 1:19-20, which seems even more 

striking.
57

 Moreover, here Koester softens his stance, it seems, as he admits that "that Justin 

knew the Gospel of John... cannot be categorically excluded."
58

 He then argues that this is the 

only instance where Justin reflects a familiarity with John's Gospel, and therefore is not strong 

enough evidence to conclude that Justin did know the fourth Gospel. However, there are two 

arguments which seem evident to me to think Justin did know the fourth Gospel. The first is that 

there are other instances where Justin seems to allude to the Gospel of John, even if these can be 

explained away, and thus when these are taken together with this particular instance of clear 

parallel to John's Gospel one has a relatively good argument to think Justin had a familiarity with 

it. The second argument comes from the fact that Justin's student, Tatian, clearly was familiar 

with the fourth Gospel, and Tatian's ecclesiastical and catechetical genealogy may be taken to be 

another piece of evidence weighing in favor of Justin's knowledge of the fourth Gospel as well. 

These evidences converge in such a way as to provide reasonable confidence in the hypothesis 

that Justin Martyr did, in fact, have an awareness of John's Gospel, and thus an awareness of all 

four canonical Gospels. 
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5.3 The Mixed Gospel: Tatian's Διὰ τεσσάρων  

Halfway through the fifth chapter 'the words of Helmut Koester are ended', and a final treatment 

is taken up by a guest contributor. It was in this section that William L. Peterson introduced me 

to the wide world of Diatessaron Scholarship. As this represented my first serious encounter with 

the Diatessaron, I will here take the time to adduce some of the most interesting things which I 

have learnt from this chapter, and offer a few thoughts on the significance of the Diatessaron, 

and Diatessaronic scholarship in general. Though my thoughts will not be tempered by years of 

reflection and/or background, as they are in other areas, still I will offer what I can by way of 

reflection.  

 The διὰ τεσσάρων, or 'mixed' Gospel, was composed, according to tradition, by Tatian 

the "hearer"
59

 of Justin Martyr. Tatian's authorship of the διὰ τεσσάρων is practically undisputed, 

and "although we know that there were other early harmonies, and that a work called a Διὰ 

τεσσάρων was composd by the otherwise obscure Ammonius of Alexandria, tradition links"
60

 

only the name of Tatian to the διὰ τεσσάρων. Autobiographically, Tatian seems to have been a 

wandering philosopher who, like Justin, became a Christian.  

Attracted by the holiness of the Christian religion and the sublimity and simplicity of 

the Scriptures, he became a convert, probably about A.D. 150. He joined the Christian 

community in Rome, where he was a "hearer" of Justin. There is no reason to think he 
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was converted by the latter. While Justin lived Tatian remained orthodox. Later (c. 172) 

he apostatized, became a Gnostic of the Encratite sect, and returned to the Orient.
61

  

Controversy also followed his magnum opus, the διὰ τεσσάρων, as suspicions arose among many 

Church Fathers that this harmonization might reflect some of the heretical views Tatian 

eventually inculcated. Thus, for example, Theodoret accused Tatian of heretical craftiness for 

having left out the genealogies of Christ, thus "cutting out... whatever goes to prove the Lord to 

have been born of the seed of David according to the flesh."
62

 It is perhaps more likely, however, 

that "he could not harmonize [them] on any theory of his own." Encratite overtones 

notwithstanding, the Diatessaron "is quite probably the form in which the gospels first appeared 

in Syriac, Latin, Armenian, and Georgian."
63

 Most scholars seem to agree that it was originally 

composed in Syriac, though "Harnack, Burkitt, and others are equally positive that it was 

composed in Greek."
64

  

 The significance of the Diatessaron is almost inexhaustible, but at least two points seem 

worth special highlighting. The Diatessaron witnesses to two significant convictions which 

explain the popularity of the work, along with its composition in the first place. First, it shows 

that the early Christians read their Gospels in such a way that they believed that the accounts 

could not stand in any solid contradiction, and second it shows that the early Christians like 

Tatian maintained a four-Gospel canon, which is incidentally the same four-Gospel canon in 

Christian Bibles today. This later is obviated because the episodes all seem to come from one or 

more of the four Gospels, and there is little or no material which finds its source in anything else. 
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Against this there is only one piece of information which I stumbled across, but which is not 

made explicit by Peterson himself. Though the Diatessaron is variously referred to in the Church 

Fathers, there is at least one Father who calls it something quite different from a "διὰ τεσσάρων;" 

Victor, the Bishop of Capua. Peterson recounts: "inexplicably, however, Victor does not call 

Tatian's work a Diatessaron, but a Diapente (= "Through five [gospels]")."
65

 However, Peterson 

elsewhere notes that there seems to have been a fifth source used by Tatian, and that "the Jewish-

Christian Gospel of the Hebrews is the prime candidate for the extra-canonical source employed 

by Tatian alongside the four canonical gospels."
66

 This calls to my mind my earlier hypothesis 

that Matthew wrote some Gospel in Hebrew before composing his Greek text, and that the 

Gospel of the Hebrews approximates to, even while deviating from, that Gospel. It would be 

interesting to see if any evidence could be found in support of any such thing by conducting a 

close analysis of the Gospel of the Hebrews and the Diatessaron for possible similarities and 

disagreement. 

 Tatian's Diatessaron was "practically the only gospel text used in Syria during the third 

and fourth centuries."
67

 It was also, we know, widely used among the early Manicheans.
68

 The 

witnesses to the Diatessaron, however, are many, mixed and it is anything but simple to put them 

together. "There are only a few fragments extant in Syriac but a comparatively full 

reconstruction of the whole has been effected from St. Ephraem's commentary."
69

 It would 

simply be unmanageable for me here to rehearse all the various witnesses, and evaluate their 

respective value for scholarship in this area. Instead, I thought I would simply comment further 
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on the Diatessaron that, since it is possibly the first form in which the material of the 'four 

Gospels' appeared in Latin,70 and its date is so primitive, it would be interesting to compare the 

Diatessaron with Origen's Hexapla, if we were ever to recover/rediscover it. Finally, recalling the 

thesis of Nicholas Perrin to which I referred in my previous treatment, the accurate 

reconstruction of the Diatessaron in Syriac may also hold the key for making sense of the Gospel 

of Thomas.  

5.4 Post-legomena 

 In conclusion, I have greatly enjoyed reading, critiquing, and learning from Koester's 

work, Ancient Christian Gospels. I cannot overstate how much I appreciate and admire his 

scholarship, and the encyclopedic mind reflected in the pages of his work. The academic 

seriousness which is reflected in his work is altogether laudable, admirable, and inspiring, and 

his knowledge, together with his well deserved credentials, provide all the necessary ingredients 

for a book nothing short of a pedantic scholar's wet dream. However, concerning the significance 

of his work for the future of New Testament studies, I cannot be so optimistic. First, Koester is 

too confident in the deliverances of mid twentieth century historical-textual criticism, which are 

now, it seems being overturned by newer and better scholarship. Moreover, Koester seems to 

operate with certain background presumptions which are harder to get away with today than they 

were when he put pen to paper for this book, and they are getting harder all the time. In the end, I 

fear that the eminent, distinguished Doktorvater Helmut Koester has earned by his contributions 

no more than to be remembered as a footnote to the previous generation of scholarship which is 

now passing away, especially given the 'third' quest for the historical Jesus, the new perspective 
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on Paul, and even more top drawer conservative work on the Gospels, to say nothing of 

Archaeological discoveries including more textual manuscripts. Regardless of what is and is not 

in academic vogue, however, it seems to me that we are justified in appreciating Koester's work 

for exactly what it is worth: as a reflection of what the best of the previous generation's 

scholarship had to offer. 
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