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comments of style and content. Shaughan Daniel gathered valuable research 
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Finally I should like to thank my parents-in-law in Esslingen, Eva Schwarz 
and the late Pfarrer Hans Schwarz, who provided me with warm hospitality 
during my research visits. To my wife, Gisela, gratitude beyond words for 
sustaining companionship and patience. 
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Introduction 

In the present study I am concerned with Jesus' attitude towards Torah as it 
is presented in the gospels. The aim is not to homogenise disparate material 
into a single picture, but to consider the various ways in which each individual 
gospel depicts this attitude. This aim belongs within a broader interest which 
includes the traditions which lie behind the gospels and, ultimately, what we 
can retrieve about the attitude of the historical Jesus himself. But these are 
not the subject of the present investigation. Its focus is on the gospels 
themselves. Each portrays, directly or indirectly, an image of Jesus' attitude 
towards Torah. 

I have chosen to include within my consideration, not only the Gospels of 
Matthew, Mark, Luke and John, but also the hypothetical document Q, as 
reconstructed by the SBL International Q Project,1 the Coptic Gospel of 
Thomas and fragments of Gospels or significant additional material relevant 
to the theme found in some Gospel manuscripts (notably Luke 6:5D and 
John 7:53 - 8:11). In this I assume that both Q and Mark were sources for 
Matthew and Luke. 

In using the word, attitude, in this investigation, I am referring to an 
assessment of the tendencies reflected in the received material. This is far 
from a reconstruction of the inner attitude of the historical Jesus or of the 
mind of a tradition bearer or even that of an evangelist about such an attitude. 
Such inner thoughts are not available to the historian and difficult enough to 
assess even during someone's lifetime. This study must operate within the 
limitations which are inevitable for the historian. It will seek, therefore, to 
investigate only the attitude reflected in the preserved material. Nevertheless 
I shall assume some coherence between what an author writes and what the 
author intends and consequently I ask the reader's indulgence that, to avoid 
clumsy qualifications, I resort to the shorthand of speaking, for example, of 
Matthew's attitude or the attitude of Matthew's Jesus. 

Torah may be defined as the Law of Moses, preserved in the Pentateuch. 

1 J. M. Robinson et al., "The International Q Project," JBL 109 (1990), pp. 499-501 ; 
110(1991) ,pp . 494-498 ; 111 (1992) ,pp . 500-508; 112 (1993), pp. 500-506; 113 (1994), 
pp. 495-500 ; 114 (1995), pp. 475-485 . 
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Such a definition is however both too narrow and too broad.2 We might also 
speak of Jesus' attitude towards his own culture and religion. Mostly the 
concern of our study is with the laws and provisions within the Pentateuch, 
seen as a whole. While there may be slight variations from gospel to gospel, 
the Law is commonly understood to be the Mosaic Law enshrined in the 
Pentateuch. That Law presents itself as the expression of God's will. It 
demands to be applied and to be obeyed and forms the basis of Jewish identity 
as the people of God. 

Research over the past two decades has underlined the diversity of pre-70 
Judaism.3 This diversity relates, in particular, to attitudes of various groups 
towards Torah. It is no longer meaningful to speak simply of three or four 
parties, Sadducees, Pharisees, Essenes and Zealots, or to make sharp 
distinctions between Palestinian and Diaspora Judaism. Simplistic 
ideological portrayals of Judaism as a religion of self righteousness no longer 
stand. Nor is it possible to presume that later rabbinic writings necessarily 
reflect the Judaism of the first century or that its attributions necessarily 
reflect historical reality. 

The diverse Judaisms were mostly united in commitment to Torah, but 
both in extent and in interpretation there was wide variety. Pentateuchal 
laws were central, but each group had both its additions and its interpretations, 
although often the difference between these was obscured. For instance, the 
author of l lQTemple will have seen himself as faithful to Torah, despite 
radical revisions and rewriting of the Pentateuchal laws. Any attempt to 

2 See the discussion in P. S. Alexander, "Jewish Law in the Time of Jesus: Towards a 
Clarification of the Problem," in Law and Religion. Essays on the Place of the Law in 
Israel and Early Christianity, edited by B. Lindars, (Cambridge: Clarke, 1988), pp. 4 4 -
58; K. Müller, "Gesetz und Gesetzeserfüllung im Frühjudentum," in Das Gesetz im Neuen 
Testament, edi ted by K. Ker te lge , (Freiburg: Herder, 1986), pp. 11-27; K. Müller , 
"Beobachtungen zum Verhältnis von Tora und Halacha in frühjüdischen Quellen," in Jesus 
und das jüdische Gesetz, edited by I. Broer, (Stuttgart: Kohlhammer, 1992), pp. 105-134; 
P. Richardson and S. Westerholm, Law in Religious Communities in the Roman Period. 
The Debate over Torah and Nomos in Post-Biblical Judaism and Early Christianity, Studies 
in Christianity and Judaism 4, (Waterloo: Wilfred Laurier Univ. Pr., 1991). 

3 See the works listed in the previous note and also Early Judaism and its Modern 
Interpreters, edited by R. A. Kraft and G. W. E. Nickelsburg, (Atlanta: Scholars, 1986); E. 
P. Sanders, Paul and Palestinian Judaism, (London: SCM, 1977); Jewish Law from Jesus 
to the Mishnah, (London: SCM; Philadelphia: Trinity, 1990); Judaism: Practice and Belief 
63 BCE-66CE, (London: SCM; Philadelphia: Trinity, 1992); J. Neusner, Judaism: The 
Evidence of the Mishnah, (Chicago: Univ. of Chicago Pr., 1981); Judaism in the Beginning 
of Christianity, (London: SPCK, 1984); Judaic Law from Jesus to the Mishnah. A 
Systematic Reply to Professor E. P. Sanders, South Florida Studies in the History of Judaism 
84, (Atlanta: Scholars, 1993); M. Hengel and R. Deines, "E. P. Sanders' 'Common Judaism' , 
Jesus, and the Pharisees," JTS 46 (1995), pp. 1-70. 
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investigate the various images in the gospels of Jesus' attitude towards the 
Law must take this diversity into account. It will simply not do, for instance, 
to interpret the antitheses forbidding divorce and remarriage or oaths in 
Matthew's Sermon on the Mount as necessarily expressing an attitude of 
sovereignty over, let alone, rejection of Torah, when such champions of Torah 
interpretation as the writer of the Damascus Document and the Essenes could 
make similar claims. 

The present research is timely in the light of these advances in our 
understanding of Judaism. It also comes at a time when New Testament 
scholarship has been revisiting the issue of the 'partings of the ways' with 
great vigour. The revised appreciation of Judaism has produced a plethora 
of new works on Paul, especially, on Paul and the Law. Beside these, there 
is a growing body of research focusing on the diversity within early 
Christianity of responses to Judaism and to Torah. The two are not identical; 
or, at least, that is one of the issues. Related is the attitude to and use of 
scriptures. This study, while taking into account the wider issues of relations 
between Christians (Jews and Gentiles) and Jews (other Jews), and of the 
use of scripture, focuses more narrowly on one particular aspect of the debate: 
how did people portray Jesus' attitude towards the Law? 

The issue has been the subject of study from a variety of perspectives. 
Rather than review these contributions here, I shall deal with them directly 
in relation to the different gospels. A number of studies have emerged recently 
which investigate attitudes towards Torah in individual gospels. These 
include Sariola on Mark (1990);4 Wilson (1983),5 Klinghardt (1988)6 and 
Salo (1991)7 on Luke; Pancaro (1975)8 and Kotila (1988)9 on John. Apart 
from Barth's treatment (I960),10 most treatments of the theme in Matthew 

4 H. Sariola, Markus und das Gesetz. Eine redaktionsgeschichtliche Untersuchung, 
Annales Academiae Scientiarum Fennicae Dissertationes Humanarum Litterarum, 
(Helsinki: Suomalainen Tiedeakatemia, 1990). 

5 S. G. Wilson, Luke and the Law, SNTSMS 50, (Cambridge: CUP, 1983). 
6 M. Klinghardt, Gesetz und Volk Gottes. Das lukanische Verständnis des Gesetzes, 

WUNT 32, (Tübingen: J. C. B. Mohr [Paul Siebeck], 1988). 
7 K. Salo, Luke 's Treatment of the Law. A Redaction-Critical Investigation, Annales 

Academiae Scientiarum Fennicae Dissertationes Humanarum Litterarum 57, (Helsinki: 
Suomalainen Tiedeakatemia, 1991). 

8 S. Pancaro, The Law in the Fourth Gospel. The Torah and the Gospel, Moses and 
Jesus, Judaism and Christianity according to John, SuppNovT 42, (Leiden: Brill, 1975). 

9 M. Kotila, Umstrittene Zeuge. Studien zur Stellung des Gesetzes in der johanneischen 
Theologiegeschichte, Annales Academiae Scientiarum Fennicae Dissertationes Humanarum 
Litterarum 48, (Helsinki: Suomalainen Tiedeakatemia, 1988). 

10 G. Barth, "Das Gesetzesverständnis des Evangelisten Matthäus," in G. Bornkamm, 
G. Barth, H. J. Held, Überlieferung und Auslegung im Matthäusevangelium WMANT 1, 
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belong within wider studies; for instance, those of Overman (1990)" and 
Saldarmi (1994).12 On Q the major treatment is that of Kosch (1989)13 and, 
apart from that, the articles by Tuckett (198 8)14 and Kloppenborg.15 There 
are no major treatments of the theme in Thomas and other so-called non-
canonical gospels. 

Beside these studies are a number which consider the three synoptic 
gospels. These include the work of Berger (1972),16 Hübner (1973),17 Banks 
(1975)18 and Vouga (1985).19 Berger's massive work (631pp.) deals with 
Mark and Markan parallels, but covers only the great commandments;the 
encounter with the rich man; the confrontation over corban and over the 
commandment to honour parents; and divorce; but offers a rich resource of 
non biblical parallel material. Hübner 's study is concerned with the 
development of the synoptic tradition and the extent to which in Matthew 
and Luke it shows signs of having been made to conform more to Torah. He 
limits his study to Matt 5:17-20; the Matthean antitheses; the sabbath 
controversies; and the purity controversy of Mark 7:1-23 and parallels. The 
study of Banks is more comprehensive in its treatment of the material, 
dividing it according to form: incidental sayings and actions; debates and 
controversies; and extended teaching. Banks's concern is with the historical 

(Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener, 1960, 2nd edn, 1970), pp. 54-154; English: G. Barth, 
"Matthew's Understanding of the Law," in G. Bornkamm, G. Barth, H. J. Held, Tradition 
and Interpretation in Matthew, (London: SCM, 1963, 2nd edn., 1982), pp. 58-164. 

11 J. A. Overman, Matthew s Gospel and Formative Judaism. The Social World of the 
Matthean Community, (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1990). 

12 A. J. Saldarini, Matthew s Christian-Jewish Community, (Chicago: Univ. of Chicago 
Pr., 1994). 

13 D. Kosch, Die eschatologische Tora des Menschensohnes: Untersuchungen zur 
Rezeption der Stellung Jesu zur Tora in Q, NovTest et OrbAnt 12, (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck 
und Ruprecht, 1989). 

14 C. M. Tuckett, "Q, the Law and Judaism," in Law and Religion. Essays on the 
Place of the Law in Israel and Early Christianity, edited by B. Lindars, (Cambridge: Clarke, 
1988), pp. 90-101. 

15 J. S. Kloppenborg, "Nomos and Ethos in Q," in Christian Origins and Christian 
Beginnings In Honor of James M. Robinson, edited by J. E. Goehring et al., (Sonoma: 
Polebridge, 1990), pp. 35-48. 

16 K. Berger, Die Gesetzesauslegung Jesu . Ihr historischer Hintergrund im Judentum 
und im Alten Testament. Teil I: Markus und ParallelenWMANT 40, (Neukirchen-Vluyn: 
Neukirchener, 1972). 

17 H. Hübner, Das Gesetz in der synoptischen Tradition, (Witten: Luther-Verlag, 1973; 
2nd edn., Göttingen: Vandenhoeck und Ruprecht, 1986). 

18 R. Banks, Jesus and the Law in the Synoptic Tradition, SNTSMS 28, (Cambridge: 
CUP, 1975). 

19 F. Vouga, Jesus et la Loi selon la Tradition synoptique, (Genève: Labor et Fides, 
1988). 
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Jesus and with arguing the dominant influence in the various traditions of 
the christological dimension, namely Jesus' independent authority. Vouga 
limits himself to six conflict stories (the two sabbath conflicts, and the 
episodes deal ing with purity, divorce, the rich man, and the great 
commandments) and the antitheses of the Sermon on the Mount. In each he 
is concerned to reconstruct tradition and identify redaction, but also to relate 
such reconstruction to stages in the development of early Christian 
communities (the conservative Jerusalem church, Jewish Christian Hellenistic 
itinerant missionaries, Palestinian Jewish Christian missionaries; and the 
Palestinian Jewish Christian apocalyptic movement). 

The procedure which I have followed in this book offers a significant 
alternative to the method followed by previous studies. I am convinced that 
it is not adequate to seek to identify the stance of a writing by dealing only 
with the more obvious passages where the Law comes into question. The 
way a writing portrays Jesus' attitude towards the Law is bound up with a 
number of other issues, not least, issues of authority and christology. It is 
also related to the way therelevant material functions within its narrative 
context. I shall, therefore, be considering each gospel sequentially; that is, I 
shall examine the way the issue of Jesus' attitude appears, disappears and 
reappears as the narrative unfolds. In doing so, some sections of the gospels 
will deserve closer attention than others because of their direct relation to 
the theme, but I shall treat them within the whole. By proceeding in this 
way I believe that the issues entailed in the work as a whole will become 
more visible. 

In the sequential analysis I shall seek to keep in mind the hearers and the 
way the text might have worked for them. In this I will not assume that all 
such hearers were hearing the story of Jesus for the first time, although for 
some this may have been the case. Nor, however, will I presume that hearers 
possessed a comprehensive map of intricate structural allusions. Instead, it 
seems reasonable to me to assume that hearers were, by and large, people 
who believed in Jesus, and had a basic grasp of his story. I assume therefore 
that they would not have been overwhelmed by novelty. At the first hearing 
or at least at subsequent hearings, they would have sensed patterns such as 
inclusios among and within episodes, and would have picked up common 
themes within larger narrative contexts. Approaching the narrative as a whole 
and in larger sequences of episodes enables one to come to a closer 
understanding of both how hearers might have sensed the image of Jesus 
being portrayed and how the author might have intended to portray it. 

In discussing hearers I have already alluded to the possibility that at times 
there may have been non believers among them. More complicated is the 
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question whether the hearers were Jews or Gentiles. For instance, while 
Mark's explanations in 7:3-4 imply Gentiles in the audience, to what extent 
in relating the story of the woman with a flow of blood or Jesus' excursion 
to Gerasa, does he assume an appreciation of Jewish attitudes towards purity 
issues among his hearers? On this depends, in part, our picture of Mark's 
understanding of Jesus' attitude towards Torah. Such issues will be significant 
in evaluating each of the gospels. 

In each chapter I shall first identify overall issues raised by previous 
research, proceed to a sequential analysis, and finally return to a conclusion 
which seeks to synthesise findings in relation to that particular gospel. The 
conclusions in relation to single writings will not be repeated again in the 
final chapter, except in brief overview. Rather there I shall interrelate these 
conclusions and raise issues which emerge for understanding the development 
of the tradition and the question of the attitude of the historical Jesus. 

This work is deliberately an overview. It has not been possible to address 
the many individual issues of interpretation in detail, though I have sought 
to take all such issues into account in developing a picture of the whole. 
Inevitably the wide ranging character of the work has meant I have had to 
live with the frustration of knowing that there was always more to read, 
including pertinent studies which have appeared since completion of the 
substantial work on this manuscript early in 1996. My indebtedness both to 
scholars of Judaism and to New Testament specialists who have addressed 
these issues will be obvious, far beyond the acknowledgments in footnotes 
and detailed discussion. 

I have approached the task primarily as a biblical exegete. My interest in 
the history of New Testament tradition goes back to my research on the 
christology of Hebrews in the early 1970s, which was subsequently published 
in 1981.20 While there the interest in christology was paramount, the epistle 
is a window on one particular way in which an author grappled with revered 
biblical heritage, not least the Law and cultic Law in particular. As one who 
has for many years taught the exegesis of Romans, I have had an ongoing 
engagement with the intricacies of Paul's grappling with Torah. My teaching 
interests have directed me to Matthew and more recently to Mark. 
Christology was again the focus in my work on John.21 What there began as 
a traditio-historical study became a study of the christology of the received 

2 0 W. R. G.Loader, Sohn und Hoherpriester. Eine traditionsgeschichtliche Unter-
suchung zur Christologie des Hebrderbriefes, WMANT 53, (Neukirchen-Vluyn: 
Neukirchener, 1981). 

21 W. R. G. Loader, The Christology of the Fourth Gospel. Structure and Issues, BET 
23, (Frankfurt: Peter Lang, 2nd edn, 1992). 
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text as I came to see the priority of listening to the text as received before 
proceeding to the equally legitimate issues of the history of tradition. 

My concern in this work is with the way the gospels portray Jesus' attitude 
towards the Law. Beyond that, and so beyond the present investigation, my 
interest is also with the way the pre-gospel traditions portray Jesus' attitude. 
Not least, I am also concerned with the attitude of the historical Jesus himself. 
These concerns belong also to a broader interest in what happens to a religion 
and culture when it is exposed to other religious and cultural influences, 
especially in the tension between universal and particular values. I believe 
that there is much to be learned by observing this process within Judaism in 
its grappling with life in a Hellenising world, already from the third century 
BCE onward,22 and in observing the emergence of the Christian movement 
in this context. Two millennia later many of us grapple with similar issues 
and observe an equally baffling array of responses. 

2 2 On this see M. Hengel, Judaism and Hellenism, 2 vols, (London: SCM; Philadelphia: 
Fortress, 1974); The 'Hellenization' of Judaea in the First Century after Christ, (London: 
SCM; Philadelphia: Trinity, 1990); J. J. Collins, Between Athens and Jerusalem. Jewish 
Identity in the Hellenistic Diaspora, (New York: Crossroad, 1984); S. Freyne, Galilee, 
Jesus, and the Gospels: Literary Approaches and Historical Investigations, (Philadelphia: 
Fortress, 1988); G. Delling, Die Bewältigung der Diasporasituation durch das hellenistische 
Judentum, (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck und Ruprecht, 1987); W. R. G. Loader, "Hellenism 
and the Abandonment of Particularism in Jesus and Paul," Paciflca 4 (1991), pp. 245-256. 





Chapter 1 

Jesus' Attitude towards the Law 
according to Mark 

1.1 Recent Research 

In 1972 Klaus Berger published his major work on Jesus' interpretation of 
the Law.1 It preserves only part one of his dissertation and deals with a 
selection of Markan passages and their parallels: the great commandments 
(12:28-34), the rich man (10:17-22), the corban dispute (7:8-13) and divorce 
(10:2-12). He assembles a wealth of parallels from Jewish, Gentile and 
later Christian sources. His basic thesis is that the Markan material should 
be understood on the basis of a Hellenistic Jewish view of Torah which 
relativised or rejected cultic and ceremonial law. Its weakness is that the 
evidence for the latter is too slender and late (Pseudo-Clementine literature) 
to bear the weight of the thesis.2 Berger is also overly rigid in distinguishing 
Palestinian and Hellenistic Judaism. But the book is a rich mine of resources 
and exegetical insight on individual issues. Its importance lies also in the 
questions it raises, in particular, about what kind of ethos made it possible 
for Mark to treat the Law the way he did. 

Hans Hiibner's work3 appeared in 1973. He limits his focus to only 
certain central themes relevant to Mark: divorce (10:2-12), sabbath (2:23 -
3:6), and purity (7:1-23). He sees Mark's Jesus abrogating Torah in all 
three and argues that this is implied in the proclamation of the kingdom (pp. 

1 K. Berger, Die Gesetzesauslegung Jesu. Ihr historischer Hintergrund im Judentum 
und im Alten Testament. Teil I: Markus und Parallelen, WMANT 40, (Neukirchen-Vluyn: 
Neukirchener, 1972). 

2 See the criticism of the book in H. Hübner, "Mark vii 1-23 und das 'Jüdisch-
Hellenistische' Gesetzesverständnis," NTS 22 (1976), pp. 319-345, esp. 325-345; W. G. 
Kümmel, "Ein Jahrzehnt Jesusforschung (1965-1975). III. Die Lehre Jesu (einschliesslich 
der Arbeiten über Einzeltexte)," ThR NF 41 (1976), pp. 295-363, esp. 334-337. 

3 H. Hübner, Das Gesetz in der synoptischen Tradition, (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck und 
Ruprecht, 2nd edn., 1986). 
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213-223). This comes through most strongly, he believes, in 7:15 ("There 
is nothing which entering a person from outside can defile a person, but the 
things that come from within a person are what defile a person"). It should 
also be assumed in 10:1-12 on divorce and possibly in 2:23-28 read in the 
light of these. Mark holds together scripture fulfilment, on the one hand, 
and abrogation of Torah, on the other (p. 224). Yet Hübner concludes on an 
uncertain note: "Mark does not think in the least way nomistically. Rather 
indications are to hand that he rejects the Law as such. Yet this claim cannot 
be made with final certainty" (my translation).4 

Banks5 focused primarily on the historical Jesus as reflected in the 
synoptic tradition, even though his discussion does note distinctive emphases 
of Mark. In his view Mark "is not primarily interested in the implications of 
Jesus' teaching for the Law or the oral tradition, but rather with its relevance 
and application to his Gentile audience" (pp. 248-249). This explains the 
universalising character of much of the Law material, which finds expression 
in a general concern for humanity (2:27; 3:5), in the focus on ethics rather 
than purity (7:15,19b), on a wider divorce prohibition (10:1-12) and on 
monotheism (12:28-34). It also explains Mark's emphasis on Jesus' ethical 
teaching and its negative implications for written and oral law. 

Vouga6 also focuses on the synoptic gospels and limits himself (in Mark) 
to six conflict stories: the two sabbath conflicts, and the episodes dealing 
with purity, divorce, the rich man, and the great commandments. In each he 
seeks both to offer an analysis of Mark and his tradition and to situate them 
in a historical construction of early church groups (the conservative Jerusalem 
church, Jewish Christian Hellenistic itinerant missionaries, Palestinian Jewish 
Christian missionaries; and the Palestinian Jewish Christian apocalyptic 
movement). Mark's account, written for Gentiles, stands under the influence 
of the Hellenists and itinerant radicalism (p. 321). The controversy stories 
no longer address issues of Law in Mark; they serve to demonstrate Jesus' 

4 "Markus denkt nicht im geringsten nomistisch. Eher sind Anzeichen dafür vorhanden, 
dass er das Gesetz also solches ablehnt. Doch kann diese Aussage nicht mit letzter 
B e s t i m m t h e i t g e m a c h t w e r d e n " (p. 226) . G. D a u t z e n b e r g , " G e s e t z e s k r i t i k und 
Gesetzesgehorsam in der Jesustradition," in Das Gesetz im Neuen Testament, edited by K. 
Kertelge, (Fre iburg: Herder , 1986), pp. 4 6 - 7 0 , here: 5 4 - 5 5 , bemoans these vague 
conclusions, arguing for the centrality of the attitude towards Torah preserved in 10:17-22 
and 12:28-34 for Mark 's thought (pp. 56-58). By his authority Jesus sets aside only certain 
laws (so: 2:28; 7:15). 

5 R. Banks, Jesus and the Law in the Synoptic Tradition, SNTSMS 28, (Cambridge: 
CUP, 1975). 

6 F. Vouga, Jésus et la Loi selon la Tradition synoptique, (Geneva: Labor et Fides, 
1988). 
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