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Mark - Session 11 
Scripture In This Lesson: Mark 12:1-12:40 

Goals:  
 Having entered Jerusalem, Jesus continues to teach and faces more tests and 
questions from the religious elite of the day. For the most part, these questions are 
intended to discredit rather than learn. Despite the intent behind the questions, in his 
answers, Jesus continues to proclaim the Kingdom of God. Participants will continue to 
be challenged to a Kingdom-oriented worldview as Jesus confronts hypocrisy with Truth 
and dead religion with the Living Word. 

Part 1 - They’re So Vain, They Probably Think This Song (Or Story) Is About 
Them… It Is 
 Read Mark 12:1-12 

1 Jesus then began to speak to them in parables: “A man planted a vineyard. He 
put a wall around it, dug a pit for the winepress and built a watchtower. Then he 
rented the vineyard to some farmers and moved to another place. 2 At harvest 
time he sent a servant to the tenants to collect from them some of the fruit of the 
vineyard. 3 But they seized him, beat him and sent him away empty-handed. 4 
Then he sent another servant to them; they struck this man on the head and 
treated him shamefully. 5 He sent still another, and that one they killed. He sent 
many others; some of them they beat, others they killed.  

6 “He had one left to send, a son, whom he loved. He sent him last of all, saying, 
‘They will respect my son.’  

7 “But the tenants said to one another, ‘This is the heir. Come, let’s kill him, and 
the inheritance will be ours.’ 8 So they took him and killed him, and threw him 
out of the vineyard. 

9 “What then will the owner of the vineyard do? He will come and kill those 
tenants and give the vineyard to others. 10 Haven’t you read this passage of 
Scripture:  

   “ ‘The stone the builders rejected  
   has become the cornerstone; 
11  the Lord has done this, 
   and it is marvelous in our eyes’?” 

12 Then the chief priests, the teachers of the law and the elders looked for a way 
to arrest him because they knew he had spoken the parable against them. But 
they were afraid of the crowd; so they left him and went away. 

Mark 12:1-12 (NIV) 
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Questions To Consider: 
1. What/who do each of these parts of the story represent: the man? the vineyard? the 

tenants? the servants? the son? 

2. What’s the Truth revealed in this parable? What’s the story being told and why? 

3. When confronted with rebuke, we have a choice in how to respond. We can react in 
defensive anger as the chief priests, teachers of the law, and elders did, or we can 
learn and grow. Consider a time when you were challenged in your words, thoughts, 
or deed. How did you react? How would you hope to respond in the future? This can 
be a deeply personal thought experiment, so please share only as you’re 
comfortable. 
 

Some Explanation: 
 The time of Jesus’ arrest and crucifixion is drawing near, and we see this 
reflected in the more direct and thinly veiled nature of this particular parable presented 
to this particular audience. Everyone knows who the players are. God is the one who 
created the vineyard, his creation, and called forth priests to point others toward himself. 
The religious leaders are the tenants who enjoyed the power of their position claimed a 
false ownership rather than a stewardship of God’s work in the world. They persecuted, 
beat, and killed the prophets, the servants sent by the Master, and were actively plotting 
to kill the Master’s own Son who stood before them speaking. And the gathered 
religious leaders were keenly aware that Jesus was directing this parable directly at 
them and the evil in their hearts. 
 Interestingly, and unfortunately, their reaction to this parable is to seek to live it 
out to completion and plot the arrest of the Son of God. When confronted with their sin, 
they lean into it rather than repent. Their hearts are hardened. One has to think that 
Jesus, being who he is, would have celebrated along with all of Heaven had they heard 
the hard Truth of his message and repented. That path was still open to them if only 
they would have taken it. Sadly, when in the presence of the Savior of the world, Jesus 
the Christ, they chose their dead religion and the temporary power it afforded them over 
the better way of salvation. 
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Part 2 - It’s A Trap! 
 Read Mark 12:13-17 

13 Later they sent some of the Pharisees and Herodians to Jesus to catch him 
in his words. 14 They came to him and said, “Teacher, we know that you are a 
man of integrity. You aren’t swayed by others, because you pay no attention to 
who they are; but you teach the way of God in accordance with the truth. Is it 
right to pay the imperial tax to Caesar or not? 15 Should we pay or shouldn’t 
we?”  

But Jesus knew their hypocrisy. “Why are you trying to trap me?” he asked. 
“Bring me a denarius and let me look at it.” 
16 They brought the coin, and he asked them, “Whose image is this? And whose 
inscription?”  

“Caesar’s,” they replied. 

17 Then Jesus said to them, “Give back to Caesar what is Caesar’s and to God 
what is God’s.”  

And they were amazed at him. 
Mark 12:13-17 (NIV) 

Questions To Consider: 
1. Though the Pharisees and Herodians approach with flattering words, what is there 

intent? Are they trying to learn and grow or is it something else? What do you think 
they’re trying to accomplish and why? 

2. It’s fairly clear in Jesus’ answer what belongs to Caesar and why, but what does it 
mean to give to God’s what is God’s? 
 

3. Have you ever felt torn between allegiance to the Kingdom of God and allegiance to 
the political powers of the day? What does Jesus’ answer to this question have to 
teach us about how to navigate those tensions? 
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Some Explanation: 
 In the preceding passage we read that the religious leaders of the day were 
looking for a way to arrest Jesus. Here we see that plan put into action as the Pharisees 
on the religious side and the Herodians with their political ambition come together to try 
to trap Jesus in a loaded question. As Doug mentioned in his comments on this 
passage, this is an interesting team to see come together. The Pharisees and 
Herodians disagreed vehemently on paying taxes with the Pharisees against the 
practice and the Herodians for it. They only thing uniting them is their evil intent toward 
Jesus. But Jesus sees through their flattery to their hearts. 
 For the trap to work, Jesus would have had to give a specific answer to this 
specific question, thereby choosing sides and giving the crowd something to attack. 
Jesus, however, takes the opportunity to address not this single issue, but the worldview 
that informs it. Rather than speaking to this specific tax and whether or not it should be 
paid, Jesus addresses the broader issue of religious fidelity as it comes up against 
political allegiance. And in speaking to this issue, Jesus provides a metric that 
challenges all who hear to introspection and thoughtful discernment. 
 “Give back to Caesar what is Caesar’s and to God what is God’s.” It’s such a 
seemingly simple answer that brings up a host of other questions. What does it mean to 
belong to Caesar? What does it mean to belong to God? And how do we know the 
difference? The coin was Caesar’s because it bore his image. What, then, bears the 
image of God? All of humanity. Our selves. Our lives. Our dreams and desires. Our 
thoughts, words, and deeds. 
 For those who sometimes struggle to find the balance between faith and national 
or political identity, the call for all of us is to make space to think through where our 
allegiances lie. Are we giving to Caesar what is rightfully Caesar’s and to God what is 
rightfully God’s? Do we have eyes to see the difference? It’s not always as easy as 
you’d think and requires constant communication with and attentiveness to the leading 
of the Holy Spirit. 
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Part 3 - Say It Like You Mean it 
 Read Mark 12:18-27 

18 Then the Sadducees, who say there is no resurrection, came to him with a 
question. 19 “Teacher,” they said, “Moses wrote for us that if a man’s brother 
dies and leaves a wife but no children, the man must marry the widow and raise 
up offspring for his brother. 20 Now there were seven brothers. The first one 
married and died without leaving any children. 21 The second one married the 
widow, but he also died, leaving no child. It was the same with the third. 22 In 
fact, none of the seven left any children. Last of all, the woman died too. 23 At 
the resurrection whose wife will she be, since the seven were married to her?” 

24 Jesus replied, “Are you not in error because you do not know the Scriptures 
or the power of God? 25 When the dead rise, they will neither marry nor be 
given in marriage; they will be like the angels in heaven. 26 Now about the dead 
rising—have you not read in the Book of Moses, in the account of the burning 
bush, how God said to him, ‘I am the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the 
God of Jacob’? 27 He is not the God of the dead, but of the living. You are badly 
mistaken!” 

Mark 12:18-27 (NIV) 

Questions To Consider: 
1. What is your understanding of the resurrection? Why is resurrection such an 

important part of our faith? How does it affect the way you live today? 

2. Look back at verses 18 and 23. Do you notice anything interesting about the 
question being asked by the Sadducees? Given their beliefs, what would lead them 
to ask such a question? What are they trying to accomplish? 

3. In responding to the question of the Sadducees, Jesus answers both the question 
they asked and the one they didn’t. What is the deeper issue the Sadducees are 
addressing and how does Jesus respond? 
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Some Explanation: 
 There’s actually a specific word in Jewish tradition for the type of question being 
asked by the Sadducees here. It’s called boruth which translates as “vulgarity.”  It was 1

intended to be a mocking, biting question asked to make the one responding look 
foolish with a foolish question. It’s for this reason that the Sadducees who didn’t believe 
in the resurrection asked a question about the resurrection; asking not about the 
resurrection itself but offering an extreme (and misguided) hypothetical about a string of 
brothers marrying their brother’s widow to continue his family name. Asking to whom 
she would be married after the resurrection was less a genuine question than it was 
meant to be a punchline. 
 Jesus, however, doesn’t take the bait. Rather than simply answering the 
ridiculous question, he addresses the theological fallacy of the Sadducees themselves; 
telling them they are “in error,” “mistaken,” and that they don’t understand Scripture or 
“the power of God.” He pulls no punches. He does briefly address the question, 
explaining that people won’t be given in marriage in the Kingdom of God so the question 
itself is moot, before going on to the deeper issue. 
 Aware that his audience regarded only the books of Moses (Genesis through 
Deuteronomy) as Scripture, Jesus responds to their views on the resurrection from 
those books, using God’s own words where he declares that he is the God of Abraham, 
Isaac, and Jacob. God, he says, is not the God of the dead, but of the living.  
 The resurrection, then, is fundamental to the work that God is doing in the world 
and has been since the beginning. It is the resurrection that asserts the power of God 
over death and proclaims the promise of everlasting life in the Kingdom of God forever. 
It is the resurrection of Jesus from the grave that completes his work on the cross, 
redeeming not just the spiritual but the physical to that which God has intended. And it is 
the promise of the resurrection, that Jesus is the firstborn to be followed by those 
redeemed in his name and for his glory, that frees, inspires, and empowers us to live for 
eternity in the here and now. So let us claim life fully, and live for forever today. 

 Williamson, Lamar Jr. Mark. Westminster John Knox Press, 2009. 222.1
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Part 4 - All You Need Is Love… Love Is All You Need 
 Read Mark 12:28-34 

28 One of the teachers of the law came and heard them debating. Noticing that 
Jesus had given them a good answer, he asked him, “Of all the commandments, 
which is the most important?” 

29 “The most important one,” answered Jesus, “is this: ‘Hear, O Israel: The Lord 
our God, the Lord is one. 30 Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with 
all your soul and with all your mind and with all your strength.’ 31 The second is 
this: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’ There is no commandment greater than 
these.” 

32 “Well said, teacher,” the man replied. “You are right in saying that God is one 
and there is no other but him. 33 To love him with all your heart, with all your 
understanding and with all your strength, and to love your neighbor as yourself is 
more important than all burnt offerings and sacrifices.” 

34 When Jesus saw that he had answered wisely, he said to him, “You are not 
far from the kingdom of God.” And from then on no one dared ask him any more 
questions. 

Mark 12:28-34 (NIV) 

Questions To Consider: 
1. How does this teacher of the law differ from those who have asked questions 

before? How does this difference impact the outcome of the conversation? 

2. Why do you think Jesus responds the way he does; offering the first and second 
greatest commandments rather than simply the first? What is gained by holding 
these two commands together? 

3. What do you think Jesus means when he says that the teacher of the law isn’t far 
from the Kingdom of God? Is it about the head? The heart? Things we say? Things 
we do? 
 
 
 

4. What does it look like for you to live out the two greatest commandments right now? 
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Some Explanation: 
 Finally, after a series of trick questions, we have someone who approaches out 
of genuine interest, with a genuine desire to hear what Jesus has to say and take it to 
heart. Though he is among the social group that’s been challenged and called to 
question by the teachings and actions of Jesus, he remains open to what he might 
learn, curious about things he might not yet understand. He approaches in the 
realization that he might not yet be who he is becoming. And Jesus is faithful to meet 
him in that. 
 We see that faithful response in Jesus’ answer as he explains that the greatest 
commandments are to love the Lord with all your heart, soul, mind, and strength, and to 
love your neighbor as yourself. And we see it in his words following the response of the 
teacher. It’s a powerful moment that illustrates that, with an openness to the words of 
Christ, and an availability to change and grow, God can draw us nearer to him and do 
the work of the Kingdom in and through us wherever we’re starting from. Will you meet 
him in honestly and vulnerability? 
 Secondly, the nature of Jesus’ answer to the question is important. As Doug 
mentioned in his devotion on this passage, there were over 600 Jewish laws at the time. 
To sum them up was certainly no small task, but Jesus does so with excellence. All of it 
comes down to this, love God with all that you are, and love others. As we read 
elsewhere in Scripture, all the Law and the prophets are summed up in these two 
commands. 
 The interesting thing about this answer is that it calls us to a both/and approach 
to following Jesus. It’s easy to get so caught up in looking up that we forget to look 
around, or to get so focused on the people around us that we forget to look up. Jesus 
here calls us to both. Honor God above all, and honor him by honoring and loving those 
created in his image. They cannot be separated from one another which is why Jesus, 
when asked, refuses to do so. 
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Part 5 - A Riddle And A Warning 
 Read Mark 12:35-40 

35 While Jesus was teaching in the temple courts, he asked, “Why do the 
teachers of the law say that the Messiah is the son of David? 36 David himself, 
speaking by the Holy Spirit, declared:  

   “ ‘The Lord said to my Lord: 
   “Sit at my right hand  
  until I put your enemies  
   under your feet.” ’  

37 David himself calls him ‘Lord.’ How then can he be his son?”  

The large crowd listened to him with delight. 

38 As he taught, Jesus said, “Watch out for the teachers of the law. They like to 
walk around in flowing robes and be greeted with respect in the marketplaces, 
39 and have the most important seats in the synagogues and the places of 
honor at banquets. 40 They devour widows’ houses and for a show make 
lengthy prayers. These men will be punished most severely.” 

Mark 11:35-40 (NIV) 

Questions To Consider: 
1. The idea of the Messiah as a conquering hero of the line of David is great and all, 

but why is it important to hold the idea of the Messiah as a descendant of David 
together with the idea of him being Lord if we’re to fully understand the work of 
Christ in the world? 

2. What does the type of corruption Jesus describes among the teachers of the law do 
to the witness of the Church in the world? How can we address, prevent, and correct 
this behavior in ourselves, others, and the Church as a whole? 
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Some Explanation: 
 As we’ve mentioned before, there was more than a little expectational debt 
surrounding the idea of the Messiah among the Jewish people in Jesus’ day. Many were 
expecting a conquering hero of the line of David to come and free them from the bonds 
of imperial oppression and reestablish the Kingdom of Israel in power. Jesus, here, 
takes the opportunity to reframe their understanding. 
 The Messiah is more than a military commander with royal lineage here to bring 
about political and social upheaval. He is Lord in both the temporal and eternal sense, 
and to paint him as the first without the other is to misunderstand or miss the work that 
God is doing in Christ, and the inbreaking of the Kingdom of God. In Jesus’ question, 
then, is a call to consider that something beyond their expectations might be happening 
that better lines up with the word of God in Scripture. 
 A similar reminder is sometimes necessary for us today. It’s all too easy to reduce 
Jesus to a nice guy or a great teacher, but he is so much more. He is Savior. He is Lord. 
He is the Suffering Servant who is our Master and King. Let us take great care that in 
the day to day of life we don’t lose sight of the fullness of who Jesus is. 
 This passage closes with a warning against corruption among those who would 
follow after Jesus by holding up an example that everyone would have known. It’s hard 
to read that warning and not think of some of the public moral failings we’ve seen from 
Christian celebrities of late. The cautionary tale is one that we each must heed. As we 
seek to walk in faith, there will be temptations that seek to draw our attention and 
affection from the narrow way. Let us fix our eyes on Jesus and draw nearer to him each 
day that in the empowering and enabling of the Holy Spirit we would never be led astray 
or betray those looking to us to bear the image of God well and declare the glory of his 
name. 

Please Close In Prayer


