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A. Prologue: framing the question 

 The divergent preservations of the final verses of the Gospel of Mark constitutes 

one of the most perplexing text-critical and exegetical quandaries in the entire biblical 

text.  Some extant manuscripts conclude the narrative with the empty tomb and the 

women’s fearful silence about what they had seen; others append a brief addendum in 

which this silence is reversed; still others feature an extended sequence which includes 

appearances and discourses of the risen Jesus.  Many witnesses feature a collage of these 

options.  In the wake of this veritably dizzying array of evidence, the first impulse of 

many critical scholars and students has been to collate it in search of the original 

reading—the way in which the author actually concluded his work so many centuries 

ago.  In contrast, many conservatives respond to this perceived challenge to the 

continuity of their sacred text with vociferous affirmations of the total originality and 

legitimacy of the received gospel, without fully contemplating the viability or import of 

these claims.  Both of these strategies are rewarding in their own ways, but both leave 

something to be desired.               

 

 This study possess, if we may borrow a familiar Christian theological term, a 

trinitarian goal.  First, it seeks to explore the nature and attestation of the various extant 

conclusions of the gospel and identify the earliest recoverable reading based upon 

external and internal evidence, an obviously meaningful goal.  Second, it seeks to probe 

the gaping maw between the majority of those who support the canonicity of the 

questioned verses and the majority of those who do not.  Finally, it seeks to expand 

upon the work of Eldon Jay Epp, David C. Parker, James Kelhoffer, and others and 

offer an alternative to the traditional search for a single preferred reading—which, 



regardless of selection, inevitably casts its competitors aside and obscures their potential 

contributions to Christian history and theology, and also permanently alienates those 

who continue to read and value them.  

        

B. The many endings of the Gospel of Mark 

 In its extant form, the manuscript, versional, and patristic testimony of Mark’s last 

few verses comprises a veritable Gordian knot of diverse readings ranging from an 

abrupt conclusion at the empty tomb to the continuing relation of additional narrative 

and discursive material.  The various options have been helpfully classified and cataloged 

by a number of scholars; for the sake of convenience, the simple nomenclature of David 

C. Parker will be used here.1 

 

The “Short Ending” 

 The key fourth-century uncials Codex Sinaiticus (å 01) and Codex Vaticanus (B 03)  

both conclude Mark with the flight of the awestruck women from the tomb following 

their encounter with the mysterious angelic youth: “[s]o they went out and fled from the 

tomb, for terror and amazement had seized them; and they said nothing to anyone, for 

they were afraid” (kai« ėxelqouvsai e¶fugon aÓpo\ touv mnhmei÷ou, ei•cen ga»r 

aujta»ß tro/moß kai« e¶kstasiß: kai« oujdeni« oujde«n ei•pan: ėfobouvnto ga¿r; 16:8).  

In the former, the uncial characters togar fill approximately one-third of the line in 

which they appear.  A scribe has then added vaguely decorative markings which extend 

from the margin to occupy the remainder of the line, and also the entirety of that 

beneath.  As in other locations where portions of two books appear alongside one 

                                                
1 David C. Parker, The Living Text of the Gospels (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), 124-126.    



another, the balance of this final column is blank with the exception of a title identifying 

the preceding work: euagge/lion/katamarkon (“[The] Gospel According to 

Mark”).  As for the latter uncial, it also ends with the characters togar and a scribal 

marking which in this case occupies some, but not all, of the terminal line.  A simpler 

form of the title is inscribed beneath: kata/markon (“According to Mark”).  

However, both the remaining balance of this column and the entirety of the following 

are blank.  These slightly unusual presentational features have fostered considerable 

speculation regarding scribal awareness or rejection of other readings.  Proponents of the 

legitimacy of the traditional ending of the gospel suggest that the second blank column 

in Codex Vaticanus signifies the unrealized intention of at least one of its scribes to 

include additional verses;2 others counter that the linear embellishments in Codex 

Sinaiticus represent a contradictory desire to prevent such verses from being successfully 

added to its text.3  Regardless of these highly hypothetical contentions, it is clear that 

these vitally important manuscripts conclude with 16:8, and that their many later 

correctors did not choose to supplement this conclusion despite a plethora of available 

space.            

  

 The only other extant Greek manuscript which comes to an end here is the twelfth-

century Minuscule 304—although a few notable early versions do likewise, including the 

Old Syriac (beg. 2nd-3rd c.), some representatives of the Sahidic Coptic (ca. 3rd c.), and the 

Armenian (ca. 8th-9th c.).  Of these the latter two are especially significant, as they have 

                                                
2 E.g., F. H. A. Scrivener, A Plain Introduction to the Criticism of the New Testament, (4th ed.; 2 vols.; London: George 
Bell and Sons, 1894), 2.337-344.   
3 E.g., Kurt Aland and Barbara Aland, The Text of the New Testament (Rev. and enl. ed.; Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1987), 292-293.     



been linked to the Alexandrian text-type and described as “one of the most beautiful and 

accurate of all early translations of the Bible,” respectively.  Among the patristic writers, 

Clement of Alexandria (ca. 140/150-ca. 215/216) and his probable pupil Origen (c. 185-

c. 253) do not quote from the gospel beyond this point and therefore could potentially 

be invoked as arguments from silence; Eusebius of Caesarea (ca. 260-ca. 339) and 

Jerome (ca. 331-ca. 420) indicate awareness of further verses, but caution that most 

known manuscripts do not contain them.4  It should also be observed that the original 

form of the Eusebian canons, a tool designed to aid readers in their search for parallel 

passages in the gospels, does not include any Markan text beyond this point.5 

 

The “Intermediate Ending” 

 Immediately following 16:8, some manuscripts continue, with occasional minor 

variations, “And all that had been commanded them they told briefly to those around 

Peter. And afterward Jesus himself sent out through them, from east to west, the sacred 

and imperishable proclamation of eternal salvation” (Pa¿nta de« ta» parhggelme÷na 

toi√ß peri« to\n Pe÷tron sunto/mwß ėxh/ggeilan. Meta» de« tauvta kai« aujto\ß oJ 

∆Ihsouvß aÓpo\ aÓnatolhvß kai« a‡cri du/sewß ėxape÷steilen di∆ aujtw ◊n to\ i̊ero\n 

kai« a‡fqarton kh/rugma thvß ai̇wni÷ou swthri÷aß).  The only witness which 

contains this striking addendum alone is the Old Latin Codex Bobbiensis (itk; 4th-5th c.).  

A number of others, including Codex Regius (L 019; 8th c.), Codex Athous Laurae (¥ 

044; 9th-10th c.), the unnamed uncials 083 (6th-7th c.) and 099 (7th c.), the minuscules 274 

(a marginal reading; 10th c.) and 579 (13th c.), the lectionary Ú1602 (8th c.), and examples 
                                                
4 Parker, The Living Text of the Gospels, 134-135.  He cautions, however, that this should not be interpreted as a 
dual patristic witness; Jerome’s comment is merely a quotation of that of Eusebius.  
5 Bruce M. Metzger, The Text of the New Testament: Its Transmission, Corruption, and Restoration (3rd enl. ed.; Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1992), 226. 



of the Sahidic Coptic, Bohairic Coptic (4th c.?), and Ethiopic (4th-7th c.) versions, include 

it before proceeding to 16:9-20.  The ending’s limited external support, together with the 

patently apologetic quality of its sudden reversal of the women’s disobedient silence and 

the later theological flavor of the phrase “sacred and imperishable proclamation of 

eternal salvation” (the terms a‡fqarton, kh/rugma, and swthri÷aß are all hapax 

legomena in Mark) suggest a later date of composition.  As Parker flatly notes, “Nowhere 

in the Gospels do we find such a phrase… or anything like it.”6 

 

The “Long Ending” 

 This is the ending contained, with occasional minor variations, in the overwhelming 

majority of surviving manuscripts—approximately ninety percent—and versified in most 

modern Bibles as 16:9-20.  Aside from the aforementioned witnesses which include it 

after the “Intermediate Ending,” it stands alone in the prominent and frequently cited 

uncials Codex Alexandrinus (A 02; 5th c.), Codex Ephraemi Rescriptus (C 04; 5th c.) 

Codex Bezae (D 05 ;5th c.) Codex Washingtonianus (the “Freer Gospels”; W 032; 4th-5th 

c.) and Codex Koridethi (œ 038; 9th c.); Minuscule 33 (sometimes hailed as the “Queen 

of the Minuscules” or the “Queen of the Cursives” due to its similarity to the notable 

uncials; 9th c.); the minuscules of Ï 13 (the Ferrar Group); and almost all the 

representatives of the standard Byzantine text-type.  Due to its extended length and its 

relative familiarity among contemporary readers it need not be reproduced in its entirety 

here; a simple summary of its contents will suffice.  It begins with brief resurrection 

appearances to Mary Magdalene and a pair of unidentified men which are reported to the 

larger community but are not believed (vv. 9-13) immediately followed by a reproachful 

                                                
6 Parker, The Living Text of the Gospels, 137.   



visit to the Eleven in which they are upbraided for their “lack of faith and stubbornness” 

(or “unbelief and hardness of heart”; aÓpisti÷an… kai« sklhrokardi÷an; v. 14).  This 

is followed by a statement of commission (v. 15), an assurance that the faithful will be 

granted powers such as power over demons, glossolalia, imperviousness to poisonous 

snakes and other substances, and the ability to heal the sick (v. 17-18), and finally an 

ascension and benedictory remarks (vv. 19-20). 

  

 Readers possessing even a cursory knowledge of the gospels’ combined narrative of 

Jesus’ life and ministry will recognize many blatant parallels between the condensed 

events of the “Long Ending” and other portions of the tradition, from the resurrection 

appearances to Mary and the men in the country (cf. the corresponding appearance to 

Mary in John 20:11-17; along the road to Emmaus in Luke 24:13-35) to the 

commissioning of followers (cf. the “Great Commission” in Matt. 28:19; Luke 24:47) to 

the successful handling of dangerous snakes (cf. Paul’s encounter with the viper in Acts 

28:3-5) to the ascension (cf. Acts 1:9; 7:55).  James Kelhoffer has argued persuasively 

that the presence of numerous linguistic catchphrases indicates a literary dependence 

upon all four canonical gospels.7   Pheme Perkins correctly comments, “This longer 

ending has very little connection with Mark’s Gospel.  The Acts of the Apostles as well 

as apocryphal acts traditions are the closest theological relatives of this bit of narrative.”8  

Thus it seems probable that the ending was a later composition, woven from portions of 

other known oral or literary accounts in response to the terse, seemingly incomplete 

finale of 16:8.  This matter will be discussed in additional detail below.   

                                                
7 James A. Kelhoffer, Miracle and Mission: The Authentication of Missionaries in the Longer Ending of Mark (Tubingen: 
Mohr Siebeck, 2000), 121.   
8 Pheme Perkins, Introduction to the Synoptic Gospels (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2007), 157.    



The Freer Logion 

 A single uncial manuscript (Codex Washingtonianus, also known as the “Freer 

Gospels”; hence “Freer Logion”) and the partial testimony of one patristic author 

(Jerome) preserve a strange insertion following Jesus’ criticism of the faithless disciples 

(16:14):  

And they [the disciples] excused themselves, saying, “This age of lawlessness and 
unbelief is under Satan, who does not allow the truth and power of God to prevail 
over the unclean things of the spirits. Therefore reveal your righteousness 
now”—thus they spoke to Christ. And Christ replied to them, “The term of years 
of Satan’s power has been fulfilled, but other terrible things draw near. And for 
those who have sinned I was handed over to death, that they may return to the 
truth and sin no more, that they may inherit the spiritual and imperishable glory of 
righteousness that is in heaven” (kakeinoi apelogounto legonteß oti o 
aiwn outoß thß anomiaß kai thß apistiaß upo ton satanan estin, 
o mh ewn ta (ton mh ewnta?) upo twn pneumatwn akaqarta (-twn?) 
thn alhqeian tou qeou katalabesqai (+ kai? vl alhqinhn pro 
alhqeian) dunamin: dia touto apokaluyon sou thn dikaiosunhn 
hdh, ekeinoi elegon tw cristw. kai o cristoß ekeinoiß proselegen 
oti peplhrwtai o o¢roß twn etwn thß exousiaß tou satana, aÓlla/ 
eggizei a‡lla deina: kai uper wn egw amarthsantwn paredoqhn eiß 
qanaton ina upostrefwsin eiß thn alhqeian kai mhketi 
amarthswsin ina thn en tw ouranw pneumatikhn kai afqarton 
thß dikaiosunhß doxan klhronomhswsin.) 

 

The apocalyptic elements of a period of Satanic control and the experience of further 

strife before the arrival of the positive resolution are conspicuous.  It is also remarkable 

that the term “imperishable” (a‡fqarton), which is otherwise unattested in the gospels 

and extremely rare in the New Testament as a whole, appears twice in the additions to 

Mark—here and in the final phrase of the “Intermediate Ending.”   Due to the logion’s 

extreme dearth of attestation it is almost certainly irrelevant for the recovery of the initial 

conclusion of the gospel, but as later portions of this study will hopefully reveal, its 

singularity is acceptable, perhaps even desirable, in an attempted sketch of the various 

communities which lie behind divergences in the textual tradition.  

  



 In sum, the manuscripts, versions, and fathers reveal a wide variety of disparate 

endings of Mark.  The few text-critical, linguistic, and material factors succinctly 

reviewed here have already hinted that the “Short Ending” is the earliest recoverable 

choice, despite the prevalence of the “Long Ending” in the extant early witnesses and in 

the Bibles published and read today.  The scholarly recognition of the primacy of the 

former in spite of intermittent (and continuing) opposition, and the underlying 

interpretive and theological presumptions which motivate both sides of the debate, will 

be taken up below. 

       

C. The quest for the original ending 

 The evolution of critical biblical scholarship, together with the collection, collation, 

and evaluation of the relevant manuscripts and other essential primitive witnesses, has 

presented a stiff challenge to the long-standing authorial authenticity of the gospel’s 

canonical conclusion.  In her recently published commentary, Adela Yarbro Collins both 

catalogs and effectively counters the common arguments against the originality of the 

“Short Ending,” and also reflects upon its relation to the unity and character of the 

gospel as a whole.  Following venerable text-critical principles, she identifies it as the 

earliest recoverable reading due to its attestation in the best uncials, and as the reading 

which best explains the others (as scribes would be motivated to resolve a seemingly 

truncated text).  She sweeps aside the protracted protestations of many traditionalists 

that an ancient Greek text could not end with a post-positive grammatical particle such 

as ga¿r (the final word of 16:8); it appears that at least one treatise of Plotinus and one 

of Musonius Rufus ended in this way. Furthermore, as the particle relates to the text 

which precedes it rather than that which follows, the context does not mandate the 



presence of subsequent material.9  Similarly, the contention that the verb ėfobouvnto 

(“they were afraid”) requires an object, infinitive, or ensuing clause ignores the fact that 

it appears alone on five other occasions in the gospel, and that the source of the 

women’s fear was their previous encounter with the young man in the tomb.  Other 

Greek literature indicates that fear was a common emotional response to theophanic 

experience.10   

  

 Collins further observes that the chronological organization of early Christian 

literature reveals a epistemological continuum of the understanding of the resurrection 

ranging from a prelude to heavenly exaltation (e.g., Phil. 2-9-11) to a  physical restoration 

and visitation of his closest followers (e.g., Jesus’ appearance to his brother James in the 

apocryphal Gospel of the Hebrews).  As the author of Mark was “writing near the beginning 

of this process, the tradition about the appearances of Jesus does not seem to be an 

integral part of the story of Jesus,”11 an argument whose plausibility increases in light of 

the formulaic references to death and resurrection, but not appearances, in the various 

passion predictions (Mark 8:31; 9:31; 10:33-34).  John R. Donahue and Daniel J. 

Harrington have added that if the gospel concludes at this point, it “ends as it began, 

with a message from God (1:3; 16:7) pointing to a meeting with Jesus the Messiah and 

Son of God,” and that the young man’s assurance to the women that “you will see him” 

(o¡yesqe; 16:7) indicates that “[the] blindness that characterized the disciples 

throughout… will be lifted…”12  And for Marvin Meyer, the nature of the ostensibly 

                                                
9 Adela Yarbro Collins, Mark: A Commentary (Hermeneia; Minneapolis: Fortress, 2007), 798. 
10 Ibid, 800. 
11 Ibid, 801.   
12 John R. Donahue, S.J., and Daniel J. Harrington, S.J., The Gospel of Mark (Sacra Pagina 2; Collegeville: 
Liturgical, 2002), 461. 



incomplete account is deliberate and essential so as to inspire the reader to take up where 

the shiftless disciples and women left off and proclaim the true identity of Jesus 

throughout the world; “[o]nly the hearer, the implied hearer or reader, can resolve the 

tension so… ingeniously created at the conclusion of the gospel.  It is perhaps too much 

to propose that an altar call is needed at the end of Mark, but something similar is 

implied.”13 

 

 A final contextual point which may be invoked in support of the “Short Ending” is 

the “messianic secret” first detected and explored by William Wrede in a renowned study 

of the same name.14  Against the large majority of his scholarly predecessors, who had 

assumed that Jesus’ emphasis upon secrecy in Mark was related to a desire for gradual 

revelation of his identity, Wrede demonstrated that the theme remained pervasive 

throughout, and established its evangelistic function as a clever counter to the 

widespread lack of messianic acclamation for Jesus during his lifetime.15  The silence of 

the women in the wake of their explicit instructions is reminiscent of the repeated failure 

of the disciples to comprehend and believe.  As Parker notes, “The ending at 16:8… is 

also a part of the wider mystery within the Gospel, and of ‘a mysterious character’ to 

which Wrede refers, and of which the Messianic Secret itself is a part.”16 

  

                                                
13 Marvin Meyer, Secret Gospels: Essays on Thomas and the Secret Gospel of Mark (Harrisburg: Trinity Press 
International, 2003), 175.   
14 ET: William Wrede, The Messianic Secret (Library of Theological Translations; trans. J. C. G. Greig; Edinburgh: 
James Clarke, 1987).   
15 C. M. Tuckett, “Messianic Secret,” in David Noel Freedman, The Anchor Bible Dictionary (6 vols.; New York: 
Anchor Doubleday, 1992), 4.797.   
16 Parker, The Living Text of the Gospels, 146.   



 The external and internal arguments treated above make a strong case for the “Short 

Ending” as the most likely original option among the extant contenders.  Many readers, 

however, counter these points with claims of their own, or else simply refuse to interact 

with them.  Thus an exploration of the underpinnings of the opposing view seems 

warranted and necessary. 

   

D. What’s at stake? 

 At this point, it should be increasingly evident that the implications of any 

conjectures or judgments concerning the autographic ending of Mark will not be limited 

to matters of textual criticism.  Indeed, some exegetes, particularly those in favor of the 

“Long Ending,” seem all too aware of this fact, and operate with their desired academic 

or theological ends in mind rather than allowing the objective critical process to run its 

course.  Most advocates of the primacy of the Byzantine text-type (which includes the 

“Long Ending”), for example, are members of this unfortunate category; Parker’s 

contention that their position “owes a great deal to the a priori claim that God would 

ensure the preservation of the original text in most manuscripts… [and] owes a great 

deal also to a kind of un-self-questioning conservatism”17 is likely correct.  

 

 A few scholars have attempted to argue for the legitimacy of the “Long Ending”—

or, at the very least, for the primordial mutilation of the Markan autograph such that its 

original ending was irretrievably lost.  The most notable example of the former group 

was William Farmer, who took up the subject in a brief monograph which appeared in 

                                                
17 Parker, The Living Text of the Gospels, 129.   



1974.18  While he refrains from making a conclusive judgment and reserves the right to 

reverse course at some future time, he states that “to the extent that either [external and 

internal evidence] weighs for or against the originality of the present ending of Mark, this 

study finds that each, considered separately and taken together, argues for inclusion of 

these verses.”19  In his view, the impressions of both the manuscript evidence and 

internal features such as vocabulary and style have been inexcusably exaggerated in favor 

of the “Short Ending”; in fact, he accuses proponents of both views of underhanded 

manipulation of the available evidence.  But as others have recognized, Farmer himself 

may be motivated by at least one major presupposition: his support of the neo-

Griesbachian solution to the “Synoptic Problem,” which abandons the hypothetical 

sayings-source “Q” in favor of a paradigm in which Matthew was composed first, 

followed by Luke, followed finally by Mark—who condensed the work of his 

predecessors.  A frequent objection to this schema is the resulting Markan excision of all 

the post-resurrection material found in Matthew and Luke.20  The location of such 

material within Mark would serve as a potent response. 

 

 Other critics, including Rudolf Bultmann, Bruce Metzger, and N. Clayton Croy, 

argue that the original ending has been lost.  Bultmann’s conviction that the gospel must 

have included an actual appearance in Galilee on the grounds that such events 

represented the earliest strata of the Christian tradition is inconsistent with parts of the 

Pauline tradition and has been rebutted by Collins and others.  Metzger repeats the 

aforementioned grammatical objections and asks plaintively, “But did Mark intend to 

                                                
18 William R. Farmer, The Last Twelve Verses of Mark (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1974).   
19 Ibid, 109. 
20 Cf. Parker, The Living Text of the Gospels, 132. 



conclude his gospel with a melancholy statement that the women were afraid?”21  The 

completely emotional and speculative aspects of this argument aside, more recent studies 

have again shown that it is quite possible that Mark did intend to conclude his gospel in 

just such a way.  Croy’s work is essentially an expansion of the views expressed concisely 

by Metzger; his hypothesis rests entirely on a number of tenets which are impossible to 

corroborate, such as the use of the codex for the autographic text of Mark and the 

mutilation of this text, or some early copy, at such a time as to obscure the author’s 

words.22  As apologetic scholars of this ilk seem to be declining in number today, we may 

set them aside for now.             

  

 It may be more provocative—and more valuable for the advancement of a method 

devoted to the viability of multiple readings—to briefly  examine the positions of those 

whose primary background and interest in this question is primarily or exclusively 

theological rather than scholarly.  Of course, those who accept and affirm any of the 

variously formulated doctrines of scriptural integrity and infallibility must also accept and 

affirm the authenticity of this passage.  A simple search of online materials reveals 

hundreds upon hundreds of sites bearing titles such as “Why Mark 16:9-20 Belongs in 

the Bible” and “The Ancient Manuscripts - 7 Proofs Why Mark 16:9-20 Is True And Are 

(sic) For Us Today.”23  Some of these attempt to interact with evidence such as the 

manuscript tradition, but generally do so in heavily biased and inevitably incomplete or 

erroneous ways.  Thus the sheer number of witnesses which include the “Long Ending” 

is often invoked, despite the awareness among specialists that the dates and textual 
                                                
21 Metzger, The Text of the New Testament, 228. 
22 N. Clayton Croy, The Mutilation of the Gospel of Mark (Nashville: Abindgon, 2003), 165-166.   
23 For the former, see http://www.studytoanswer.net/bibleversions/markend.html; for the latter, see 
http://www.victoryword.100megspop2.com/mark16-1.html.    



provenances associated with certain readings are far more important than simple 

scorekeeping.  Other defenses are even less critical and more prophetic, as in the claim 

that “Satan has always attempted to cast doubt upon the Word of God (Gen. 3:1-5). He 

has continued to use this method to keep the supernatural power of God from operating 

through the church. This has been ammunition in the hands of those who oppose the 

supernatural in the church today.”  It is eminently clear that these determined individuals 

are writing with an authoritative end in mind.       

  

 In October 1998 the Rev. John Wayne “Punkin” Brown, Jr., an itinerant evangelist 

conducting a lengthy revival in rural Alabama, died after being bitten by a rattlesnake 

during a worship service.  He continued to preach for approximately fifteen minutes 

after being struck, but eventually was incapacitated and died soon afterwards on the 

floor, surrounded by approximately fifty fervently praying congregants.  Prior to that 

fateful event, he had received twenty-two such bites in the course of his lengthy career; 

his wife had died three years before under similar circumstances.  In spite of his untimely 

demise, the church which hosted the revival proclaimed its continuing allegiance to the 

practice of serpent-handling.  “We still believe in the same thing… this church is a 

believing church,” declared the Rev. Billy Summerford (whose cousin, a like-minded 

pastor, was convicted in 1992 of attempting to murder his wife by forcing her to place 

her hand inside a container of rattlesnakes after repeatedly striking the container with a 

pipe in order to agitate them).  Another local pastor, the Rev. Carl Porter, simply stated, 

“It was the hand of God.  It was his time to go.”24 

  

                                                
24 Kent Faulk, “Snake Kills Snake Handling Evangelist,” in The Birmingham News, 6 October 1998.   



 The practices of serpent-handling and the consumption of poison (usually 

strychnine, an extremely bitter pesticide) are unmistakably rooted in Jesus’ assurances 

that those who believe “will pick up snakes in their hands, and if they drink any deadly 

thing, it will not hurt them” ([kai« ėn tai√ß cersi«n] o¡feiß aÓrouvsin ka·n 

qana¿simo/n ti pi÷wsin ouj mh\ aujtou\ß bla¿yhØ; Mark 16:18).  They are relatively rare 

in modern America, with practitioners probably numbering in the hundreds and 

primarily operating throughout the Southeast.25  But for these passionate souls, who 

accept the biblical text as an utterly inerrant, divinely revealed truth, the division of a 

gospel and its teachings into various recensions of various dates is absolutely 

inconceivable.  While the majority of the widespread Pentacostal movement from 

whence the current crop of serpent-handlers sprang has abandoned the potentially 

deadly customs, some still hold that in totum the “Long Ending” of Mark, with its 

account of multiple mighty signs done in Jesus’ name, represents “the ‘litmus test’ of the 

early Pentacostal movement’s fulfilling of the apostolic mandates given by Jesus and 

carried out by the church,”26 and that it should be allowed to do so once more. 

 

 These examples strongly suggest the presence of a wide gulf between the  respective 

devotees of the “Short” and “Long” endings.  Those who endorse the former are 

influenced by objective criticism and exposition; those who favor the latter rely upon 

more instinctual means such as spirituality and faith.  The unfortunate result of this 

impasse is the relegation of the two camps to entirely discrete epistemological planes; 

scholars ignore or cast aside the later additions as uninteresting or unhelpful while the 

                                                
25 Steve Shelton, “Taking Up Serpents,” in The Augusta Chronicle, 28 June 1996.   
26 John Christopher Thomas and Kimberly Ervin Alexander, “’And the Signs Are Following’: Mark 16:9-20—
A Journey Into Pentecostal Hermeneutics,” in Journal of Pentacostal Theology 11.2 (2003), 170.    



worshipper misappropriates or ignores the recent advances in biblical studies.  While it 

may not be possible to establish permanent communion between the critic and the 

congregant, a method based upon multiple “original readings” might well promote 

additional fruitful dialogue. 

      

E. Beyond the original text: the work of Eldon Jay Epp and David C. Parker 

 Recently, however, leading textual critics such as Eldon Jay Epp and David C. Parker 

have attempted to transcend the valuable but restrictive pursuit of single, original 

readings in favor of an alternative hermeneutical method.  For Epp, the deceptively 

simple term “original text,” whether it is bracketed by qualifying quotation marks (as in 

some more cautious modern handbooks) or otherwise, is imbued with not one but many 

cogent and viable meanings, and the recognition and exploration of this fact will greatly 

expand the horizons and possibilities of the text-critical enterprise.  He notes that as 

early as 1808 Johann Hug readily conceded the possibility of multiple “originals” of the 

New Testament  writings due to scribal copying and dissemination,27 and that Samuel P. 

Tregelles adopted a rather cautious definition of textual criticism with the goal of 

reconstructing a text “as far as possible” and “as nearly as can be done on existing 

evidence.”28  But for others, the “original text” was simply equated with the autographic 

text and identified as the principal—if not the singular—disciplinary goal.  Epp states 

that prior to the last decades of the twentieth century, most understandings of the term 

still “appear to have in view a single, original text of the New Testament writings, with 

                                                
27 Eldon Jay Epp, “The Multivalence of the Term ‘Original Text’ in New Testament Textual Criticism,” n 
Harvard Theological Review 92.3 (1999), pp. 245. 
28 Ibid, 252.   
 



the assumption, I presume, that this original is to be identified with the autograph (at 

least ideally) and apparently with little thought given to questioning this assumption.”29 

 

 But Epp continues that a number of recent scholars have waged war against the 

traditional notions of originality, including Helmut Koester, Bart Ehrman, and himself.  

Koester remarks that the second-century manuscript evidence of the New Testament is 

virtually nil (four papyri, with an additional four dating to the turn of the century) and 

that most serious textual corruptions usually occur within the first century of 

transmission, meaning that many deviations from the autographs may be virtually 

undetectable to readers today.  Ehrman published an extensive monograph which 

outlines a number of readings potentially implemented by “proto-orthodox” scribes in 

an attempt to render scripture less accessible to the attacks and appropriations of the 

heterodox, and also notes that some of his contemporaries are beginning to appreciate 

“what a reader read” (i.e., various readings) in addition to “what an author wrote” (i.e., 

the originals or autographs).  Among other efforts, Epp himself employs an example 

from the work of Nils Dahl, which suggests that the omission of an addresses in some 

extant manuscripts of Ephesians and Romans suggests a universalist tendency on the 

part of some early Christian scribes.30  The efforts of these and others have been 

profound and irreversible.  Within New Testament textual criticism alone, the 

predecessor text (the vestigial literary or oral tradition which lies beneath the canonical 

form), the autographic text (the text as completed by its original author), the canonical 

text (the text as it was authoritatively accepted by the church), and the interpretive text 

(the text as reimagined, reevaluated, or rewritten by its recipients) may be individually or 
                                                
29 Epp, “The Multivalence of the Term ‘Original Text,” 254.   
30 Ibid, 255-257. 



collectively pursued; often they will impinge upon one another.  In sum, the early 

modern hope for the recovery of a single original text of the New Testament must be 

abandoned in the wake of flagging evidence and increasing discord and disagreement 

over the meaning and usage of the term “original.”31 

  

 Recently Epp has resumed his campaign against the supremacy of the original text, 

this time arguing for a more “variant-conscious” approach to the study and presentation 

of the Greek New Testament.  In particular, he advocates the creation and publication of 

a new edition of the text in which the variants “would be, as the saying goes, in your 

face!”32  He acknowledges that the prospect of such an edition is but a pinpoint on the 

horizon of the discipline, but the advantages for interested readers are indisputably 

weighty and manifold; “[n]ot only would they better understand how the text has been 

transmitted to us through numerous manuscripts containing multiple variations, but they 

would be enriched by the various interpretations within the Christian communities that 

the variants disclose.”33  Although his influential studies and propositions do not 

explicitly cite the ending of Mark, their implications for its interpretation are clear—

offering new impetus for its intensive study despite its recent scholarly designation as 

“unoriginal.”   

 

 In his appropriately titled The Living Text of the Gospels, Parker builds upon the work 

of Epp and others and directly challenges the notion that textual criticism can or should 

recover the autographic text, ultimately concluding that “the concept of a gospel that is 
                                                
31 Epp, “The Multivalence of the Term ‘Original Text,” 260.  
32 Idem, “It’s All About Variants: A Variant-Conscious Approach to New Testament Textual Criticism,” in 
Harvard Theological Review 100.3 (2007), 298.   
33 Ibid.   



fixed in shape, authoritative, and final as a piece of literature has to be abandoned.”34  

Rather, variant readings should be examined together in order to provide the modern 

reader with a richer, more complete understanding of the ever-evolving text; the 

numerous surviving forms of the Lord’s Prayer are a pertinent example.  Parker 

deliniates six such forms within the synoptic text: 1) that of Matthew which does not 

contain a doxology; 2) that of Matthew which does contain a doxology; 3) that of Luke 

without supplements from Matthew; 4) that of Luke supplemented with Matthew, as 

found in Codex Bezae; 5) that of Luke supplemented with Matthew, as found in the 

Byzantine text-type; 6) that of Luke with the phrase “your holy spirit come upon us and 

cleanse us” in place of “your kingdom come.”35  Perhaps sensing the inherent 

impossibility of the permanent repudiation of a single preferred reading, he admits that 

were he editing a Greek New Testament, he would print the first and third of these 

options.  But he nonetheless insists that “all six forms contribute to our understanding 

of the tradition.”36  Most, if not all, arose early—as the bulk of the variations in the 

textual tradition appeared within the first 150 years of transmission—and circulated 

relatively widely.  Moreover, once modern readers are confronted with the multiplicity of 

potential readings, there is no turning back.  “We may supply additions to the short 

version of the Lord’s Prayer, or subtract expansions from the long form.  But we are 

unable to read either as though the other did not exist.”37 

 

 Tellingly, Parker’s discussion of the conclusion of Mark begins with references to 

familiar stories which boast a variety of known endings, from the tale of Little Red 
                                                
34 Quoted in Epp, “The Multivalence of the Term ‘Original Text,” 261.   
35 Parker, The Living Text of the Gospels, 69. 
36 Ibid. 
37 Ibid, 74. 



Riding Hood to John Fowles’ The French Lieutenant’s Woman.  Following a summary 

discussion of the manuscript, versional, and patristic evidence, he rightly identifies the 

“Short Ending” as that which facilitated the creation of the others, “For who would 

replace verses 9-20 with the Intermediate Ending, or excise to end so baldly as verse 8 

does?”  But as the earlier example of the Lord’s Prayer intimates, the apparent originality 

of this ending does not enable the historian or exegete to completely sever it from the 

additions which followed.   Indeed, 

 The fact that we have decided that the Intermediate and Long Endings are 
 secondary does not mean that we have forgotten that they exist, or that we can 
 now read Mark with its short ending as though we had never read it with its 
 long ending.  We are therefore not in a position to say that the Long Ending can 
 be forgotten… Thus, even if one insists on a single original text of Mark, one  
 cannot escape the need to be aware of the fact that all the text forms affect our 
 interpretation of it.38 

 

Parker also comments briefly upon the theological presuppositions of the “rejected” 

endings, such as an obvious dissatisfaction with the lack of resurrection appearances and 

ascension.  Surprisingly, however, he concludes this section of his work not with a 

pluralistic note but with an acclamation of textual criticism for its recovery of the “Short 

and original ending of Mark… [which] offers radical theological interpretations which 

had been wholly stifled by the ecclesiastical pieties of the Intermediate and Long 

Endings.”39  While this is certainly true, more could and probably should be said 

regarding the ways in which these latter endings “live” (to use his provocative 

terminology).  We now turn to this issue. 

   

F. A “variant-conscious” and “living” analysis of 16:8-20 
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 When the innovative interpretive rubric fostered by Epp, Parker, and others is 

applied to the various endings of Mark, a number of possibilities come to light—some 

underappreciated, languishing in the footnotes of commentaries and in the corners of 

monographs, and some largely undetected.  We will restrict our analyses to the later 

additions; as the preferred ending of critical scholarship, the more truncated conclusion 

has received thorough exegetical attention, as have the bulk of the nascent Christian 

communities which could have produced and circulated it.  It must be noted that there 

have been previous attempts to provide a more substantial historical and cultural 

location for these texts, and that a significant portion of the search for the “variant-

conscious” and “living” text is the recovery and proper recognition of these efforts.  

James Kelhoffer, whose magisterial study of the problem attributes the “Long Ending” 

to a single unknown author writing in the mid-second century, places it among the first 

witnesses to the fourfold gospel canon, together with Irenaeus of Lyons.  Moreover, he 

observes its location at the epicenter of a transition in which miraculous deeds once 

performed by the leaders of the movement (e.g., Paul, John, and Peter) were now 

available to the wider community.40  He then offers four more concrete conjectures 

concerning the nature of the author: 1) the frequent use of pisteu/w indicates the 

centrality of belief; 2) the references to both baptism and miracles indicate a knowledge 

of and respect for both liturgical rites and charismatic work; 3) the lack of definitive 

references to the Godhead present the possibilities of monism or modalism; 4) the 

ascended Christ’s gifts of miracles to the faithful, by which he “actively participates in 

the mission and expansion of the Christian movement,” further reflect the obvious 
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preoccupation with the missionary enterprise.41  His short and seemingly innocuous 

recognition of the author’s irreverence towards the previous form of the gospel also 

cannot be underestimated.  Modern readers, particularly those rooted in the 

sanctification of the apostolic figures and Protestant Reformation’s fateful emphasis 

upon sola scriptura, cannot fathom the conscious production of a gospel “forgery,” nor 

hold any expectations as to its legitimate dissemination and acceptance.42  The author of 

these verses clearly did not share such sentiments.  It is singularly unfortunate that this 

work is a doctoral dissertation published in Germany and therefore is not widely known 

or available to non-specialists. Kelhoffer’s intriguing propositions of the theology and 

ideology of the “Long Ending” might well provide a point of inception for increased 

interaction between the planes of academy and church.    

 

 As some of the preceding discussion has suggested, the very creation of additional 

endings suggests multivalent dissatisfaction with the previous manifestation.  The wider 

Christian movement’s rapid expansion was coupled with an increasing veneration of 

certain formative figures, whose persons became largely—though not absolutely—

inviolable.  The initial words of the “Intermediate Ending” immediately contradict those 

of the preceding verse; the women obey Jesus’ command and report their experiences to 

Peter.  Within the context of the additive tradition itself, the Freer Logion provides a 

somewhat reasonable defense for the disciples, who are otherwise silent in the face of 

Jesus’ scathing criticism of their faithlessness.  On another level, an ending which 

provides the reader or listener with a definitive place in the Christian metanarrative was 
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obviously desirable.  Both the “Intermediate Ending” and the “Long Ending” finish with 

the faithful proclaiming the message of the gospel throughout the known world.  One 

can imagine members of rapt audiences drawing mental lines of demarcation from Jesus 

through the first followers through the missionary generations to themselves.  To quote 

an entirely anachronistic but conceivably enlightening modern advertisement, 

“Membership has its privileges,” and reminders of these privileges are often welcome 

and effective.   

 

 A final observation in this section concerns scribal treatment of the text and its 

insight into early Christian understandings of scripture.  Parker notes a handful of 

manuscripts insert sigla to inform the reader of multiple readings.  The members of Ï 1 

include, “In some copies the evangelist ended here, as also Eusebius Pamphili 

considered canonical.  But in many this also is in circulation.”  Other examples read, 

“The end.  * In some copies the evangelist ended here, but in many this also” (Minuscule 

22; 12th c.); and “From here to the end is not present in some copies.  But in old ones 

everything remaining is present” (Minuscule 20); and simple asterisks (Minuscules 137, 

138; 11th c.).43  While these markings reflect an awareness of diversity, they do not reflect 

the obsessive and ultimately unsatisfying desire to obtain a single “original text” that Epp 

and others have traced through much of the modern period.  The various readings were 

all worthy of preservation and, resultantly, continued dissemination.  This is not to say 

that early Christianity lacked any boundaries between acceptable and unacceptable texts; 

the voluminous apocryphal corpus, many members of which are known in name only 

due to their rejection and condemnation by ecclesiastical councils, testifies to this fact.  
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But it does imply that we have something to learn from our more “variant-conscious” 

ancestors.  

          

G. Epilogue: In our end is our beginning 

 The perennial constraints of time and space have rendered this study woefully 

incomplete; much more could, and probably should, have been said regarding each and 

every subject discussed above.  Hopefully, however, it has indicated that while the 

recovery of the earliest attainable reading is and should remain a disciplinary goal, serious 

attention to other readings and their contributions to the progression of Christian history 

and theology is also worthwhile, and may eventually offer some form of exegetical 

discourse and reconciliation to those who, like the scriptural tradition which they follow, 

are divided.         


