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IS MARK 16:9-20 PART OF THE MARCAN AUTOGRAPH?
Mark 16:9-20 is perhaps the most well-known problem in NT textual criticism.
Lincoln says, “The questions that surround the ending of Mark‟s Gospel have long held a
fascination for its readers.”1 Robinson asserts that the passage “is a flash-point in NT
criticism.”2 Magness states the present situation well:
Books and articles written in the last quarter of the twentieth century still
grapple with various aspects of the problem. Over a millennium and a half,
through changing theological perspectives and hermeneutical approaches,
from the pens of ancient Alexandrian allegorists and modern French
structuralists, discussion of the shortened ending of the shortest gospel
persists.3
There are actually three disputed endings of Mark, not including omission. A
shorter ending, dating to the seventh century, is not regarded as part of Mark. Metzger
affirms, “The internal evidence for the shorter ending is decidedly against its being
genuine.”4 A fourth-century expansion of the long ending is preserved only in one
manuscript (Codex Washingtonianus) and “has no claim to be original.”5
This leaves only two realistic options: either include the long ending, or omit it
entirely. Thomas succinctly states the dilemma for some conservative scholars:
However, one passage, the last chapter of Mark, causes more puzzlement
and consternation among conservatives than most of the other passages of
the Greek NT that contain variant readings. Not only is the legitimacy of a
traditional reading questioned (16:9-20), but the prospects of Mark ending
his gospel at 16:8 are simply too problematic for most scholars.6
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While Thomas overstates the angst among conservatives, he is right in pointing
out the problem. For approximately 1600 years, the long ending of Mark was not
questioned. However, with the rise of textual criticism and the discovery of ancient NT
manuscripts in the nineteenth century, verses 9-20 came under scrutiny, leading in 1920
to Gregory‟s assertion: “Mark 16.9-20 is neither part nor parcel of that Gospel.”7 While
this was the consensus of scholarship for most of the twentieth century, in recent years
some have reopened the issue.
It shall be the purpose of this paper to examine the question of whether Mark
16:9-20 was part of the Marcan autograph. The evidence for omission of the passage will
be presented. External evidence must be scrutinized. The evidence for inclusion of the
passage will be presented. Similarly, external evidence (manuscripts, versions, early
Christian witnesses) will be shown. The internal evidence will also be brought forth.
Some possible solutions to the problem must be examined, and a tentative conclusion will
be drawn. Gideon‟s comments serve as an appropriate starting point for the study:
The average contemporary student is no longer satisfied with the
traditional explanations concerning the reliability of Mark 16:9-20. He
usually permits little room for critical studies, seemingly feeling that the
New Testament is not to be subjected to modern critical studies. He
searches for “pat” answers to “pet” questions. Therefore, world renowned
New Testament scholars have been forced by positions of their colleagues
who advocate the veracity of these verses to reinvestigate a question
formerly believed conclusively settled.8
Leaving aside the matter of Gideon‟s apparent elitist attitude, he nevertheless
stumbles upon an important point. The Bible scholar should examine all of the evidence
and draw his conclusions from it. In this case, there is much to consider.
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Evidence Against Mark 16:9-20
External Evidence
Manuscripts
Juel raises an intriguing point: “Until the great Alexandrian codices were known,
few paid attention to the scattered references to a Gospel of Mark that lacked a proper
conclusion.”9 It was far easier to defend the inclusion of the passage without such
evidence. However, the discovery of the Alexandrian codices changed the landscape.
Two prominent uncial manuscripts do not include the long ending. Codex
Vaticanus (B) dates to the fourth century, and “is the most important witness to the
Alexandrian text.”10 Codex Sinaiticus (Aleph) also dates to the fourth century, and “is
one of the principal witnesses to the Alexandrian texttype.”11 Additionally, a twelfth
century minuscule manuscript, 304, also omits the passage.12
One other twelfth century manuscript, 2386, was assumed to have omitted the text
and was so indicated in earlier editions of the UBS Greek text; but, as Metzger states, it
“is only an apparent witness for this omission.”13 This will be further explained below. It
speaks to the weight given B and Aleph that the majority of critical editions of the Greek
New Testament, as well as many modern English translations, end at verse eight.14
France even says that this “is the virtually unanimous verdict” of modern scholarship.15
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Versions
The Latin manuscript Bobbiensis (k) does not include verses 9-20. Elliott affirms
that this version “is textually the oldest witness to the Latin Bible, with a text going back
to the early third century.”16 That being said, it must be noted that this version includes a
short ending which is not accepted as genuine: “But they reported briefly to Peter and
those with him all that they had been told. And after this Jesus himself sent out by means
of them, from east to west, the sacred and imperishable proclamation of eternal
salvation.”17
The Sinaitic Syriac version, which dates to the third/fourth century,18 also omits
the passage. The Sahidic Coptic version dates from the third century; 19 it does not include
verses 9-20.20 Most Armenian manuscripts omit the passage; these manuscripts date from
the fifth century:21 “Some 99 of the 220 registered Armenian MSS lack the verses.”22
It was assumed at one time that a number of manuscripts from the Ethiopic
version omit the passage.23 This version, now in the British Museum, dates to about 500
A. D.24 However, Metzger states otherwise:
This statement, made originally by D. S. Margoliouth and reported by
William Sanday in his Appendices ad Novum Testamentum Stephanicum
(Oxford, 1889), p. 195, is erroneous25…The present writer, having
examined the ending of Mark in sixty-five Ethiopic manuscripts,
discovered that none, contrary to the statements made by previous
investigators, close the Gospel at xvi.8, but that most (forty-seven
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manuscripts) present the so-called shorter ending directly after vs.8,
followed immediately by the longer ending (verses 9-20).26
The fifth-century Georgian manuscripts do not include verses 9-20.27 It is evident
that, based on the manuscript and version evidence alone, a case can be made for the
exclusion of the passage. On the other hand, plausible explanations have been given for
the exclusion of the passage in the manuscripts from the Marcan text—which will be
examined below.
Patristic Evidence
At first glance, the patristic evidence seems decisive. Clement of Alexandria,
dated before 215 A. D.,28 is silent about the long ending. Origen, who is dated c.253/254
A. D.,29 also shows “no knowledge of the existence of these verses.”30 Eusebius of
Caesarea, dated 339 A. D.,31 is explicit:
This can be solved in two ways. The person not wishing to accept [these
verses] will say that it is not contained in all copies of the Gospel
according to Mark. Indeed the accurate copies conclude the story
according to Mark in the words…they were afraid. For the end is here in
nearly all the copies of Mark.32
To this, Metzger adds: “The original form of the Eusebian sections (drawn up by
Ammonius) makes no provision for numbering sections of the text after 16.8.”33 Jerome,
dated 419/420 A. D., notes that the long ending is found in “scarcely any copies of the
Gospel—almost all the Greek codices being without this passage.”34
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Thus it would seem that the patristic evidence conclusively points away from
acceptance of the long ending. However, as will be shown below, there are witnesses—
much earlier than both Eusebius and Jerome—who attest otherwise. Additionally, the
argument from silence as per Clement and Origen is not strong. Parker, who favors
ending the Gospel at verse eight, admits: “Those who wish to argue for the originality of
the Long Ending point to the weakness of this argument, and not unreasonably. It cannot
be argued that the Long Ending was unknown to or rejected by Clement and Origen.”35
Miller demonstrates how the argument from silence falls short:
Of course, simply showing no knowledge is no proof for omission. If we
were to discount as genuine every New Testament verse that a particular
patristic writer failed to reference, we would eventually dismiss the entire
New Testament as spurious. Though virtually the entire New Testament is
quoted or alluded to by the corpus of patristic writers—no one writer
refers to every verse.36
As to Jerome, the quotation above is his translation of Eusebius‟ statement from
Greek into Latin. Though Wallace argues that it reflects Jerome‟s own opinion,37 this
must be discounted—since Jerome included verses 9-20 in the Vulgate, while excluding
others that did not have sufficient manuscript verification. Later, Jerome quoted
approvingly from the Long Ending.38
Miller makes an interesting point concerning Eusebius:
(I)t should be noted that the statement made by Eusebius occurs in a
context in which he was offering two possible solutions to an alleged
contradiction (between Matthew 28:1 and Mark 16:9) posed by a Marinus.
One of the solutions would be to dismiss Mark‟s words on the grounds
that it is not contained in all texts. But Eusebius does not claim to share
this solution. The second solution he offers entails retaining Mark 16:9 as
35
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genuine. The fact that he couches the first solution in the third person (i.e.,
“This, then, is what a person will say...”), and then proceeds to offer a
second solution, when he could have simply dismissed the alleged
contradiction on the grounds that manuscript evidence was decisively
against the genuineness of the verses, argues for Eusebius‟ own
approval.39
While many scholars would take issue with Miller‟s assertions, he nevertheless
makes some valid points based on the evidence from Eusebius‟ writings. Indeed,
Wallace—in arguing for the validity of using Jerome against verses 9-20—relies on
speculation as to why Jerome included the verses in the Vulgate.40 As it is, the patristic
evidence is not as conclusive as has been presented by some.
Revisiting the Manuscripts
As noted above, the manuscript evidence seems to be a strong witness against
inclusion of verses 9-20. Both Vaticanus (B) and Aleph end Mark‟s Gospel at verse eight.
A natural assumption would be: if the long ending were original with Mark, then no
compelling reason exists for its removal from the manuscripts. Leaving aside for the
moment the issue of whether there are any manuscripts that include the passage, there are
other factors that must be considered. Westcott & Hort describe an interesting discovery
in connection with Vaticanus:
In B, the scribe, after ending the Gospel with v. 8 in the second column of
a page, has contrary to his custom left the third or remaining column
blank; evidently because one or other of the two subsequent endings was
known to him personally…The omitted words…were in existence…when
the extant MS was written, and were known to its scribe.41
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Wallace points out that on three other occasions, Vaticanus leaves spaces at the
end of books.42 However, this is misleading. Two of those examples are Apocryphal
books—Tobit and 2 Esdras—and the third, Daniel, has no known textual questions at its
end. Additionally, there is no other example of such in the NT portion of the
manuscript.43
Wallace goes on to claim that the scribe of Vaticanus engaged in ancient textual
criticism, by inserting umlauts in the margin of a text where a variant reading occurs.
Since there is no such marking at the end of Mark, he concludes that the scribe knew only
verse eight as the end.44 However, he even admits that the implications of the umlauts
“have yet to be fully explored,” and the reason for the variants “not entirely clear.”45
Such arguments are less than compelling. That being said, it must be noted that the space
Vaticanus leaves at the end of Mark is not quite large enough to accommodate verses
9-20. Robinson suggests that this could be due to a miscalculation of space by the
scribe.46 At any rate, the blank space raises more questions than those favoring the shorter
ending seem to acknowledge. Thomas may be correct: “The scribe therefore allowed the
future owner of the MS the opportunity to make any modification deemed necessary.”47
With regard to Manuscript 2386, Metzger makes an interesting admission:
(A)lthough the last page of Mark closes with ephobounto gar, the next leaf
of the manuscript is missing, and following 16.8 is the sign indicating the
close of an ecclesiastical lection, a clear implication that the manuscript
originally continued with additional material from Mark.48
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Evidence For Mark 16:9-20
External Evidence
Manuscripts
If one were to only consider the number of manuscripts, then there would be no
question concerning verses 9-20. Elliott affirms, “Only two early Greek MSS and one
other, medieval, Greek MS…end Mark at 16:8.”49 Interestingly, Elliott suggests the
following concerning scribal evidence in connection with the aforementioned
manuscripts (B & Aleph):
…(W)e are dealing with two MSS from the same scriptorium…Some have
argued that this means we are concerned effectively with only one MS
witness to the text of Mark ending at 16:8 rather than with two
independent early Greek manuscripts.
The number of manuscripts including verses 9-20 is huge. Holmes states, “This
long form is found in more than 1,600 Greek manuscripts.”50 Metzger is just as direct:
“The traditional ending of Mark…is present in the vast number of witnesses.”51 Aland
makes an interesting admission:
It is true that the longer ending of Mark 16:9-20 is found in 99 percent of
the Greek manuscripts as well as the rest of the tradition, enjoying over a
period of centuries practically an official ecclesiastical sanction as a
genuine part of the gospel of Mark.52
The passage is found in one of the three earliest uncial manuscripts—Codex
Alexandrinus (A), which dates to the fifth century.53 Two other uncials include the
passage: Codices Ephraemi Rescriptus and Bezae Cantabrigiensis, both of which also
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date to the fifth century (some date Bezae to the sixth century).54 Wallace says that verses
9-20 “is found in all the major texttypes—Western, Caesarean, Byzantine, and even the
secondary Alexandrian. Thus, there is a broad geographical spread for these verses.”55
Versions
The Old Latin version has several manuscripts which contain verses 9-20. These
date from the fifth through the seventh centuries.56 As has been shown, Jerome included
the passage in the Vulgate, which dates to the fourth and fifth centuries.57 In spite of his
apparent early reservations, he accepted the passage as genuine.
Verses 9-20 are also found in the Bohairic and Fayyumic manuscripts of the
Coptic version. These manuscripts date to the third century.58 To this may be added the
Armenian version, which dates to the fifth century.59
Among the Old Syriac, the Curetonian manuscript contains verses 9-20. The
Curetonian dates to the third and fourth centuries.60 The Peshitta manuscript, which dates
to the first half of the fifth century,61 includes the passage—as does the sixth century
Palestinian.62 Many other versions, covering a wide geographical area, have verses 9-20
as part of Mark. After listing the versions above, Farmer asserts,
It is clear that the acceptance of the last twelve verses of Mark was
widespread. Throughout the ancient church…the evidence for knowledge
and acceptance of the authenticity of the last twelve verses of Mark in the
ancient church is impressive.63
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Patristic Evidence
The patristic witness to the genuineness of verses 9-20 is extensive, and predates
both the manuscript evidence and the testimony of Eusebius and Jerome. To this,
Robinson makes an important point:
Most discussions concerning the patristic evidence relative to the Markan
ending focus on the speculations of the fourth and later centuries…Yet the
opinions of later patristic writers should not negate earlier patristic
testimony that supports LE inclusion…Under almost any circumstances,
these citations should outweigh patristic speculations of some two
centuries later.64
Justin Martyr, who dates to about 165,65 demonstrates a familiarity with the
passage. As Metzger points out, “he includes five words that occur, in a different
sequence, in ver. 20.”66 Robinson focuses on the phrase exelthontes pantachou ekeruxan
(“having gone forth, preached everywhere”). He says that this “three-word combination
appears only in Mark 16:20…The collocation of these three terms occurs nowhere else in
the NT or Septuagint.”67 The only difference between Justin‟s citation and that found in
16:20 is the swapping of the order of the last two words. Hengel states that “Justin uses
no other written sources for the Gospel material which he includes than the Canonical
Gospels.”68 It is difficult to imagine where else Justin would have gotten the quote. This
would indicate that Justin knew of the passage around 150,69 which is a quite early date
for knowledge of the verses. There is no question that Tatian quoted from the passage. A
disciple of Justin, his Diatesseron dates toward the middle of the second century.70
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Irenaeus also dates toward the middle of the second century. In his Against
Heresies, he alludes to verses 9-20 in both Greek and Latin:
Also, towards the conclusion of his Gospel, Mark says: “So then, after the
Lord Jesus had spoken to them, He was received up into heaven, and
sitteth on the right hand of God.”71
Westcott & Hort accepted this quotation by Irenaeus as genuine.72 In light of the
patristic evidence, Kelhoffer—who does not accept Marcan authorship of verses 9-20—
concedes that it dates at least to the early decades of the second century.73
The chart below summarizes the external evidence:74
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Internal Evidence
While scholars admit that verses 9-20 are ancient and were widely accepted for
centuries, they nevertheless point to internal evidence that points away from the passage
being part of the autograph. When combined with the external evidence that does not
include verses 9-20, it seems decisive. Common is the claim made by Metzger: “The
longer ending, though current in a variety of witnesses, some of them ancient, must also
be judged by internal evidence to be secondary.”75
Vocabulary and Style
Elliott has pointed out twenty-seven words and phrases which are not found
anywhere else in Mark—and, in some instances, the rest of the New Testament.76
Additionally, the transition between verse eight and verses 9-20 is deemed to be
awkward. Finally, Mary Magdalene is identified in verse nine, although she was
mentioned already in verse one.
All of this seems to be decisive; Kelhoffer argues that the author of the passage
was familiar with all four Gospels and deliberately crafted verses 9-20 to harmonize with
them.77 Metzger flatly states, “the vocabulary and style of verses 9-20 are non-Markan.”78
Elliott is just as emphatic. After showing how many of the words and phrases occur more
than once, he declares: “It is self-deceiving to pretend that the linguistic features are still
„open.‟”79

75

Metzger, A Textual Commentary, 125.
Elliott, The Language and Style, 206-11.
77
Kelhoffer, Miracle and Mission, 121.
78
Metzger, A Textual Commentary, 125.
79
Elliott, “The Last Twelve Verses,” 89. It is curious that a scholar of Elliott‟s stature would attempt to
cut off debate in such a fashion.
76

15
Yet, is it? Terry examined verses 9-20 in light of the claims made on the basis of
“non-Marcan words,” and made an interesting find:
But in spite of the fact that the presence of several of these words is
explainable, it still remains that there are sixteen words which are used
only in these twelve verses in Mark. Nothing can be inferred about the
genuineness of this section of Mark from the presence of any one of these
words; rather, it is the large number of them which calls the style of the
passage into question. However, looking at the twelve verses of Mark
15:40-16:4, one finds not just sixteen such words, but twenty to twentytwo, depending on textual variants. This shows that the author knew quite
well how to use in a brief passage many new words which he had not
previously used.80
Much of what is asserted concerning against verses 9-20 from alleged “nonMarcan” words and phrases is overstated. “Far too many problems arise from excessive
claims regarding vocabulary and style involving a limited portion of text.”81
Concerning the transition between verse eight and verses 9-20, Terry again
examined the textual evidence carefully:
There are at least five other verses in Mark which meet the following
conditions: (1) the verse must begin a new section; (2) Jesus must be the
presumed subject (referred to only as "he"); (3) the previous verse must
not refer to Jesus; (4) the previous verse must have a subject other than
Jesus; and (5) the subject of the previous verse must not be mentioned in
the new section. Mark 2:13; 6:45; 7:31; 8:1; and 14:3 all meet these
conditions.82
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With regards to the mention of Mary Magdalene, Terry points out that this is a
kind of “flashback” that gives additional information about her. Far from being a
peculiarity, this same kind of construction is found four times elsewhere in Mark. 83 One
tends to agree with Robinson: “Style and vocabulary remain ephemeral, particularly
when dealing with a limited portion of text and matters involving the Synoptic
Problem.”84
The Abrupt Ending
Verse eight ends on a note of fear; the final phrase is ephobounto gar (“for they
were afraid”). This raises the question as to why Mark would end the gospel so abruptly,
if verses 9-20 are not to be considered as the ending. In attempting to answer, several
possibilities have been suggested.
The first suggestion is that the original ending of Mark‟s gospel may have been
lost or destroyed. Until recent years, this was the most widely held position by scholars.85
Westcott & Hort, who believed the original ending was lost, considered the possibility
that Mark intended to end the gospel at 16:8 “untenable.”86 The problem with this
supposition is that if the ending was not verses 9-20 and they were indeed either lost or
destroyed, then those verses have been missing for 2,000 years—which impugns the
whole process of the preservation of Scripture. If, however, verses 9-20 constitute the
ending, then it is more easily explainable—especially in light of the aforementioned
patristic testimony, and the manuscripts that leave a blank space at the end of Mark.
83
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A growing opinion among scholars seems to be that Mark indeed intended to end
his Gospel at verse eight. Juel is one of the most prominent advocates for this position;
utilizing narrative criticism, he argues that Mark used great literary subtlety in ending at
verse eight.87 Magness picks up on this and argues that Mark was utilizing a literary
convention known in his day: the suspended ending. Magness says that it “causes a
complex impact on readers which runs far deeper than simple rejection or acceptance and
reaches beyond the simple process of identifying with this or that character.” 88 Iverson,
building on the work of van der Horst, demonstrates that there were several classical
works contemporary with Mark which ended with final gar.89 That being said, Iverson
admits that such occurrences are “sparse.”90
While some scholars are enamored with this view, by far not all are convinced.
Elliott asserts, “If Mark was subtly leaving his Gospel with a cliff-hanging ending…then
that subtlety was lost on his immediate followers and into the next century.”91 Given the
fact that Elliott favors ending the Gospel at verse eight, his pointed criticism of these
theories is telling. That being said, it does seem that many scholars are becoming
enamored with these explanations. It is strange that scholars who call for biblical
interpretations which stay in the context of ancient times would accept such a latetwentieth century Western grid to be placed over Scripture.
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Indeed, one wonders how ancient readers of Mark‟s Gospel could have
anticipated modern-day literary critics, steeped in “Kafka-like existentialism and a
reader-response hermeneutic.”92 This points away from a first-century perspective. As
Elliott affirms, the view that Mark was reluctant to add the post-resurrection appearances
is “odd.”93
Conclusion
When all of the evidence is considered, certain points become clear. Mark 16:9-20
is an ancient text, at the very least. The patristic evidence alone suggests that it was
known and in circulation by the middle of the second century, if not earlier.94 While two
of the three oldest uncial manuscripts do not contain the passage, one of them (Vaticanus)
has a space at the end of Mark—at least calling into question whether the manuscript
originally contained an ending past verse eight. The sheer number of manuscripts and
versions containing the passage, some dating to the third and fourth century, ought to
give one pause before omitting it. As Robinson states,
Were the LE not absent from codices Sinaiticus and Vaticanus, the few
manuscripts that contain both the Long and Intermediate Endings, and the
limited adverse versional and patristic testimony would not be sufficient to
maintain the controversy.95
The internal evidence against inclusion of the passage is not as compelling as it
seems. Several have demonstrated that Mark uses words and phrases in his Gospel apart
from verses 9-20 which are not found elsewhere. The argument that the concentration of
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such in verses 9-20 is decisive proof that Mark could not have written it is dubious. If
Mark wrote under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, then it is quite possible for him to
have used other words and phrases that he did not use previously. Arguments to the
contrary notwithstanding, it is improbable that Mark would have concluded his Gospel
without any post-resurrection appearances. With all of these factors taken into
consideration, verses 9-20 belong at the end of Mark‟s Gospel.
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