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WHO DOES HE THINK HE IS? 
Mark 2:1–3:6 

As Jesus’ ministry expanded, so did His claims which set Him on a deadly collision 
course with the Pharisees and the Jewish religious establishment.  

In the course of healing a paralytic, Jesus claimed authority to forgive sins.  

Healing and Forgiveness (2:1-12) 
Mark 2:1–12 (ESV)  
1 And when he returned to Capernaum after some days, it was reported that he was at 
home. 2 And many were gathered together, so that there was no more room, not even 
at the door. And he was preaching the word to them. 3 And they came, bringing to him a 
paralytic carried by four men. 4 And when they could not get near him because of the 
crowd, they removed the roof above him, and when they had made an opening, they let 
down the bed on which the paralytic lay. 5 And when Jesus saw their faith, he said to 
the paralytic, “Son, your sins are forgiven.” 6 Now some of the scribes were sitting there, 
questioning in their hearts, 7 “Why does this man speak like that? He is blaspheming! 
Who can forgive sins but God alone?” 8 And immediately Jesus, perceiving in his spirit 
that they thus questioned within themselves, said to them, “Why do you question these 
things in your hearts? 9 Which is easier, to say to the paralytic, ‘Your sins are forgiven,’ 
or to say, ‘Rise, take up your bed and walk’? 10 But that you may know that the Son of 
Man has authority on earth to forgive sins”—he said to the paralytic— 11 “I say to you, 
rise, pick up your bed, and go home.” 12 And he rose and immediately picked up his bed 
and went out before them all, so that they were all amazed and glorified God, saying, 
“We never saw anything like this!”  

Jesus and His disciples returned to Capernaum following their Galilean ministry trip 
(1:39).  Presumably they returned to Simon Peter’s home; word got out, people 
swarmed the house.  The people of Capernaum were glad to Jesus;  they loved His 
teaching and He had delivered many of them from demons and sickness (1:22, 27, 32-
34). 

Wouldn’t we all appreciate having friends like the four men who carried the paralytic?  
They literally “dug” through the roof to get their friend to Jesus.  In response to their 
faith, Jesus did the unexpected; He declared the paralytic’s sins forgiven. Jesus healed 
many others without forgiving their sins, why did He forgive this man’s sins first? We’re 
not told. 

By declaring the paralytic’s sins forgiven, Jesus claimed divine authority.  The reaction 
of the scribes (experts in the Law of Moses) is understandable; Jesus was claiming a 
divine perogative thus claiming to be deity.  And if Jesus were just any other man He 
would have been quilty of blasphemy punishable by death under the Law of Moses 
(Lev. 24:10-16).  The theology of the scribes was correct. 

Jesus set up the test to validate His claim. It is easier to say that someone’s sins are 
forgiven than it is to say that someone is healed.  To say someone is healed can be 
verified – it can be proven false.  But it is impossible to verify if someone’s sins have 
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been forgiven.  By accomplishing the more difficult act of healing it was to be assumed 
that He likewise accomplished the “easier” act of forgiving the man’s sins.  

The point of this paragraph is twofold:  1) this audience was challenged in their thinking:  
since the paralytic was healed when Jesus said he was healed, then perhaps his sins 
were forgiven when Jesus said they were forgiven.  If that’s true, then Jesus is more 
than a mere man.  2)  Jesus’ claim to deity provoked opposition from the scribes that 
steadily increased over the course of His ministry. 

Jesus continued to do the unexpected by recruiting a most unlikely man to His team. 

Disreputable Company (2:13-17) 
Mark 2:13–17 (ESV)  
13 He went out again beside the sea, and all the crowd was coming to him, and he was 
teaching them. 14 And as he passed by, he saw Levi the son of Alphaeus sitting at the 
tax booth, and he said to him, “Follow me.” And he rose and followed him.  
15 And as he reclined at table in his house, many tax collectors and sinners were 
reclining with Jesus and his disciples, for there were many who followed him. 16 And the 
scribes of the Pharisees, when they saw that he was eating with sinners and tax 
collectors, said to his disciples, “Why does he eat with tax collectors and sinners?” 17 
And when Jesus heard it, he said to them, “Those who are well have no need of a 
physician, but those who are sick. I came not to call the righteous, but sinners.”  

To call a tax collector to join His group was audacious for two reasons:  1) it incurred the 
disapproval of the religious establishment, and 2) it risked offending the general public 
who considered tax collectors traitors. 

By sharing a meal with many tax collectors and sinners in Levi’s home Jesus was 
openly rejecting the expectations of the Pharisees and general public.  His strategy was 
to engage sinners, not separate from them.  Tongue in cheek He referred to the scribes 
of the Pharisees as “well” and “righteous” when, in reality, they too, desperately needed 
to repent and believe the gospel (1:14). 

The gap between Jesus and the Pharisees continued to widen over the issue of fasting. 

To Fast or Not To Fast (2:18-22) 
Mark 2:18–22 (ESV)  
18 Now John’s disciples and the Pharisees were fasting. And people came and said to 
him, “Why do John’s disciples and the disciples of the Pharisees fast, but your disciples 
do not fast?” 19 And Jesus said to them, “Can the wedding guests fast while the 
bridegroom is with them? As long as they have the bridegroom with them, they cannot 
fast. 20 The days will come when the bridegroom is taken away from them, and then 
they will fast in that day. 21 No one sews a piece of unshrunk cloth on an old garment. If 
he does, the patch tears away from it, the new from the old, and a worse tear is made. 
22 And no one puts new wine into old wineskins. If he does, the wine will burst the 
skins—and the wine is destroyed, and so are the skins. But new wine is for fresh 
wineskins.” 
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To better understand this passage we need to know that both John the Baptizer and the 
Pharisees were reform movements within Judaism.  We’ve already seen that John the 
Baptist confronted the sin of the Jewish nation and called people to repent and to 
receive the One Who would baptize them with the Holy Spirit.  The Pharisees, 
numbering about 6,000 in first century Israel, were viewed as defenders of Judaism and 
were known for their knowledge of the Mosaic Law and its application to life. 

The Pharisees taught not only obedience to the 613 commands of the Mosaic Law, but 
also obedience to the “traditions of the elders”.  The traditions of the elders were man-
made laws intended to prevent violation of the 613 divine laws.  These additional laws 
multiplied and multiplied until they became an incredible burden.  In their zeal for the 
Law the Pharisees elevated the status of the traditions to quasi-inspired and were 
critical of those who did not attempt to keep the traditions. 

Fasting was not an issue of the Law of Moses, but the traditions of men.  Notice that 
both renewal movements, John’s disciples and the Pharisees, practiced fasting.  The 
question as to why Jesus and His disciples did not fast was an implied criticism that 
they were not as spiritually fervent as John’s disciples and the Pharisees. 

What Jesus had His disciples do wasn’t going to be dictated by the expectations of 
others.  Jesus refused to get into the box of Jewish expectations.  Fasting was 
associated with mourning.  While He was present offering the Kingdom it was a time of 
rejoicing as at a wedding.  When He’s gone fasting will be appropriated (the first 
mention in Mark of His departure). 

What’s more, unlike John and the Pharisees, Jesus’ mission was to radically alter 
Judaism not reform it. As we learned in the book of Hebrews, Jesus replaced the 
Mosaic Covenant, the Mosaic Law and the Levitical Priesthood with the New Covenant, 
the Law of Messiah and the Melchizedekian Priesthood (Heb. 7:11-22).  Jesus came 
with new wine that could not be held in the old wineskins of traditional Judaism. 

Expanding His claims further, Jesus claimed authority over Sabbath-keeping. 

Lord of the Sabbath (2:23-3:6) 
Mark 2:23–3:6 (ESV)  
23 One Sabbath he was going through the grainfields, and as they made their way, his 
disciples began to pluck heads of grain. 24 And the Pharisees were saying to him, “Look, 
why are they doing what is not lawful on the Sabbath?” 25 And he said to them, “Have 
you never read what David did, when he was in need and was hungry, he and those 
who were with him: 26 how he entered the house of God, in the time of Abiathar the high 
priest, and ate the bread of the Presence, which it is not lawful for any but the priests to 
eat, and also gave it to those who were with him?” 27 And he said to them, “The Sabbath 
was made for man, not man for the Sabbath. 28 So the Son of Man is lord even of the 
Sabbath.” 

In this paragraph and the next the controversy between Jesus and the Pharisees is over 
Sabbath keeping.  Sabbath keeping was a Jewish distinctive and a matter of great 
national pride.  The Sabbath had been given as a day of rest on which no work was to 
be done.   
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But as you can imagine, the question became “What activities are work and thus 
prohibited on the Sabbath?”  This debate was on going even in the days of Jesus.  By 
the second century AD, 39 categories of work had been defined and recorded in a book 
called the Mishnah that lists page after page of prohibited activities. 

It was the opinion of the Pharisees that plucking heads of grain was a form of work that 
Jesus’ disciples ought not do on the Sabbath. 

Notice Jesus did not argue that plucking grain on the Sabbath was legal.  Rather, Jesus 
claimed the authority to allow His disciples to do what they were doing even if it was a 
violation of the Law.  He claimed authority over the Law.  That is what He meant when 
He said “… the Son of Man is lord even of the Sabbath.” 

David violated the Law without censure because he was David (1 Sam. 21:1-9; Lev. 
24:5-9).  Jesus claimed, at a minimum, an authority equal to David.  But in reality He 
claimed authority over the Law of the Sabbath. 

Mark 3:1-6 records another confrontation over the Sabbath.  
Mark 3:1-6 (ESV) 
1 Again he entered the synagogue, and a man was there with a withered hand. 2 And 
they watched Jesus, to see whether he would heal him on the Sabbath, so that they 
might accuse him. 3 And he said to the man with the withered hand, “Come here.” 4 And 
he said to them, “Is it lawful on the Sabbath to do good or to do harm, to save life or to 
kill?” But they were silent. 5 And he looked around at them with anger, grieved at their 
hardness of heart, and said to the man, “Stretch out your hand.” He stretched it out, and 
his hand was restored. 6 The Pharisees went out and immediately held counsel with the 
Herodians against him, how to destroy him.  

Here, Jesus continued to exert His authority by healing on the Sabbath in keeping with 
the spirit of the Sabbath Law.  The Sabbath was meant to be a blessing not a burden.  
But, intented or no, the restrictions placed on the Sabbath had made it a burden and 
had hardened the hearts of those who enforced the Sabbath traditions. 

Ironically, on the Sabbath, the Sabbath enforcers entered an alliance in order to do 
harm!  

REFLECTIONS 
In this passage John Mark shows that Jesus pushed the envelope hard.  The people 
loved His ministry of teaching, healing and delivering.  In that way He was like their 
great prophets of old such as Moses and Elijah.  He fit their expectations of a human 
Messiah.  It was easy to accept Him and His message. 

But then Jesus claimed to have authority to forgive sins and He did an offensive thing 
inviting a tax collector to His team; He made it a lot harder to believe in Him. 

Not that He didn’t powerfully validate His claims; but Jesus’ claims were so contrary to 
first century Jewish theology and practice that it’s no surprise opposition developed. 

Here is a tension we all experience:  cognitive dissonance.  When something doesn’t fit 
our model of the world we experience cognitive dissonance (and its stressful).  
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“A human being cannot be God, but this man in front of me, who just healed this 
paralytic, claims to be God.”   

That is cognitive dissonance and it is a crisis.  The person will either be open-minded 
enough to consider the evidence and change their thinking or, like the majority of 
people, reject the evidence and cling to their old belief. 

Our challenge is to be open-minded and not close ourselves off from the truths God 
reveals to us through His Word and Spirit.  And that begins by embracing the truth that 
Jesus is God and we need Him to forgive our sins.  

How many people experienced Jesus first hand but couldn’t let go of their old ideas? 

There is an aspect of these passages that perhaps we Americans in particular like and 
that is Jesus the rebel, Jesus the revolutionary.  Jesus didn’t care about political 
correctness.  He didn’t care about living up to the expectations of others.  He was 
counter-cultural. 

But what we need to keep in mind is that Jesus wasn’t shaking off obedience to God’s 
Word, He was shaking off man-made traditions and expectations that had attached to 
God’s Word and distorted it.  He was not advocating lawlessness; He was calling His 
people back into a right relationship with God based on God’s Word, not the traditions of 
the elders. 

If Jesus were to come to Grace and plug into our family, what traditions or expectations 
would He have us shake off?  By way of example, there was a time in a conservative, 
evangelical church such as ours that people were expected to dress a certain way on 
Sunday mornings.  If that got in the way of loving on a person who was not dressed 
according to the “code” I have no doubt that Jesus would call us on that. 

We need to stay vigilante and resist the human tendency to encumber God’s Word and 
God’s Work with man-made traditions and expectations.   

 


