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CHAPTER II 

THE VI l'~tr OF 1'HLLIA M WRt DE 

In 1901 \'!ill iam r:rrede irTrote his monumental work, �~� 

Messias~eheimnis in~ Evan~elien. In this famous dis­

cussion he concentrated especially on St. T·,fark' s Gospel. 

In his study of this Gospel he found in many passa.1$eS an 

element to which he gave the title, "The Messianic Secret.n 

From Wrede's study emerged a theory that has been respon­

sible for almost every discussion of the Messianic secret 

since his day. 

\•:rede began with the premise that what we have in the 

written Gospels is the interpretation of the life or Jesus 

by the evangelists and not the actual life itself. The 

evangelicts saw the life of Christ only through the eyes 

of their time and their community.1 ~lhen Wrede discovered 

the leitmotif of the Messianic secret in St. Mark, he did 

not im~ediately explain it as a literary interpretation or 

invention on the part of Mark. Bruno Bauer earlier had done 

this very thing. 2 ~·Jrede rather held that the idea of the 

Messianic secret was current in certain circles to which 

1william Wrede, Das Messiasgeheimnis in den Evangelien 
(Goettingen: Vandenhoeck~uprecht, l901T; ~2. 

2Albert Schweitzer, The Quest of the Historical Jesus, 
translated by w. Montgomery (London: 'Xaam and Charles 
Black, 1911), p. 342. 
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St. Mark belonged. It was the product of early Christian 

theology, which shaped the history of the life of Jesus 

accordine to its own conceptions. Yet r1 ark did not merely 

take over these current conceptions. He used them in a 

way that reflected his own vie\\Ts and his own manner and 

t 1 f ·t· 3 s ye o wr1 ing . Mark's purpose was not to writ e a l ife 

of Christ but to relate a life full of Messianic manifes­

tations. The more a particular event fitted this major 

purpose, the more value it held for St. Mark to report it. 

Mark, 1:lrede says, had no real perception of an historical 

J e s us but rather a theological and dogmatic perception,4 

in t he s ense that t he motifs which Mark inserted gave 

movement and direction to his narrative. Hans Juergen 

Ebeling , however, modifies this view in the follm-nng 

sta tement: 

Das Mess iasgeheimnismotiv ist bei Wrede ueberhaupt 
keine "theologische Vorstellung" im strengen Sinn 
des Wortes, sondern eine reine Hilfskonstruktion des 
Rvangelisten zur Ueberwindung und Verbindung zweier 
geschichtlicher Tatbestande: der messianischen 
Verehrung Jesu in der Gemeinde und der 
unmessianischen Einstellung Jesu selbst.5 

According to Wrede, Jesus did not claim to be the 

Messiah during His earthly life and ministry. His Messianic 

3wrede, 2E.• .£!!., pp. 145f. 

4~ .• pp. 125, 129. 

5Hans Juergen Ebeling, Das Messiasueheimnis und die 
Botschaft des Marcus-EvangeIIsten (BerY!n: Alfrecf"'Toepel­
mann, 19391-;-p. 12. 
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dignity was not affirmed in the Christian community until 

after His Resurrection. ·1rrede appeals to ·r.1ark 9:9 to show 

how everythim? leads up to the Resurrection. 6 Yet he 

maintains that Jesus did not know that the Resurrection 

would bring Him ?1essian:l.c status. 7 He explains the 

j'/le s sianic secret as a literary device on the part of Mark 

to account for the lack of recognition befor e the Resur­

rection . The community and St. Mark attempted to explain 

the lack of 1essianic claims in the life of Jesus by 

reading hack into the gospel history the t heory of the 

Me ssianic s ecret. 

t•]r e de says that Mark believed that Sesus wa s the 

Me s siah but that Jesus kept His Messiahship a secret 

during His life. For Mark the baptism of Jesus was the 

beginning of Messiahship, but the real recognition began 

first with the Resurrection.8 Mark, however, does not 

recognize any development in the Messiahship or in the 

disciples' recognition of Jesus as the Messiah. Mark did 

not think of Peter's confession at Caesarea Philippi as 

an epoch .or turning point in the recognition of Jesus as 

Messiah.9 Wrede looks at all of these elements as the 

6wrede, ~· cit., PP• 208, 21Jf. 

7Ibid., p. 225. 
8 !!&2.·, p. 114. 

9llli•, PP• 108, 115. 
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unhistorical, theological view of St. Mark. The following 

two statements by Wr ede pinpoint his view of St. Mark : 

Waehrend seines Er denlebens ist Jesu Mes s i anitaet 
ueberhaupt Geheimni s und sol l es s ein; niemand-­
ausser den Ver trauten Jesu--soll von ihr erf ahr en; 
mit der Aufers tehung aber erfolgt di e Rntschleierung. 
Die s ist in der Tha t der entscheide nde Gedanke, die 
Pointe der Ganzen Auf fassung des Markus.10 

Sie laess t sich be zeichnen als die Nachwirkung de r 
Anschauung , da ss die Auferst ehung der Anfang der 
Messianitaet i s t, zu einer 7.eit, wo man sachlich das 
Leben Jesu ber eits mit messianischem Gehalte 
erfuellt.11 

Wrede's view of the Messianic secret as a literary 

structure does not l eave much room f or any other expl a ­

nation. He says tha t the reason for the secret was not 

tha t J e sus feared a sensual or earthly or political 

inter pretation of Himself a s the Messiah. If t his were 

the case, 1rede claims that Jesus would then have told the 

people, "I am the Mess iah, but not a political one.nl2 

Wrede includes nearly everything in St. Mark under 

the leitmotif of the Messianic secret. He says that the 

secret includes all of Jesus' commands to silence: (1) To 

the demons (1:25,34; 3:12); (2) after other miracles 

(1:43-45; 5:43; 7:36; $:26); and (3) after Peter's con­

fession (8:30; 9:9). It includes the withdrawals of Jesus, 

His entire teaching, especially through parables (4:10-13), 

lOlli.g,., P• 68. 
11~ •• p. 228. 
1212!2,., P• 39 • 
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His statements on the Son of Man and the Bridegroom 

(2:10,19,20,2g), and, in a derived s ense , t he nece ssity of 

His suff ering , death, and Resur rection.13 

Nrede 's method of textual study and t ext ual criticism 

i s intereating . Whenever he is convinced that a passa~e 

is mys t erious or that it belongs to the Messianic secret, 

he general ly concl udes that such a passage is a l at er 

bel ief of the Church and an interpreta tive and editorial 

feature inserted by Mark. This method leads l.'lr ede to a 

very critical attitude toward Mark. He says that many 

pas sages are compl etely unhistorical and that others are 

given an improper historical significance by St. l!ark. 

For example, in the case of the parables, which in Mark, 

according to 1:lrede, can be equated with riddles, he states, 

"Der Bericht des Mar kus ueber das Parabellehren Jesu ist 

voellig unhistorisch."14 He further says: 

In diesem Falle ist also wenigstens deutlich, <lass 
diese Bemerkungen vom Alleinsein auch ein Ausfluss 
der Anschauung des Evangelisten sind und nicht eine 
historische Notiz.15 

As another example Wrede says that the witness of the 

demons to Jesus is to be stricken from the historical 

record; Mark inserted this ·witness to account for the fact 

13~ •• PP• 1gr., 33r., 80. 

14~ •• PP• 6or. 

15~., P• 65. 
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that the demons were an exception, to account for the fact 

that Jesus exorcized the demons.16 

It is Wrede's opinion that other sections of Mark 

contain interpretative features. These sections are the 

baptism of Jesus, the raising of the daughter of Jairus, 

the miracle feedi np,s , th e sea journeys, the Transfiguration, 

and the conversation between the angels and women at the 

grave.17 A list of passages that Wrede regards as Mark's 

invention would include at least the following: l:23ff., 

1:34,44; 3:llf.; 4:10-13,34; 5:6f.,43; 7:17-24,36; 

8 :26,JOf.; 9:9,20,28f.,30f.; 10:32-34; 13:3ff.18 

Wrede r egards Mark's Gospel as so disarranged and 

unchronological that it is impossible to obtain from it a 

clear picture of the development of Jesus and His Messiah­

ship.19 He believes that Mark is not always consistent in 

carrying out the leitmotif of the Messianic secret. In 

f act, he claims that the secret is a completely self­

contradictory conception.20 In 2:19f. Mark makes the 

statement concerning the Bridegroom sound my~terious to the 

16~., PP• Jlf. 

17Ibid., p. 7. 

lgvincent Taylor, "The Messianic Secret in Mark,"~ 
Expository Times, LIX (1947-4g), 147. 

1 19wrede, g]?• ~., PP• 14, 21. 
20!:2!!!., p. 116. 
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original hearers of these words. ~'lrede says that this 

picture was so clear to Jesus' hearers that even every 

child understood that Jesus was here speaking of Himself 

and of His death. 21. 

•here did St. Mark and the early Church obtain the 

theory of the fassianic secret? :!rede does not clearly 

answer t his question; ho:1ever, in his discussion he points 

to the fact that J ewish literature does speak of a hidden 

Messiah. The following statements bring this out: 

Auch auf j uedis chem Boden begegnet uns der Gedanke, 
dass der Me ssias eine Zeit lang verborgen existiert, 
und zwar nicht blos im Himmel, washier ja nichts 
bedeuten wuerde, sondern auf Erden. 

Der Jude Trypho im Dialoge C.8: 
"(Der) Christus (aberJ, ·we~n ~.T auch (schon) geboren 
ist und. irgend wo lebt ( K~<. Eo-tt ll"OV ) , ist 
unbekannt und kennt sich auch selbst noch nicht, hat 
auch keinerlei Hacht, bis dass Elias gekommen ist, 
ihn gesalbt und a l len offenbar gemacht hat.'' 

Die Verborgenheit seiner Herkunft erscheint als ein 
Kennzeichen des ~essias. Verwandt ist auch das 
rabbinische Theologumenon, dass der Messias, nachdem 
er geboren 1st, zunaechst wieder entrueckt wird, ehe 
er als Messias auftritt.22 

In these statements Wrede seems to imply that Mark 

developed the idea of the Messianic secret at least 

partly on the basis of current Jewish expectations of 

a hidden Messiah. 

21illg., p. 20. 

22~., PP• 21lf. 



CHAP·rER III 

THE VIEW OF ALBERT SCHWEITZER 

Like Will iam Wrede, Albert Schweitzer recognizes the 

Messianic secret in the Gospel According to St. ~ark. He 

observes that the other Gospels which arose from Mark made 

the Messianic secret a subordinate idea and that they made 

the life of Jesus more openly Messianic in character.l 

Here, however, the similarity between Schweitzer and 

1'/rede ends. Schweitzer becomes quite critical of the way 

in which Wr ede interprets the secret. He agrees that the 

early Chris tians exerted a significant influence on the 

presentation and representation of the life of Jesus, but 

he maintains that it was not the nature of their faith to 

alter the basic ideas or to fabricate facts in the life of 

Jesus.2 He does not believe that the Messianic secret was 

derived from the primitive theology of the early Christian 

community or from Mark's own idea. He has no sympathy for 

any solution that deprives Jesus of a Messianic 

lAlbert Schweitzer, The Quest of the Historical Jesus, 
translated by w. Montgomery {London: Adam and Charles 
Black, 1911), P• 338. 

2Albert Schweitzer, The Mtstery of the Kingdom of God, 
translated by Walter Lowrie ( ondon:Adainand Charles -
Black, 1914)! p. 8. Hereafter in this chapter Schweitzer's 
two works wi 1 be referred to merely as "Quest" and 
"Mystery." 



15 

self-consciousness during His ministry.3 

Wrede had made the secret of the kingdom in Mark 

4:10-12 the secret of the Messiahship of Jesus. Schweitzer 

reproves Wrede for thereby trying to subsume the more 

general mystery of the kingdom of God under the more 

special mystery of the Messiahship. He believes that the 

kingdom of God is a ~Qder and more central i dea than is 

Messiahship. He thinks that Wrede' s view was due to the 

fact that by Mark's time the view of the pa rables was that 

Jesus revealed Himself to the disciples but concealed Him­

self from the multitude. Schweitzer disapproves of Wrede 

f or also r egardine the withdrawals of Jesus as a veiling 

of the Messiahship.4 

The foregoing does not mean that Schweitzer wants to 

remove from the parables the character of a secret, but he 

regards the secret as a special kind that refers to some 

aspP-ct of the kingdom of God. For example, in the parable 

of the sower, he says that the secret is that the sowing 

was so small, considering all that was lost, and yet the 

harvest of the kingdom was so great.5 

Schweitzer cites three cases from St. Mark which gave 

Wrede much difficulty. These three cases are the confession 

3schweitzer, Quest, p. 11. 

4!!?!J!., pp. 346f. 

5schweitzer, Mystery, pp. 106, 108. 
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at Caesarea Philippi, the entry into Jerusalem, and the 

profession of Messiahship before the high priest. ·wrede 

believed that all of these passages imply an openly avowed 

Messiahship; hence he is practically forced to admit that 

they could hardly have been created by Mark but must belong 

to an earlier and divergent line of tradition. Schweitzer 

believes that the tradition for these three cases undermines 

Wrede's literary hypothesis.6 

He thinks that Wrede is unnecessarily critical and 

skeptical of Mark's Gospel as genuine history. Schweitzer 

hi mself, however, becomes quite a critic at times. For 

example, he reverses the chronology of the confession at 

Caesarea Philippi and the Transfiguration; the Transfigur­

ation must come first, he says, because it reveals the 

secret of Messiahship to the three, Peter, James, and John, 

whereas the revelation of Messiahship at Caesarea Philippi 

was extended to all twelve disciples.7 Yet he does not 

think that this is skepticism in the same sense or in the 

same degree in which he regards Wrede's view as "thorough­

going skepticism."g 

Schweitzer wants a solution of the Messianic secret 

that takes cognizance of the historical Jesus, but he does 

6schweitzer, Quest, p. 338. 
7schweitzer, Mystery, p. 180. 

gSchweitzer, Quest, p. 329. 
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not want just any historical view. He says: 

Only that conception is historical which makes it 
intelligible how Jesus could take himself to be the 
Messiah without finding himself obliged to make this 
consciousness of his tell as a factor in his public 
ministry for the Kingdom of God,--rather, how he was 
actually compelled to make the Messianic dignity of 
his person a secret.9 

He reaches a solution that he calls thoroughgoing 

eschatology. He says that the Messianic consciousness held 

by Jesus was futuristic and eschatological in the same 

sense that the Messianic ideas and expectations of late 

Judaism were eschatological. The Jews were expecting a 

hidden Messiah who ~~uld be revealed sometime in the 

futur-e. 10 

Jesus' Messiahship was a secret, not merely because 
he had forbidden it to be spoken, but in its very 
nature it was a secret, inasmuch as it could be11 realized only at a definite time in the future. 

Schweitzer cites the Messianic title "Son of Man" 

to illustrate this futuristic character of the Messiah. It 

is his bel ief that the Son of Man and the historical Jesus 

are two distinct personalities to those people who had not 

come to know the secret, for Jesus is already present 

whereas the Son of Man is depicted as a figure yet to come. 

He regards as historical only those passages that speak of 

9schweitzer, Mystery, p. 6. 

lOills•, P• 188. 
11!!2!.2_., p. 186. 



the Son of Man in future terms. He says that the two 

references to the Son of Man in Mark 2:10 and 2:28 do not 

belong to the origina l statements made by Jesus.12 

It is the view of Schweitzer that Jesus certainly was 

the Me ssiah and knew Himself to be such although He never 

posed as the Messiah or sought for faith in Himself as such. 

True faith, he says , did not consist in faith in the person 

of J esus but faith in Hi s mess age of the nearnes s of the 

kingdom of Goa.13 The secret of His existence a s Mess iah 

wa s disclosed to Jesus already at His baptism; yet He did 

not dar e thereafter to act like the Messiah because His 

mi ssion was to l a bor for the kingdom as the unrecognized 

and hidden Messiah.14 

Jesus was a Mes siah who during his public ministry 
would not be one, did not need to be, and might not 
be, for the sake of fulfilling his fission? It is 
thus that history puts the problem. 5 

To verify the preceding view Schweitzer points to the 

inability of the public to know the secret of the Messiah­

ship. The cries of the demoniacs and of the blind man did 

not make the people aware of who Jesus was. Who would 

believe the demoniacs anyway? The ovation at the entry 

12Ibid., pp. 191, 195. 

131.lli., p. 127. 

14!.2!g., p. 254. 

15.!.lli·, PP• 134f. 
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into Jerusalem was not a Messianic ovation.16 Schweitzer 

concludes that there are only three revelations of the 

secret of Messiahship. These are the Transfiguration, the 

confession of Peter at Caesarea Philippi, and the betrayal 

by Judas and subsequent admission by Jesus to the high 

priest. It was this last revelation that was fatal, for 

it brought about the death of Jesus. He was condemned as 

Messiah although He had never a ppeared in that role. In no 

one of these revelations did Jesus Himself make the Messi­

anic claim or voluntarily g~ve up His Messianic secret. 

It was wrung from Him by the pressure of events. Jesus 

\·ra s recognized as the Messiah through a supernatural 

revelation from God in heaven. Jesus Himself laid claim to 

Messiahship only from the moment of His Resurrection.17 

It is Schweitzer's conviction that when Jesus sent out 

the twelve disciples to preach, to heal, and to suffer the 

pre-Messianic tribulations, He believed that this mission 

would usher in the Messianic kingdom of God (Mark 6:7-13). 

The mission failed; the kingdom which Jesus expected so 

soon did not appear. This fact drove Jesus into solitude 

to ponder again the secret of His person and to seek new 

light on the mystery of the kingdom~ The answer which 

Jesus then received from Scripture was this, "He whom God 

16schweitzer, Quest, PP• 394f. 

17schweitzer, Mystery, pp. 127, 210, 217r. 
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has destined to reign in glory accomplishes it upon himself 

by bein~ tried as a malefactor and condemnedo"l$ It then 

became clear to Jesus that Messianic consciousness included 

the idea of His own suffering , that the pre-Messianic 

tribulations would be fulfilled in His own Passion and 

death at Jerusalem, and that only after t his would the 

eschatological kingdom ar riveo It is thus t ha t Jesus came 

to associate His mission with the Suffering Servant in the 

prophecie s of Isaiah. 

Jesus ' idea of the Passion is in the end completely 
absorbed in that of the Deutero-Isaiah. Like the 
servant of the Lord, He too is de stined to reign in 
glory. But first He appears, meek and unrecognized, 
in the role of a preacher who ·works righteousness. 
He must pass also through suff ering and humilia tion 
ere God permits the glorious consummation to dawn. 
l·lha t He endures is an atonement for the iniquity of 
otherso This is a secret between Himself and God. 9 

Another famous and eloquent passage from the i,Ti tings 

of Schweitzer summarizes His view of Jesus quite well: 

There is silence all around. The Baptist anpears, 
and cries: "Repent, for the Kingdom of Heaven is at 
hand." Soon after that comes Jesus, and in the 
knowledge that He is the coming Son of Man lays hold 
of the wheel of the world to set it moving on that 
last revolution, which is to bring all ordinary 
history to a close. It refuses to turn, and He throws 
Himself upon it. Then it does turn, and crushes Him. 
Instead of bringing in the eschatological conditions, 
He has destroyed them. The wheel rolls onward, and 
the mangled body of the one immeasurably great Man, 
who was strong enough to think of Himself as the 

l8Ibid., PP• 23Jf., 264f. 

19Ibid., P• 238. 
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spiritual ruler of mankind and to bend history to 
His purpose, is hanging upon it still. Tha t is His 
victory and His reign.20 

20schweitzer, Quest, pp. 36~f. 



CHAPTRR IV 

THF. VIEW OF HANS JUERGEN REELING 

The view of Hans Ebeling approximates the view that 

William Wrede held perhaps more closely than any other man 

to be discussed in this paper. He resembles ~rede in a 

number of ways. Like 11rrede he believes that Jesus was the 

r evealed Messiah only after the Resurrection. His view of 

the Messianic secret is described in the following words: 

Jesus ist der Verklaerte wahrhaft erst seit seiner 
Auferstehung , erst seit dem Termin ist die himmlische 
Herrlichkeit, die <lurch Gottes Gnade seine Juenger an · 
Christus erleben durften, als Wirklichkeit da. Darum, 
weil sie noch zukuenftig 1st, soll sie verschwiegen 
werden eben bis sie Gegenwart, Realitaet geworden ist: 
Christus muss erst endgueltig verklaert, sein irdisches 
Leben vollendet haben und in Gottes Her1lichkeit 
zurueckr,ekehrt sein, auferstanden sein. 

Ebeling believes that the Messianic secret was a 

"Hilfskonstruktion" invented by St. Mark to account for 

the fact that the early Church recognized Jesus as the 

Messiah, even though the historic Jesus Himself had no 

Messianic concept and knew no Messianic aspirations.2 

Like Wrede, Ebeling holds the tenet that Mark's Gospel is 

not a biography or history, but it is kerygma, the 

laans Juergen Ebeling, Das Messiasfeheimnis und die 
Botschaft des Marcus-Evange!Isten (Ber in: Alfrecf'foepel­
mann, !939-y-;-pp. 20lf. 

2!!?!.g., PP• 8, 12. 
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expression of the faith of the Church, Mark's o~m inter­

pretation of the life of Jesus; it is Passion history of 

the death of Christ preceded by a detailed introduction, 

which is hut a backward look from the Passion.3 When he 

says that Mark's Gospel is kerygma, he means that a person 

must look away from the historical question of the real 

life of Jesus and must ask only what is the meaning that 

the evangelist intends to convey to his r eaders. This, he 

says, i s the only way to arrive at an answer to the 

relationship between the hidden and the revealed Messiah. 

Diese--historisch, psycholo r.:isch umnoegliche-­
Verbindung von Verbot und Offenbarung erhaelt ihren 
Sinn aus der richtigen Schau des Verhaeltnis ses, in 
dem der Evangelist zu seinen Hoerern und Lesern:- steht. 
Dies Verhaeltnis bestimmt die Botschaft und die Art 
ihrer Ausrichtune in cbr Welt grundlep.;end: die Fredigt 
ruft den Menschen auf zum Gehorsam, indem sie die dem 
Glauben vorausgegebene Wirklichkeit darstellt, die 
Realitaet jener Tatsache, dass ueberall, wo Gottes 
Wort einen Menschen erfapst, er hingehen und die 
Kunde weitertr.agen muss.4 

Later on in his book he says: 

Die Einheit des Evangeliums liegt nicht in einem wie 
auch immer gearteten Leben Jesu, sondern in dem, was 
der Evangelist dem Leser durch seine Darstellung vor 
die Augen und vor das,Bewusstsein ruecken will und 
rueckt: in Jesu .S~ <. o ,-,_s. Von hier aus ist 
Abzweckung und Sinn des Evangeliums zu interpretieren: 
der epiphane, nicht der verborgene und verhuellte 
Gottessohn, tritt dem Leser vor die Augen in gleichem 
Masse, wie er als solcher auch dem Evangelisten leben­
dig war. Wir haben also von irgendwelchen 

3.IQ!s!., p. 221. 

4~., P• 145. 


