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Abstract
This essay analyses the significance of the titles, ‘the Son of God’ (ὁ υἱὸς τοῦ
θεοῦ) and ‘the Son of Man’ (ὁ υἱὸς τοῦ ἀνθρώπου) in Mark’s Gospel, and
explains their contribution to Mark’s message. It and argues that Mark’s usage of
these terms is both theological and evangelistic. By the time of Jesus’ ministry,
the Son of God and Son of Man were already richly value-laden, with
connotations of divine authority and divine service for the one to whom they
pertained. By attributing both titles to Jesus, Mark bids his readers to view Jesus’
message and purpose as bringing the Kingdom of God through his own
crucifixion and resurrection. Unbelievers are invited to trust in Jesus’ message
and sacrifice as authoritative and sufficient for forgiveness of sins and to follow
Jesus as exalted Lord whose claims to divine sonship have been vindicated by his
resurrection from the dead.

2

The Gospel of Mark presents Jesus of Nazareth as ‘the Son of God’ (ὁ υἱὸς τοῦ θεοῦ)
and ‘the Son of Man’ (ὁ υἱὸς τοῦ ἀνθρώπου).1 As Son of God, Jesus is the uniquely chosen
Davidic saviour-king of Israel who comes to do the work of God. As Son of Man, Jesus is the
divinely-authoritative, glorious and majestic divine-human agent of God who brings about
righteous dominion (or kingdom) of God through his own suffering and death on the cross,
before being vindicated by God through his exaltation in the resurrection. Both titles
therefore contribute to Mark’s message in how they intimately connect the gospel about Jesus
with Jesus’ own identity or Jesus’ work and person, and how they provide both theological
and evangelistic content for the reader. This essay will defend its thesis in three steps. Firstly,
it will discuss the Graeco-Roman and Jewish context of the Son of God and Son of Man
sayings. Secondly, comment will be given to this context as it applies to the sayings as
applied in Mark. Finally, the theological and evangelistic significance of the sayings for
understanding Mark’s Gospel about Jesus will be explained.
Mark 1:1 introduces the subject of Mark’s Gospel, namely, the beginning of the good
news about Jesus’ work and person.2 In Graeco-Roman antiquity, ‘good news’ (εὐαγγελίον)
referred to the announcement of a great military victory by Caesar.3 Therefore, both the work
and the person of Jesus—his life, teaching, death, resurrection and self-identification—are of
equal significance for Mark’s message about Jesus. The work and person of Jesus involves
the achievement of a great victory by Jesus that is attained counterintuitively through the
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humiliation of the cross, such that by the one action of his crucifixion, Jesus is enthroned
both Son of God and Son of Man in the most explicit fashion, whereby his divine sonship is
demonstrated and his mortal humanity is glorified in his selfless self-offering before final
vindication in the resurrection, on the basis of which people may follow him as resurrected
Lord.
By Jesus’ lifetime, there had already developed a rich, theological discussion around
the meaning of the terms, ‘Son of God’ and ‘Son of Man.’ Jewish usage of the term ‘Son of
God’ in the Old Testament and rabbinical commentary, as demonstrated by Hebrew and
Aramaic scriptures and commentaries at Qumran, reveals an acute sense of the Son of God as
a priestly, Davidic saviour-figure who is chosen by God to instigate the Torah (2 Sam 7:11,
7:14a; Pss 2:2, 2:7-8, 110:1; 2 Esdras).4 Son of God and Son of Man were closely related
ideas in the Jewish hermeneutical traditions preceding the Gospel-tradition: The fragmentary
Aramaic Apocalypse (AA) (4Q246) and other fragments (11QMelchizedek; 4QVisAmran;
4Q175; 1QM13:10; 1QM17:5-8) speak of a person of special, spiritual significance who is
designated as Son of God or Son of the Most High God and who is regarded as a uniquely
chosen, Davidic redeemer-figure who fights the enemies of the righteous in order to establish
God’s reign upon the earth.5 Furthermore, a close reading of AA alongside Daniel 7 in the
Old Testament reveals several direct correlations in structure, content, theme and theology:
AA speaks of a great slaughter (Dan 7:3-8), a cause for peace for the people of God (Dan
7:11-12), the universally-honoured Son of Man figure (Dan 7:13) and the eternal reign of the
Son of Man (Dan 7:14).6 Therefore, Son of God and Son of Man were already held in close
relation in certain Jewish communities prior to Mark. Furthermore, both descriptions may
4
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coalesce in one person, which is arguably what Mark has presented in his Gospel with regard
to Jesus.
Son of Man traditions prior to Mark centred around a reading of Daniel 7:13-14 as
representing either an individual, or a group of people, or an individual representing a group
of people.7 Along with motifs of divine lordship in Psalm 110:1ff and the sacrificial suffering
of the servant of Yahweh in Isaiah 53, Daniel 7:13-14 is essential to Mark’s Gospel. It is the
primary source for Jesus’ self-identification before Caiaphas in Mark 14:62 as the glorious
Son of Man, for which reason Jesus was convicted and killed for blasphemy.8 However, the
Son of Man motif also abounds across the Old Testament. In each case of usage, the
mortality and the prophetic calling of the Son of Man in the providence of God for the
purpose of the salvation of God’s people and the judgement of their enemies is emphasised.9
Jewish apocalyptic Messianic traditions prior to the First Century A.D. associated the Son of
Man figure with a supernatural agent of God: “far more than simply a human being... the
Messiah, the Righteous One and God’s Son... a majestic, eternal being who possesses all
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dominion... passing judgement upon all mortal and spiritual beings.”10 As applied to Jesus in
Mark’s Gospel, this suggests Jesus’ identity exceeds mere humanity and that his purpose is to
save and to judge through the sacrifice of the cross.
The Son of Man figure in Daniel 7:13-14 has also been interpreted as a symbol of Israel
as a whole nation, a second God, the Son or God or an archangel in Jewish tradition: In the
context of other ancient Near Eastern myths, such as the Ugaritic myths involving the
subordination of lesser gods to greater ones, it is not incredible to say that this second figure
is plausibly a divine person, an individual approaching the Ancient of Days from among the
Divine Council on behalf of the people of God.11 Boyarin explains the potentially binitarian
implications of the passage:

“The homology between this [Ugaritic intertextual context] and our Ancient of
Days and One like a Son of Man is striking. This unreconstructed relic of Israel’s
religious past (if not her present as well) was no doubt disturbing to at least some
Jews in antiquity... Other Jews adopted wholeheartedly, or simply inherited, the
doubleness of Israel’s God, the old Ancient of Days, and the young Rider on the
Clouds with the appearance of a human being [cf. Ezek 1:26, 8:2]. The twothrone apocalypse in Daniel calls up a very ancient strand in Israel’s religion, one
in which, it would seem, the El-like sky-God of justice and the younger Rider on
the Clouds, storm God of war, have not really been fully and successfully
merged.”12
This has profound implications for Jesus’ identity in Mark: Jesus’ identification as the Son of
Man would become a direct claim to close association with the Ancient of Days and as a
potential divine figure of great authority and purpose on the earth.
It would not be surprising, given the background context of the discussion surrounding
the Son of God and Son of Man sayings in the Old Testament in the traditions of Second
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Temple Judaism, that the Christian tradition, which emerged out of Second Temple Judaism,
might take advantage of those traditions in the writings of the Gospels, including Mark.13
Furthermore, there would have to be a catalyst in the Gospels which linked Jesus to these Old
Testament traditions. Arguably, this is precisely the function of the baptism of Jesus by John
the Baptist (Mark 1:11). It is no doubt that the baptism of Jesus is a matter of special preeminence in Mark’s Gospel. It is indicative of his special, divine status of Jesus as God’s
Son, and equates Jesus’ reception of the Spirit and calling into public ministry from that point
on as indicative of his purpose as the uniquely chosen, Davidic redeemer-figure and paschal
lamb (aqedah) of God, who becomes for God just as Isaac was for Abraham (Gen 22):

“Just as Isaac, the atoning Son/Servant, received the Spirit and the assurance that
his sacrifice will be perpetually redemptive for Israel, Jesus receives the Spirit
which leads him to reenact the Isaac/Servant motif. The baptism therefore
becomes the aqedah/crucifixion, and as Jesus thus becomes to God what Isaac
was to Abraham, when the faithful enter into baptism, they identify with the
sacrifice.”14
The Christian movement started on the assumption that Jesus, “the [uniquely] Beloved” (ὁ
ἀγαπητός), was uniquely chosen and set apart by God in some way, and that this election of
Jesus was heralded by God in Jesus’ baptism as his sonship is attested by a heavenly voice
that determines Jesus to walk a path of misunderstanding, conflict and rejection which will
lead to suffering and death, followed by final vindication as Son of God and Son of Man.15
God’s pronouncement in Mark 1:11 is indicative of a coronation ceremony and
commission into God’s service, whereby Jesus possesses a special, filial intimacy with God
by which he is called into the service of God as the servant of Yahweh who display God’s
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splendour through the perfect obedience of his sonship, which is displayed by miracleworking and, most supremely, by the cross (Exod 4:22-23; Pss 2:7; Isa 42:1, 49:6).16 Indeed,
every reference to the sonship of Jesus posterior to his baptism conveys connotations of
divine power and authority, as over evil spirits (Mark 3:11, 5:7), in reference to the
worthiness of Jesus to be listened to, followed and obeyed by the disciples in the glorious
Transfiguration (Mark 9:7) and with reference to his identity as the Son of the Blessed One
and the Son of Man before Caiaphas (Mark 14:61-62). Most supremely, however, the sonship
of Jesus is revealed in his death as an exhibition of supreme obedience by Jesus to the will of
God the Father (Mark 15:39). The Centurion’s affirmation of Christ’s sonship has induced a
full study of the relevance of Graeco-Roman imperial language of divine sonship and military
glory to Jesus’ mission in Mark’s Gospel by Kavanaugh, who surmises: “Thus, in fusing
imperial and OT [Old Testament] language, Mark weds Graeco-Roman and Jewish ideas of a
golden age.”17 Jesus’ sacrifice on the cross is therefore the supreme exhibition of his obedient
sonship in Mark and the purpose of his mission to bring about the Kingdom of God through
his sacrifice, on account of the success of which Jesus is publicly vindicated by God in the
resurrection (Mark 16:6).
The Son of Man sayings in Mark correlate similarly to the Son of God sayings with
regard to matters of Jesus’ authority and identity, yet with less emphasis on the authority of
Jesus as God’s Son, towards more of an emphasis on the responsibility of Jesus as God’s
servant. Every instance of the Son of Man sayings in Mark relates Jesus as Son of Man to his
purpose in suffering. For example, the three predictions of the Passion of the Christ (Mark
8:31, 9:31, 10:33) each involve Jesus referring to himself as Son of Man who is intended to
suffer and die, only to rise again.18 This is also the very same, exact sequence implied by
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Brooks, Mark, 43; Edwards, The Gospel according to Mark, 37.
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Jesus’ response to Caiaphas’ demand in Mark 14:62: If the Son of Man would come in glory
following his sufferings, then Jesus is claiming ultimate victory over death and evil even in
the midst of his Passion, in a decisive scene which seals Jesus’ mortal fate yet which also
fulfils his eternal purpose.19 This then becomes what it means for Jesus to be the Son of Man
in Mark: Jesus is the humble and glorious servant of Yahweh who has come to give his life as
a ransom for sins (Mark 10:45), only to receive it back again that he may be vindicated by
God in order to rise to deliver God’s people in the final judgement and triumph over evil
(Mark 13:26-27).20 As Simon J. Gathercole explains, “the Son of Man has come in the first
instance not to be served but to serve by dying for his people.”21
In conclusion, we have argued that Mark’s Gospel represents Jesus as both Son of
God and Son of man. As the Son of God, Jesus is the uniquely chosen, Davidic saviour-king
of Israel who comes to do the work of God. As the Son of Man, Jesus is the divinelyauthoritative, glorious and majestic divine-human agent of God who brings about righteous
dominion (or kingdom) of God through his own suffering and death on the cross, before
being vindicated by God through his exaltation in the resurrection. Three lines of
argumentation were provided. The Graeco-Roman and Jewish context of Mark’s Gospel
convey the Son of God and the Son of Man as a divine saviour. Comment was then given to
how both titles are used in Mark’s Gospel, where the Son of God sayings depict Christ as
uniquely authoritative and obedient to God the Father, and the Son of Man sayings associate
Jesus with his mission towards death and resurrection for salvation and vindication of himself
and God’s people. Finally, Jesus’ titles are also significant for Mark’s message.
Theologically, Mark postulates Jesus as the unique divine-human Son of God and Son of
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Brooks, Mark, 243; Edwards, The Gospel according to Mark, 447.
Brooks, Mark, 170, 215; Edwards, The Gospel according to Mark, 326-328, 402-403.
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Rapids, MI; Cambridge, UK: William B. Eerdman’s Publishing Company, 2006), 258.
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Man. Evangelistically, the sonship of Jesus as Son of God bids unbelievers to trust in Jesus
and “listen to him” (Mark 9:7). The servanthood of Jesus as Son of Man also bids unbelievers
to accept his sacrifice as sufficient for the forgiveness of sins and to follow the resurrected
Christ as Lord.
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