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Chapter Two: The exousía of the Son of man 

 

The connection between exorcism and casting out of the temple. It was Burton 

Mack, a scholar with whom I have little in common theologically, who first analyzed the 

role of Jesus’ temple action ―in terms of Mark’s narrative designs.‖
15

 Mack showed that 

Mark has used an exorcism in order to present to us, for the first time, Jesus’ exousía 

(―dominion,‖ usually translated ―authority,‖ at times ―power‖). I have taken a foothold 

from this observation in order to launch a whole ―soteriological Christology‖ of Mark. 

Mark’s above-stated presentation takes place in 1:21-27. The gospel has begun 

with a double-citation of Malachi and Deutero-Isaiah (although only the latter is 

mentioned by name). We are presented with the figure of John the Baptist, the Elijah of 

Mal 3 (Mal 4 in the LXX and in Protestant Bibles). This is at the end of the Prophets, and 

speaks of the forerunner of the Messiah (in the Jewish tradition), or of Yahweh. But more 

important —and that is why he is the only one named, this is Rikki Watts’ thesis— is Dt-

Isa, and the whole idea of the Second Exodus-New Creation to be found there. John the 

Baptist was in the desert (or wilderness) inspired by the same passage of Isaiah that was 

foundational for the Qumranites (the Essenes, or perhaps we are to think only of the more 

radical group within that movement): to prepare in the desert the way of the Lord. The 

Second Exodus announced by Dt-Isa around 540 B.C.E. had already taken place, 

materially speaking, but the geographical return to the Land had not brought the true end 

of ―Exile,‖ if we understand this as meaning the awaited salvation. Thus, a bit after the 

return of the exiles from Babylon, Zech 1:12 can ask when the ―seventy years‖ of exile (= 

of Yahweh’s anger) prophesied by Jer 25:11-12; 29:10 will end.
16

 They were already 

back in the Land, but conditions, especially socio-economic ones, did not allow one to 

say that the ―change of fortunes‖ (another meaning of the Hebrew verb šûv, ―return, make 

turn, free captives, turn the captivity, convert [by returning to Yahweh, repenting, hence 
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t
e
šûvah, ―repentance‖]), in other words, the New Exodus of Dt-Isa, had taken place.

17
 

Centuries later, in the Maccabean period (around 165 B.C.E.), the ―exile‖ Daniel has to 

ponder what Jeremiah meant to say when he predicted that the ―exile‖ would last 

―seventy years,‖ Dan 9:2. The angel Gabriel, in the apocalyptic mode (of revelation, here 

by means of the angelus interpres, the helpful, interpreting angel), explains to him how 

Jeremiah must be read: the first word (in the Hebrew of the time, written with consonants 

only, no vowels), šv‘ym (which normally, with what follows, šanah, means ―seventy 

years‖), must be vocalized in two ways, which must be combined: šavû‘îm (―weeks‖) and 

šîv‘îm (―seventy‖), so that, combined, what the prophet Jeremiah meant to say was that 

―seventy weeks of years,‖ that is, 490 years, would pass before the ―Exile‖ came to an 

end. This brought the time quite close to that of Daniel (for example, 597 [the first 

deportation to Babylon] minus 490 = 107 B.C.E., a good estimate given the poor 

knowledge of Persian period dates that the Jews then had). One could also see in this 

number of years the seven-fold punishment threatened in Lev 26:18, 24, related to the 

Sabbatical years which the Land did not ―pay‖ (better, ―enjoyed‖), Lev 26:34-35, 43; 2 

Chr 36:21 thus saw it, at the end of the Jewish Bible. Interestingly, an important Qumran 

document, 11QMelchizedek, expects final redemption in the tenth Jubilee, that is, at the 

end of a period of 49 x 10 years (= 490 years). The great atonement of sins, the return to 

their land and family of those exiled or sold because of debt, the great liberation (in 

Hebrew, d
e
rôr, at times translated ―liberty, emancipation, manumission‖) of the Jubilee 

would take place on ―Yom Kippur,‖ the great Day of Atonement, Lev 25:8-17. The 

Qumran sect, in said text, joins the angelic figure of Melchizedek to that of the 

eschatological prophet, anointed (made ―messiah‖) by Yahweh to proclaim the ―good 

news‖ (end of the Exile) to the humble, according to Isa 61:1-2. Now, this is the passage 

that Luke 4:16-21 has Jesus read in his inaugural speech in his hometown synagogue. 

Jesus, reading Isa 61:1, presents the ―good news‖ (= end of the ―Exile,‖ beginning of the 

era of salvation, of the Kingdom of God) as d
e
rôr, the ―liberty‖ of the Jubilee of which 

Isa 61:1 speaks, the ―year or time‖ of grace and return from Exile (the meek Luke leaves 

out ―day of vengeance of our God,‖ Isa 61:2; Luke 4:19). 
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An important aspect of 11QMelchizedek is the definitive combat of the heavenly 

Melchizedek, seen as the ―Prince of Light‖ and high priest who brings about atonement 

of sins, against Belial (the devil) and his evil and impure spirits.
18

 ―The destruction of the 

powers of evil inaugurates the time of salvation.‖
19

 The links between this Melchizedek-

redemptive figure and the ―eschatological priest‖ of the ―Old Testament 

pseudepigraphical book‖ of the Twelve Patriarchs, Testament of Levi 18:12, have been 

noted: ―And Beliar shall be bound by him [the new priest that the Lord will raise up, 

18:2].‖ The footnote in the edition we quote from (as indicated in the footnote below) 

refers us to Isa 24:22-23, to Mark 3:27 and to Luke 11:14-22 and 10:19 (but see also 

Luke 10:18).
20

 

With this background, let us look at the beginning of Mark’s gospel. It announces 

the ―beginning of the gospel of Jesus Christ (the) Son of God,‖ followed by the quote 

from Exodus/Malachi and of Second Isaiah. John the Baptist is the Elijah-forerunner, be 

it of Yahweh or of the Messiah (Mal 3:23, LXX 4:5). John says that his baptism of 

conversion (or repentance) is with water only; the real purification will be with fire, or 

with Holy Spirit (Mark 1:8; but see the primitive source Q texts in Matt 3:11; Luke 

3:16).
21

 Following the great late scholar Harmut Stegemann, I think that what John the 

Baptist was doing was to call Israel to ―conversion,‖ that is, to ―return‖ to Yahweh, each 

person repenting of their sins (on the other side of the Jordan, see John 1:28; 10:40), in 

order  to then cross the Jordan and return to the Land as symbolic of entrance into the 

inheritance or divine promise, what we also call the ―end of the Exile‖ and the ―coming 

of salvation,‖ or ―arrival of the Kingdom of God,‖ or ―Good News‖ (see Luke 3:18).
22

 It 
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is all the same thing: entrance into the ―sphere of salvation‖ (or ―justification‖). 

―Righteousness,‖ the Hebrew tsedeq or ts
e
daqah, is tantamount to ―salvation;‖ that is, 

once one is declared ―righteous‖ (tsaddîq, ―innocent,‖ in a trial, or in the Last Judgment), 

that person is ―safe‖ (or ―saved‖) from the divine punishment which the wicked will 

suffer. 

Jesus, in what we can theologically call an act of humility, a ―kenotic‖ act (of 

―self-emptying,‖ Phil 2:6-8), joins the penitent people who heed John’s call (Jesus may 

well have been a disciple of John for some time). We can here give substantial credit to 

what is narrated in Mark 1:10-11: Jesus had a revelation in which he 1) saw the heavens 

open; 2) felt the Spirit go down into him; 3) heard the voice of God declaring him to be 

his ―beloved son‖ with whom he was well-pleased. 

It is a very laden revelation. The open heavens indicate total access to the 

heavenly realm, the world of the divine council (in Hebrew, sôd).
23

 This was the access 

that true prophets had; see Jer 23:18; Isa 6:1-11, with 40:1-11; cf. John 1:51. The Spirit 

would descend upon the ―eschatological prophet‖ of Isa 61:1, anointed by the Spirit in 

order to announce the Good News to the humble (or afflicted, ‘anawîm) and to proclaim 

the total remission of debts and sins of the final and definitive Jubilee, which would be 

celebrated on the eschatological Day of Atonement (Lev 25:8-17).
24

 To be called 

―beloved son‖ refers one to Gen 22:2, 12, 16 (the LXX translate ―beloved‖ where the 

Hebrew has ―only‖), the so-called ―sacrifice of Isaac‖ (although Abraham [= the ―Great 

Father‖]  goes no further than to put the wood on his back, Gen 22:6); cf. John 3:16. 

Finally, to be ―well-pleased‖ with evokes Isa 42:1, the first verse of the first of the four 

―songs‖ (poems) of the Servant of Yahweh. Jesus receives a single ―messianic 

commission package.‖ He is anointed with the Spirit of prophecy, but, as ―son,‖ is also 

Messiah (see 2 Sam 7:14; Psa 2:7; Psa 89:27-28).
25

 But he is also the ―Suffering Servant‖ 
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of Dt-Isa, although in the first poem, Isa 42:1-4, he is only the ―Chosen One‖ (there is as 

yet no intra-communitary conflict as reflected in the following poems, Isa 49:1-6; 50:4-9, 

and, especially, 52:13-53:12). Already by Jesus’ time, the first (―Ethiopic‖) book of 

Enoch had combined the original distinct figures of the Messiah, the Son of man and the 

Chosen (or Elect) One into a single individual hidden from the creation of world, who 

would come to save in the End Time.
26

  

Jesus is Son of God, Son of man and ―Suffering Servant‖ of Isaiah. He is also the 

Messiah (Mark 8:29-30; 10:47-52; 14:61-62). The combination Son of man/Chosen 

Servant of Dt-Isa/Messiah, as we stated, had already occurred in 1 Enoch. The 

designation ―Son of God‖ could refer to: 1) divine beings, deities of the Ugaritic 

pantheon inferior to the high God ’El, who were later taken to be angels; 2) Israel, God’s 

firstborn son, Exod 4:22; Hos 11:1; Wis 18:13; 3) the Messiah, Psa 2:7; Psa 89:27-28; 2 

Sam 7:14; and 4) the righteous one, Wis 2:13 (in Greek, pais), 18; Matt 27:40, 43. But in 

Mark, that Jesus is the Son of God is unknown until his death, when the centurion (a 

Gentile, by the way) makes this confession. Before that moment, only the narrator —or 

the one who gave the title to this gospel, Mark 1:1— the Father (Mark 1:11; 9:7), the Son 

(Mark 12:6; 14:62) and the demons (Mark 1:24?; 1:32; 3:11; 5:7; note the crescendo in 

what the demons are described as doing) know that Jesus is the Son of God. What Jesus 

can declare openly is that he is the Son of man and the Servant, who will give his life as a 

ransom for many, Mark 10:45. ((Pope Benedict XVI also considers Jesus’ divine Sonship 

as inseparable from the Cross, Jesus of Nazareth, 305.) 

Now we go on to the first (and programmatic) of Jesus’ exorcisms, in Mark 1:21-

28. Jesus teaches, it is a ―new teaching,‖ with or ―according to one who has‖ exousía. 

The scribes do not have this exousía. It is not mere ―authority‖ to speak —one’s bearing 

or conviction or tone of voice or tailor-made suit and expensive haircut!— but rather the 
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power of eschatological dominion, the dominion given to the Son of man according to 

Dan 7:14. 

The content of Jesus’ teaching is not stated. What kind of ―teaching‖ is it? It 

seems to be defined, as Mack argues, in Mark 1:27, read literally (as it should be, only 

the correct way, not fundamentalistically): the ―new teaching‖ consists in commanding 

unclean spirits such that they obey. This ―new teaching‖ might be a new Torah (which 

means ―teaching,‖ especially by priests).
27

 Jesus has the eschatological power to finish 

with evil (Mark 1:24), that is, he has come to destroy it (cf. 1 John 3:8). Otherwise stated, 

he is the Strong One who has come to bind Satan, Mark 3:22-30, as was expected of the 

eschatological priest in Testament of Levi 18:12.
28

 The eschatological passage Zech 13:1-

2 also looked forward to the day when there would no longer be unclean spirits. The 

expression ―holy one of God‖ in Mark 1:24 was considered by Ernst Lohmeyer as a 

priestly term (see Psa 106:16; cf. John 6:69); this is very likely, given the importance of 

the figure of Melchizedek as eschatological priest who will make atonement in Qumran, 

and the use of Melchizedek in the Epistle to the Hebrews. Melchizedek comes into play 

in Mark by way of Psa 110, discussed by Jesus in Mark 12:35-37 and quoted in 14:62. 

Psa 110 is combined with Psa 2 in Heb 5:5-6; cf. Heb 1:5, 13. We will extend our 

Christological-soteriological exposition of Mark in order to include a discussion of Jesus’ 

priesthood, so as to give a complete picture of who Jesus is, and of how he saves, in 

Mark. The priesthood of Christ would not seem to be a topic which jumps out at you 

when reading this gospel. 

What is prominent in Mark is that the exousía that Jesus has as Son of man 

enables him to forgive sins, Mark 2:10, which Jesus manifests by making the paralytic 

stand up and walk. 
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