THE SUPREMACY OF VISHNU/KRISHNA IN THE MAHABHARATA
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sacred forest of Naimisaranya, where the saintly assembly requests

him to narrate the the great epic. Stita begins by offering his re-
spectful obeisances to “the primeval person” (adyam purusam), “the Lord”
(2$anam), “He who is called and praised in many ways” (puru-hitam puru-
stutam). Suta himself demonstrates this last feature of God by glorifying
Him in this initial hymn with three celebrated names: Vishnu, Hrsikesa,
and Hari.

Who is the God whom Stta addresses as Vishnu, Hrsikesa and Hari? He is
first, as mentioned above, the original person, the controller, and one who
is praised and prayed to in various ways, by many names. He is also the
moral and spiritual Truth (74am), the unique and imperishable verity indi-
cated by the syllable Om (ekaksaram), the Absolute (Brahman), the manifest
and the unmanifest (vyakiavyakiam), and the everlasting (sandatanam); both
being and non-being (asac ca sac caiva ca), that which constitutes the whole
(yad visvam), and that which is beyond both being and non-being (sad asat-
ah param). He is the creator of the high and the low (paravaranéam srasia-
ram), primeval (puranam), transcendental (param), and undecaying (avya-
yam). He is the auspicious and that which makes other things auspicious
(mangalyam mangalam), Vishnu, Who is desirable, sinless, and pure (visnum
varenyam anagam Sucim), HrsikeSa, the Guru of moving and unmoving
things, the Lord Hari (Aystkesarm caracara-gurum harim). (1.1.20-22)1

The ancient Rg-veda, widely considered by scholars to be the oldest Indo-
European scripture, addresses several of its hymns to this same Lord Vish-
nu. It is fitting, therefore, that within its own vast text, the Mahabharata first

3 s the Mahabharata begins, the well-known sage Suta comes to the
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honors God with the name of Vishnu. Indeed, those who worship God as
Krishna, Rama, Narayana etc., are traditionally known as Vaisnavas, wor-
shippers of Vishnu, since all such devotees agree that they worship various
forms of a single Supreme Lord.

After the initial praise offered to Lord Vishnu in the beginning of our
text, Lord Vishnu next appears in chapter 15, wherein the Lord instructs
the gods to churn the mighty ocean in order to produce amyta, the elixir of
immortality, which they so anxiously seek. This is the first instance in the
Mahabharata of lild, a pastime of the Lord in which He freely participates in
the affairs of this world, but with His own transcendental agenda.

In Chapter fifteen of the Adi—pama, the gods ascend mighty Mount
Meru and discuss how they might obtain amyta. God, Narayana then
tells Brahma, the cosmic engineer and chief of the gods, what must be
done:

Therein, as all the gods were pondering and discussing from all points
of view, Narayana, God, said this to Brahma: let the ocean (which is like
a great) water-pot, be churned by the gods and the hosts of the ungod-
ly. When the great ocean is churned, amyta will come forth from it.
Churn the ocean, O gods, for after attaining all medicinal herbs, and
indeed all precious stones, you will then find amyta (MB 1.15.11-13) .2

The gods then attempt to lift up Mount Mandara since they plan to
use the mountain as a churning rod to stir up the ocean. But failing to
do so, they again turn to the Lord, now clearly identified as Vishnu, and
to Brahma:

At that time, all the hosts of gods were unable to lift the mountain.
Approaching the seated Vishnu, and Brahma, they said this: “You two
should devise here the best strategy that will afford us the greatest good.
Let an effort be made to lift up Mount Mandara, for our benefit.”

“So be it!” said Vishnu, together with Brahma, O Bhargava. There-
upon Lord Ananta, encouraged by Brahma, and also instructed by Na-
rayana, and possessing the power to execute that task, rose up. Ananta,
possessed of great strength, now used his strength and lifted up the king
of mountains with its forests and forest inhabitants, O brahmana (MB
1.16.4-7).3

This passage clarifies several important theological issues:
1. It is clear from this and other passages to be mentioned below that
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Vishnu and Narayana are the very same personality of the Godhead.

2. When all the gods, and cosmic demons, were unable to produce nec-
tar, they approached the Supreme Lord, Narayana, Vishnu, who then told
them what to do. Again, when they were unable to lift up Mount Mandara,
Vishnu provided the solution.

3. The solution was Lord Ananta, (“the unlimited one”) Who is also un-
derstood to be a plenary incarnation of Lord Vishnu. The identity of
Ananta, also called Sesa, is given in Chapter sixteen of the Adi-parva, as fol-
lows:

Ananta, the Lord, God, was in the same place as Narayana. Lifting up
the head of the Naga (Vasuki who served as the churning rope), He
threw it down again and again (MB 1.16.14).4

Thus, two incarnations of the Lord cooperated to perform the task of
churning the ocean. This is not all. Ananta was able to lift up the Mandara
Hill, but in order to churn the ocean, the mighty mountain had to rest on
a suitable platform, and so Aktpara, the gigantic king of the tortoises who
is Himself generally considered to be an incarnation of the Lord, provided
his own back at the request of the gods and demons:

The gods and demons said to the tortoise king, Aktipara: “You, sir,
should kindly become the foundation of the mountain.” When the tor-
toise agreed, saying “So be it!”, Mandara was placed on His back... (MB
1.16.10-11).5

Thus, several manifestations of the Supreme worked together to enact
the pastime of churning nectar from the ocean. But the central form of the
Godhead in this incident remains Narayana or Vishnu. Even after churning
the ocean and producing various potent liquids, the gods could not specifi-
cally generate nectar without the additional intervention of Lord Narayana.
The gods first approach Lord Brahma, who then appeals to the Lord for
help. Earlier (MB 1.16.4-6), the gods had approached Vishnu and Brahma
and requested them both to help. But now it is clear that even Brahma
depends on Lord Narayana, or Vishnu, who is the Supreme Personality of
Godhead.

Then the gods said to the seated Brahma, giver of boons: “O Brahma,
we are extremely tired, and so are the Daityas and the best of serpents.
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But that nectar will not come out without Narayana, God. This churning
of the ocean began a long time ago.” Then Brahma spoke these words
to Narayana, God: “ordain strength for them, O Vishnu, for you are the
ultimate shelter here.”

Vishnu said: “I shall give strength to all those who have together un-
dertaken this task. Let everyone stir up the ocean, may Mount Mandara
revolve! (MB 1.16.28-31).6

It has been noted that the names Narayana and Vishnu clearly indicate
the same divine person in this context. Thus in text 30, is is said “Then
Brahma spoke these words to Narayana, God...” (tato narayanam devam
brahma vacanam abravit), but when Brahma begins to speak, he addresses
the Lord as Vishnu, declaring: “O Vishnu, you are the ultimate shelter here
.7 (visno bhavan atra parayanam). The word atra, “here” or “in this situa-
tion” is significant for all the most powerful beings in the universe are
assembled, including the creator Brahma. Yet in that situation, Vishnu is
the ultimate shelter for all.

In text 31, we find the words visnur wvaca, “Vishnu said...”. To grasp the
significance of these two simple words, we must be aware that in the Maha-
bharata, as well as in works such as the Ramayana, and the Puranas in gener-
al, there are two types of quotation, which we shall call here “internal” and
“external” quotation. Internal quotation occurs when a speaker, within a
verse, mentions that another person or persons said something, and then
goes on to state what was said by that other speaker or speakers. On the
other hand, what we call external quotation occurs when above the verse
we find the name of the person who is about to speak, along with the word
uvdca (singular, “said”), dcatuh (dual, “said”), or ucuh (plural “said”). Thus
in the verse 1.16.31, we find the statement: “Vishnu said: I shall give
strength to all those who have undertaken this work.”

I call this quotation external, since the name of the speaker is given
outside the verse format. The above verse is often rendered as follows:

Vishnu said: “I shall give strength to all those who have together under-
taken this task...” etc.

This distinction between external and internal quotation is relevant to
our present discussion for the following reason: we observe that when the
Mahabharata quotes, through external quotation, personalities, and even
groups of persons, the text almost invariably uses a single, standard name
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for that person or group, even when that person or group has many other
names within the text. For example, Arjuna, the great devotee of Lord
Krishna is known by many names in the Mahabharata. He is Partha, son of
his mother Prtha. Or he is Kaunleya, since his mother is also known as
Kunti. He is Pandava, son of King Pandu; Bibhatsu, the frightening warrior,
etc. Yet whenever his speech is given in external quotation, inevitably we
find the words arjuna uvaca, “Arjuna said.” The same rule does not hold for
internal quotation in which many names of a personality are possible.

Thus, the Mahabharata uses a single, standard name in external quota-
tion, for almost all of the speakers within the text, including such promi-
nent personalities as: Yudhisthira, Arjuna, Bhima,Vidura, Kunti, Draupadi,
Sakuni, Karna, Duryodhana, Dhrtarastra, VaiSampayana, Janamejaya,
Vyasa, Drupada, Narada, Siita, and Saunaka. Similarly, common group
names which are standard and unchanging in external quotation include:
rsayah, “the sages;” devah, “the gods;” pitarah, “the forefathers;” mantrinah,
“the ministers (to the king);” rtvijah, “the ritual priests;” tapasah, “the
ascetics;” etc.

It is therefore remarkable that in external quotation, when the speaker
is the Supreme Lord Himself, we find three different names of God in the
text: Vasudeva,® Krishna? (along with the variant Sri Krishnal0), and
Vishnu.!!

Indeed, the only other person for whom we find more than one name in
external quotation is Indra. In the first two parvas of the Mahabharata, there
are four instances of indra uvaca, “Indra said,”? and a single case of Sakra
wvdca, “Sakra said,”13 Sakra being a common name of Indra. There is a sin-
gle variant, and not a different name, for Arjuna’s brother Bhima, for
whom we find twelve instances of Bhima uvaca, “Bhima said,”'* and three
cases of the variant Bhimasena uvaca, “Bhimasena said.”1> Finally, the text
three times cites the goddess Ganges by her own name, Ganga uvdca (gan-
govaca), “Ganga said,”16 and later, when she appears incognito as an un-
known lady, the text, consistent with her role, merely states, stry uvdca, “the
woman said.”7 Thus, apart from Krishna, it is only in the case of Indra,
sometimes cited as Sakra, that we find the Mahabharata using more than
one name for a character in external quotation. Three names are given for
Krishna, with the additional variation of Sri Krishna.

In conclusion, it is significant that in the churning of the ocean, the text
uses the name Vishnu (MB 1.16.31) to cite the Lord’s direct speech in an
external quotation. Thus in this divine history, we may take the name
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Vishnu as a primary name of the Lord. It is also noteworthy that after text
1.16.31 introduces Vishnu’s statement with the words Vispur uvaca, “Vishnu
said,” in the very next verse, Suta declares, “Thus hearing the statement of
Narayana, those powerful ones together once more severly shook the water
of the great ocean” (MB 1.16.32).18 These two verses show quite clearly the
interchangeable use of the names Vishnu and Narayana in this section of
the Mahabharata.

While describing the magnificence of the ocean, chapter nineteen of the
Adi-parva mentions several key features of Vishnu that allow us to unmistak-
ably identify the Vishnu of the Mahabharata with the Vishnu whom Vais-
navas continue to worship today. It is said there:

Beyond measure is the splendor of Vishnu, from whose navel stems the
(cosmic) lotus. At the time when the cosmic age begins, He resorts to
His transcendental mystic slumber, and the ocean is His resting place
(MB 1.19.13).19

The Gaudiya Vaisnavas refer to this form of the Lord as the Garbhodaka-
Sayl Vishnu, the form of the Lord who lies down in the Garbha ocean and
then generates, from His navel, a lotus flower upon which the creator
Brahma takes birth.

There is further evidence that the names Vishnu and Narayana refer to
the same Personality of the Godhead, and indeed are often used to indi-
cate the same form or mood of the Godhead. When the great bird Garuda
first meets the Lord, it is said:

Then (Garuda) the son of Vinata came across Vishnu in the sky. Naray-
ana was satisfied with him because of his ungreedy act (MB 1.29.12).20

Further, while Vishnu is often seen as “one of the gods,” even in the Maha-
bharata, He is clearly the Supreme Godhead as well. For example, Vishnu is
at times conceived as one of the gods who rule the universe, especially in
relation to the Lord’s incarnation as Vamana in which He took birth as a
son of Aditi, mother of eleven other famous deities. Yet the text gives spe-
cial attention to Vishnu, even when listing Him as one of the gods:

Rulers of the worlds, the twelve Adityas took birth from Aditi. O king, I
shall describe them to you by name, O Bharata: Dhata, Mitra, Aryama,
Sakra (Indra), Varuna, and also AmSa, Bhago, Vivasvan, and Pusa, and
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so Savita is the tenth. Similarly the eleventh is Tvasta and Vishnu is said
to be the twelfth. Although born as the most junior of all, He is superior
to all the Adityas in His qualities (MB 1.59.14-16).21

There is a similar statement which simultaneously lists Vishnu as the
youngest of the Aditya gods, and yet recognizes His special status:

O ruler of men, the sons of Aditi, headed by Sakra (Indra), are actu-
ally twelve. Of them, the youngest is Vishnu in Whom the worlds are
established (MB 1.60.35).22

We again see the special position of Vishnu among the sons of Aditi in
the following statement, in which a voice from heaven tells Queen Kunti
that her son Arjuna who has just taken birth, will be like Vishnu:

Just as Vishnu increased the pleasure of Aditi, so Arjuna, equal to Vish-
nu, will increase your pleasure. [1.114.30]%3

The text clearly and repeatedly reveals to us that Vishnu is the Supreme
Lord. Yet the Lord agrees to act within the universe as one of the gods who
manage the cosmic affairs. Thus when Kunti gives birth to Arjuna, whose
father is mighty indra, all the leaders of the universe join in the celebration,
and among these, of course, are the twelve Adityas, including Vishnu:

Dhata, and Aryama, and Mitra, Varuna, Amsa, and also Bhaga, Indra,
Vivasvan, and Pusa, and Tvasta, and also Savita, Parjanya as well, and
Vishnu—the Adityas like sparks of a fire, situated in space, magnified
the glory of Pandu’s son (B1.114.56]24

Perhaps because Vishnu enjoys a dual status as the Supreme Lord and as
an apparent member of the community of universal rulers, there is also a
tendency in the Mahabhdrata to compare great personalities to a variety of
gods, including Vishnu. For instance, when Yayati’s royal descendents see
their forefather falling from the celestial realm, they exclaim:

Seeing you stationed on the path of the gods, your power comparable
to that of Sakra, Arka (the Sun), and Vishnu, we have all arisen now to
receive you, for we wish to know the truth of your fall (MB 1.83.9).25
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Similarly, when King Yayati’s maidservant Sarmistha seeks to persuade
the monarch that no one but the king would dare to touch her, since
she is part of his personal household, she declares:

Who would dare to touch a woman in the family of Soma, Indra, or
Vishnu, of Yama or Varuna, or of you, O Nahusa [Yayati]? (MB
1.77.12) .26

Occasionally, Lord Vishnu appears in the company of Indra, chief of the
administrative gods, for, as the creator and God of this world, the Lord
deals intimately with that being empowered to manage His creation, as
much as the king of a state maintains special contact with a regional repre-
sentative. The ancient Rg-veda often depicts Lord Vishnu as having a spe-
cial, cooperative relationship with Indra, and this same relationship is
plainly visible in the Mahdabharata. For example, there is the following de-
scription the sons of Yayati with his original wife, Devayani:

Yayati, the king, begot two sons in Devayani, Yadu and also Tuvasu, who
were like another Indra and Vishnu (MB 1.78.9).27

Similarly,

Mounting the same chariot in which Indra and Vishnu went forth in the
battle for Taraka, Krishna then departed (MB2.22.16).28

When Karna confronts Arjuna, disguised as a brahmana (when both
are vying for the hand of Draupadi), Karna is deeply impressed by the
skill of his unknown rival and asks:

Are you Rama, the personified Military Veda,?? O best of vipras, or are
you Indra himself or the infallible Vishnu himself? (MB 1.181.16).30

The Rama mentioned here is probably Lord Parasurama, who is normally
considered to be an incarnation of Vishnu. Thus, Karna inquires if Arjuna
is one of two forms of the Godhead, or Indra, best of the demigods.

Finally, there is one instance in which the aggrieved Kadri, wife of
Kasyapa, desperately appealing to Indra to save her sons, addresses him as
Vishnu:
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You are the great being, the wonder is you, the king you are, best of
gods. You are Vishnu, you are the thousand-eyed, you are the god, you
are the shelter (MB 1.21.12) .31

We have shown that from its very beginning, the Mahabharata recognizes
Lord Vishnu, also known as Lord Narayana, as the Supreme Personality of
Godhead. In chapter 29 of the Adi Parva we learn that Krishna is that same
Supreme Lord. In the story of Garuda, the great bird carrier of Vishnu, we
find this passage:

Garuda, son of Vinata, then met with Vishnu up in the sky. Narayana
was satisfied with his magnanimous act. The unperishing Lord said to
him, “I am a giver of boons, O sky goer.” (When Garuda was thus
prompted by the Lord) that space traveler then said: “May I stand above
you.” And again he spoke the following words to Narayana, “May I be
unaging, and undying, even without the nectar of immortality.” Having
accepted these two boons, Garuda said to Vishnu: “Even unto You I
shall give a boon. Although You are the Lord, please choose.” Krishna
chose him, the mighty Garuda, as His carrier and the Lord also made
him (the emblem on the Lord’s high-flying) banner. (And so the Lord
said to him) you shall stand above Me.”32

It is significant that in the same incident, the very same personality is
described here as Vishnu, Narayana, and Krishna. Ultimately, in the main
story of the Mahabharata, it is Lord Sri Krishna who is the beloved hero of
the Pandava brothers and the Supreme Lord. Thus we shall briefly review
the role of Lord Krishna within the first two books of the Mahabharata.,
showing that He is Supreme, at least according to the epic itself.

The first chapter of the Mahdabharata reveals that Krishna and Arjuna are
Nara-Narayana, the Supreme Lord and His pure devotee. Thus in his la-
ment for the tragedy of the Kuruksetra war, the old King Dhrtarastra says:

When I heard from Narada, who stated that Krishna and Arjuna are
actually Nara and Narayana, and when Narada said, “I always see them
in Brahma-loka, the highest planet of the universe, then, O Safjaya, I no
longer hoped for victory.”

It is significant that an exhalted servant of the Lord, Narada Muni,
revealed the spiritual identity of Krishna and Arjuna. This is the normal
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process by which spiritual knowledge is transmitted, according to the
Mahabharata.

It is understood in the Mahabharata that Lord Krishna is behind the hero-
ic deeds of the Pandavas. Indeed in the Bhagavad-gita, Lord Krishna said to
Arjuna, “Just become the instrument, Arjuna, for that which I am going to
do” (cf. Bg 11.33-34). An example of this understanding, that the Pandavas
are the instruments of the will of God, is found in the second chapter of
the Mahabharata within a description of the contents of the entire work. As
we shall see, in the second book, the Sabha Parva, Lord Krishna, Bhima,
and Arjuna journey together to the kingdom of the evil Jarasandha, and
there Bhima slays him. With the death of Jarasandha, thousands of pious
kings whom the evil monarch kept imprisoned and prepared to slaughter,
gained their freedom. And yet in summarizing this incident, the Mahabha-
rata states that, “In Giriraja (the capital of Jarasandha) Krishna freed the
imprisoned kings.”? In other words, Bhima and Arjuna were just instru-
ments of the Lord, while Krishna Himself was considered that actual “Play-
er,” or “Doer.”

Certainly, within the same general description, the Mahabharata tells us
that it was by taking shelter of Lord Krishna’s strength that the five
Pandavas, and the great archer Satyaki, were the sole survivors of the battle
of Kuruksetra:

In that (battle) those five sons of Prtha were saved by taking shelter
of Krishna’s strength, also Satyaki, the great archer. All the rest went
to perdition.3

Chapter 55 of the Adi Parva gives further evidence that there is no differ-
ence between Lord Krishna and Vishnu, Narayana. It is well known that Sr,
the Goddess of Fortune, also known as Laksmi, is the wife of Lord Naray-
ana, Vishnu. And yet we find this statement in the Mahabharata:

The joyful Subhadra was joined with Arjuna, son of Pandu, just as Saci
was joined with the great Indra or as Sri, the Goddess of Fortune is
united with Krishna.35

Lord Krishna is omniscient, and therefore, within the story of the Maha-
bharata, He can understand what no one else can comprehend. For exam-
ple, when the five Pandava brothers journey incognito to the the svayam-
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vara ceremony of Draupadi, wherein the beautiful princess would choose a
husband, only Lord Krishna, among all the leaders of the world can recog-
nize the Pandavas (MB 1.180.17-21).

Chapter 189 of the Adi Parva states that when there was great calamity on
the earth and the demigods approached Lord Narayana for help, the Lord
then did the following:

And so that Lord plucked out two hairs, one was white and the other was
black. And those two hairs entered two women of the Yadu clan, Rohini
and Devaki. Of the two hairs, one became Baladeva and the second arose
as Krishna Kesava.36

The Sri Caitanya-caritamyta (2.22.117-18)37, an important Gaudiya Vais-
nava text, comments on this description. What follows is the Sri Caitanya-
caritamyta statement along with the commentary of Srila A.C Bhaktivedanta
Swami Prabhupada, for it sheds light on the entire subject under discus-
sion.

Translation:

Ilusory stories opposed to the conclusions of Krsna consciousness con-
cern the destruction of the Yadu dynasty, Krsna’s disappearance, the
story that Krsna and Balarama arise from a black hair and a white hair
of Ksirodakasayi Visnu, and the story about the kidnapping of the
queens. Sri Caitanya Mahaprabhu explained to Sanatana Gosvami the
proper conclusions of these stories.

Purport:

Due to envy, many asuras describe Krsna to be like a black crow or an in-
carnation of a hair. Sri Caitanya Mahaprabhu told Sanatana Gosvami
how to counteract all these asuric explanations of Krsna. The word Kaka
means crow, and kesa means hair. The asuras describe Krsna as incarna-
tion of a crow, an incarnation of a sudra (a blackish tribe) and an incar-
nation of a hair, not knowing that the word kesa means ka-isa and that ka
means Lord Brahma and is¢ means Lord. Thus Krsna is the Lord of
Lord Brahma.

Some of Lord Krsna’s pastimes are mentioned in the Mahabharata as
mausala-lila. These include the stories of the destruction of the Yadu dy-
nasty, Krsna’s disappearance, His being pierced by a hunter’s arrow, the
story of Krsna’s being an incarnation of a piece of hair (kesa-avatara) as
well as mahisi-harana, the kidnapping of Krsna’s queens. Actually these
are not factual but are related for the bewilderment of the asuras who
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want to prove that Krsna is an ordinary human being. They are false in
the sense that these pastimes are not eternal, nor are they transcenden-
tal or spiritual. There are many people who are by nature averse to the
supremacy of the Supreme Personality of Godhead, Visnu. Such people
are called asuras. They have mistaken ideas about Krsna. As stated in Bha-
gavad-gita, the asuras are given a chance to forget Krsna more and more,
birth after birth. Thus they make their appearance in a family of asuras
and continue this process, being kept in bewilderment about Krsna.
Asuras in the dress of sannyasis even explain Bhagavad-gita and Srimad
Bhagavatam in different ways according to their own imaginations. Thus
they continue to remain asuras birth after birth.

As far as the kesa-avatara (incarnation of hair) is concerned, it is men-
tioned in Srimad-Bhagavatam (2.7.26).The Visnu Purana also states: ujjaha-
ratmanah kesau sita-kysnau maha-bala. . .

Thus in S’ﬂmad—Bhdgavatam, Visnu Purana and Mahabharata there are
references to Krsna and Balarama being incarnations of a black hair and a
white hair. It is stated that Lord Visnu snatched two hairs— one white and
one black—from His head. These two hairs entered the wombs of Rohini
and Devaki, members of the Yadu dynasty. Balarama was born from Ro-
hini, and Krsna was born of Devaki. Thus Balarama appeared from the
first hair, and Krsna appeared from the second hair. It was also foretold
that all the asuras, who are enemies of the demigods, would be cut down
by Lord Visnu by His white and black plenary expansions and that the
Supreme Personality of Godhead would appear and perform wonderful
activities. In this connection, one should see Laghu-bhagavatamyta, the
chapter called Kysnamyta, verses 156-164. Srila Rupa Gosvami has refuted
this argument about the hair incarnation, and his refutation is supported
by Sri Baladeva Visyabhiisana’s commentaries. This matter is further dis-
cussed in the Krsna-sandarbha (29) and in the commentary known as Sar-
va-sarwading, by Srila Jiva Gosvami.

The Adi Parva ends with the spectacular burning of the Khandava forest.
The fire god Agni, in the form of a brilliant Brahmana, approaches Krishna
and Arjuna and asks them to allow him to consume the Khandava forest.
The god Indra had repeatedly thwarted Agni’s attempt to consume the
valuable herbs in the forest, which Agni desperately needed for his health,
and of course for the benefit of the world. Lord Krishna and Arjuna agree
and in the ensuing conflagration many creatures of various species perish.

A doubt may arise as to why Lord Krishna and Arjuna, even in the service
of the god Agni, played an essential role in such a violent event. The
Mahabharata gives us a hint in chapter 58 of the Adi Parva. There we discov-
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er that prior to Lord Krishna’s descent to this world, the gods of the higher
worlds defeated the wicked asuras, driving them from their positions in the
higher planets. At that time the asuras sought to reestablish their power on
the earth and they began to take birth in various species. Thus descending
into all sorts of human, animal, and bird species, they wicked asuras began
to persecute the innocent inhabitants of the earth. Thus it is plausible that
many of those asuras were dwelling in the Khandava forest, and thus Lord
Krishna, fulfilling His vow spoken in the Bhagavad-gita to rid the world of
evil elements, arranged to remove them from the earth. Thus at the end of
this incident we find a statement in the Mahabharata, near the end of the
Adi Parva:

And the lord (the fire god Agni) of fierce rays, together with the two
Krishnas (Lord Krishna and Arjuna) burnt the blazing Khandava for-
est, thus freeing the world from danger.38

Perhaps the most significant fact of the Khandava episode, and the rea-
son for which Vyasadeva placed it at the end of the first book, is the follow-
ing. In the act of defending Agni as he consumed the forest, Lord Krishna,
assisted by His devotee Arjuna, defeated all of the most powerful beings of
the universe, using methods that could only be employed by God Himself.
Thus, in the dramatic climax to its first book, the Mahabharata establishes
that Krishna is the Supreme Lord, the Almighty. All of the gods in the uni-
verse and indeed all of the most powerful demons gathered at the Khan-
dava forest determined to stop Lord Krishna and Arjuna, but all these most
powerful entities failed, and Lord Krishna, by defeating them, was clearly
revealed as the Supreme Personality of Godhead. The Mahabharata stated
this fact in the very beginning, early in the first chapter, and now at the end
of the first book, Lord Krishna and Arjuna clearly establish their supremacy
once again.

The second book of the Mahabharata, the Sabha Parva, also clearly estab-
lishes the supremacy of Krishna, not only in His power, but in His all-attrac-
tiveness, which brings out intense love in His devotees.

Chapters 18 through 22 narrate the killing of Jarasandha. As usual, King
Yudhisthira and the Pandavas are completely dependent on the will of
Lord Krishna and are always eager to please their worshipable master. As
mentioned earlier, although Bhima physically killed Jarasandha, it is
understood that Lord Krishna, acting through His devotee, brought about
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the demise of that evil monarch.

Chapters 37 through 42 tell the famous story in which Lord Krishna slays
Sisupala in the midst of the Rajastiya sacrifice. Significantly, the venerable
Bhisma declared that of all the great personalities present, indeed the lead-
ing personalities of the earth, it was Lord Krishna who was in fact the su-
preme personality and most worthy of the first portion. Wicked Sisupala,
burning with envy, violently protested the glorification of Krishna and in
every conceivable way sought to criticize the Lord. The Lord’s devotees de-
fended His honor, explaining the sublime meaning of the Lord’s activities.
Thus through this well known incident, the Mahabharata teaches the glories
of Krishna and answers many of the doubts that arise in the minds of mor-
tals when they hear the pastimes of the Lord.

The Mahabharata’s second book ends with the equally famous gambling
match, in which the Kurus, led by wicked Sakuni, cheat the innocent Pan-
davas in a game of dice and steal the kingdom. Perhaps the most famous
episode within this narration is the attempt to strip and humiliate the godly
Draupadi. That extraordinary woman appeals to Lord Krishna, who de-
fends her honor and decides to enforce her curse: that all of the offending
men shall die. It is only because Krishna’s potency is supreme that He is
able to bring ruination to universal rulers such as those involved in the
Draupadi atrocity.

Thus ends the second book of the Mahabharata, which, like the first,
clearly establishes the glory and the supremacy of the Lord, call Him
Vishnu or Krishna, the Supreme Personality of Godhead.

NOTES

1 90. sita wvaca
adyam purusam isanam puru-histam puru-stutam
rtam ekaksaram brahma vyaktavyaktam sanatanam
21. asac ca sac caiva ca yad visvam sad asatah param
paravaranam srastaram puranam param avyavyam
22. mangalyam mangalam vispum varenyam anagham sucim
namas-krtya hysikesam caracara-gurum harim [1.1.20-22]
211. tatra narayano devo brahmanam idam abravit
cantayalsu suresv evam mantrayatsu ca sarvasah
12. devair asura-sarighais ca mathyatam kalasodadhih
bhavisyaty amytam tatra mathyamane mahodadhau
13. sarvausadhih samavapya sarva-ratnani caiva hi
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manthadhvam udadhin deva vetsyadhvam amytam tatah [1.15.11-13]

3 4. tam uddharturn na Sakia vai sare deva-ganas tada

vispum asinam abhyetya brahmanam cedam abruvan

5. bhavantav atra kurutam buddhim naihsreyasim param

mandaroddharane yatnah kriyatam ca hitaya nah

6. tatheti cabravid visnur brahmand saha bhargava

tato ‘nantah samutthaya brahmand paricoditah

narayanena capy uktas tasmin karmani viryavan

7. atha parvata-rajanam tam ananto maha-balah

wjjahara balad brahman sa-vanam sa-vanaukasam [1.16.4-7]
4 ananto bhagavan devo yato narayanas tatah

Sira udyamya nagasya punah punar avaksipat [1.16.14]
510. @cus ca kurma-rajanam akuparam surasurah

girer adhisthanam asya bhavan bhavitum arhati

11. karmena tu tathety uktva prstham asya samarpitam [1.16.10-11]

6 28. tato brahmanam asinam deva vara-dam abruvan
Srantah sma subhysam brahman nodbhavaty amytam ca tat
29. rte narayanam devam daitya nagottamas tatha
cirarabdham idam capi sagarasyapi manthanam
30. tato narayanam devam brahma vacanam abravit
vidhatsvaisam balawm visno bhavan atra parayanam
31. visnur uvaca
balam dadami sarvesam karmaitad ye samasthitah
ksobhyatam kalasah sarvair mandarah parivartyatam [1.16.28-31]
7
balam dadami sarvesam karmaitad ye samasthitah.
8 1.211.21; 1.214.16; 2.16.1; 2.18.1; 2.19.1; 2.20.6.
9 2.14.10; 2.16.11; 2.16.27; 2.17.4; 2.40.22.
10913.1
171631
1211575, 1.83.1,3,5.
131.30.10
14 1.134.18; 1.139.27, 30; 1.140.7; 1.142.20, 25; 1.143.1; 1.145.16; 2.14.7;
2.61.1; 2.63.7; 2.64.10.
159, 61.10; 2.68.16, 20.
161.91.17,19; 1.94.31.
171.99.5,7,12,48.
18

VISNUY UVaca

suta uvaca

19
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narayana-vacah Srutva balinas te mahodadheh
tat payah sahita bhiayas cakrive bhysam akulam [1.16.32]

19 adhyatma-yoga-nidram ca padma-nabhasya sevatah
yugadi-kala-sayanam visnor amita-tejasah [1.19.13]
20 vispuna tu tadakase vainateyah sameyivan
lasya narayanas tustas tenalaulyena karmana [1.29.12]
2114, adityam dvadasadityah sambhita bhuvanesvarah
ye rajan namatas tams te kirtayisyami bharata
15. dhata mitro ‘ryama Sakro varunas camsa eva ca
bhago vivasvan pusa ca savita dasamas tatha
16. ekadasas tatha tvasta vispur dvadasa ucyate
Jjaghanya-jah sa sarvesam adityanam gundadhikah [1.59.14-16]
22 35. dvadasaivaditeh putrah Sakra-mukhya naradhipa
lesam avara-jo visnur yatra lokah pratisthitah [1.60.35]
23 aditya visnuna pritir yathabhad abhivardhita
tatha vispu-samah pritim vardhayisyati te rjunah [1.114.30].

2455, dhataryama ca mitras ca varuno ‘mso bhagas tatha
indro vivasvan pusa ca tvasta ca savila tatha
56. parjanyas caiva visnus ca adityah pavakarcisah
mahimanam pandavasya vardhayanto ‘mbare sthitah [1.114.56]
25 drstva ca toam visthitam deva-marge sakrarka-visnu-pratima-prabhavam

26 somasyendrasya visnor va yamasya varunasya va
lava va nahusa kule kah striyam sprastum arhati [1.77.12]
27 yayatir devayanyam tu putrav ajanayan nypah
yadum ca turvasum caiva Sakra-visna waparau [1.78.9]
28 Sakra-visnu hi sangrame ceratus taraka-maye
rathena tena tam kysna uparuhya yayau tada [2.22.16]

29 saksad dhanur-vedah

30 kiriv twann saksad dhanur-vedo ramo va vipra-sattama
atha saksad dhari-hayah saksad va visnur acyutah [1.181.16]

31 twanm mahad bhitam ascaryam tvam raja tvam surottamah

toanm visnus tvam sahasraksas tvam devas tvam parayanam [1.21.12]
32 19. visnuna tu tadakase vainateyah sameyivan

tasya narayanas tustas tendlaulyena karmana

13. tam wvacavyayo devo varado “smiti khecaram

sa vavre tava tistheyam uparity antariksa-gah
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14. wvdca cainam bhivyo ‘pi narayanam idam vacah

ajaras camaras ca syam amytena vinapy aham

15. pratigrhya varau tau ca garudo visnum abravit

bhavate *pi varam dadmi vrnitam bhagavan api

16. tam vavre vahanam krsno garutmantam maha-balam

dhvajam ca cakre bhagavan upari sthasyasiti tam (MB 1.29.12-16).
33

34 yatramucyanta parthas te pafica kysna-balasrayat
satyakis ca mahesvasah Sesas ca nidhanam gatah (MB 1.2.182).
35 sa Saciva mahendrena Srih krsneneva sargata
subhadra ywyuje prita pandavenarjunena ha (MB 1.55.34).
36 sa capi kesaw harir udbabarha Suklam ekam aparam capi krsnam
tau capi kesau visatam yadunam kule striyau rohinim devakim ca
tayor eko baladevo babhiiva krsno dvitiyah kesavah sambabhiiva (MB 1.189.31).
37 Translation and purport by His Divine Grace A.C. Bhaktivedanta Swami
Prabhupada.
38 bhagavan api tigmamsuh samiddham khandavam vanam
dadaha saha krsnabhyam janayai jagato ‘bhayam (MB 1.225.5).

giri-vraje niruddhanam rajiam krsnena moksanam (MB 1.2.99).



