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Christ of the Psalms’ Story!

M. G. SELEZNEV

The Psalter was the most popular and widely read book in the Judean commu-
nities at the turn of the Christian Era. It is no wonder the Gospel narratives in-
clude many quotations and allusions from the Psalter, both overt and covert. The
Psalter accounts for almost a quarter of the Old Testament quotations in the New
Testament. According to the statistics gathered in Archer and Chirichigno there
are 67 direct quotations from the Psalter in the New Testament,? many more than
from any other Old Testament book. Isaiah follows with 63 quotations, and while
other works on this topic may contain slightly different statistics, the overall
picture remains the same. The distribution of New Testament allusions to Old
Testament texts follows in general the same pattern.

A significant portion of these quotations and allusions refer to Jesus Christ. In
fact, the imagery of the Psalter has made an important contribution towards the
formation of the New Testament image of Christ, which is especially evident in
the Passion Narrative.

We shall deal with the immense topic of the Psalter contribution to the Gos-
pel image of Christ by moving, so to speak, in concentric circles. I begin with
a general overview of the role of the Psalter for the New Testament, while the
main subject of the paper is the role of the Psalter in the Passion Narrative, with
a special focus on Psalm 21 (22). Finally, we shall concentrate on just one verse
of this psalm: its opening verse.

This concentric arrangement is not arbitrary or haphazard. The Passion Nar-
rative is the climax of the Gospel story and, at the same time, it is the text where
the influence of the Psalter imagery is felt more than anywhere else. Of particular
importance in this context are the so-called Psalms of the Righteous Sufferer,
Psalm 21 (22) being the most important among them. The climactic verse of
this Psalm is its opening verse, the last words of Jesus according to Mark and
Matthew: “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?”

!'The paper was written within the framework of the research project “Reinterpretation of
religious concepts of the Hebrew Bible in the Greek translation (LXX)” supported by Russian
Foundation for Humanities (RGNF), grant N 014-01-00448. The Deutsche Bischofskonferenz
enabled me to consult in 2015 the modern literature on the topic in the Géttingen libraries,
which was crucial for my research.

2 G.L. Archer/G. Chirichigno, Old Testament Quotations in the New Testament, Chicago
1983.
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308 M. G. Seleznev
1. The motif of the Righteous Sufferer in the Psalter

The motif of the Righteous Sufferer can be heard in a group of psalms that is usu-
ally called, following Gunkel’s form-critical classification, “psalms of individual
lament/complaint”.® Gunkel’s classification laid the foundation for subsequent
Psalter scholarship. Sometimes the “psalms of individual lament/complaint” are
termed “psalms of the Righteous Sufferer”.* However, one must always keep in
mind that texts included in the book of Psalms are too complex to comply with
any strict classification.

For example, an important component of the motif of the Righteous Sufferer
is the persecution of the Sufferer by his enemies, but in many cases the image
of persecution is coupled with and enhanced by the image of illness. Sometimes
it is not clear whether the illness is caused by the malicious actions of enemies,
or if, rather, the illness just gives the enemies a pretext to mock at the Righteous
Sufferer. This ambiguity is the case, for example, in Psalm 21 (22):15-16, “I am
poured out like water, and all my bones are out of joint: my heart is like wax; it is
melted in the midst of my bowels. My strength is dried up like a potsherd; and my
tongue cleaves to my jaws; and thou hast brought me into the dust of death.” Is
this a description of torture, or a description of illness, regarded by the Righteous
Sufferer’s enemies as a sign of God’s disfavor?

The psalms of the Righteous Sufferer normally assert or presuppose that the
Sufferer is innocent, but sometimes we can also hear penitential notes, so the
boundary line between the psalms of the Righteous Sufferer and the penitential
psalms is often blurred. The history of translation and exegesis shows clearly how
arbitrary are our classifications.

The above mentioned Psalm 21 (22) is usually regarded as a prime example of
a psalm of the Righteous Sufferer. However, the Greek Bible changes it (at least
in verse 2b) into a penitential psalm. The Hebrew "nixRw 127 *npiwn piny “Far
from my deliverance are the words of my groaning” in 21 (22):2b is rendered in
the Septuagint as paxpav amo tijg cwtnpiag pov ot Adyol T@V mapantwpdtwy
pov “the account of my transgressions is far from my salvation”. Which of the

3 “Klagelied des Einzelnen”. Gunkel’s list (H. Gunkel, Einleitung in die Psalmen die Gat-
tungen der religiosen Lyrik Israels, Géttingen 1933, 172. H. Gunkel/]. Begrich, Introduction
to Psalms. The Genres of the Religious Lyric of Israel, Macon 1998.) is adopted with slight
modifications by almost all subsequent scholarship: Psalms 3; 5; 6; 7; 12 (13); 16 (17); 21 (22);
24 (25)-27 (28); 30 (31); 34 (35); 37 (38); 38 (39); 41 (42); 42 (43); 53 (54)-56 (57); 58 (59); 60
(61); 62 (63); 63 (64); 68 (69)-70 (71); 85 (86); 87 (88); 101 (102); 108 (109); 119 (120); 129 (130);
139 (140)-142 (143). The group cannot be regarded as a fixed entity with well-defined limits;
one may question whether some of the psalms listed by Gunkel really belong to it, or whether
we should include into it some other psalms, e.g. Psalm 40 (41).

4 See, e.g., S.P. Ahearne-Kroll, The Psalms of Lament in Mark’s Passion. Jesus’ Davidic Suf-
fering, Cambridge 2007.
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Christ of the Psalms’ Story 309

two readings is original? The context speaks in favor of MT. It seems that the
Septuagint translators may have read the Hebrew "Naxw not as "NIRY “my groan-
ing” but as "MiIRW (mapantwpatd pov, “my transgressions”). This possibility
is strengthened when we look at Psalm 18 (19):13, where the Hebrew nixuw
is also rendered in the Septuagint as mapantwpata. Therefore, the reading of
the Septuagint in 21 (22):2b is secondary. Still, the Septuagint reading remains
of importance for the study of the psalms of the Righteous Sufferer because it
demonstrates how unclear, in fact, the boundary line is between the Psalms of
the Righteous Sufferer and the penitential psalms.

Some authors use the concept of the Righteous Sufferer with regard to a vast
body of Old Testament and Second Temple Jewish literature that includes not
only the Psalms, but also, e.g., “Servant songs” of Isaiah or the Qumran texts
speaking about the Teacher of Righteousness. The validity of this approach,
heavily criticized in recent decades, will not be discussed in the present paper,
which concentrates on the New Testament usage of the Psalter.

It would be more effective to speak not about the psalms of the Righteous
Sufferer as a separate group of psalms, but rather about the motif of the Righteous
Sufferer, which applies to a number of psalms, interacting within these psalms
with other motifs.

The enemies of the Righteous Sufferer in the Psalms are not easy to identify.
Are they rich people, oppressing the poor, or members of a hostile and trium-
phant political party, or representatives of a rival religious movement? The dif-
ficult and sometimes tragic history of the Jewish people has also influenced the
motif of the Righteous Sufferer. At times it seems that the Righteous Sufferer is a
collective image of the Jewish people; in this case his enemies are the surrounding
peoples, hostile to Israel. Most likely, various experiences have jointly contributed
to the images of the Righteous Sufferer and his enemies.

The lament of the Righteous Sufferer is intermingled with hope for deliver-
ance and praise to God for being delivered. Peculiarities of the Hebrew verbal
system often make it unclear whether the deliverance is hoped for or already
enacted. For example, looking at Psalm 21 (22), we see that it consists of two
parts: the first part is lament (verses 1-22) and the second one is thanksgiving
(verses 23-33). The dissimilarity between the two parts is so prominent that
they may even be regarded as two completely different texts, joined together to
form one psalm.

Underlying the image of the Righteous Sufferer is the problem of theodicy:
why do people suffer? In particular, why do righteous people have to suffer? No
rational explanation is given, but the Righteous Sufferer provides an example
of hope and prayer — despite the pain, the mockery of the enemies, and being
abandoned by God.

This complex network of images and associations should be taken into account
when we turn to the use of the Psalms in the New Testament.
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310 M. G. Seleznev
2. Psalms of the Righteous Sufferer and the Passion Narrative

The Psalms of the Righteous Sufferer do not just illustrate the Gospel events; they
actively shape the Jesus story as it is told in the Gospels. One image after another
in the Passion Narrative is taken from these Psalms. The influence of the Psalter
can be seen on two levels. On a more obvious level the Passion Narrative as a
whole is a story of the Righteous Sufferer, inspired by the Old Testament image
of the Righteous Sufferer. On a more subtle level we may discern the similarities
(often even on the lexical level) between individual lines of the Psalms and indi-
vidual verses of the Gospels.

The use of the Psalms in the Passion Narrative is distinctive in different Gos-
pels. Concerning the Gospel of Mark, all the allusions to the Old Testament in
the Passion Narrative are implicit, without any explicit references to or citations
of the Psalter or any other book of the Old Testament. In my view, the reason for
the lack of obvious references is that the motifs borrowed from the Psalter are
so deeply and seamlessly incorporated in the Markan Passion Narrative that any
explicit indication of an external source would have distorted this fluid inclusion
of the Psalter within the Markan context. Matthew and Luke follow in this regard
the pattern of Mark.

In John, however, the picture is significantly different. Many of the allusions of
the synoptics are omitted by John, many new allusions are added, and, contrary
to the synoptics’ method, John’s references to the Psalter are mostly explicit
quotations, introduced with the formulae tva 1] ypagr) mAnpwOij or (va tedewdi
1] ypagr). Obviously, John presents a completely different approach to the herme-
neutics of the Old Testament.

The allusions to and quotations of the Psalter in the Gospels are situated at key
moments of the Passion Narrative, including Judas’ betrayal, the prayer at Geth-
semane, the false witnesses against Jesus, the crucifixion, the last cry of Jesus.
Below we shall look at these key scenes in succession, according to the Passion
Narrative as told by Mark. °

Betrayal of Judas

Mark 14:18

Kai dvakeévov adt@v kal £6816vtwv 6 ‘Inoodg einev- auiv Aéyw dpiv &t elg €8 dudv
napadwoet pe 6 £00iwv pet’ élod.

And when they had taken their places and were eating, Jesus said, “Truly I tell you, one of

you will betray me, one who is eating with me.”
(//Mark 14:20, Matthew 26:23, Luke 22:21, John 13:18)

> In identifying parallels between the Gospels and the Psalms, I largely follow D.]. Moo, The
Old Testament in the Gospel Passion Narratives, Sheffield 1983 and R. E. Brown, The Death of
the Messiah: From Gethsemane to the Grave. A Commentary on the Passion Narratives in the
Four Gospels, New York 1994, 1453-1465.
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Christ of the Psalms’ Story 311

The traitor from among the Sufferer’s friends is identified through a phrase bor-
rowed from Psalm 40 (41):10.

Kal yap 6 &vBpwmog Tiig eipfvng pov €@’ 6v fAmioa 6 £08iwv dpTovg pov EpeydAvvey En’
£LE TITEPVIOUOV.

For even the man of my peace, in whom I trusted, who is eating my bread, lifted up his

heel against me.

The fact that the early Church associated Psalm 40 (41):10 with Judas’ betrayal is
confirmed by its explicit quotation in John 13:18.

Gethsemane

Mark 14:34
Kai Aéyet avtoig mepilvmdg ¢oTv 1) Yuxn pov €wg Bavdtov- peivate dde kal ypiyopeite.

And he said to them, “My soul is cast down, even to death; remain here, and keep awake.”
The rare and poetic expression mepiAvmdg €0Ttv 1) Yoxn Hov is an unmistakable

borrowing from the Psalter, where it occurs three times as a refrain, cf. Psalm 41
(42):6 // 41 (42):11, 42 (43):5):

tva Ti epiluog el yoxn kal iva Ti ouvtapdooelg pe; Edmioov €mi tov Bedv ST eEopohoyr-
oopat AVTEH CWTHPLOV TOD TTPOTWTIOV (oL O BedG Hov.

Why are you cast down, O my soul? And why do you trouble me? Hope in God; for I shall
again praise him; he is the salvation of my countenance.

Trial of Jesus and False witnesses

Mark 14:57
Kai Tveg AvaotavTteg éyevdopaptopouy kat’ avtod AéyovTe.

Some stood up and bore false witness against him.

“False witnesses” figure prominently in some of the Psalms of the Righteous
Sufferer.

Psalm 34 (35):11
AvaoTavTteg uaptupeg ddikot & oK £YIVWaKOV NPAOTWV He.

There stood up unjust witnesses, and asked me of things I knew not.
Psalm 26 (27):12

pn apad®g pe ig yoxag OABOVTOY pe dTL EmavEéoTnody pot HapTupeg ddikol kai éyedoato
1) adikio EavTf.

Do not turn me over to the desire of my foes, for false witnesses rise up against me, spout-
ing malicious accusations.
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312 M. G. Seleznev

Silence of the Righteous Sufferer

Mark 14:60-61, 15:5

Kal Avaotag 6 apyLepevg eig péoov Emmpatnoev tov Tnoodv Aéywv- ovk drokpivy ovdev i
0010l 0oV KaTapapTVPODOLY; O 8¢ EotdTa Kol 00K dnekpivato 00SéV ... 6 8¢ Tnoodg ovkéTL
ovdev amekpiBn, dote Bavpdlerv tov IThdtov.

And the high priest stood up in the midst, and asked Jesus, “Have you no answer to make?
What is it that these men testify against you?” But he was silent and did not answer ... Jesus
still made no reply, and Pilate was amazed.

The silence of the Righteous Sufferer before the wicked is common both to the
Passion Narrative and to the Psalter, though the correspondence is not verbal.

Psalm 38 (39):2-3

elna QUAGEW Tag 6800¢ pov ToD Ui apapTtdvey v yAdoor pov £0¢uny t@ otéparti pov
QUAAKTV &V TQ OLOTHVAL TOV AUapT@AOV Evavtiov pov * ekwedbnv kal étanevadny kal
¢oiynoa ¢§ ayaBav kai 1o GAynud pov avekarviodn.

I said, “T will guard my ways, that I may not sin with my tongue; I will guard my mouth
with a muzzle, while the wicked is in my presence.” I was dumb and silent (LXX: humbled),
not even saying anything good. And my sorrow grew worse (LXX: was renewed).

Psalm 38 (39):10
EkwdONV Kai ovk fvot&a TO oTopa pov &t oL €l 6 Tooag He

I am mute; I do not open my mouth, for it is you who have done it (LXX: made me).

Psalm 37 (38):14
£yw 8¢ woel KWPOG OVK fikovoVv kal Woel dAalog odk dvoiywv T6 aToHA AVTOD.

But I am like a deaf man; I do not hear, like a mute man who does not open his mouth.

Dividing clothes, casting lots

The climax of the Passion Narrative, the crucifixion, is pervaded with the lan-
guage of the Psalm 21 (22).

Mark 15:24. Kai otavpodoy avtov kai Stapepifovtat té ipdtia adtod, BdAlovteg kAfjpov
e’ avta Tig Tl dpn.

And they crucified him, and divided his clothes among them, casting lots to decide what
each should take.

Psalm 21 (22):19. Stepepicavto T ipdtid pov £avtoig kal €mi ToV ipatiopuov pov palov
KAfjpov

They divided my clothes among themselves, and for my clothing they cast lots.

In the Psalter the two sentences are parallel and depict the same action (parallel-

ismus membrorum, typical of Hebrew poetry). In Mark the poetic organization
of the text has gone, but, “dividing clothes” and “casting lots” refer to the same
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Christ of the Psalms’ Story 313

action by the soldiers (different interpretation of the Psalm’s poetic imagery is
seen in John 19:23-24).

Crucifixion

Victims of crucifixion were either tied or nailed to the cross. Speaking of Jesus’
crucifixion, none of the synoptic Gospels specifies the method of execution,
while John 20:25-27 presupposes that nails were driven through Jesus’ hands
(and probably feet as well). Though the Gospel of John is usually dated half a
century later than Jesus’ death, there is no obvious reason to doubt the tradition.
In this case Psalm 21 (22):17 according to the Septuagint might have been asso-
ciated with Jesus’ crucifixion from very early on.

The Masoretic text reads:
DT TIRD MIPA DVIR MY 03921330 2

Dogs surround me; a pack of evildoers encircles me, like lion — my hands and my feet.

The enemies of the Sufferer are depicted as wild animals throughout the Psalm:
“Many bulls have surrounded me; strong bulls of Bashan have encircled me;
they open wide their mouth at me, as a ravening and a roaring lion” (verse 13);
“Rescue me from the mouth of the lions; save me from the horns of the wild
oxen” (verse 22). Against this background, the reference to “lions” in verse 17,
in parallel to “dogs”, should not surprise us. Still the absence of any verb from
the last clause of the Masoretic text makes the syntax difficult. Traditional Jewish
commentators suggest that a verb like “maul” is implied: “like lions they maul
my hands and feet”; indeed, omissions of this kind often occur in Hebrew poetry.

The Septuagint reads differently:

611 éxdKAwodv pe kbveg moANol ouvaywyn movnpevopévwy Teptéaxov e dpvEav Xeipdg
pov kal T6dag.

Many dogs have surrounded me; a pack of evildoers has encircled me, they have dug my
hands and my feet.

The Greek text obviously presupposes 172 in the Vorlage instead of "R (the
verb 1172 is translated by 6pvoow 8 times in the Septuagint: Gen 26:25, Gen 50:5,
2 Chr 16:14, Psalm 7:16, Psalm 57:7, Psalm 94:13, Prov 16:27, Prov 26:27). The
Septuagint is supported with the reading 1IR3 in 5/6HevPsalms (DJD XXXVIII,
pp. 141-169, plates XXV-XXVII), dated c. 50-68 CE. Another scroll, 4QPs',
appears to read ™31 *T [1]73, though the line is badly damaged (DJD XVI,
pp- 85-106, plates XIII-XIV); the manuscript is dated c. 50 BCE.

These scrolls supply us with a missing link between the MT and the Vorlage
of the Septuagint. It is not clear which of the two readings (if either) should be
regarded as original. The editors of DJD XVI suggest that 4QPs’ “may well have
had the grammatically correct reading 112... The mater lectionis was inserted in
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314 M. G. Seleznev

1982 by 5/6HevPs ..., and the Masoretic tradition probably misread a waw for
a yod: "IR2”. In evaluating this suggestion one must bear in mind that the bold
and vivid metaphor of wild dogs “digging” (= mauling) legs and hands of their
victim is otherwise unattested in the Bible (metaphorical usage of 7172 in Psalm
39 (40):7 has completely different meaning).

In any case, in the Septuagint we have a parallel to 6pvoow in the sense of
piercing, gouging, or mutilating someone’s limbs:

Judges 16:21 (Codex Alexandrinus and related manuscripts):
Kkai éneldBovto avtod oi AAAGPLAOL Kai EEdpuEav TovG OPBaApoDG avToD.

Then the Philistines seized him and gouged out his eyes.

The interpretation of the Psalter image of enemies “digging” the hands and feet of
the Righteous Sufferer as a reference to Jesus’ Crucifixion was a commonplace of
Patristic exegesis. It is not inconceivable that this exegesis goes back to the Early
Christianity, or even to the time of the writing of Mark’s Gospel.

Deriding and mocking

Mark 15:29-32. Kai oi mapanopevdpevot BAac@ripovy adTov KIvodvTeg TAG KePAig
adT@V Kal AEYovTeg: 00d 6 KaTahVwy TOV vadv kai oikodopdv &v tpiotv fuépag, ** odoov
oeavtdv Katafdag amd Tod atavpod. 3 dpoiwg kal o apylepels unailovteg Tpdg AAARAovg
HeTd T@V ypappatéwy Eheyov- dANovg é0waey, éavTdv 0D Shvatal odoat 32 6 XploTdg O
Baotkedg Topan kataPfdtw vov 4nd Tod oTavpod, iva idwpev kol ToTEVoWEV. Kai of
OULVEGTAVPWEVOL GVV adTH WVEISL{OV adToV.

2 Those who passed by derided him, shaking their heads and saying, “Aha! You who would
destroy the temple and build it in three days, % save yourself, and come down from the
cross!” 3! In the same way the chief priests, along with the scribes, were also mocking him
among themselves and saying, “He saved others; he cannot save himself. * Let the Messiah,
the King of Israel, come down from the cross now, so that we may see and believe.” Those
who were crucified with him also scorned him.

Psalm 21 (22):7-9

&yw 8¢ el okdAng kai ovk dvBpwrog Gverdog avBpwmov kal ¢Eovdévnua Aaod 8 navteg
oi BewpodvTég pe ¢EepukTiplody pe ENdAnoay év xeileowv exivioav kepaliv * fidmoey emi
KOpLov puododw avtdv cwadtw avtdv §tL BéNetL adToOV

7 But I am a worm, and not a man; scorned by men, despised by the people. 8 All that saw
me mocked me: they spoke with their lips, they shook the head, saying, * He hoped in the
Lord: let him deliver him, let him save him, because he delights in him.

The scene of the mockery of the crucified Christ is influenced by the Psalter not
so much on the level of individual words (ktvobvTeg Tag kKeQaldg, o@oaL EaVTOV,
6veldog/ dverdilw), as on the level of the plot. Both in the Psalm and in the Gospel
the mockers find it especially funny that the Sufferer used to regard himself as
the one close to God (“He hoped in the Lord”, “the Lord delights in him”, “He
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Christ of the Psalms’ Story 315

saved others”, “Messiah, the King of Israel”). This is a good occasion for them to
demand, mockingly, that God save the one he loves. In addition to the allusions
to Psalm 21 (22), one can see here influence from other Old Testament texts, e. g.
Psalm 41 (42):11, Psalm 108 (109):25, or Lam 2:15.

The cry of abandonment

Mark 15:34

Kai Tf) évdTn dpa €ponoev 6 Tnoodg gwvi peydAn: ehwt edwt Aepa caBaxbavy & oty
pebeppnvevopevov- 6 Bedg pov O Bedg pov, i Ti EyKaTENTEG s

At three o’clock Jesus cried out with a loud voice, “Eloi, Eloi, lema sabachthani?” which
means, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?”

This is a quotation from the opening verse of Psalm 21 (22). The Psalm is quoted
in Aramaic, with a Greek translation that follows the Hebrew/ Aramaic wording
(not that of the LXX).

Psalm 21 (22):2 (LXX):

6 0e0¢ 6 Bedg pov pdoxeg pot tva Ti EyKATENTTEG e; pakpdy &md TAG owTnpiag Hov oi
Aoyol TV TapantwpdTwy pov

O God, my God, attend to me: why have you forsaken me? The account of my transgres-
sions is far from my salvation.

Psalm 21 (22):2 (Hebrew):
PIIRY 3T NN PInT IR An? R O

My God, my God, why have you forsaken me? Why are you so far from helping me, from
the words of my groaning?

Psalm 21 (22):2 (Aramaic Targum, a word-for-word translation of the Hebrew text):
2HaR M 1T R PN INPaY an Hion Hr HR

Both the Aramaic quotation and its Greek translation in Mark concur with the
MT and with the manuscripts of the Aramaic Targum - but not with the Sep-
tuagint — in two regards: (1) they do not have the words “attend to me” (LXX:
npdoXeG pot, probably an insertion by the LXX translators); (2) they use the
possessive pronoun twice (My God, my God, 6 0e6¢ pov 6 0edg pov), while
the Septuagint uses the possessive pronoun only once (6 0g0g 6 0e6¢ pov). The
affinity of the quotation with the Masoretic text is in sharp contrast to other quo-
tations from/allusions to the Psalter in the Passion Narrative, which otherwise
presuppose the Septuagint.

The usage of Aramaic in the quotation as well as the usage of the Hebrew/
Aramaic text-type in the Greek translation of the quotation may be regarded as
strong arguments for the presence of this scene already in the pre-Markan Ara-
maic oral tradition. The question of whether these words were actually spoken
by Jesus on the cross lies outside of the scope of a philological or literary-critical
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investigation. However, in my view, there are sufficient grounds to assert that this
episode belongs to the earliest recoverable layer of the Jesus tradition.

The “reversed contextualization”

The allusions to different verses of the Psalm 21 (22) are represented in the Gos-
pel of Mark in the reverse order: first verse 19 (dividing clothes, casting lots), then
verses 7-9 (deriding and mocking), and finally verse 2 (the cry of abandonment).
In some recent studies, starting with Robbins 1992 this is understood not as an
accident, but rather as “reversed contextualisation”.®

According to this view, the opening words of the Psalm - “O God, my God,
why have you forsaken me?” — were the main link between the Psalm and the Pas-
sion Narrative. As the Passion Narrative moves towards its culmination, namely
the death of Jesus, so the Gospel writer moves through Psalm 21 (22) towards
the words of his cry. However, for the Psalm this is a backward movement, since
the cry is reported in the very first verse. The movement of the writer and the
readers through the Psalm begins with verse 19, proceeds to verses 7-9, and
concludes with verse 2.

The perspective of “reversed contextualization” lends credence to further pos-
sible allusions to Psalm 21 (22) in the Passion Narrative. For example, it gives
additional weight to the above-mentioned suggestion that the words of Psalm 21
(22):17b “they have dug my hands and my feet” were associated with Jesus’ cru-
cifixion already by the time the Gospel of Mark was written.

A faint allusion to Psalm 21 (22):17a (“a company of evildoers encircles me”)
may be seen in Mark 15:27, in the description of the bandits, that are crucified
on either side of Jesus.”

The setting of Jesus’ cry, as it is described in Mark 15:33 is the night (darkness)
that came over the whole land in the plain day (from noon until three in the after-
noon). The context of the Righteous Sufferer’s cry is described in Psalm 21 (22):3
as “I cry to you by day, but you do not hear, and by night ...”. Robbins draws our
attention to the parallels between the two settings.® These allusions fit well into
the picture of “reversed contextualization”.

The following table summarizes both the strong and more faint allusions to
Psalm 21 (22) in Mark’s Passion Narrative.’

6 V.K. Robbins, The Reversed Contextualiation of Psalm 22 in the Markan Crucifixion. A
Socio-Rhetorical Analysis, in: F. Van Segbroeck (ed.), The Four Gospels, Leuven 1992, 1161-83.

7 Brown, Death (Anm. 5), 1461. H.]J. Carey, Jesus’ Cry from the Cross. Towards a First-Centu-
ry Understanding of the Intertextual Relationship between Psalm 22 and the Narrative of Mark’s
Gospel, LNTS 398, London 2009, 147.

8 Robbins, Contextualiation (Anm. 6), 1178. See also Brown, Death (Anm. 4), 1460.

9 Largely following Brown, Death (Anm. 5), 1460f.
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Mark 15:24

Srapepifovtan Td ipdtia adtod, PaAlovTeg
KAfjpov €’ avtd Tig Ti dpn.

Mark 15:25

v 8¢ dpa Tpitn Kal éoTadpwoav avTéV

Mark 15:27

Kai oOv adtd otavpodory vo Anotdg, éva

¢k SebLv kal Eva ¢€ edwvopwy adTod.

Mark 15:29-32a

Kai oi mapanopevdpevot ¢Pracenpovv
avToV KIvodVTEG TAG KEPAAAG AVTAV Kal
Aéyovteg: o0& O KaTahbwV TOV vaodv kai
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Psalm 22:19

StepepioavTo T& ipdTId pov £avTolg kal émi
TOV igatiopdv pov £palov kAijpov

Psalm 22:17b

dpvEav Xeipdg pov kai 6dag

Psalm 22:17a

OLVAYWYT) TTOVNPEVOUEVWY TIEPLECKOV [UE

Psalm 22:8-9

TavTteg of BewpodvTég pe eEepvkTiplody
e eENdAnoav év xeileow éxivnoav
ke@aliv ? fAmioev €mi koplov pvododw

oikoSoU®V &v TpLotv Huépag, *odoov avTdV owodTw avtdv 6T BéNeL avTdV
oeaUTOV KataPag amd tod atavpod.
3opoiwg kai of dpytepels éunaiovteg Tpog
AAMRAOLG peTd TOV ypappatéwy EAeyov-
dANovg Eowoey, EavTdv 00 dvvatal owoalt:
320 xpLotdg 6 Pacthevg Topan\ katafdtw
VOV anod Tod otavpod, tva (dwpev kai
TUOTEVOWLEV.

Mark 15:32b

Kal ol GUVESTAVPWEVOL GV ADTED
wveidilov avTtdv

Psalm 22:7

&yo 8¢ gipn oxdAng kai ovk &vBpwrog
Sveldog avBpwmov kai éEovdévnpa Aaod
Mark 15:33-34a

Kai yevopévng wpag €xtng okoTtog £yéveto
£’ O nv v YR Ew¢ dpag Evatng. kai

Psalm 22:3
6 Bedg pov kexpdEopat Hpépag kai ovk
eloakovor) Kal VukTog Kail oK €ig dvolav

Tfj évatn dpa ¢ponoev 6 Thoodg pwvi épofl

HeyaAn:

Mark 15:34 Psalm 22:2

6 Bedg pov 0 Bed¢ pov, £ig T eykatélmég 6 Bedg 6 Bedg pov mpdoyeg pot tva Ti
LE; EYKATEMTIEG e;

Vinegar

Mark 15:36 Spapav 8¢ T [kai] yepioag ondyyov 6§ovg mepiBei kakdpw éndTiley adtdv

Mywv- deete Swpev i Epyetat HAiog kabBelelv avtdv.

And someone ran, filled a sponge with vinegar, put it on a stick, and tried to make him
drink.

The image of enemies trying to make Jesus drink vinegar is very likely influenced
by Psalm 68 (69):22:

Kkai Edwkav gig TO Bpdpd pov XoAnV kai &g Tiv Siyav pov éndtiody pe 68og.

They gave me gall for my food, and made me drink vinegar for my thirst.
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By-watchers at the Cross
Mark 15:40 "Hoav 8¢ xal yvvaikeg anod pakpdfev Bewpodoal, ¢v alg kol Mapia
MaySaAnvi) kai Mapia 1} Tak@Bov tod pkpod kal Twofjtog pitnp kai Zaiopn ...

There were also women looking on from afar; among them were Mary Magdalene, and
Mary the mother of James the younger and of Joses, and Salome.

Cf. Psalm 37 (38):12.

ol gilot pov kai oi mAnoiov pov €€ évavtiag pov fyyoav kai éotnoav kai oi yylotd pov
ano pakpoBev Eotnoav

My friends and my neighbours drew near before me, and stood still; and my nearest of
kin stood afar off.

3. The role of the Righteous Sufferer Psalms
for the formation of the Passion Narrative

We have identified a number of passages where motifs or even expressions from
the psalms of the Righteous Sufferer were used as, so to speak, “construction
blocks” for the Passion Narrative. It may even be argued that some of the details
of the Narrative have their origin not in the memory of the early Christian com-
munity about the events that actually surrounded Jesus’ death, but rather in the
application of the Old Testament imagery to the description of these events. This
thesis was put forward, among others, by Dibelius: “In certain Old Testament
passages ... the Passion of Jesus was found depicted in advance. These passages
were read again and again ... and thus these motives which had been at home in
the Old Testament came into the text of the Passion”.!°

Conservative scholars were reluctant to accept the thesis, insisting that all the
details of the Passion Narrative go back directly to the eyewitnesses. On the oth-
er side, scholars such as J. D. Crossan pushed beyond Dibelius: “It seems to me
most likely that those closest to Jesus knew almost nothing about the details of
the event. They knew only that Jesus has been crucified, outside Jerusalem, at the
time of Passover, and probably through some conjunction of imperial and sac-
erdotal authority”.!! The other details, according to Crossan, were added by the
Early Church and at least in part were borrowed from Old Testament imagery.

It would likely be wiser to follow the middle path with Raymond E. Brown.!?
For the disciples of Jesus, his death required explanation and it had to be brought
in line with the Scriptures; the Psalms provided the link required. At least some
of the details of what actually happened (betrayal of a friend, false accusations,

10 M. Dibelius, From Tradition to Gospel, New York 1965, 184.

111.D. Crossan, The Cross That Spoke: The Origins of the Passion Narrative, San Francisco
1988, 405.

12 Brown, Death (Anm. 5), 14-17.
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mockery of the “pious”, shameful death) had their parallels in the Psalms of the
Righteous Sufferer. These Psalms provided language and imagery to describe the
tragedy in Scriptural terms and a framework for understanding what happened.
Whether the recourse to this imagery also resulted in some new details being
borrowed from the Psalter and inserted into the Passion Narrative is an open
question. Most likely, with the material that we have at our disposal the question
cannot be settled conclusively.

4. The cry of abandonment on the lips of Jesus

All the quotations of and allusions to the Psalter in the Passion Narrative are to
be found in the speech of the narrator except one, which is put on the lips of Jesus
in the very climactic moment of the narration: “My God, my God, why have you
forsaken me?”

The scene is unprecedented and unparalleled, either in Jewish, Greek, or later
Christian tradition. Together with Jesus’ prayer at the Garden of Gethsemane it is
exactly the opposite of what we read in Jewish or Christian stories of the martyrs.

The tradition of Jewish stories of the martyrdom begins with 2 Maccabees 6
and 7. The Maccabee brothers die one after another, each professing their un-
wavering confidence in God. The same mood of unwavering confidence governs
other stories of Jews and Christians going to death for the sake of their faith.

The world of Classical Antiquity was very different from the world of Jews
and early Christians, but the wise men of Greece and Rome met death with the
same calm and serenity. Socrates speaks serenely before his death with his dis-
ciples, and his last words are a joke equating death with convalescence: “we owe
arooster to Asclepius”.

When we read the Gospel story we see that the picture of Jesus™ death is
astonishingly different from how wise and pious men die in Classical, Jewish,
or Christian tradition. Before his arrest, Jesus “began to be distressed and ag-
itated ... and prayed that, if it were possible, the hour might pass from him”
(Mark 14:33,35). “His sweat became like great drops of blood falling down on the
ground” (Luke 22:44). In Mark and Matthew Jesus’ prayer is left unanswered, or
at least the answer is not recorded. What follows is the sleeping disciples, Judas,
and a crowd with swords and clubs.

In the lives of the Saints one can scarcely find a picture of a martyr being afraid
of death or praying that death might pass away from him or her. The Legends of
the Holy Martyrs tend to depict them as superhuman beings with superhuman
endurance. A good example is Saint Laurentius who, according to the legend,
was burned on the gridiron, and while being burned, made the cheerful remark,
“I'm well done. Turn me over!” Nothing of that kind of superhuman endurance
or heroic serenity is to be found in the Gospels.
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And, of course, it is antithetical to their heroic presentation that the last words
of a martyr be “My God why have you forsaken me?” But these are exactly the last
words of Jesus, according to Mark and Matthew. The Son of God of the canonical
Gospels turns out to be closer to suffering humans than the intrepid heroes from
the Lives of the Saints.

No eschatological assurance is felt in the last words on the Cross — nothing
of the sovereignty of Jesus who was aware of the divine plan and foretold it to
his disciples. There is not even any assurance of the afterlife. “My God, my God,
why have you forsaken me?” Inevitable painful death, disciples running away,
bystanders deriding and taunting, sudden absolute darkness around - this is the
context of Jesus’ cry of dereliction.

In all other prayers recorded in the four Gospels, Jesus addresses God as
‘Father’. This is the only exception.!® This may be explained by the fact that the
words are a literal borrowing from the Old Testament, but nevertheless it is
significant that the last words of Jesus in Mark and Matthew are different in this
regard from all his prayers.

Throughout the centuries the words “My God, why have you forsaken me?”
were highly problematic for Christian theology. This seems to include even the
Gospel writers.

Luke mainly follows Mark in his Passion Narrative. However, describing Jesus’
prayer in the garden of Gethsemane, he adds an important detail: the angel, sent
by God from heaven as an answer to Jesus’ prayer, to give him strength. In Luke,
the prayer of Gethsemane does not go unanswered and the sending of an angel
is a clear sign that God by no means abandoned Jesus. This consoling angel is
absent from Mark and Matthew.

Concerning the last words of Jesus, the difference between Luke and his sourc-
es is even greater. For the cry of abandonment, a quotation from Psalm 21 (22),
Luke substitutes another Psalter quotation.

Mark 15:34

Kal T} évatn dpa €ponoev 6 Tnoods gwvi) peydAn- eAwt edwt Aepa caBaxBavy; 6 oty
pebeppnvevdpevov- 6 Bedg pov 6 Bedg pov, eig Ti EykatéMmés pe;

And at the ninth hour Jesus cried with a loud voice, saying, Eloi, Eloi, lama sabachthani?
which is, being interpreted, My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me?

Luk 23:46

Kai pwvioag v peydAn 6 Tnoodg einev- natep, €ig xelpdg cov mapatifepan O Tvedud
Hov.

And when Jesus had cried with a loud voice, he said, Father, into thy hands I commend
my spirit.

13T owe this observation to R.T. France, The Gospel of Mark. A Commentary on the Greek
Text, Grand Rapids 2002, 652.
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Luke quotes, almost exactly, Psalm 30(31):5:
eig xelpag oov mapabrjoopat 16 TVeDUA pov, EAVTpdow e kVpLe O Beog Tiig dAndeiag

MR SR M DIR AOYTE TN TROXR 773

Into your hands (Hebrew: hand) I commit my spirit; you have redeemed me, O LORD,
faithful God.

The only difference between Luke’s text and the Psalm is the substitution of the
future tense (mapaBrjoopat) with present (mapatiBepar), which is necessary to
stress that the act described is taking place at the moment of speech. The wording
of Luke is dependent on the Septuagint, not on the Masoretic tradition; this is
clear from the choice of mapatiBepat (mapatiBepal is not a standard equivalent
for T'paR) and, especially, from the plural form of €ig xeipdg cov (in MT singular
TT3)

The description of Jesus having cried out with a “loud voice” (pwvfj peydAn,
the same expression in Mark and Luke), the timing (ninth hour), the addressee
(God the Father), and the form (Psalter quotation) all support Luke’s version
natep, ig Xelpdg oov mapatiBepal To mvedud pov being a parallel and, most prob-
ably, a substitution for Mark’s version 6 8gdg pov 6 8edg pov, eig ti ykatéAimég
HE;

The more traditional approach is to equate Luke 23:46 with the wordless cry of
Mark 15:37//Matthew 27:50, this would mean that Mark 15:34//Matthew 27:46
is omitted in Luke, not substituted.

In any case, the theological difference between the last words of Jesus in Mark/
Matthew, on the one hand, and Luke, on the other hand, is great: Jesus is not
abandoned and he commends his spirit into the hands of his Father with trust
and assurance. We have already noticed that Jesus’ last words in Mark/Matthew
is the only prayer recorded in the Gospels where Jesus addresses God as “my
God” and not as “Father”. In Luke’s version he addresses God as “Father”.

The dramatic tension between the future Resurrection and the future King-
dom of God, on the one hand, and the present tragedy of Crucifixion on the
other is softened in Luke. Distinct from Mark and Matthew, Luke stresses the
other aspect of the image of the Righteous Sufferer in the Psalter: the imminence
of his vindication.

In the apocryphal Gospel of Peter Jesus is abandoned not by God, but by his
own power:

Kat 0 kvptog avefonoe Aeywv- H duvaulg pov, n Suvapis, Katelenpog e Kat emwy
aveAneon.

And the Lord cried out, saying, “My power, my power, you have abandoned me?”

A striking example of an attempt to deal away with the words “why have you for-
saken me?” is to be found in codex D (codex Bezae), which changes éykatéhinég
pe to wveidiodg pe. Most scholars regard this reading as secondary, aimed at
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escaping the offensive éyxatéAméq pe (though, one must say, @veidiodg pe also
can be regarded as offensive!). Bart Ehrman attempts to define more precisely the
controversy that may have given rise to this reading, suggesting the polemics with
the so-called separationist Gnostics as the most suitable context.!4

Sometimes the Christian exegesis of Mark 15:34 and its parallel in Matthew
27:46, proceeding from the axiom that God cannot suffer, went as far as to strictly
separate in Christ the human and the divine. One can find such explanations
not only with the Gnostics or with the Nestorian theologians, but also with the
Orthodox Church fathers. Ambrose, for example, writes: “It was the cry of the
man who because of his separation from divinity is going to die” (“Clamavit
homo divinitatis separatione moriturus”; Ambrose, Expositio Evangelii secundum
Lucam, 10, 127).

For the exegetes who did not want to admit either the separation of the Logos
from the Father (Arianism), or separation of Christ’s divinity from his humanity
(Nestorianism), the obvious way out was through typological interpretation:
Christ gave voice to the suffering of the human race.'

However, in Origen we find this remarkable statement:

“Certain people, in an outward display of piety for Jesus, because they are unable to explain
how Christ could be forsaken by God, believe that this saying from the cross is true only
as an expression of his humility. We, however ... understand that he was indeed forsaken
by the Father inasmuch as he who was the form of the invisible God and the image of the

Father ‘took the form of a servant™. 1¢

In any case, one must say that throughout two millenia the picture of God the
Son asking God the Father “Why have you forsaken me?” was perceived in Chris-
tian thought as a stumbling-block that ought to be explained away.

The catastrophes of the 20th Century - Auschwitz and GULAG, bombing innocent citi-
zens in peaceful cities — have changed the picture. Christ’s suffering has come to be seen
as the embodiment of human suffering and human suffering is perceived as participation
in Christ’s suffering. A quotation from Bonhoeffer demonstrates this radical turn in
Christian understanding of the image of the Suffering God: “God allows Himself to be
edged out of the world and on to the cross. God is weak and powerless in the world, and

14 B. D. Ehrman, Misquoting Jesus. The Story Behind Who Changed the Bible and Why, New
York 2005, 172 f. B. D. Ehrman, The Orthodox Corruption of Scripture The Effect of Early Chris-
tological Controversies on the Text of the New Testament, New York 1996, 143-145. The alterna-
tive hypothesis, namely that D reading in Mark 15:34 is original, was suggested by Harnack: A.
von Harnack, Studien zur Geschichte des Neuen Testaments und der alten Kirche, Berlin 1931,
98-104. Despite the authority of Harnack, it was almost unanimously rejected (among recent
literature this hypothesis was most strongly advocated by Rodgers: P. Rodgers, Text and Story.
Narrative Studies in New Testament Textual Criticism, Eugene 2011, 44-53).

15 An overview of patristic exegesis with earlier literature is given by E. Bartzis, Divine aban-
donment of Christ and the soul in Byzantine exegesis and ascetic literature, Durham 2008.
http://etheses.dur.ac.uk/2508/.

16 Commentarii in Matthaeum, 135, quoted from Bartzis: Bartzis, Abandonment (Anm. 15),
96.
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that is exactly the way, the only way, in which God can be with us and help us. Matthew
8:17 (“he took up our infirmities, and bore the burden of our sins”) makes it crystal clear
that it is not by his omnipotence that Christ helps us, but by his weakness and suffering.
This is the decisive difference between Christianity and all religions ... The Bible directs
us to the powerlessness and suffering of God; only a suffering God can help ... Humans
are challenged to participate in the sufferings of God at the hands of a godless world ...
It is not some religious act which makes a Christian what he is, but participation in the
suffering of God in the life of the world ...”"”

In this new context, for the Christians of the Post-Catastrophic Age, Jesus’ cry in
Mark 15:34 and Matthew 27:46 turn out to be invested with a deep meaning and
to be astonishingly more contemporary than many other theological notions,
images and texts that had been at the center of the Christian thought throughout
the previous two millenia.

The substantial scholarly literature of the last two centuries on Jesus’ cry in
Mark 15:34 may be roughly divided into works arguing for the interpretation
of Jesus’ cry as a cry of abandonment and those arguing against it. The latter
group is motivated primarily by the theological considerations already discussed,
namely, that the Son of God cannot be forsaken by His Father. For example, there
have been suggestions to change the text of Jesus’ last words in Mark 15:34 and
Matthew 27:46 so that they would express not the despair, but confidence and
triumph.!® Lacking any textual basis, these suggestions appear rather ridiculous.

Much more plausible is the attempt to soften the scandal of Jesus’ last cry by
treating the initial words of psalm 21 (22), quoted in the Gospel, as pointing to
the psalm 21 (22) in its entirety. According to this view, quoting the first line of
the Psalm, Jesus (or the Gospel writer) had in mind the whole of Psalm 21 (22),
including its optimistic and triumphal ending (verses 23-32). '

Indeed, Psalm 21 (22) consists of two parts: the first part is lament (verses
2-21), the second is thanksgiving (verses 22-31).

It is here that the concept of the “reversed contextualization” comes into play:
if the Psalm, in the context of the Passion Narrative, is read backwards towards
the beginning, then the opening verse becomes its very end. As Robbins puts it,
“the context of mockery and death into which Marcan discourse places Psalm
22 reverses the sequence of scenes in the psalm and subverts the rhetoric of con-
fidence expressed in it”.2

Within the Gospel of Mark Jesus’ cry is the logical end of the story of his
abandonment. Abandonment is one of the main themes of Mark 15: Jesus is

17 Dietrich Bonhoeffer. Letters and Papers from Prison. To Eberhard Bethge, [Tegel] 16 July
[1944], [Tegel] 18 July [1944].

18 For the listing of these suggestions see: Brown, Death (Anm. 4), 1048 n. 46. R.H. Gundry,
The Use of the Old Testament in St. Matthew’s Gospel. With Special Reference to the Messianic
Hope, Leiden 1967, 66 n. 7.

19 The most recent and detailed work espousing this view is Carey: Carey, Jesus’ Cry (Anm. 7).

20 Robbins, Contextualiation (Anm. 6), 1164.
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abandoned by the people, by the disciples (15:14-50), by Peter (15:66-72), and
finally by God (15:15-34). In this way the words “My God, my God, why have
you forsaken me?” are a necessary and integral part of Mark’s story.

Of course, both the writers and the readers of the Gospels know beforehand
that the narrative moves towards the Resurrection. But it can only move towards
the Resurrection because it passes through death and despair.
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