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In Mark 11-12, Jesus talked about two crucial middle eastern crops: grapes and figs. This was not just 
about the fruit and the wine. These were symbols of prosperity and God’s blessing  on God’s chosen 
people. “The Messianic blessing of peace and security is frequently symbolized as a time when “they shall 
sit every man under his vine and under his fig tree, and none shall make them afraid” (Mic 4:4 cf. 1 Kings 
4:25; Zech 3:10). Abundant and fruitful vineyards were an expression of God’s favour as in Hosea 2:15 
after Israel’s spiritual restoration.”1 If the nation was ‘fruitless’, it was failing to fulfil its role as a ‘light to the 
nations.” When Jesus cursed the fig tree in Mk 11:12-14, 20-26, this signalled that God would shortly fulfil 
the prophecy in Jer 8:13: “When I wanted to gather them … there are no grapes on the vine nor figs on 
the fig tree; even the leaves are withered, and what I gave them has passed/ been taken away from them.” 
 
READ: MARK 11:27-12:12 
 
Mark 11 on is set in the Passion Week and the week of the Passover. As Jesus got closer to the end of 
his earthly ministry, he was even more overt in challenging the religious leaders and their authority. While 
Jesus and his disciples were in the temple, the religious leaders directly confronted him with the questions: 
"By what authority are you doing these things? Who gave you this authority to do them?" (Mk 11:28) In 
effect, they were asking: “who and what gives you the right to challenge and disrespect us?” Two events 
in Mark 11 immediately preceded this exchange: Jesus riding into Jerusalem on a donkey (Mk 11:1-11) 
and Jesus overturning the tables of the money-changers in the temple. (Mk 11:15-19) These episodes are 
rich in OT background – and if we understand that context – we also discover the source of his authority. 

• Jesus responded to the question by the religious leaders, by asking them to firstly answer a 
question: “Did the baptism of John come from heaven, or was it of human origin? Answer me.” (Mk 
11:30) What do you think was Jesus’ intention in throwing them this question? Why were they so 
reluctant to answer him and his question? 

 

In Mal 3:1, Malachi wrote: “See, I am sending my messenger to prepare the way before me, and the Lord 
whom you seek will suddenly come to his temple. The messenger of the covenant in whom you delight - 
indeed, he is coming, says the LORD of hosts.” In Mk 10:32, the crowd “regarded John as truly a prophet”.   

• Read Mark 1:1-11. At the beginning of his gospel, Mark had ‘tied’ the identity of John the Baptist 
with the identity of Jesus, by citing the prophesy from Mal 3 about the coming messenger. What 
did John the Baptist say about his own role? What did he say about the one who was coming after 
him? What do these verses have to say about Jesus’ authority? 

 

Jesus’ arrival in Jerusalem on a donkey both looked back to the coronation of Solomon (1 Kings 1:33) and 
heralded the arrival of the promised Davidic king. (Zech 9:9) His action announced his arrival as the king 
of kings – and it also demonstrated that Jesus was arriving in Jerusalem on his own terms. But his action 
also challenged a protocol that was observed even by Alexander the Great: “anyone visiting Jerusalem 
must walk on foot … Even the noble and royal have to … dismount from his horse and walk the whole way 
into the city. (Josephus Antiquities 11:325–29) This is enforced because of the sacredness of the city.”2 

• Read Zech 9:9-10, 14-17. This section is titled “The coming ruler of God’s people”. What do these 
verses tell us about the identity of the coming ruler? 

 

As Jesus rode into Jerusalem, the crowd broke into one of the thanksgiving Psalms, shouting “Hosanna” 
… “Save us, we beseech you, O Lord! O Lord, we beseech you, give us success! Blessed is the one who 
comes in the name of the Lord. We bless you from the house of the Lord.” (Ps 118:26-26) Pilgrims had 
flocked into Jerusalem to celebrate “Israel’s deliverance from Egypt.”3 Garland sees that the crowd used 
this Psalm as “nationalist slogans about the restoration of the power and glory of the Davidic kingdom.”4 

• This crowd craved someone to free them and save them from oppression and occupation of Rome. 
Zech 9, by contrast, anticipated the universal reign and rule of God. Finish the sentence: “I’ll submit 
to Christ’s Lordship if he …”. In what ways do we limit &/or dictate the role of the messiah/ saviour?   

 
That evening, Jesus “went into the temple; and when he had looked around at everything, as it was already 
late, he went out to Bethany with the twelve.” (Mk 11:11) Jesus returned to the temple the next day. We 
need to keep in mind that the focus of Jesus’ anger and condemnation was not the money-changers, per 
se, but the religious leaders. Gentiles were prohibited from going beyond the outer court and into the 
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temple, to worship God. When Jesus cited words from Is 56:7: “my house shall be called a house of prayer 
for all peoples / nations” (ethnos), he firstly claimed divine authority by using the words of Yahweh in 
proclaiming the temple as “my house”. He, secondly, declared the heart of his Father, to bring salvation to 
the nations and attacked their xenophobic exclusivity. Thirdly, he condemned their greed, profiteering and 
corruption. But moreso, he highlighted that the temple was no longer holy, but was perverted like a ‘den 
of robbers’ (citing Jer 7:1-15) and the leaders cultivated a “false security that the sacrificial cult breeds.”5  

• Read Is 56:6-8. What promise did God give to foreigners (ie non-Jews) and “outcasts of Israel” 
who embraced faith? What do these verses say about what they were allowed to do in the temple? 

 

• Read Is 56:9-12. Many Old Testament prophets condemned Israel’s leaders. What attitudes and 
actions did Isaiah condemn in the leaders of his day?  
 

In Mark 11, Jesus was proclaimed as both king and saviour, but he also exhibited prophetic authority. His 
words and actions in the temple portended divine judgement. Hence the question by the religious leaders: 
"By what authority are you doing these things? Who gave you this authority to do them?" (Mk 11:28) 

• What do these questions tell us about the attitudes of the religious leaders towards Jesus? How 
and why did the authority of Jesus challenge the authority of the religious leaders?  
 

• A prophetic calling is a dangerous calling. They kill prophets, don’t they? Why do you think Jesus 
kept his most damning criticisms of the religious leaders until near the end of his ministry?  

 

• Read Isaiah 5:1-7. In the parable in Mark 12:1-12, what was Jesus talking about? ie:  
o What did “the vineyard” represent? (In this parable, there may be multiple meanings) 
o Who were “the slaves”?  
o Who were the “tenants”?  
o Who was “the beloved son”?  
o Who was “the owner of the vineyard”?  

 

• Retell the parable, replacing the images, with the names you mentioned in the previous question.  
 

• What did Jesus mean in Mark 12:9, when he said “the owner of the vineyard … will come and 
destroy the tenants and give the vineyard to others.” What things in this parable caused the 
religious leaders to get upset with Jesus? (Mk 12:12) 

 

Garland highlights four themes in this story:  
1. The owner’s forbearance. 2. The tenants’ foolishness. 3. The owner’s wrath. 4. The owner’s 

optimism in giving the vineyard to others.6 

• Do you agree or disagree with these headings? What alternative headings would you suggest? 
Has the optimism of the owner been realised, in giving “the vineyard” to us, the church, to steward? 

 

Among professing Christians, some now identify as “post-evangelicals” who are “former adherents of 
evangelicalism … including a variety of people who have distanced themselves from mainstream 
evangelical Christianity for theological, political, or cultural reasons.”7 eg Some doubt the authority and 
inerrancy of Scripture. Some critique the politicisation of the church. Some criticise the church for failing 
to engage with social justice issues eg refugees, abuse and the environment, when these are Biblical 
concerns. Some criticise the church’s focus on missions and evangelism as inconsistent with tolerance. 

• If we hold onto the Evangelical tradition, we also firmly hang onto the authority of Scripture. It is 
therefore important that we challenge each other to live in a way that conforms to Scripture and 
prioritises Biblical mandates. What ‘blind spots’ do we have as individuals and as a local church? 

 

It is tempting to expect God to fulfil our agendas and conform to our expectations. By contrast, a missionary 
called Hudson Taylor once said “Christ is either Lord of all, or He is not Lord at all." Garland concurs: 

“Jesus does not come to fulfill anyone’s political agenda. As our judge, he may condemn it as he did 
the temple in Jerusalem. … The one who comes to Jerusalem comes as the king of the entire world 
and dies for all people. His people will not be confined to any one nation and his sacrificial love will 
reach beyond all national borders and races.”8 

• If we submit to Jesus’ authority and lordship, we submit to following him on his terms, not ours. 
What does it mean – for you – to follow Jesus: wherever, whatever, whenever? 
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