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Editor’s Preface


Jesus of Nazareth remains the most important individual who has ever lived. Nobody else has had comparable influence over so many nations for so long. Nobody else has so affected art and literature, music and drama. Nobody else can remotely match his record in the liberation, the healing and the education of mankind. Nobody else has attracted such a multitude not only of followers but of worshippers.

And nobody else has been subjected to such intense and prolonged critical study. After more than two hundred years of detailed examination and argument, many of the critical issues remain astonishingly open. The high-water mark of scepticism has receded somewhat. It is no longer assumed without question that nothing orthodox can be true. But certain emphases, methodologies and presuppositions, common in New Testament studies, are widely held to militate against the reliability of the picture of Jesus presented to us by the documents. There is a rumour abroad that in these days of redaction criticism it is neither proper nor necessary to ask what actually happened, and that the Jesus of history is indistinguishable behind the Christ of faith. This series will address itself to the task of re-examining Jesus.

During the 1970s Hodder put out a series of books on controversial issues within the Christian religion. They were published in various countries, and were written by a variety of authors who were united in the belief that good scholarship and orthodox belief were not incompatible. During the 1980s the same publishers hope to produce a comparable series concentrating on the supremely controversial storm-centre of Christianity, Jesus Christ himself. Various aspects of the Jesus story will be looked at: his teaching, his example, his death and resurrection, his uniqueness. In this, the first volume of the series, Dr. F. F. Bruce, recently retired as Rylands Professor of Biblical Criticism and Exegesis at Manchester, and one of the most distinguished of British New Testament scholars, has set the tone to which other writers in the series will aspire. His book is characterised by clarity, honesty, scholarship, intelligibility and faith.

Those who have heard Professor Bruce answer questions, without a note, on the most abstruse New Testament problems will be delighted that he has agreed to tackle seventy of the most difficult sayings of Jesus. I know of no book like this, and I am confident that it will reach a very wide circle of readers. The considered fruits of his research and reflection will afford both understanding and confidence to many, and will bring the person of Jesus into clearer focus for every reader.

Michael Green









Author’s Preface


When Michael Green, in his friendly and persuasive way, invited me to contribute to this series and allowed me a choice of titles, I told him I would play for safety and opt for The Hard Sayings of Jesus. What I meant by “playing for safety” was, I think, that this subject would confine me mainly to exposition, an exercise in which I feel comfortably at home.

I quickly found that the exposition of the hard sayings of Jesus is a difficult and responsible task; yet I am glad that I undertook it, for it has proved specially rewarding. His yoke is easy and his burden is light, but his sayings are often hard because they run counter to well-entrenched presuppositions and traditional assumptions about life and human relations. When they are hard for this reason, I hope I have not made them easier, for that would be to obscure their meaning. But the exposition of seventy of his sayings in the following pages may help readers to see what the main emphases of his teaching were.

F. F. B.









Introduction


Many of those who listened to Jesus during his public ministry found some of his sayings “hard”, and said so. Many of those who read his sayings today, or hear them read in church, also find them hard, but do not always think it fitting to say so.

Our Lord’s sayings were all of a piece with his actions and with his way of life in general. The fewer preconceptions we bring from outside to the reading of the Gospels, the more clearly shall we see him as he really was. It is all too easy to believe in a Jesus who is largely a construction of our own imagination – an inoffensive person whom no one would really trouble to crucify. But the Jesus whom we meet in the Gospels, far from being an inoffensive person, gave offence right and left. Even his loyal followers found him, at times, thoroughly disconcerting. He upset all established notions of religious propriety. He spoke of God in terms of intimacy which sounded like blasphemy. He seemed to enjoy the most questionable company. He set out with open eyes on a road which, in the view of “sensible” people, was bound to lead to disaster.

But in those who were not put off by him he created a passionate love and allegiance which death could not destroy. They knew that in him they had found the way of acceptance, peace of conscience, life that was life indeed. More than that: in him they came to know God himself in a new way; here was the life of God being lived out in a real human life, and communicating itself through him to them. And there are many people today who meet Jesus, not in Galilee and Judaea but in the gospel record, and become similarly aware of his powerful attractiveness, entering into the same experience as those who made a positive response to him when he was on earth.

One reason for the complaint that Jesus’s sayings were hard was that he made his hearers think. For some people thinking is a difficult and uncomfortable exercise, especially when it involves the critical reappraisal of firmly held prejudices and convictions, or the challenging of the current consensus of opinion. Any utterance, therefore, which invites them to engage in this kind of thinking is a hard saying. Many of Jesus’s sayings were hard in this sense. They suggested that it would be good to reconsider things that every reasonable person accepted. In a world where the race was to the swift and the battle to the strong, where the prizes of life went to the pushers and the go-getters, it was preposterous to congratulate the unassertive types and tell them that they would inherit the earth or, better still, possess the kingdom of heaven. Perhaps the beatitudes were, and are, the hardest of Jesus’s sayings.

For the Western world today the hardness of many of Jesus’s sayings is all the greater because we live in a different culture from that in which they were uttered, and speak a different language from his. He appears to have spoken Aramaic for the most part, but with few exceptions his Aramaic words have not been preserved. His words have come down to us in a translation, and that translation – the Greek of the Gospels – has to be retranslated into our own language. But when the linguistic problems have been resolved as far as possible and we are confronted by his words in what is called a “dynamically equivalent” version – that is, a version which aims at producing the same effect in us as the original words produced in their first hearers – the removal of one sort of difficulty may result in the raising of another.

For to us there are two kinds of hard saying: there are some which are hard to understand and there are some which are only too easy to understand. When sayings of Jesus which are hard in the former sense are explained in dynamically equivalent terms, then they are likely to become hard in the latter sense. Mark Twain spoke for many when he said that the things in the Bible that bothered him were not those that he did not understand but those that he did understand. This is particularly true of the sayings of Jesus. The better we understand them, the harder they are to take. (Perhaps, similarly, this is why some religious people show such hostility to modern versions of the Bible: these versions make the meaning plain, and the plain meaning is unacceptable.)

If the following pages explain the hard sayings of Jesus in such a way as to make them more acceptable, less challenging, then the probability is that the explanation is wrong. Jesus did not go about mouthing pious platitudes; had he done so, he would not have made as many enemies as he did. “The common people heard him gladly”, we are told – more gladly, at any rate, than members of the religious establishment did – but even among the common people many were disillusioned when he turned out not to be the kind of leader they hoped he would be.

Apart from the one archetypal hard saying with which our collection starts, all the sayings treated here come from the synoptic Gospels. The Gospel of John has hard sayings in plenty, but they have a character of their own, and to deal with them would call for another volume of the same dimensions as this.

The view of the interrelatedness of the synoptic Gospels taken in this work does not greatly affect the exposition of the hard sayings, but it will be as well to state briefly here what that view is. It is that the Gospel of Mark provided Matthew and Luke with one of their major sources; that Matthew and Luke shared another common source, an arrangement of sayings of Jesus set in a brief narrative framework (not unlike the arrangement of the prophetic books of the Old Testament); and that each of the synoptic evangelists had access also to sources of information not used by the others.1 It helps at times to see how one evangelist understood his predecessor by recasting or amplifying his wording.

Some of the sayings appear in different contexts in different Gospels. On this it is often said that Jesus must not be thought incapable of repeating himself. This is freely conceded: he may well have used a pithy saying on a variety of occasions. There is no reason to suppose that he said “He who has ears to hear, let him hear”, or “Many are called, but few are chosen”, once only. But there are occasions when a saying, indicated by comparative study to have been spoken in one particular set of circumstances, is assigned to different contexts by different evangelists or different sources. There are other principles of arrangement than the purely chronological: one writer may group a number of sayings together because they deal with the same subject-matter or have the same literary form; another, because they have a common keyword (like the sayings about fire and salt in Mark 9:43–50).

Where there is reason to think that an evangelist has placed a saying in a topical rather than a chronological setting, it can be interesting to try to decide what its chronological setting in the ministry of Jesus probably was. For example, it has been suggested that the saying “You are Peter”, which Matthew (alone of the synoptic evangelists) includes in the report of Jesus’s interchange with the disciples at Caesarea Philippi (see p. 139), may have belonged chronologically to another occasion, such as Jesus’s appearance to Peter in resurrection. Even more speculative is the interpretation of some of the sayings as words of Jesus spoken not during his public ministry but later, through the mouth of a prophet in the early church. It has been thought best in this work not to engage in such speculation but to treat the sayings primarily in the contexts provided for them by the evangelists.

Again, this does not seem to be the place for an enquiry into the question whether the sayings examined are authentic sayings of Jesus or not. To help students in answering such a question some scholars have formulated “criteria of authenticity” for application to the sayings recorded in the Gospels. One scholar, who attached great importance to these criteria, told me a few years ago that he had concluded that among all the sayings ascribed to Jesus in the Gospels, only six, or at most eight, could be accepted as undoubtedly his. The reader of this work will realise that it is written from a less sceptical viewpoint than that. Let this be said, however: the fact that a saying is hard is no ground for suspecting that Jesus did not say it. On the contrary, the harder it is, the more likely it is to be genuine.

The second volume of the Encyclopaedia Biblica, published in 1901, contained a long and important entry on “Gospels” by a Swiss scholar, P. W. Schmiedel. In the course of this he listed a number of sayings of Jesus and other passages which, to his mind, ran so much counter to the conception of Jesus which quickly became conventional in the Church that no one could be thought to have invented them. He therefore regarded their authenticity as beyond dispute and proposed to treat them as “the foundation-pillars for a truly scientific life of Jesus”. Several of them will come up for inspection in the following pages for, whether in Schmiedel’s sense or otherwise, they are certainly hard sayings.

The biblical version most frequently quoted in this work is the Revised Standard Version. It is for the most part in the wording of the Authorised (King James) Version that the sayings studied have acquired the status of “hard sayings”, and the RSV wording is sufficiently close to that of the AV to retain the same element of “hardness”. A version like the New English Bible sometimes removes one hardness to replace it by another.

In the interpretation of the sayings quoted I am, of course, indebted to many other interpreters. Some acknowledgment of my indebtedness is made in the following pages. There is one interpreter, however, to whom I am conscious of a special debt: that is the late Professor T. W. Manson, particularly in respect of his two works The Teaching of Jesus2 and The Sayings of Jesus.3 From the latter of these works I take leave to borrow words which will supply a fitting conclusion to this introduction:


It will simplify the discussion if we admit the truth at the outset: that the teaching of Jesus is difficult and unacceptable because it runs counter to those elements in human nature which the twentieth century has in common with the first – such things as laziness, greed, the love of pleasure, the instinct to hit back and the like. The teaching as a whole shows that Jesus was well aware of this and recognised that here and nowhere else lay the obstacle that had to be surmounted.4
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Chapter
1
Eating the Flesh and Drinking the Blood of the Son of Man




“Truly, truly, I say to you, unless you eat the flesh of the Son of man and drink his blood, you have no life in you” (John 6:53)






This was the original hard saying: as John reports, “many of his disciples, when they heard it, said, ‘This is a hard saying; who can listen to it?’” (John 6:60). The implication is that they not only found it difficult to understand, but suspected that, if they did understand it, they would find it unacceptable. The NEB expresses a different nuance by its rendering: “This is more than we can stomach! Why listen to such talk?” That implies that they thought Jesus was talking nonsense, and that it was a waste of time listening to it; but that is probably not what John means.

The feeding of the five thousand is one of the few incidents in the ministry of Jesus recorded by all four evangelists. The narrative of Mark 6:31–52 (including the sequel in which Jesus came walking to his disciples across the water) is reproduced substantially in Matthew 14:13–33 and (without the walking on the water) in Luke 9:10–17. John tells the story independently (together with the walking on the water) in John 6:1–21.

In the synoptic Gospels we get the impression that there was more in the feeding of the multitude than met the eye at the time or meets the reader’s eye today. Mark in particular makes it plain that the feeding was intended to teach the disciples a lesson which they failed to learn, and that Jesus was surprised at their failure. When Jesus had joined them in the boat on their way back to the other side of the lake of Galilee, and the strong head wind which had made progress so difficult for them stopped blowing, then, says Mark, “they were utterly astounded, for they did not understand about the loaves, but their hearts were hardened” (Mark 6:51–52). “Their hearts were hardened” means “their minds were closed”, as the NEB puts it: they were too obtuse to take the lesson in, and the lesson evidently had something to do with the person of their Master.

But the further meaning which lies beneath the surface of the synoptic record is brought up above the surface by John and spelt out in detail. He does this in the form of an address given by Jesus shortly afterwards in the synagogue at Capernaum. The subject of the discourse is the bread of life. It has been suggested that on that sabbath day one of the scripture lessons in the synagogue was Exodus 16:13–36 or Numbers 11:4–9, which tell of the manna, the bread from heaven with which the Israelites were fed during their wilderness wanderings. At any rate, this is the subject with which the address begins.

The manna which their ancestors ate in the wilderness, Jesus tells his hearers, was not the food of immortality: those who ate it died nevertheless – some sooner, some later. Similarly, the bread with which he had recently fed the multitude was but material bread. They wished to make him their leader because he had given them that bread, but really he had come to give them better bread than that. Just as he had offered the Samaritan woman at Jacob’s well better water than that in the well, the eternally satisfying water of life, so now he offers these Galileans better bread than the loaves with which the five thousand had been fed, better bread even than the manna which their forefathers had eaten, “the food which endures to eternal life”. The manna might be called bread from heaven, even the bread of God; but the true “bread of God is that which comes down from heaven, and gives life to the world” (John 6:27–34). Not only so, but God has one authorised and certified agent to bestow this life-giving bread: that is the Son of man, Jesus himself. So far, so good: as the Samaritan woman, hearing of the water of life, said, “Sir, give me this water, that I may not thirst” (John 4:15), so now Jesus’s present hearers say, “Sir, give us this bread always.”

This sets the stage for the next step of the lesson. Jesus not only gives the bread of life; he is the bread of life. True life, eternal life, is to be had in him alone: “he who comes to me shall not hunger, and he who believes in me shall never thirst” (John 6:35). Indeed, not only will those who come to him in faith find in him perpetual sustenance and refreshment for their souls” hunger and thirst; they will never die. “I am the living bread which came down from heaven; any one who eats of this bread will live for ever; and the bread which I shall give for the life of the world is my flesh” (John 6:51).

Now the lesson really begins to be hard. Anyone who has the advantage of reading these words in the context of the whole Gospel of John knows what their purport is. To believe in Christ is not only to give credence to what he says: it is to be united to him by faith, to participate in his life. Up to a point, his words about giving his flesh for the life of the world are paralleled in Mark 10:45, where he speaks of the Son of man as coming “to give his life a ransom for many”. In the language which Jesus spoke “my flesh” could be another way of saying “myself”: he himself is the bread given for the life of the world. But the saying in Mark 10:45 makes no reference to the Son of man as food for the souls of the “many”; this is an additional emphasis, and one which leaves the synagogue congregation out of its depth.

On the lips of people who felt out of their depth, the question “How can this man give us his flesh to eat?” (John 6:52) was a natural one. But it is John’s practice when recording Jesus’s discourses or conversations to quote words which have a spiritual meaning and then make the hearers show by their response that they have failed to grasp that meaning; Jesus is thus given an opportunity to repeat his words more fully. So here he repeats himself more fully in reply to the congregation’s bewilderment: “he who eats my flesh and drinks my blood has eternal life, and I will raise him up at the last day. For my flesh is food indeed, and my blood is drink indeed. He who eats my flesh and drinks my blood abides in me, and I in him” (John 6:54–56).

What could he mean? Plainly his language was not to be taken literally: he was not advocating cannibalism. But how was it to be taken? It was not only obscure, they thought: it was offensive. For Jews the drinking of any blood, even the eating of flesh from which the blood had not been completely drained, was taboo. But drinking the blood of a human being was an idea which ought not even to be mentioned. This was a hard saying in more senses than one.

Jesus answered their protest by pointing out that his words were to be understood spiritually. “It is the spirit that gives life, the flesh is of no avail” (John 6:63). The physical or literal meaning of the words was plainly ruled out. But what was the spiritual meaning?

Again the reader of this Gospel, viewing these words in the context of the whole work, has an advantage over the first hearers, who had no such explanatory context. What we have in Jesus’s strange language is a powerful metaphor stating that a share in the life of God, eternal life, is granted to those who in faith come to Jesus, appropriate him, enter into union with him. On this let two doctors of the Church be heard: Augustine of Hippo (at the end of the fourth century) and Bernard of Clairvaux (twelfth century).

The hard saying cannot be taken literally, says Augustine, since it would seem to be enjoining a crime or a vice: “it is therefore a figure, bidding us communicate in the sufferings of our Lord, and secretly and profitably treasure in our hearts the fact that his flesh was crucified and pierced for us.”1 Elsewhere he sums the matter up in an epigram: Crede et manducasti, “Believe, and thou hast eaten.”2

Bernard expounds the words “he who eats my flesh and drinks my blood has eternal life” as meaning: “He who reflects on my death, and after my example mortifies his members which are on earth, has eternal life – in other words, ‘If you suffer with me, you will also reign with me.’”3

The question is naturally raised: What relation do these words of Jesus bear to the communion service, in which believers receive bread and wine as tokens of the body and blood of the Lord? Since John, unlike the other evangelists, does not record the institution of the Holy Communion, it could be said that this discourse represents his counterpart to their accounts of what Jesus did and said in the upper room when he gave his disciples the bread and the cup (see pp. 236–9). In the discourse of John 6 Jesus is not making a direct reference to the Holy Communion, but this discourse conveys the same truth in words as the Holy Communion conveys in action. This truth is summed up in the invitation extended to the communicant in the Book of Common Prayer: “Take and eat this in remembrance that Christ died for thee, and feed on him in thy heart by faith with thanksgiving.” To feed on Christ in one’s heart by faith with thanksgiving is to “eat the flesh of the Son of man and drink his blood” and so have eternal life. (On the phrase “the Son of man” see pp. 27, 246.)









Chapter
2
The Son of Man Forgiving Sins




“The Son of man has authority on earth to forgive sins” (Mark 2:10)






When the four friends of the paralysed man broke through the roof of the house in Capernaum where Jesus was teaching, and lowered him on his pallet at Jesus’s feet, Jesus appreciated their faith and determination and healed the man. But before he told the man to pick up his pallet and walk out with it, he said to him, “My son, your sins are forgiven” (Mark 2:5). Nothing is said of the cause of the man’s paralysis, but Jesus evidently recognised that the first thing he needed was the assurance that his sins were forgiven. If this assurance were accepted, the physical cure would follow.

His words to the paralysed man constituted a hard saying in the ears of some of the bystanders. Who was this to pronounce forgiveness of sins? To forgive injuries that one has received oneself is a religious duty, but sins are committed against God, and therefore God alone may forgive them. One may say to a sinner, “May God forgive you”; but by what authority can one say to him, “Your sins are forgiven”? Probably Jesus’s critics would have agreed that a duly authorised spokesman of God might, in the words of the General Absolution, “declare and pronounce to his people, being penitent, the absolution and remission of their sins”; but they did not acknowledge Jesus as such a duly authorised spokesman, nor was there any evidence, so far as they could see, that repentance was forthcoming or that an appropriate sin-offering had been presented to God. It was the note of authority in Jesus’s voice as he pronounced forgiveness that gave chief offence to them: he imposed no conditions, called for no amendment of life, but spoke as though his bare word ensured the divine pardon. He was really arrogating to himself the prerogative of God, they thought.

How could Jesus give evidence of his authority to forgive sins? They could not see sins being forgiven, but they could see the effect of Jesus’s further words in the man’s response. It is easy to say “Your sins are forgiven”, because no one can ordinarily see whether sins are forgiven or not. But if one tells a paralysed man to get up and walk, the words will quickly be shown to be empty words if nothing happens. “So,” said Jesus to his critics, “that you may know that the Son of man has authority on earth to forgive sins,” and then, addressing himself to the paralytic, “rise, take up your pallet, and go home.” When the paralytic did just that, Jesus’s power as a healer was confirmed – but more than that, it was the assurance that his sins were forgiven that enabled the man to do what a moment previously would have been impossible, so Jesus’s authority to forgive sins was confirmed at the same time.

This is the first occurrence of the designation “the Son of man” in Mark’s Gospel, and one of the two occurrences in his Gospel to be located before Peter confessed Jesus to be the Christ at Caesarea Philippi (the other being the statement in Mark 2:28 that the Son of man is lord of the sabbath; see p. 34). “The Son of man” was apparently Jesus’s favourite way of referring to himself (see pp. 34, 154). Sometimes the “one like a son of man” who receives supreme authority in Daniel’s vision of the day of judgment (Dan. 7:13–14) may provide the background to Jesus’s use of the expression (see p. 246), but that son of man is authorised to execute judgment rather than to pronounce forgiveness (one may compare John 5:27, where the Father has given the Son “authority to execute judgment, because he is son of man”). Here, however, the expression more probably points to Jesus as the representative man – “the Proper Man, whom God himself hath bidden”. This is how Matthew appears to have understood it: he concludes his account of the incident by saying that the crowds that saw it “glorified God, who had given such authority to men” – that is, to human beings (Matt. 9:8). The authority so given is exercised by Jesus as the representative man – or, as Paul was later to put it, the “last Adam” (1 Cor. 15:45). To pronounce, and bestow, forgiveness of sins is the highest prerogative of God, and this he has shared with the Son of man.









Chapter
3
Not the Righteous but Sinners




“I came not to call the righteous, but sinners” (Mark 2:17)






Nineteen centuries and more of gospel preaching and New Testament reading have familiarised us with the idea that Jesus’s ministry was specially directed to sinners – not simply to sinners in the sense in which most people will admit that “we are all sinners”, but sinners in the sense that their lives offended the accepted moral code of their community. “The saying is sure and worthy of full acceptance, that Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners” (1 Tim. 1:15); this is a great gospel text, and if the writer goes on to speak of himself as first and foremost among sinners, that serves to underline his claim on the saving grace of Christ. But during the ministry of Jesus it gave great offence to many respectable people that a religious teacher as he was should have so little regard for what was expected of him as to consort with those who were no better than they should be. “If this man were a prophet,” said Simon the Pharisee to himself, when Jesus allowed a woman of doubtful reputation to touch him, “he would have known. . . what sort of woman this is who is touching him, for she is a sinner” (Luke 7:39). But Jesus knew perfectly well what sort of woman she was, and for that very reason would not prevent her from paying him such embarrassing attention (see p. 80).

Among all the traditional designations of Jesus, probably none is more heart-warming than “the friend of sinners”. But this designation was first given to him by way of criticism: “a glutton and a drunkard,” they said, “a friend of tax collectors and sinners!” (Luke 7:34) – tax-collectors occupying the lowest rung on the ladder of respectability, matched only by harlots. It was not that he tolerated such people, as though he did them a favour by taking notice of them, de haut en bas: he gave the impression that he liked their company, that he even preferred it; he did not condemn them but encouraged them to feel at home with him. “This man receives sinners”, the scribes said by way of complaint; and more than that, he actually “eats with them” (Luke 15:2). To accept invitations to a meal in the homes of such people, to enjoy table-fellowship with them – that was the most emphatic way of declaring his unity with them. No wonder this gave offence to those who, sometimes with considerable painstaking, had kept to the path of sound morality. If a man is known by the company he keeps, Jesus was simply asking to be known as the friend of the ne’er-do-wells, the dregs of society. And would not many religious people today react in exactly the same way?

On one occasion when Jesus had accepted a dinner invitation in the home of one of these disreputable people, his disciples were approached by the scribes. The disciples were included in the invitation, but some of them may have had misgivings. “Why does he eat with tax collectors and sinners?” they were asked. But Jesus interposed with the answer. “It is sick people, not healthy people, who need the doctor,” he said; “it is sinners, not righteous people, that I came to call” (Mark 2:17). To call means to invite: he had accepted their invitation, but they received an invitation from him – to take and enjoy the loving mercy of the heavenly Father. It is inevitable that the “ninety-nine righteous persons who need no repentance” (Luke 15:7) should feel that too much fuss is made over sinners (see p. 170), but since the gospel is for sinners first and foremost – indeed, for sinners only – it cannot be otherwise.

These words of Jesus are reproduced by the two other synoptic evangelists (Matt. 9:13; Luke 5:32), but Luke adds a short explanatory gloss: “I have not come to call the righteous, but sinners to repentance.” Repentance figures more frequently in Luke’s Gospel than in the other two (it does not figure at all in the Gospel of John). It has sometimes been suggested that Luke’s addition betrays a misunderstanding on his part, but this is not really so. If repentance in the teaching of Jesus implies change of character rather than reformation of behaviour,1 then Jesus believed in dealing with the root of the disease and not merely with the symptoms. And the root could be dealt with effectively only by the practical assurance and demonstration of outgoing, self-giving love.









Chapter
4
The Sabbath for Man




“The sabbath was made for man, not man for the sabbath; so the Son of man is lord even of the sabbath” (Mark 2:27–28)






This is the second occurrence of the designation “the Son of man” in Mark’s Gospel – one of the two occurrences which he places before the Caesarea Philippi incident. (For the first see p. 26.) The words were the conclusion of Jesus’s reply to those who criticised his disciples for plucking ears of grain as they walked through the fields one sabbath and then (according to Luke 6:1) eating the grain when they had rubbed the ears in their hands to separate the kernel from the husk. Harmless enough actions, it might be supposed today (unless the owner of the crop complained that he was being robbed), but plucking the ears was technically regarded by the interpreters of the law as a form of reaping, and rubbing them to extract the kernel as a form of grinding, and reaping and grinding were two kinds of work that were forbidden on the sabbath. Probably, in addition to the expressed criticism of the disciples, there was an implied criticism of Jesus for allowing them to break the law in this way.

Jesus first invoked a precedent: in an emergency David had been permitted by the priest in charge of the sanctuary at Nob (perhaps on Mount Scopus, near Jerusalem) to have some of the holy bread (the “shewbread” or “bread of the [divine] presence”) for himself and his followers to eat, although it was laid down in the law that none but priests should eat it (1 Sam. 21:1–6). The point of Jesus’s argument here seems to be that human need takes priority over ceremonial law; it is relevant to recall that in traditional interpretation (though not in the Old Testament text) the incident from the life of David took place on a sabbath (the day when, according to Leviticus 24:8–9, the old bread was to be removed, to be eaten by “Aaron and his sons. . . in a holy place”, and replaced by new bread, “set in order before the Lord”).

But Jesus went on to invoke an earlier and higher precedent (see p. 45). The sabbath was instituted by God; what was God’s purpose in instituting it? If that can be discovered, then the sabbath law is best kept when God’s purpose in giving it is best fulfilled. In Genesis 2:2–3, God is said to have “rested” on the seventh day when he had finished the creative work of the six preceding days, so he “blessed the seventh day and hallowed it”. The Hebrew verb translated “rest” is shābath, which is given here as the explanation of the word “sabbath” (Hebrew shabbāth). Neither Jesus nor his critics thought that God needed to rest on the seventh day because he was tired after a hard week’s work. He “ceased” or “desisted” from his work. Why, then, did he “bless” the sabbath day and “hallow” it? Not for his own sake, but for the sake of his creatures who, he knew, would certainly need to rest after a hard week’s work. This is implied in the Genesis narrative itself. The fourth commandment, in the form which it is given in Exodus 20:8–11, bids the Israelites sanctify the seventh day by refraining from work, because God sanctified it by ceasing from his work after the six days of creation. But in the form which this commandment is given in Deuteronomy 5:12–15 it is made explicitly clear that the sabbath was given for the sake of those who need to rest after hard work: “that your manservant and your maidservant may rest as well as you”.

The sabbath day was instituted, then, to meet a human need, and the day is best sanctified when human need is met on it. Expositors regularly quote as a parallel the words of Rabbi Simeon ben Menasya preserved in a rabbinical commentary on Exodus 31:14: “The sabbath is delivered to you; you are not delivered to the sabbath.”1

But the real problem of Jesus’s saying is the significance of the “so” or “so that” introducing the next words: “the Son of man is lord even of the sabbath”. How does it follow from the fact that the sabbath was made for man that the Son of man is lord of the sabbath? In one way, this would not have been so much of a problem for those who first heard Jesus speak the words. Since “man” was regularly expressed in Aramaic by the idiom “son of man”, the literal translation of the saying would have been: “The sabbath was made for the son of man, not the son of man for the sabbath; so the son of man is lord even of the sabbath.” The question that would rise in the hearers” minds was: “In what sense is the son of man lord of the sabbath? Does he mean that humanity in general is lord of the sabbath?” This question confronts us too, but we have a further question to think about: why did Mark use the simple noun “man” (human being, or the human race) in the first two clauses, but the locution “the Son of man” in the third? He must have intended the subject of the third clause to mean something more than man in general. If so, what was that something more? Jesus probably meant that he who is lord of the sabbath, he who has the sovereign authority to interpret the sabbath law in accordance with the divine purpose in instituting it, is the representative man, and that is the role which he now discharges. Since the sabbath was made for man, he whom God has ordained to be man’s representative before him is authorised to dispose of the sabbath at his own discretion.
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