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The Lord Jesus’ Authority and the Law
An Exegetical and Contextual Examination of Three Critical Texts
Mark 2:23-3:6; Mark 7:1-23; and Mt 5:17-20



Main Thesis

Jesus Christ is Lord. This is the central affirmation of God’s people throughout the
history of Jesus’ incorporated church. Jesus, as authoritative Lord interacts regularly in the
gospels with Scripture, the Old Testament Law. His engagement of the Law recorded in the
gospels is consistently intermingled with several controlling realities. My discussion in this
work will seek to answer the question of what was the Lord Jesus’ relationship to the Law
particularly regarding the interplay between his authority as Lord and the Law. I will argue
that as Jesus interacted with the Law his unwavering modus operandi for doing so was as one
who was completely and uniquely lord over it. Even in his submission to the Law’s teaching,
evident throughout his ministry, his submission was an act of one sovereign over the Law
willingly submitting to its edict. Otherwise stated, he treats the Law not as one simply ruled
by its teachings but one who both submits to Scripture and may sovereignly expand,
reinterpret or terminate portions of it.

My tact for discussing the intricate interplay between Jesus and the Law will be to posit
firstly that he interacted with the Law as one who exercised authority over it. Mark 2:23-3:6
serves as an exclamation upon the beginning of Jesus’ ministry announced in Mark 1:15, “The
time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God is at hand; repent and believe in the gospel.”" and his
unique claims to authority recognized by wider recipients of his teachings, his own disciples
and antagonists alike. “They were astonished at his teaching, for he taught them as one who
had authority, and not as the scribes.” (Mk 1:22) I will examine this apex of Jesus’ exercise
of authority and conclude that it clearly extended over the Law. Of particular importance is
his claim within this final passage of being “Lord over the Sabbath™. I will examine this
claim within the wider explication by Mark of Jesus’ authority within the opening scene of his
ministry, Mark 1:14-3:6. Additionally I will argue from Mark 7 that Jesus’ teaching on dietary
Laws and his abrogation of them further bolsters the argument that he acts as one who claims
authority over the Law.

Moving from Mark 3:1-6 and Mark 7:1-23 where the gospel writer displays Jesus’
lordship over the Law through correcting his antagonists’ misuse of it, I secondly will
examine the ways that Jesus clarifies the intent of the Law in the Sermon on the Mount (Mt
5:17-20) and how his unique understanding of it clarifies his role as the Law’s authoritative
teacher and interpreter. I will argue that essentially he exercises his authority by clarifying the
Law for his followers, acting as one who perfectly understood its meaning and intent.

Lastly, the combination of Jesus authority and his clarion insight into the Law led him to
frequently submit himself to the Law uniquely expressed and interpreted through his own
teaching. I will close this work by arguing that humble submission to the words of Jesus
readily leads his disciples to place themselves beneath the Law as the Lord of the Law
understood it. Submission to the Law is a paradigm graciously offered to Jesus’ own disciples
as a pattern of living beneath his lordship.

In this paper I will argue that these three controlling factors—Christ’s lordship over,
insight into, and submission toward the Law, are essential to understanding how the Lord

'The Holy Bible : English Standard Version. 2001 . Standard Bible Society: Wheaton. All other Scripture
quotes, unless noted, are from the English Standard Version. My original translations in this paper will be in
italics.
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Jesus Christ understood the Law and how we, as his servants and disciples should interact
with it.

Jesus’ Lordship Over the Law

Understanding clearly what Jesus means by his discussion of the Sabbath in Mark 2:23-
3:6 requires a careful reading of the context. According to Mark, Jesus’ dramatic
pronouncement regarding the kingdom of God’s advent in Mark 1:14-15 “And after the time
John was delivered up [MeTd 8¢ 16 mapadobfival Tov Twbmy],? Jesus came into Galilee
publicly proclaiming the good news of God and saying ‘The time is fulfilled and the kingdom
of God has come; Repent and believe in the good news!’” and the pertinent events surround
its advent focus upon two opposing realities—Jesus’ authority and escalating opposition by
the rival religious leaders. It is likely that Mark collects these series of stories closely tied to
Jesus’ authority vis-a-vis the scribes and Pharisees’ and the Sabbath conflicts not in
chronological but in topical sequence.3

Following Jesus® kingdom announcement, we see Jesus exercising his authority by
powerfully calling Simon and Andrew away from a profitable fishing business (observed by
the fact that they had hired men working beneath them) into service beneath him, using the
imperative AetTe émiow pov, “Follow behind me” (Mk 1:17) to command them to do so.
After this dramatic calling, Jesus leads them to Capernaum where he both teaches and heals.
It is his instruction that initially arrests their attention kai é€emAooovTo émit T 8i8ax i avrod,
“they were amazed as a result of his teaching”, with étri acting as a “marker of basis for a
state of being. ..after verbs which express feelings, opinions, etc.” Their astonishment is both
produced from “the manner not the matter” of his teaching and how it compared with that of
the experts of the Law. “For he was teaching them as [os]| one who has authority and not as
[&s] the experts in the Law.” The first os acts with the participle €xwv to “give the reason for
the action {of comparing Jesus’ teaching with the Law experts’]”.° Contrary to Carson who
sees no hint of a Sabbath conflict, the crowd explicitly raises a contrast or conflict between
Jesus’ teaching and that of the Pharisees.” Their incredulity regarding Jesus’ teaching is
further punctuated in their amazed reaction over the miraculous deliverance of the demoniac.
Their response combines both an affirmation of the uniqueness of his teaching, “a unusual

2 “The action of the infinitive of antecedent time occurs before the action of the controlling verb. Its structure is
MeTé 16 + the infinitive and should be translated affer plus an appropriate finite verb.” Daniel B. Wallace, Greek
Grammar, Beyond the Basics, (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1996}, 594.

? This is contrary to Sander’s contention that “the extraordinarily unrealistic settings of many of the conflict
stories should be realized...Surely stories such as these should not be read as describing actual debates between
Jesus and others.” E.P. Sanders, Jesus and Judaism, (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1985), 265. My contention is
that these events are factual events ordered by Mark for a crucial purpose of conveying realities regarding Jesus’
authority, while Sanders’ contends that it would be impossible to think that these events were authentic due
mainly to his a priori commitment to a mostly non-contentious relationship between Jesus’ teaching and the
Law.

* Fredrick W Danker, 4 Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and Other Early Christian Literature-3"
Edition (BDAG), (Chicago: University of Chicago, 2000) 364-365.

% Ben Witherington I11, The Gospel of Mark-A Socio-Rhetorical Commentary, (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans,
2001) 90.

¢ Danker, BDAG, 1105.

"D.A. Carson, “Jesus and the Sabbath in the Four Gospels” from From Sabbath to Lord’s Day, D.A. Carson, ed.,
(Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1982), 59.
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teaching” [818axm kawn] (Mk 1:27¢) accompanied by authoritative power to heal, “with
authority” [kat’ éEovalav] (Mk 1:27¢). Mark’s account also begins Jesus’ cleansing and
correction of the practice of the Sabbath within his contemporary Jewish society. Surely it is
not incidental that Mark records his initial exorcism within the confines of the synagogue. As
we shall see, Mark thus traces throughout his gospel Jesus’ correction, restoration, and
eventual overhauling of the practice of worship and the teaching and interpretation of the
Law.

It is from this stage that the reader observes parallel, mirrored movements of Jesus’
exercise of his authority and the Law experts’ increasingly adversarial posture towards his
ministry and teachings. Jesus initially displays strategic tact toward not arousing the scribes’
and priests’ opposition to his ministry, though the public already compares the two. His
further healings in Capernaum either occur in private, away from the examining eyes of other
leaders (Mk 1:29-31) or after the end of the Sabbath, thus avoiding confrontation (Mk. 1:32).
Following these astutely careful moves, his ministry progresses towards inevitable conflict
with the scribes. First, he continues to teach and exorcise demons within the synagogues,
presumably on the Sabbath (Mk 1:39), raising the likelihood that rival teachers would take
notice. Next he heals a leper, exhorting him to function within the prescribed Mosaic
instructions in Leviticus 13-14:

This shall be the Law of the leprous person for the day of his
cleansing. He shall be brought to the priest, and the priest shall
go out of the camp, and the priest shall look. Then, if the case
of leprous disease is healed in the leprous person, the priest
shall command them to take for him who is to be cleansed two
live clean birds and cedarwood and scarlet yarn and hyssop.”
(Lev 14:2-4)

Jesus upholds the Mosaic instruction largely, it appears, to avoid notoriety that such a
healing produced and in order to fully reintegrate the leper into society by producing the
priestly substantiation of the healing. “Mark is not portraying the new as a total replacement
of the old...Jesus is concerned that the leper obeys the Torah...[the Torah] is ultimately
subordinate to the new authority.”® When the leper fails to obey his exhortation to “tell no
one”, Jesus’ ministry is not only hindered by his spreading fame, but it also brings about
further direct conflict with the scribes displayed during his healing of the paralytic (Mk 2:1-
12).

This healing, which begins by Jesus observing the faith of the group bearing the paralytic,
(T mloTw avTav-likely a subjective genitive since Jesus observes the activity of their faith),
culminates with Jesus responding to the scribes’ pondering his pronouncement of the
paralytic’s forgiveness. He challenges their accusation of blasphemy by inquiring whether his
restoring the paralytic’s ability to ambulate does not authenticate such a pronouncement. He
then proceeds to provide such proof.

8 William Loader, Jesus’ Attitude Towards the Law-A Study of the Gospels, (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans,
2002), 55.
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After exercising his authority to forgive the paralytic’s sin, Jesus further sets himself apart
from the scribes by having table fellowship with social sinners’ and distancing himself from
the ritual fasting of the Pharisee and John’s disciples. Both disagreements contrast the
uniqueness of Jesus’ mission and his authority with the scribes’ and Pharisees’, to both
establish the new boundaries of community and the behavior becoming of that society. The
latter encounter further alludes to his death in suggesting that the time of eschewing fasting
will end “when the bridegroom is taken away from them, and then they will fast in that day.”
(Mk 2:20)

Mark thus brings his readers to the initial culmination of Jesus’ contention with the
Pharisees and scribes in two interactions regarding the Sabbath. The apex of his dispute
occurs in his declaration of lordship over the Sabbath. It is at this point that Mark arrests the
attention of his readers.

The Sabbath was indeed made for human beings, but only one
human being, the Son of Man, was lord over the Sabbath such
that he could declare healing and other debatable activities
appropriate for the occasion...only the Son of Man was given
authority over all humankind and human kingdoms and human
institutions.'’

“His disciples while making a way began plucking ears of grain.” (Mk 2:23) is taken note of
by the Pharisees. The beginning of their retort, I8¢, in the imperative, nuances the weight of
their exasperation over his disciples’ actions. Indeed, since they are his own disciples, it is
Jesus’ malfeasance as their teacher that is on trial, “why do they do on the Sabbath that which
is not Lawful?” (Mk 2:24) Lane indicates that “the action itself was wholly legitimate. The
Mosaic Law provided explicitly [for such reaping].”11 The Law that he refers to is
Deuteronomy 23:25, “If you go into your neighbor’s standing grain, you may pluck the ears
with your hand, but you shall not put a sickle to your neighbor’s standing grain.” However,
for the Pharisees, intent on indicting Jesus, they see that Jesus’ disciples are violating the
commandment (Ex 34:21) not to reap on the Sabbath.'? As a result here, as to be seen in
Mark 7, they are attempting to set one command of Scripture in opposition to another.

Jesus’ response to them points them to several important details in an Old Testament
account that serve to alleviate the pressure being brought upon by the Pharisees. Firstly,
David was a persecuted, hidden, rival leader anointed by God to become king. Secondly,
within the OT account, Saul’s persecution of David was in direct defiance of God’s anointing

? Kenneth E. Bailey quotes Joachim Jeremias at length regarding the significance of such table fellowship. “To
understand what Jesus was doing in eating with “sinners,” it is important to realize that in the east, even today, to
invite a man to a meal was an honour. It was an offer of peace, trust, brotherhood and forgiveness; in short,
sharing a table meant sharing life.” from J. Jeremias, New Testament Theology, (New York: Scribner, 1971)
cited in Kenneth E. Bailey’s, Poet and Peasant and Through Peasant Eyes, (combined edition), (Grand Rapids,
MI: Eerdmans, 1976), 143-143.

1 Witherington, Mark, 132.

" William L. Lane, The Gospel According to Mark, (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1974), 114.

12 Gee Witherington, Mark, 128 and Lane, Mark, 114.
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of David for kingship and his rejection of Saul’s monarchy. Thirdly, and most importantly,
Jesus continues, through his response, to argue for the legitimacy of his claims to authority.
Like David who persuaded that the preservation of the anointed king surpassed the importance
of preserving the original usage of the showbread, Jesus appeals to his own prima facie
importance and authority.

Jesus too has been anointed by God for service,'® and was thrust out into the wilderness
for the purpose of testing, trial, and to see God’s deliverance. Like David, Jesus was being
pursued by a band of rivals that disputed his authority. In due time he would also be
vindicated by the Lord. Undoubtedly this is an invitation by Mark via Jesus’ discussion with
the Pharisees for his audience to consider what role they’re exercising in this reenactment of
this hoary drama.'

The Pharisees are in fact playing the role of Saul, defying God’s work and resisting the
obvious signs of God’s presence through Jesus’ authoritative ministry. Dunn believes that
“the point of connection [between David and Jesus] was presumably the disciples’ hunger.
This is likely a most tenuous connection between Jesus and David. Though David’s plight
was immediately much more serious (he was starving unlike the disciples’ likely simple
hunger) it is the fact that they both have the right to circumvent the understanding of the Law
by the reigning leaders that Mark is more intent on establishing.

915

These factors suggest that the point of the allusion is to set up a
typological relationship between David and Jesus: if David,
along with his followers, has the right to break the Law, David’s
‘greater Son’ and his followers have an even greater 1right.16

The crux of Jesus’ response to the Pharisees rests upon his self-exaltation in retort to their
complaint regarding the eating practices of his disciples and Sabbath compliance. “And he
said to them, ‘The Sabbath was made for man, not man for the Sabbath. So (doTe) the Son of
Man is lord even of the Sabbath.”” Moo argues correctly that “the GoTe introducing v. 28 can
be regarded as a conclusion stemming from the Christological arguments throughout the
incident rather than an inference drawn from v. 277" In other words, Mark argues that the
significance of Jesus’ statement regarding his lordship and less regarding direct instruction
about Sabbath practices. In concord with what we have already seen in the surrounding
context, Mark 2:28 is itself a declarative statement by Jesus regarding his authoritative
privilege as both ruler over the Sabbath and supremely its master interpreter for God’s people.

This second item particularly is born out in the last interaction over healing and the
Sabbath with the Pharisees. Interestingly, it is the first time in the series of interactions and
controversies regarding Jesus’ authority that he takes the offensive with his interlocutors. He

" See Mark 1:91f.

"'N.T. Wright, Jesus and the Victory of God, (Mineapolis: Fortress Press, 1996), 393.

15 James D. Dunn, Jesus, Paul and the Law, (Louisville: Westminster, 1990), 22,

'S Douglas J. Moo, “Jesus and the Authority of the Mosaic Law” from Journal for the Study of the New
Testament, no. 20, (1984), 8.

17 Moo, “Jesus and the Law”, 39.






tradition sets itself in direct conflict with God’s clear command to honor one’s parents
through elevating a vow above a command. “Jesus sees here an example of Pharisaic
tradition going against the word of God...possibly [the vow] is a case of addressing parents
contemptuously.”' The Law of course is not in conflict when Jesus upraises honoring parents
above such vows because vows were not intended for such corrupt selfishness. Intriguingly,
this may have been partly what Mark was alluding to when earlier, in Mark 6:14ff., he
included Herod’s rash promise to give anything to his step-daughter in return for her seductive
dance. Herod’s unwise promise coupled with his concern for his reputation before his guests
leads him to contradict his prior pledge to protect John. It is not a stretch to conclude that
both are examples of oaths contrary to God’s clear commands, not to murder or to dishonor
parents.

Intertwined with Jesus’ clarification of the meaning and purpose of God’s command is his
authoritative and universal declaration of the cleanliness of all foods coupled with an ongoing
elucidation of the locus of uncleanliness, the human heart. (Mk 7:15-23) Witherington sees
that Jesus is “actually changing things by pronouncement.”* He combines his authority to
make pronouncements that alter food restrictions with a familiar pattern of instruction through
parables. His question to the disciples in vs. 18 is likely a commentary on their understanding
rather than a rebuke, since he has already encouraged them to ask him such questions and then
encourages their questioning with a clarifying explanation (see Mk 4:11).

His answer that it is what comes from within a person that makes him unclean and not that
which comes from without has several important ramifications for our study. Firstly, his
authoritative pronouncement about foods being clean further opens the way for his growing
ministry to the Gentiles. Table fellowship was one of the central ways that Jews frequently
separated from Gentiles. Jesus’ declaration regarding food cleanliness further unencumbers
his long-term ministry to Gentiles. Secondly, he is commenting upon the precarious spiritual
state of the Pharisees. It is their practice of Halakah rules that persuades Jesus that they are in
danger of building with each new fence an ever-increasing distance from the heart of the Law.
Jesus insightfully points out they have themselves become unclean by estranging themselves
from God.” Lastly, Jesus clarifies the central source of uncleanliness, elucidating the true
source of impurity for his foes and followers alike. Thus Jesus displays a singular ability to
understand the meaning and import of the Law.

Jesus’ combined work of authoritative declaration and illuminating the Law is similarly
displayed in a key preface statement to teaching on the moral and ethical requirements of life
in his kingdom in Matthew 5. In the chapters preceding Matthew 5, the author appears intent
to show, through his repeated Old Testament references, that Jesus’ ministry was both based
upon Scriptural predictions and dependent upon the Law for sustaining his ministry in trial
and temptations. Just subsequent to Matthew 5, Jesus has called his initial disciples as well as
attracted a host of other curious followers.

His teaching in the Sermon on the Mount begins with his multiple declaration of the
blessedness of those who follow the pathway of self-effacement towards disinterested costly
service of the kingdom (Mt 5:2-12). “The fact and the coming of the reign of God calls for an

! Westerholm, Jesus and Scribal Authority, 76.
32 Witherington, Mark, 231.
33 Salyer, “Rhetoric, Purity, and Play”, 162.
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