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Learning outcomes:
Students should be able to demonstrate knowledge and understanding of, and 
critically evaluate:
• The meaning and significance of the identity of Jesus, both for his disciples 

and for Christians today.
• Key events related to Jesus’ titles:

1. Son of God
2. Son of Man
3. Messiah / Son of David and
4. Saviour.

   TOPIC 1 – THE IDENTITY OF JESUS

FACTFILE: 
GCSE 
RELIGIOUS STUDIES
CHRISTIANITY THROUGH A STUDY 
OF THE GOSPEL OF MARK
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The identity of Jesus
Throughout Mark’s Gospel, a number of titles are used to give readers a better understanding of the ‘Person 
of Jesus’. The titles were important for Jesus’ followers and continue to be significant for Christians today.

Son of God
• In the Old Testament, the title Son of God was used in several ways:

(i) It was used to refer to Jewish people in general. For example, Hosea 11:1 says: ‘When Israel was a child, 
I loved him, and out of Egypt I called my son.’

(ii) Son of God evolved into a Messianic title, or a title used to describe the Messiah and was used to refer to 
a person chosen by God to be his representative. For example, in 2Samuel 7:12-14 God declared that “I 
will raise up your offspring to succeed you, your own flesh and blood, and I will establish his kingdom. 
He is the one who will build a house for my Name, and I will establish the throne of his kingdom forever. 
I will be his father, and he will be my son.”

• Jesus is never recorded as using the title to describe himself in Marks’s Gospel.
• However, Mark uses the title Son of God on several occasions to stress the close relationship between Jesus 

and his Father.

Consider how the title Son of God is used in the following passages from Mark’s Gospel:

Taken from THE MINISTRY OF JOHN THE BAPTIST (MARK 1:1-13)

The beginning of the good news about Jesus the Messiah, the Son of God …
At that time Jesus came from Nazareth in Galilee and was baptized by 
John in the Jordan. Just as Jesus was coming up out of the water, he saw 
heaven being torn open and the Spirit descending on him like a dove. And 
a voice came from heaven: “You are my Son, whom I love; with you I am 
well pleased.”

Mark uses the first line of his Gospel to highlight that he wants Christians 
to understand Jesus as the Son of God. Jesus’ baptism gives additional 
proof to Mark’s readers that Jesus is the Son of God, and that Jesus will 
have support from his Father throughout his mission.

Taken from THE TRANSFIGURATION (MARK 9:2-13)

After six days Jesus took Peter, James and John with him and led them up a high mountain, where they were 
all alone. There he was transfigured before them. His clothes became dazzling white, whiter than anyone 
in the world could bleach them. And there appeared before them Elijah and Moses, who were talking with 
Jesus. Peter said to Jesus, “Rabbi, it is good for us to be here. Let us put up three shelters – one for you, one 
for Moses and one for Elijah.” (He did not know what to say, they were so frightened.) Then a cloud appeared 
and covered them, and a voice came from the cloud: “This is my Son, whom I love. Listen to him!” Suddenly, 
when they looked around, they no longer saw anyone with them except Jesus. 

Mark’s account of the Transfiguration confirms that Jesus is the Son of God, and reminds readers of Jesus’ 
baptism. On this occasion, Jesus’ change in appearance takes place to present him as being more important 
than the Old Testament figures who appear alongside him: Moses (who represented the Law) and Elijah (who 
represented the prophets). 

There are other references in Mark’s Gospel which highlight this father / son relationship. For example, when 
Jesus is praying in the Garden of Gethsemane, he uses the Aramaic word ‘abba’ which is a very informal word 
for father. 
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Son of Man
• In the Old Testament, the title Son of Man was used in several ways:

(1) In the book of Ezekiel, Son of Man was used by Ezekiel to describe himself as an ordinary human being 
e.g. Ezekiel 2:1 ‘He said to me, “Son of Man, stand up on your feet and I will speak to you.”’

(2) In the book of Daniel, Son of Man was used to describe a person with authority from God who would 
be involved in the judgement of humanity e.g. Daniel 7:13 ‘In my vision at night I looked, and there 
before me was one like a Son of Man, coming with the clouds of heaven.’

• This is the only title Jesus uses to describe himself in Mark’s Gospel.
• On several occasions Jesus uses the title to talk about his future suffering, death, and resurrection.

Consider how the title Son of Man is used in the following passages from Mark’s Gospel:
 
Taken from THE TRANSFIGURATION (MARK 9:2-13)

As they were coming down the mountain, Jesus gave them orders not 
to tell anyone what they had seen until the Son of Man had risen from 
the dead. They kept the matter to themselves, discussing what “rising 
from the dead” meant. And they asked him, “Why do the teachers of 
the law say that Elijah must come first?” Jesus replied, “To be sure, 
Elijah does come first, and restores all things. Why then is it written 
that the Son of Man must suffer much and be rejected? But I tell 
you, Elijah has come, and they have done to him everything they 
wished, just as it is written about him.”

After Moses and Elijah disappeared, Jesus uses the title Son of Man 
to inform the disciples about his rejection, suffering, death and 
resurrection. The title Son of God clearly expresses Jesus’ divine nature 
whereas the title Son of Man is frequently used by Jesus to show his 
human nature. 

Taken from THE REQUEST OF JAMES AND JOHN (MARK 10:35-45)

“Whoever wants to be great among you must be your servant, and whoever wants to be first must be slave 
of all. For even the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for 
many.”

In Mark 10:33-34, Jesus predicts his death in Jerusalem for the third time. James and John then ask Jesus 
for places beside him when he returns to his glory in heaven. Jesus informs James and John that they must 
be prepared to suffer and that it is their responsibility to serve other people, not to be served. Jesus’ teaching 
implies that his death will be a sacrifice to atone or make amends for the sins of humanity. Many Christians 
understand Jesus’ words as the fulfilment of the prophecy of Isaiah in the Old Testament: ‘He was wounded 
for our transgressions; he was crushed for our iniquities.’ (Isaiah 53:5)

Taken from PETER’S DECLARATION ABOUT JESUS 
(MARK 8:27-33)

He then began to teach them that the Son of Man must 
suffer many things and be rejected by the elders, the 
chief priests and the teachers of the law, and that he 
must be killed and after three days rise again. He 
spoke plainly about this, and Peter took him aside and 
began to rebuke him.
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At Caesarea Philippi, Peter proclaims Jesus is the Messiah and Jesus replies by confirming that he must 
suffer but will rise on the third day. This is the first time Jesus spoke to them to explain that the Son of 
Man was a suffering servant. On this occasion, Peter and the apostles don’t yet fully understand Jesus’ true 
identity.

Taken from JESUS BEFORE THE JEWISH COUNCIL (MARK 14:53-65)

Again, the high priest asked him, “Are you the Messiah, the Son of the Blessed One?” “I am,” said Jesus. “And 
you will see the Son of Man sitting at the right hand of the Mighty One and coming on the clouds of 
heaven.”

At Jesus’ trial before the Jewish Council, Jesus uses the title Son of Man when responding to the High Priest. 
In this example, Jesus refers to himself as the Son of Man in a very similar way to ‘one like a Son of Man’ 
presented in the book of Daniel. Here Jesus claimed that he will return in the future as a judge to establish 
God’s rule on Earth.

Messiah / Son of David
• In the Old Testament, King David was a great ruler and Jews believed that in the future one of his 

descendants would rule forever. This descendant or ‘Son of David’ became referred to as the ‘anointed one’ 
or Messiah (Hebrew) or Christ (Greek).

• Jesus never refers to himself as the Messiah in Mark’s Gospel. When people refer to his as the Messiah, he 
asks them to keep his identity a secret. This is referred to as the Messianic Secret.

• In Mark’s Gospel, Jesus is not presented as the type of Messiah many Jews were expecting. There was an 
expectation that the Messiah would be a great warrior like King David and free the Jews from Roman rule.
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Consider how the title Son of David / Messiah is used in the following passages from Mark’s Gospel:

Taken from PETER’S DECLARATION ABOUT JESUS (MARK 8:27-33)

Jesus and his disciples went on to the villages around Caesarea Philippi. On the way he asked them, “Who 
do people say I am?” They replied, “Some say John the Baptist; others say Elijah; and still others, one of the 
prophets.” “But what about you?” he asked. “Who do you say I am?” Peter answered, “You are the Messiah.” 
Jesus warned them not to tell anyone about him.

In this account, Peter’s declaration to Jesus reveals that Jesus is the promised Messiah. Jesus immediately 
orders the disciples not to disclose his identity to anyone. Jesus may have been concerned that if his true 
identity was revealed to the Jewish authorities, he may have been charged with blasphemy and his mission 
would have ended sooner than intended. 

Jesus then explained the type of Messiah he was to the disciples and informed them that he must suffer but 
will rise on the third day (see Mark 8:31 above).

Taken from BLIND BARTIMAEUS (MARK 10:46-52)

Then they came to Jericho. As Jesus and his disciples, together with a large crowd, were leaving the city, a 
blind man, Bartimaeus (which means “son of Timaeus”), was sitting by the roadside begging. When he heard 
that it was Jesus of Nazareth, he began to shout, “Jesus, Son of David, have mercy on me!” Many rebuked 
him and told him to be quiet, but he shouted all the more, “Son of David, have mercy on me!” Jesus 
stopped and said, “Call him.”

In Jesus’ final healing miracle according to Mark’s Gospel, Bartimaeus recognises that Jesus is the Messiah 
and calls him ‘Son of David’. The fact that Jesus responded to his request implies that Jesus accepted the 
title. In this instance, Jesus is on his way to Jerusalem at the end of his mission and is no longer concerned 
with keeping his identity a secret.

Taken from JESUS’ ENTRY INTO JERUSALEM (MARK 11:1-11)

When they brought the colt to Jesus and threw their cloaks over it, he sat on it. Many people spread their 
cloaks on the road, while others spread branches they had cut in the fields. Those who went ahead and those 
who followed shouted “Hosanna! Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord! Blessed is the coming 
kingdom of our father David! Hosanna in the highest heaven!”

In the previous reference, an 
individual begging on the side of 
the road recognises that Jesus is 
the Messiah / Son of David. In this 
account ‘many people’ are now 
aware of Jesus’ identity and they 
gather on the road as Jesus makes a 
triumphant entry into Jerusalem. It 
is very clear from the account that 
Jesus is not a king or warrior type 
messiah. Even though he is praised 
by the crowd like a king, Jesus 
enters Jerusalem on a donkey like 
a humble servant. The prophecy of 
Zechariah is fulfilled through this 
event: ‘Look, your king is coming to 
you! He is humble and rides upon a 
donkey.’ (Zechariah 9:9)
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Saviour
• In the Old Testament the title Saviour was used to refer to people sent by God to rescue his people e.g. 

2Kings 13:5 ‘The Lord provided a saviour for Israel’. In the Old Testament God was also referred to as a 
Saviour e.g. Isaiah 43:3 ‘I am the Lord your God, the Holy One of Israel, your Saviour.’

• Jesus never refers to himself as a Saviour throughout Mark’s Gospel and isn’t explicitly called a Saviour by 
anyone else.

• However, in Mark’s Gospel it is implied that Jesus is a Saviour. He saves people form sickness and sin.

Consider the title Saviour in the context of the following passages from Mark’s Gospel:

Taken from THE CALMING OF THE STORM 
(MARK 4:35-41)

The disciples woke him and said to him, 
“Teacher, don’t you care if we drown?” He 
got up, rebuked the wind and said to the 
waves, “Quiet! Be still!” Then the wind died 
down and it was completely calm. He said 
to his disciples, “Why are you so afraid? Do 
you still have no faith?” They were terrified 
and asked each other, “Who is this? Even 
the wind and the waves obey him!”

This account reassures Jesus’ followers that if they have faith in Jesus, he will save them. The story 
highlights Jesus’ power over nature and showed the disciples that Jesus was more powerful than an ordinary 
man. The disciples may have understood Jesus’ power in this miracle in the context of Psalm 107 where God 
is described as having control over nature: ‘They cried out to the Lord in their trouble, and he brought them 
out of their distress. He stilled the storm to a whisper; the waves of the sea were hushed.’

 
Taken from THE FEEDING OF THE 5,000 
(MARK 6:30-44)

Then Jesus directed them to have all 
the people sit down in groups on the 
green grass. So they sat down in groups 
of hundreds and fifties. Taking the five 
loaves and the two fish and looking up 
to heaven, he gave thanks and broke 
the loaves. Then he gave them to his 
disciples to distribute to the people. He 
also divided the two fish among them 
all. They all ate and were satisfied, and 
the disciples picked up twelve basketfuls 
of broken pieces of bread and fish. The 
number of the men who had eaten was 
five thousand.

This second nature miracle also presents 
Jesus as a Saviour. Jesus will not let his followers starve in the wilderness and will provide them with 
everything that is needed to survive. The Jews also believed that the reign of their Saviour / Messiah would 
begin with a great banquet. In this account, Mark presents Jesus as the Messiah inviting people to become 
part of God’s kingdom. This event may have been viewed by early Christians as a prequel to Jesus’ Last 
Supper.
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The significance of the titles for Christians today
• Son of God is considered to be the most important Christological title for modern Christians. The title 

clearly outlines Jesus’ divinity and his relationship with his Father. The title helps Christians understand 
Jesus’ place within the Holy Trinity. 

• Son of Man is a title that originates in the Old Testament and isn’t a title used by many Christians today 
in worship or prayer. However, many Christians do identify with Jesus’ usage of this title when he speaks 
about his suffering and death throughout Mark’s Gospel.

• Messiah or Christ does have significance for Christians today as people regularly refer to Jesus as ‘Jesus 
Christ’. As the ‘anointed one’, this title shows that Jesus was set apart by his Father for a special task. 
However, Son of David is not commonly used to describe Jesus in the 21st century so has little relevance 
for Christians today.

• Saviour is a common way of referring to Jesus by Christians today. Jesus is understood as having died to 
save humanity from their sins. It is believed that Jesus’ resurrection also brings salvation from death.

Which title is the best to describe Jesus?

Title Strengths Weaknesses

Son of God • It is used in the first sentence of the 
Gospel and is how Mark wants his 
readers to know Jesus.

• It is used at key (or watershed) events 
throughout the Gospel e.g. Baptism 
and Transfiguration.

• Jesus never used this title to refer to 
himself.

• The title could be easily 
misunderstood. At the time of Jesus 
Son of God referred to ordinary Jews 
and Jesus was more important than 
this.

Son of Man • The title used by Jesus himself 
throughout Mark’s Gospel.

• Jesus uses this title to express his 
suffering as a human and his divinity 
as a future judge.

• The title can confuse people who may 
only focus on Jesus as a man / human 
and not as part of God.

• Son of Man is not really used by 
Christians today.

Messiah / 
Son of David

• It is linked to the Old Testament 
prophecy that God would send a 
Messiah.

• The title means ‘anointed one’ and it 
shows that Jesus was set apart by God 
for a special task.

• Jesus never used this title to refer to 
himself.

• The title could easily have been 
misunderstood e.g. Jesus could have 
been charged with blasphemy before 
his mission was completed.

Saviour • It is linked to the Old Testament 
prophecy that God would send a 
Saviour.

• The title clearly explains what Jesus 
was sent to achieve – to save people 
from sin.

• Jesus never used this title to refer to 
himself.

• The title could easily have been 
misunderstood e.g. did he come to 
save people from the Romans?
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TASKS
Answer the following questions:

1. Retell Mark’s account of the calming of the storm.

2. Explain the significance of Jesus feeding the 5,000 for Christians today.

3. Give an account of Peter’s declaration about Jesus.

4. Explain why the transfiguration is an important event for the disciples. 

5. Explain why Jesus may have wanted to keep his identity as Messiah a secret.

6. “The Son of God is the best title for Jesus.” Do you agree with this statement? Give reasons for your 
answer.

http://ccea.org.uk/biology/

