
JESUS’ DEFEAT OF DEATH

Persuading Mark’s early readers

Peter Bolt explores the impact of Mark’s Gospel on its early readers
in the first-century Graeco-Roman world. His book focuses upon the
thirteen characters in Mark who come to Jesus for healing or exorcism
and, using analytical tools of narrative and reader-response criticism,
explores their crucial role in the communication of the Gospel. Bolt
suggests that early readers of Mark would be persuaded that Jesus’
dealings with the suppliants show him casting back the shadow of
death and that this in itself is preparatory for Jesus’ final defeat of death
in resurrection. Enlisting a variety of ancient literary and non-literary
sources in an attempt to illuminate this first-century world, this book
gives special attention to illness, magic and the Roman imperial system.
This is a new approach to Mark which attempts to break the impasse
between narrative and historical studies and will appeal to scholars and
students alike.

peter g. bolt is Head of New Testament at Moore Theological Col-
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To my wife, Barbara, who, for better and for worse,
shares my life under the shadow of death, my fellow
heir in our Lord’s gracious gift of life; and to our
four daughters, Grace, Jana, Sara and Alice, who are
kissed each night with the thought that tomorrow
they might rise again.

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-06899-4 - Jesus’ Defeat of Death
Peter G. Bolt
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9780521068994
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


CONTENTS

Preface page xi
Acknowledgements xiii
Note on the rendering of papyrological/inscriptional texts xiv
List of abbreviations xv

1 Introduction 1

2 The beginning of the Gospel (Mark 1.1–13) 44

3 The kingdom is near (Mark 1.14–4.34) 48

4 Jesus and the perishing (Mark 4.35–8.26) 131

5 Entering the coming kingdom (Mark 8.27–10.52) 217

6 The clash of kingdoms (Mark 11.1–13.37) 244

7 The coming of the kingdom (Mark 14–16) 254

8 Conclusions: Mark’s impact on early readers 269

Bibliography 280
Index of biblical references 321
Index of ancient sources 329
Index of modern authors 350
Subject index 354

ix

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-06899-4 - Jesus’ Defeat of Death
Peter G. Bolt
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9780521068994
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


PREFACE

This book attempts to understand the potential impact of Mark’s Gospel
upon its early Graeco-Roman readers.

It focuses upon the role of the healing/exorcism accounts in this com-
municative process. These scenes forge a link with Mark’s flesh-and-
blood readers by:

(1) strongly aligning the ‘implied readers’ with the suppliants in the
scenes;

(2) enabling the ‘flesh-and-blood’ readers to recognise their own
world in the circumstances of the suppliants and to ‘become’
the implied readers;

(3) thus drawing the flesh-and-blood readers into the story-world
which seeks to move them by its message about Jesus and the
coming kingdom.

To appreciate the impact of these stories on early readers, the book at-
tempts to recover relevant aspects of the pre-understanding which Graeco-
Roman readers could be expected to bring to their reading of Mark. This
requires a special focus on ancient perceptions of sickness and death, as
well as due attention to magic, which could be either cause or cure of the
afflictions.

When read from this reconstructed perspective, the healing/exorcism
scenes show Jesus dealing with death.

These scenes are read within Mark’s wider framework of the expecta-
tion of the kingdom of God, to be inaugurated by the resurrection of the
dead.

Portrayed as a king who brings life to those under the shadow of death,
Jesus would be seen as an alternative to the deified rulers familiar to the
Roman world. He had no apotheosis which removed him from death, but
he truly died. His emptied tomb therefore speaks of a genuine resurrection
which inaugurated the kingdom of God, and which provides genuine hope
for those who continue to live under the shadow of death.

xi
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xii Preface

Mark’s Gospel had the potential to make an impact upon the early
readers’ sense of mortality. Jesus had defeated death.

I trust that this small offering towards a greater understanding of Mark’s
message might help others better appreciate the wonder of this ‘gospel
about Jesus Christ, the Son of God’.
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NOTE ON THE RENDERING OF
PAPYROLOGICAL/INSCRIPTIONAL TEXTS

I have rendered texts as they appear in the edited versions. It should
be noted that the magical texts often have unusual spelling and the ac-
centuation is not always supplied by the editors. The following guide
to the standard sigla, taken from P.W. Pestman, M. David and B.A. van
Groningen, The New Papyrological Primer (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1990),
should be noted, although the practice of some editors varies.

[ ] lacuna
<> omission in the original
( ) resolution of a symbol or abbreviation
[ca. 3] approximately 3 letters are missing. . . . .
ca. 3 traces of approximately 3 letters survive. . . . .
. (subscript dot) uncertain letter. (This needs to be distinguished from the

subscript dot used in transliterations, which does not
indicate uncertainty.)

| edge of text
[?.] where, in irregularly spaced material (such as in lead tablets),

it is impossible to know whether to assume a lost letter.
This sign is introduced by D.R. Jordan, ‘Southwest Corner
Agora’, 213.

�, �, c I have retained the type of sigma used by the editors of the
various pieces.

If the symbol | is not used in translations, the beginning of lines is of-
ten indicated by capitalisation. I have also followed this fairly standard
practice when citing poetic literary texts.

xiv
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ABBREVIATIONS

Abbreviations, in both text and bibliography, generally conform to the
practice of the Journal of Biblical Literature, and to either the Oxford
Classical Dictionary or H.G. Liddell, R. Scott, H.S. Jones, Greek-English
Lexicon (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 91940). The following abbre-
viations are used in quotations of primary sources. I have referred to text
numbers in collections of primary sources in bold, and page numbers
in normal type. [TLG] following a work indicates that the source was
accessed solely through the TLG computer database. I have also occa-
sionally used a preceding ? to indicate that a translation or interpretation
is either debated or possible.
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(successively published by F. Preisigke, F. Bilabel,
E. Kiessling, H.-A. Rupprecht; 1915→).

Scurlock J.A. Scurlock, Magical Means of Dealing With
Ghosts in Ancient Mesopotamia (unpublished PhD
dissertation; University of Chicago, 1988).

SEG J.J. Hondius et al. (eds), Supplementum Epigraphicum
Graecum (Leyden: Sijthoff, 1923).

SGD D.R. Jordan, ‘A Survey of Greek Defixiones Not
Included in the Special Corpora,’ GRBS 26 (1985b),
151–97.

Sherk R.K. Sherk, The Roman Empire: Augustus to Hadrian
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988).

SMA C. Bonner, Studies in Magical Amulets Chiefly
Graeco-Egyptian (Ann Arbor and London: University
of Michigan Press and Oxford University Press,
1950).

Small. E. M. Smallwood, Documents Illustrating the
Principates of Gaius, Claudius and Nero (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1967).

SuppMag R. Daniel and F. Maltomini, Supplementum magicum
(Papyrologica Coloniensia 16; Opladen:
Westdeutscher Verlag, 1990–2).

TGF A. Nauck, Tragicorum graecorum fragmenta
(Hildesheim: Georg Olms, 1964 (21889)), Supp.
B.Snell (1964)

Thompson R.C. Thompson, The Devils and Evil Spirits of
Babylonia. Being Babylonian and Assyrian
Incantations against the Demons, Ghouls, Vampires,
Hobgoblins, Ghosts, and Kindred Evil Spirits, which
attack Mankind. I: Evil Spirits. II: “Fever Sickness”
and “Headache”, etc. (London: Luzac, 1903 and
1904).
Most of the tablets can be abbreviated without
confusion; however, it is necessary to distinguish the
following:

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-06899-4 - Jesus’ Defeat of Death
Peter G. Bolt
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9780521068994
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


xx List of abbreviations

1.III Volume 1, tablet III
am.III Volume 2, tablet III, Ašakki mars.ûti series
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