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Mark 11:27-12:12 Questioning Jesus’s authority

We are working our way through the final week of Jesus’s life in our study of Mark. Today, we
are going to look at the beginning of the third day of the week, Tuesday. And the action once
again centers around the temple and this time the religious leaders of the people of Israel. The
issue is authority, and it is really a clash of authority between Jesus and the Religious leaders. Is
Christ’s authority above that of the religious leaders, that is the question. And the discussion
begins with a question that asks about the source of Jesus’s authority. Let’s look at that
question in Mark 11:27-33. # They arrived again in Jerusalem, and while Jesus was walking in
the temple courts, the chief priests, the teachers of the law and the elders came to him. **“By
what authority are you doing these things?” they asked. “And who gave you authority to do
this?” ?° Jesus replied, “I will ask you one question. Answer me, and | will tell you by what
authority | am doing these things. ** John’s baptism—was it from heaven, or of human origin? Tell
me!”

¥ They discussed it among themselves and said, “If we say, ‘From heaven,” he will ask, ‘Then why
didn’t you believe him?’ *But if we say, ‘Of human origin’ --” (They feared the people, for
everyone held that John really was a prophet.)

¥ S0 they answered Jesus, “We don’t know.” Jesus said, “Neither will | tell you by what authority
| am doing these things.”

The people that approach Jesus here represent the Sanhedrin. The Sanhedrin was the highest
level of government in Israel made up of the people of Israel. It was made up of 71 religious
leaders who ultimately provided a governmental structure between the people of Israel and the
Roman government. It was comprised of the three groups that are mentioned here - chief
priests, scribes (here called teachers of the law) and Elders of the people. They come to Jesus
and ask as an official delegation of this ruling body, what or who gives Jesus the right to do
what he is doing. Throughout the book of Mark, there has been a developing thread that shows
Jesus’s authority, starting at his baptism in Mark 1, where God the Father himself gives the
pronouncement of Jesus as his Son. Mark 1:11 says, 11 And a voice came from heaven, “You
are my beloved Son; with you | am well pleased.” Then in Jesus’s very first interaction recorded
in Mark, after Jesus has freed a man from a demon, we read about the people’s recognition of
Jesus’s authority in Mark 1:27. And they were all amazed, so that they questioned among
themselves, saying, “What is this? A new teaching with authority! He commands even the
unclean spirits, and they obey him.” And it wasn’t just one account of authority over demons,
there are many recorded for us. But Jesus’s authority doesn’t stop at the demonic, it includes
authority over the greatest problem, sin itself. In Mark 2, we see Jesus’s power over disease
combined with authority over sin. Mark 2:10-11 says, But that you may know that the Son of
Man has authority on earth to forgive sins”—he said to the paralytic— "' “| say to you, rise, pick
up your bed, and go home.” And if there was one thing that the Religious leaders believed
themselves to be the authority on it was the Sabbath, yet Jesus proclaimed his authority over
that as well. Mark 2:27-28 says, > And he said to them, “The Sabbath was made for man, not
man for the Sabbath. ?® So the Son of Man is lord even of the Sabbath.” And we could go on
through the book up to this direct confrontation regarding Jesus’s authority, and see the way
that the call to follow Jesus is directly related to his authority. While Jesus answers them as a
typical Jewish rabbi with a question, he does not defend himself in a typically rabbinical way by
appealing to other Rabbis. Jesus went straight to God himself using the question of John’s
baptism. Either John’s baptism is from God...Jesus respects Jewish tradition of not saying God’s
name and using the location Heaven to refer to God...or the baptism is just human in origin. As
we just saw, the case for Jesus’s authority really begins with John the Baptist and Jesus’s
baptism, so a decision about John would be a decision about Jesus. This is because it was at
Jesus’s baptism that God the Father clearly demonstrated his approval of Jesus’s ministry in a
public way. Mark 1:10 and 11 that we already read tells us, '° And when he came up out of the
water, immediately he saw the heavens being torn open and the Spirit descending on him like a
dove. "' And a voice came from heaven, “You are my beloved Son; with you | am well pleased.”



This answer is not what they expected and as verse 31 says, they discussed it among
themselves. John the Baptist was introduced and held in esteem not as a reformer of the
government or even as a preacher, but as a prophet. And this designation and understanding
was correct. John’s entire purpose was to introduce Jesus. He was the last Old Testament
prophet, and he had the privilege of doing what no other prophet could do personally - introduce
Jesus to the world, not just give words that pointed to him. So, this discussion is an attempt to
sidestep the issue. They understand the predicament that Jesus has placed them in, and they
can’t answer without acknowledging his authority through John, or by sharing their true feelings
about John and alienate all the people. In fact, everytime Mark uses the word, discussed, 7
times, in the gospel of Mark, it is always used of people trying to reason away and escape what
Jesus has clearly told them, and they did not want to hear. So, their answer was a non-answer,
“we don’t know.” But to those unwilling to commit themselves to his authority, Jesus is not
willing to commit himself to respond to them. There is no faith in him in their response. In
Matthew we are told that Jesus would respond to even faith as small as a mustard seed...
Matthew 17:20 says, “... For truly, | say to you, if you have faith like a grain of mustard

seed, you will say to this mountain, ‘Move from here to there,” and it will move, and nothing will
be impossible for you.” But to the Sanhedrin he gives no commitment, due to their lack of a
response of faith in him. So, the Sanhedrin asks how he is doing, “these things,” meaning
miracles, teaching, forgiving sins most importantly, and of course what they saw the day before,
driving out the commerce from the temple. But the only way to understand “these things,” is if
they are happening because of the authority of Jesus as the Son of God, which was first
declared at John’s Baptism. Even for us today, when we read of these events, none of them
make sense unless he is who he claimed to be the Son of God, and therefore doing them under
the authority of God himself. You cannot accept Jesus as just a miracle worker or great teacher
or a prophet. None of those things explain the things he has done...only being God himself, God
the Son, explains the events of Jesus Christ’s life.

But Jesus will not let them get off that easy. He confronts them with a story, a parable to help
them see just whose authority they are rejecting by rejecting Jesus. This parable will
demonstrate clearly what it means to reject Jesus’s authority. Look at the verses starting at
Mark 12:1 and going through verse 11.

12 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. ?At harvest time he sent a servant to the tenants to
collect from them some of the fruit of the vineyard. ®But they seized him, beat him and sent him
away empty- handed. * Then he sent another servant to them; they struck this man on the head
and treated him shamefully. °He sent still another, and that one they killed. He sent many others;
some of them they beat, others they killed. // ®“He had one left to send, a son, whom he loved.
He sent him last of all, saying, ‘They will respect my son.” " “But the tenants said to one another,
“This is the heir. Come, let’s kill him, and the inheritance will be ours.’ ®So they took him and
killed him, and threw him out of the vineyard. °“What then will the owner of the vineyard do? He
will come and kill those tenants and give the vineyard to others. '®Haven’t you read this passage
of Scripture: “The stone the builders rejected has become the cornerstone; '' the Lord has done
this, and it is marvelous in our eyes’?”

This parable is clearly about the rejection of authority, and specifically applies prophetically to
the ultimate rejection of Jesus at the cross. How would the religious leaders being addressed
have heard this? They would see that Jesus is giving them a story of God’s work towards his
people Israel. God the Father sent prophets, one after another, right up through John the
Baptist. Each of them had a similar message, condemning the sin of the people and calling for
repentance in the face of God’s judgement. In other words, they were calling the people, and
especially the religious leaders to give God the “fruit,” or the worship that he deserves. And



Jesus is directing this specifically at those who were charged with protecting the vineyard, in
other words the ones who were supposed to be leading God’s people in the worship that God
deserved. They were the evil ones in the parable, not the people who were part of the vineyard,
the regular people of Israel. Their evil was in rejecting the message of the ones sent from the
owner of the Vineyard, God. Ultimately then, we see them rejecting the Son of God, Jesus, and
asking for him to be crucified, just like the workers in the vineyard.

And how do we know that they heard this parable exactly as Jesus intended... because the event
ends by telling us! They not only rejected Jesus’s authority but sought to destroy Jesus’s
authority. Look at the last verse, verse 12 of Mark 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. The Sanhedrin had recognized in this parable a picture
of their rejection of Jesus. They also had likely recognized that Jesus was inferring by this
parable that he himself was the Son sent by the Father, who was clearly God. This claim to be
God is ultimately what the religious leaders would seek his death over. It’s not what Rome would
approve the crucifixion for, but was definitely what these religious leaders would seek his
crucifixion for. They would ultimately win the crowds over, but they would need to find some
clear reason to arrest him, which would be impossible without resorting to outright lies. Right
after this, we will see another attempt to trap him into a reason for arrest, which will also fail.
But as this event comes to an end we need to see what there is here regarding Christ’s
authority that God wants us to apply to our lives today. The key to application is that these are
religious leaders. They are the ones who knew the Bible best, kept the religious rules the best,
went to “church” (or temple) the most, and yet were so far away from God, that they want to try
to destroy God’s Son. There is warning for us in that. You can be religious and reject Jesus’s
authority, but you cannot be a true follower of Christ, a Christian, and reject Jesus’s authority.
You can put on a front of worshipping God and fool many people as these representatives of the
Sanhedrin no doubt did, but God knows the heart and Jesus knows who are truly worshipping
God. Only those who come to God the Father through Jesus Christ, his only son, can truly
worship and serve God. John 14:6 says, °Jesus said to him, “| am the way, and the truth,

and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me. Following Jesus is too important to
fake it. Your literal eternity is on the line.

But | want to end by going back to verses 10 and 11 where Jesus said, The stone the builders
rejected has become the cornerstone; ' the Lord has done this, and it is marvelous in our
eyes’... The quote here is Psalm 118:22-23 which is from a Psalm that is a beatiful song of
praise for God’s salvation. In fact, let’s look at that Psalm as we close starting in verse 19 of
Psalm 118. Open to me the gates of righteousness, that | may enter through them and give
thanks to the Lord. ® This is the gate of the Lord; the righteous shall enter through it. #' | thank
you that you have answered me and have become my salvation. ? The stone that the builders
rejected has become the cornerstone. ? This is the Lord's doing; it is marvelous in our eyes. Only
the righteous, those who are holy and without sin, can enter into the presence of the Lord. The
religious leaders were supposed to be where the presence of the Lord was. In fact they were
supposed to be leading people into that presence in the temple. But the temple was not where
God was. God was in the person of Jesus Christ and they were rejecting him. Rather than being
righteous, the religious leaders were blinded by their sin, leading the people away from rather
than to God. But salvation is available through the only truly righteous one, Jesus Christ. Notice
in verse 21 of Psalm 118. It’s not my righteousness. It is the Lord’s righteousness, so the
Psalmist says to the Lord, “you...have become my salvation.” Then those two verses that Jesus
quotes that show how God will bring salvation. It will not be through the temple or the religious
leaders that God will build his kingdom and provide salvation. It will be through The stone that
the builders rejected [that] has become the cornerstone. Jesus is that stone, who will face the
ultimate rejection on the cross, but ultimately be the only way to salvation. But notice this is no



accident. This was God’s plan all along, and it is marvelous and glorious when we see how
magnificent this plan is. Jesus doesn’t end the quote with him being the cornerstone, but with
verse 23, the Lord has done this, and it is marvelous in our eyes... Ephesians 1 is clear that
God’s plan to send Jesus, Son of God, Second person of the Trinity, God himself, as our Savior,
was in place by his sovereign plan before this world was even formed. Ephesians 1:4-6 says, 4
even as he chose us in him before the foundation of the world, that we should be holy and
blameless before him. In love 5 he predestined us for adoption to himself as sons through Jesus
Christ, according to the purpose of his will, 6 to the praise of his glorious grace, with which he
has blessed us in the Beloved. Jesus is the ultimate source of authority. He is the King of Kings
and Lord of Lords, because he is God himself. He existed before time began, and agreed in
eternity past to face the rejection of people he had created so that some of those people could
be called the people of God and saved by his death upon the cross.

This is the sacrifice that we remember in this celebration of the Lord’s Supper. Jesus Christ’s
sacrifice of himself is different than other deaths because it is “marvelous in our eyes.” It is
glorious, because his death makes it possible for us to be among “the righteous [who] shall
enter...” “the gate of the Lord,” As Psalm 118 says. If you have accepted Jesus Christ as your
Lord and Savior, and have been made righteous by that faith in him, and obeyed him by being
baptized, then we invite you to join us in this meal today. If you have not accepted Jesus as your
Lord and Savior or been baptized then | would ask you to refrain from partaking. Children are
best taught the importance of this ordinance and sacrament by not being allowed to participate
if they are not ready. After | pray, the Deacons will serve the bread and the juice from the four
corners of the sanctuary and we will eat together and drink together once everyone has been
served. Let’s pray.



