
JUDGING JERUSALEM 
MARK 11:27-12:44 

Jesus has come into Jerusalem with a triumphant entry that quickly turned into a trivial exit. 
He has revealed himself as Israel’s Messiah (Savior-King) and the Redeemer of God’s people, 
but his people have not received him as such. And after the cursing of a fig tree and the 
cleansing of the temple, we have come to realize that Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem was not 
intended to triumphantly bring joy but rather to tragically bring judgement upon the 
religious authorities in the city and the religious system surrounding the temple. 

Now, after broadly demonstrating Jesus’ opposition to the city and the temple, Mark moves 
his focus to Jesus’ direct opposition to the religious authorities. 

This particular section of Mark’s narrative includes various accounts of confrontation 
between Jesus and the Sanhedrin. These add detailed insights into the larger theme of this 
section (ch. 11-13) which is Jesus’ rejection and termination of the temple in Jerusalem.  

The Sanhedrin was the religious judicial system of Israel consisting of Pharisees, Sadducees 
and scribes that dominated the religious and political life in and around Jerusalem. They 
were the delegated organization that served as the buffer between the Jewish Nation and 
the Roman Empire, and therefore a great amount of their influence and power depended on 
maintaining a peaceful relationship with the Roman authorities.   

And so, through public confrontations within the temple and his prophetic condemnation 
against the Sanhedrin, Jesus continues to boldly declare his own authority as the Christ in 
what would have been the most authoritative place and before what would have been the 
most authoritative body in Israel at the time.    1

   James R. Edwards, The Gospel According to Mark, (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2002), 3501
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Public Confrontation 

Immediately following the cleansing of the temple, Mark records an account of various 
members of the Sanhedrin coming up to Jesus in the temple and asking him, “By what 
authority are you doing these things, or who gave you this authority to do them?” (11:28) 

Now, such a question certainly relates to Jesus’ actions within the temple but also extends 
out into the overall scope of Jesus’ entire teaching ministry. After all, Jesus is not an official 
member of the official religious leadership in Israel. And so, the Sanhedrin questions Jesus’ 
continual presumption to speak and act in the place of God and with the authority of God. 

Throughout the several confrontations that Mark records over this next chapter, we see the 
incredible wisdom of Jesus who brilliantly elevates himself above all the questions that are 
asked of him and his authority. Jesus responds in ways that attempt to reveal himself rather 
than attempting to defend himself. His opponents desire to trap him into saying something 
offensive or damaging to his reputation, but in each case, Jesus elevates the conversation to 
a level that his opponents had not thoroughly and sincerely considered. 

In his first confrontation with various members of the Sanhedrin, Jesus responds to their 
question on authority with a question concerning their view of the well known event that 
inaugurated his authority. Their opinion of the events surrounding Jesus’ baptism presented 
a dilemma that led them to simply say, “We don’t know”. However, that particular answer was 
not entirely true. The real issue and the problem for the Sanhedrin was their unwillingness to 
know.  2

The remaining confrontations between Jesus and the religious authorities of Jerusalem fall 
under this same category. His opponents are not approaching him with sincere questions in 
search for serious answers. The real issue is not what they lack in understanding but in their 
unwillingness to understand. And so, in each encounter, Jesus elevates the conversation to 
levels that expose his opponents and force them into a decision concerning his identity.   

   Edwards, 3522
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The Pharisees and Herodians attempt to trap Jesus with a question on taxation (12:13-17). 
They want to force him into a position of supporting either Roman taxation or Israelite 
independence. Jesus basically says, “The coin bears the image of Caesar so give the coin to 
Caesar; man bears the image of God so give yourself to God.” And so, his answer declares 
that allegiance to God is elevated over allegiance to Rome and to Israel. 

The Sadducees attempt to trap Jesus with a question concerning the resurrection 
(12:18-27). They essentially ask, “Are you in agreement with the Law of Moses that 
commands men to marry relative widows or do you agree with the doctrine of a resurrection 
which would mean a woman could have multiple marriages like this in heaven?”  

Jesus basically responds by saying, “Both.” By referencing God’s own declaration to Moses 
of being the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, Jesus reveals how a relationship with God 
extends beyond the limits of relationships here on earth. And so, eternal life in heaven is 
elevated beyond our earthly categories.   

And in Jesus’ last encounter, a scribe actually does ask a sincere question concerning 
biblical interpretation (12:28-40). The scribe wants to know how he can best be faithful to 
the Law of God, and Jesus responds by showing him how he can enter into the Kingdom of 
God. And so, closeness to Christ is elevated over conformity to the Law. 

Jesus withstands the challenges of his opposition and “after that no one dared to ask him 
any more questions” (12:34). So now, Jesus decides to propose a question which is the 
ultimate and most crucial question that needs to be answered: “If David himself calls the 
Christ ‘Lord’ then how could the Christ be merely his son?” (12:35-37)      

Jesus is challenging the religious authorities’ understanding concerning the identity of the 
Christ. He points out how David acknowledged the superiority of the Christ (“my Lord”), and 
therefore even David didn’t consider the Christ to merely be one of his future descendants.  
Contrary to their understanding of the Christ, he is more than a mere earthly King from the 
royal line of David who will liberate his people and reign as King in a reestablished Kingdom 
of Israel. Christ cannot be reduced to just a future Son of David; he is the eternal Son of 
God. His Kingdom is not merely spatial and earthly but spiritual and eternal.  
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And so, the pivotal question of Christ’s identity that had been previously presented in 
private to the disciples on the way to Jerusalem (see 8:29) is now being presented in public 
to the Sanhedrin in the Jerusalem temple. Jesus is asking, “Who do you say that I am?” He 
asks the central question that every man must come to answer, and he does so in the 
religious center and core of Israel.  

Prophetic Condemnation 

Jesus is pronouncing judgement upon the religious system surrounding the temple, and he 
decides to tell a parable that turns out to be a prophetic condemnation against the religious 
authorities overseeing the spiritual fruitfulness of Israel. This parable provides detailed 
instruction and insight into the Lord’s rejection and termination of the temple in Jerusalem.  

In the parable, a landowner (God) plants a vineyard (God’s people) and puts a fence around 
it and a tower within it (Jerusalem and the temple). He then leases the vineyard to tenants 
(Israel’s religious authorities) who would be responsible for the fruitfulness of his vineyard.  

During their time of responsibility over the vineyard, the landowner would occasionally send 
servants (prophets) to collect some of the fruit from the vineyard, but the tenants constantly 
mistreated these servants by persecuting them and sending them away empty-handed.  The 3

landowner finally decides that he will send his beloved son (Jesus), but the tenants capture 
him, kill him and cast him out of the vineyard entirely (rejection and crucifixion of Christ).  

And so, since the tenants have willfully rejected the beloved son, the landowner decides to 
reject the tenants and gives his vineyard to ‘others’ (God’s people with ‘others’ emphasizing 
the inclusion of the Gentiles).     

There is no mistaking that this parable was spoken as a judgement against the religious 
authorities of Israel and as soon as they heard it they “left him and went away” (12:12). The 
Beloved Son has come before Israel’s tenants, but they left him instead of listening to him.  

   see Isaiah 5 and Jeremiah 7:25-263
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In observing this parable, we must take notice that vengeance is taken out on the tenants 
and not the vineyard itself. We must be careful making broad blanket statements when we 
speak of Israel’s rejection of Christ. The focus of this parable and indeed the focus of Jesus’ 
teaching in the temple is directed toward the religious authorities (especially the Sanhedrin) 
and their rejection of Christ rather than all Israelite people collectively.    

The tenants assumed that if they could do away with the heir to the vineyard then they could 
set themselves up as the heirs of the vineyard instead. Such is the sinfulness of man. We 
assume that if we could just do away with God then we can become free to set ourselves up 
as gods instead. Just as Israelite history is one of constant rejection and rebellion against 
God (Matthew 23:34), human history in general is also the long story of man trying to rid the 
universe of God and his Son.   

The sending of the beloved son was the last and final act of compassion and patience on 
behalf of the landowner which meant that the sending of the son was one last opportunity 
for the tenants to repent of their actions and seek to reconcile their relationship with the 
landowner. By rejecting Jesus, the religious authorities’ rejected reconciliation and therefore 
welcomed God’s judgement.   

The sending of the beloved son was also a legal act on behalf of the landowner reminding 
the tenants of who truly owned the vineyard that they were trying to rule on their own. In 
sending servants, the landowner was appealing to the integrity of the tenants, but in 
sending his own son, the landowner was appealing to the legality of the vineyard.  

As James Edwards points out: 

“The son goes as the father’s representative, with the father’s authority, to the father’s 
property, to claim the father’s due.”   4

   Edwards, 3584
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In coming to Jerusalem and into the temple, Jesus as the Beloved Son of God has come to 
claim what is rightfully his (“My house” in 11:17). However, he is captured, killed and cast out 
of Jerusalem entirely (Hebrews 13:12). And so, God is getting ready to bring destruction 
upon the religious system of Israel and is giving his Kingdom to ‘others’ who make up God’s 
people from all nations, tribes and languages.    

Jesus concludes his parable with a quotation from Psalm 118:22-23 where he says: 

“‘The stone that the builders rejected has become the cornerstone; this was the Lord's 
doing, and it is marvelous in our eyes’?”  

Christ has become the ‘cornerstone’ of the new temple not made by human hands. He is the 
final Temple, the final High Priest and the final Sacrifice for all nations. He is the Savior-King 
who was to come on a donkey bringing righteousness and speaking peace to all nations as 
he rules from sea to sea (see Zechariah 9:9-10). He is the Lord who gathers others to him 
besides those already gathered bringing foreigners to his holy mountain and making his 
house a house of prayer for all peoples (see Isaiah 56:1-7). The old temple and its tenants 
are being destroyed, and Christ is constructing something entirely new.  

True worship of God is no longer to be found in a place but rather in a person; not in a 
building but rather in a body (see 1 Peter 2:4-10). 

   
A Powerful Contrast 

In this particular section of constant confrontation between Jesus and the religious 
authorities, Mark concludes this section with a powerful contrast between the posturing of 
the scribes (12:38-40) and a particular sacrifice made by a poor widow (12:41-44). And while 
this contrast does expose the extraordinary gap between the ostentatiousness of the scribes 
and the obedience of the faithful widow, Jesus uses this scene as a teaching opportunity 
and as a reminder for his disciples concerning the sacrificial and self-denying cost of 
following him in faith as God’s faithful people.  
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Jesus says: 

“Beware of the scribes, who like to walk around in long robes and like greetings in the 
marketplaces and have the best seats in the synagogues and the places of honor at feasts, 
who devour widows' houses and for a pretense make long prayers.” (12:38-40) 

The scribes dressed to make a statement, soaked up public praise and recognition, 
expected privileges and service distinct from the common man, used their position to take 
advantage of others and pretended to be humble in order to be respected and admired by 
others. Jesus warns his disciples to not envy these religious authorities and the attention 
they draw from the crowds.  

The disciples had already on several occasions revealed their own ambition in anticipating a 
greater status in this world as appointed disciples of the Christ. Jesus takes this opportunity 
in the temple to show them once more what is to be considered as true greatness in the 
Kingdom of God. He says, “You see that poor widow over there that nobody even seems to 
notice? What she is doing symbolizes how true greatness is measured in the eyes of God.” 
Those who wish to follow Christ will worship like the widow. 

James Edwards writes: 

“That which made no difference in the books of the Temple is immortalized in the Book of 
Life… For Jesus, the value of a gift is not the amount given, but the cost to the giver.”   5

Religious people may give what is convenient, but righteous people give what is costly. Like 
the poor widow, Christ was giving away everything he had in order that the true people of 
God might inherit all that he has. We have been given the vineyard because Christ as the 
‘Beloved Son’ has given us his life.   

And so, the Righteous Savior-King has come to fulfill the religious system and to replace its 
structure with himself. Christ is the ‘Cornerstone’ of the newly constructed dwelling place of 
God that no longer requires substitutionary sacrifices but instead, self-denying sacrifice.

   Edwards, 381 5
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