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Mark Chapter 12 
 

MARK 12:1-12 
 

Jesus and Israel's Leaders 
 

Concealed within this parable depicting Israel's rejection of God's prophets and His 
purposes, is an obvious reference to His coming death. It is a fitting conclusion to the subject 
of Israel's judgment begun in chapter 11:12ff. 
 
1. The Parable: the Failure of Israel's Leaders, v.l-9. 
   “He began to speak to them..." indicates a continuation from chapter 11 where the 
discussion with the religious leaders centred upon "authority" (11:27ff). The subject of the 
parable, "A vineyard" is a typical O.T. representation of Israel found in Is. 5:1f. Both the O.T. 
and the N.T. passages have many similarities, particularly in that they both demonstrate the 
abuse of privilege and power by Israel's leaders. 
 
However, the leading figure in this parable is the landowner, typifying God, set against the 
ruthless response of the tenants, (typifying Israel's religious leaders). Clearly the "servants" 
within the parable have a reference to the prophets of Israel whom God sent repeatedly to 
warn the people and convey to them God's words (2 Chron. 36:15f). The "beating" and 
"killing" of the servants unmistakably point to the persecution of the prophets received at the 
hands of Israel. 

 
The final words of judgment "What will the owner of the vineyard do?" is reminiscent of Is. 5:5 
indicating that Jesus had in mind this theme of severe judgment. The fact that this parable is 
directed against the "tenants of the vineyard" rather than the vineyard itself, indicates that the 
force of Jesus' rebuke is directed against the leaders of Israel and not the people themselves. 
 
2. The Application: Judgement of Israel's Leaders v.10-11 

The quote is from Psalm 118:22 (cf Mark 11:9f) , used by Jesus to ensure that His 
parable is clearly understood by the leaders as they reach the climax of their opposition 
against God in their plotting the death of the Son of God. In Rabbinic literature the "stone that 
the builders rejected" was understood to refer to Abraham, David or the Messiah. The 
significance of this parable is that Jesus is making an explicit reference to Himself as the 
Messiah, whilst at the same time predicting His forthcoming rejection by Israel's leaders. 
 
3. The Response: the Increased Hostility by the Leaders, v.12 
    Blinded by rage, it is impossible for His selected audience of Scribes and Pharisees to 
perceive the depth of truth Jesus was expounding and thus change their attitude towards Him. 
Such a pictorial demonstration of constant rejection of God's servants and the parable's 
obvious identification with Israel's current leaders, goads these men to make an instant arrest 
of Jesus. However, His time is not yet (cf John 7:30) - the people still held Jesus in honour, 
particularly as most of them understood the meaning of the parable directed against the 
leaders. 
 
Meditations. 
 
1. It is easy to observe Israel's religious leaders depicted in this parable and support Jesus' 
condemnation of them. But is it possible that in some way we could be guilty of misusing 
God's servants sent to us and that we might be found opposing God? See Acts 5:39b.  
 
 2. How often does the principle of v. 10 (i.e. the rejected stone raised by God to a place of 
importance) occur in Scripture? Can you see this for example, in operation in the lives of 
David, Joseph, Mary and Joseph? (cf 1 Cor. 1:26-29.) 
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MARK 12:13-17 

 
Jesus and the State 

 
 

  We noticed an earlier attempt to discredit Jesus in front of the crowds over the issue of 
"authority" (11:27ff). This time the leaders wish to lay a more sinister trap for Jesus, hoping 
that He will either enrage the Roman authorities or disappoint the crowds. For if Jesus 
succeeded in the former, He would be arrested as a political agitator; and if the latter, He 
would instantly turn the favour of the crowd into open hostility. 
 
1. The issue - Religion Versus the State, v.13-15a.  
        The flattering words of the Pharisees and Herodians in their portrayal of Jesus as being 
totally impartial in His treatment of people, refusing to be swayed by their official importance, 
and His loyalty to the will of God, are nevertheless true. However, these words of approval are 
but a facade in order to conceal the snare, which they are preparing for Jesus. The emotive 
question is now ready to be presented, "Is it lawful to pay taxes to Caesar, or not?" Following 
the previous statement "you . . truly teach the way of God," this question concerning the 
payment of taxes clearly linked the political with the sacred; a vexed question during that age 
of Roman  occupation. Its purpose was to force Jesus into a compromising position either 
theologically or politically. If He answered "Yes", He would instantly lose favour with the 
people who regarded the payment of taxes to Rome with abhorrence. Alternatively, if He said 
"No", He would be inviting serious repercussions from the Roman authorities. Clearly Jesus 
was in a dilemma: 
 
2. The Answer - Religion and the Stated vs 15b-17  

 Instantly Jesus recognises the insincerity of their questions and there is a note of 
exasperation in His words, "Why put me to the test?" Cleverly Jesus shows up their hypocrisy 
in asking them to produce a coin, for by so doing they have answered their own question in 
that they, religious men, are using Caesar's coinage: His answer is profound and unexpected: 
"Render to Caesar the things that are Caesar's'. Jesus acknowledges obligations to the State, 
which do not infringe upon the rights of God. At the same time: "And to God the things that are 
God's". He urges recognition of a man's duties towards God. This is not a compromise, but a 
perceptive answer demonstrating that the State must not overrule the spiritual and that the 
spiritual does not rule out the State. Instead of serving to discredit Jesus, this incident 
increases the crowd's astonishment, which inevitably raises their esteem of Him. 
 
Meditations. 
  
1. “Render to Caesar". What is your attitude towards the State? Read Rom 13:1-7; 1 Pet 
2:13-17, and ask yourself if you are fulfilling this part of Jesus' command. The latter part of the 
statement requires obedience to the former.  
 
 2. "....and to God the things that are God's." The second part of the statement requires the 
same form of dedication and commitment. Would your Christian life be more meaningful if you 
put into it the same time, attention and effort which you give to the State? 
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                         MARK  12:18-27 
 

Jesus and the Resurrection 
 
 

It is now the turn of the Sadducees to attempt to frustrate the ministry of Jesus. They are 
trying to make Jesus a laughing stock by the means of a fictitious story regarding the 
resurrection. Again the intention is to discredit Jesus and expose Him to public ridicule. 
 
1. The Problem: Resurrection and Marriage, v.18-23. 

The Sadducees, who based their theology upon the Pentateuch, were notorious for their 
total rejection of the resurrection. These were the doctrinal liberals of their day: Clearly they 
presented a catch question as becomes evident through the unfolding of the story. The use of 
an illustrative story to pose a challenge to an accepted traditional belief was common in 
scribal discussions. 

 
"Moses wrote" - their appeal is to the Mosaic teaching on marriage (see Deut 25:5ff) which is 
quite correct. The actual story itself may have arisen from the book of Tobit of the OT 
Apocrypha, which describes a woman who was married to seven husbands, all of whom died 
leaving her childless. 

 
The 'punch-line' comes finally at the end of the story in the words of their question, "In the 
resurrection whose wife will she be...?" Their point would equally have been proved if only two 
husbands appeared in the story but the fact that "seven had her as wife" was intended to 
make belief in the resurrection even more absurd. 
 
2. The Answer: Resurrection is Without Marriage, v.24-25 

Jesus answers His opponents with attack on a very premise upon which such theological 
misunderstanding arises, "you know neither the scriptures nor the power of God". The first 
part of his statement is evident in that the Sadducees denied the permanent validity of any of 
the scriptures other than the Pentateuch. Within the resurrection there will be no need to 
reproduce the race as there will be no death, hence, "They neither marry nor are given in 
marriage". Their position will be like the "angels" who do not marry. 
 
3. The Answer (continued): the Resurrection Itself, v.26-27 

Jesus feels the necessity to refute the Sadducees failure to accept the doctrine of the 
resurrection, "as for the dead being raised". He refers them to the Mosaic writings, knowing 
that these are acceptable to them and subsequently proves the resurrection from these very 
scriptures. The point is that in the time of Moses, some years after the death of Abraham etc., 
God is still their God (cf Ex 3:6) "I am the God of...". 

 
This simple statement of fact is immediately followed up with an explanation, "God is not 

the God of the dead but of the living". Consequently, for God to say to Moses, "I am the God 
of..." indicates that Patriarchs are still living: " ..you are wrong", and, "you are quite wrong" 
reinforces the notion that those who reject the doctrine of the resurrection are entirely 
mistaken with respect to an important truth. 

 
Meditations. 
1. Do you "know the scriptures" and "the power of God"? If there are some important biblical 
truths you find difficult to accept, it may be because you err concerning these two important 
aspects. 

 
2. Let us rejoice in the resurrection, knowing that God is still the God of the saints who have 
died, "He is not the God of the dead but of the living." See Luke 20:38, "for all live to Him". 
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MARK 12:28-34 
 

Jesus and the Law 
 

 
In this narrative the Scribe is not pitting his wits against Jesus in an attempt to disrupt his 

ministry; this time one detects a note of sincerity, and Jesus is impressed by this man's 
perception. 
 
1. The Problem : What is the Greatest Commandment? v.28. 

In the light of the 613 individual statutes of the law in Pharisaic tradition, it seemed an 
obvious question to ask which is the greatest. The Rabbis were devoted to their hair-splitting 
arguments on which commandment was great or small, heavy or light. 
 
2. The Answer: Love, v.29-31. 

Jesus quotes from Deut 6:4ff, which contains a confession of faith, uttered by every pious 
Jew each morning and evening. Jesus clearly indicates that the command is to love God, and 
this is the "greatest". It is an obligation calling for the response of the entire personality and 
being of a man. It is a command based on the uniqueness of the Godhead, "the Lord is one". 
A man's relationship with God is a first priority. 

 
The second commandment focuses on our relationship with humanity. Jesus imposes His 
own interpretation of the term "neighbour" in Luke 10:29. Although this is the "second 
commandment" it is inseparable from the first, "there is no other commandment greater than 
these". 
 
3. The Response: v.32-24 

Unlike the other religious leaders, this man (perhaps like Nicodemus Jn 3:1f) is 
impressed by Jesus' profound answer. In his response the Scribe adds a significant phrase 
which demonstrates his clear understanding, "... is much more than all whole burnt offerings 
and sacrifices". This man realises that a spiritual relationship with God and obedience to His 
moral laws are superior to the external religious observances. This remark earned him the 
commendation of Jesus who indicated that such thinking showed this man to be near to the 
kingdom of God. 

 
This incident brings to a close a period of controversial activity within Jesus' Jerusalem 

ministry. 
 
Meditations. 
 
1. Notice that the exercise of Christian love is not optional, but rather it carries the full force 
and weight of the command of God. See Jn 13:34, 1 Jn 2:7f.  
 
2. Compare the remarks of the Scribe with the story surrounding the statement made in 1 
Sam 15:22. Does obedience feature more prominently in your life than all the practices of 
external religious activities and observances? 
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MARK 12:35-40 
 

Jesus and David 
 

Following such a controversial period we find Jesus now putting His own searching 
questions to the religious authorities. The theme of David and the Messiah was already in the 
minds of the people (11:10). 
 
1. The question Concerning David: v.35-37 

The Scribes held to the conviction that national deliverance would be achieved under 
Davidic leadership according to the divine promise (2 Sam 7:11-16). The concept of the 
Davidic sonship of the Messiah was firmly grounded in prophetic literature (Is 9:2-7, Jer 23:5). 
Jesus was not challenging this belief but rather seeking an interpretation. His enquiry is based 
on the relationship between David and the Messiah. 

 
The question is followed by a reference to one of David's Psalms (110:1) which affirms the 
majestic dignity of the Messiah and who is addressed by King David as "my Lord." The 
inference is that the One to whom David is referring as "my Lord" is a greater person than 
David himself. Consequently the question is repeated, "David himself calls him Lord; so how is 
He his son?" In a discreet fashion Jesus was pointing out that the Messiah was both David's 
son (i.e. a man) and David's Lord (i.e. Divine). 
 
2. The Warning Concerning the Scribes: v.38-40. 

The above questions concerning the Scribes" brings Jesus to issue a stern warning, 
"Beware of the Scribes". In addition to the mistaken teaching of the Scribes is their 
self-intoxication. Instead of seeking the praises of men, such experts in the Law should have 
been singularly zealous for the honour of God. They were well known for their long white linen 
robes, which earned them the veneration of the people. It was considered an ornament to the 
feast to have distinguished Scribes present. Scribes were not paid for their services but were 
supported by those willing to offer hospitality. The charge that they "devoured widow's 
houses" refers to the fact that they sponged on the hospitality of people with limited means. 
Such behaviour earned them the serious rebuke of God - "greater condemnation". 
 
Meditations. 
 
1. If even David, the king, calls his son (the Messiah) "my Lord", how great indeed must He 
be: Kings also acknowledge Him. He is King of kings, see Rev 19:16. Apply this title to Jesus 
in the midst of today's world with its turmoil of political powers. 
 
 2. Do you understand the seriousness of the warning addressed to the Scribes? See John 
12:43. Pride leading to ostentation is a subtle evil that can invite a stern rebuke from God who 
says, "My glory I will not give to another", Is 48:11. 
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MARK 12:41-44 

 
Jesus and Sacrifical Giving 

 
 

Turning from negative debates with the religious leaders, it is refreshing to read of Jesus' 
positive approval of an insignificant woman. This account of a wholehearted devotion to God 
presents a sharp contrast to the sham of external righteousness witnessed in the previous 
passages. 
 
1. The Rich and the Poor v.41-42 

The treasury was possibly the thirteen trumpet-shaped receptacles which were placed 
against the wall of the Court of the Women within the Temple. Jesus was a most perceptive 
person and nothing escaped His keen observation, "and watched the multitudes". The 
contrast between the "rich" and the "poor" is emphasised by Mark. The woman's poverty is 
expressed in terms of the size of her gift, "two copper coins", which were the smallest coins in 
circulation at that time and amounted to one "penny", which was a small fraction of today's 
English penny. The fact that she put in both coins indicates the level of her commitment for 
she could have retained one for herself: 
 
2.  The Unspiritual and the Spiritual, v.43-44 

It was not the abundant giving of the rich that drew Jesus' attention but rather the 
sacrificial giving of this poor woman. So significant was this even that Jesus felt it necessary 
to draw the disciples' attention to what he had observed, "he called His disciples to Him". This 
was probably something that the disciples had overlooked. Whenever Jesus wished to 
emphasis a particular element within His teaching He used the term "truly" which immediately 
stresses the importance of what is being said (cf 3:28). 

 
This poor widow's gift indicated total surrender of herself to God, "she has put in everything 
she had; her whole living". It is this example of total devotion to God in opposition to the 
display of conventional piety that wins the approval of Jesus. 
 
Meditations.  
 
1."and He ...watched the multitudes... and a poor widow..." Jesus is fully aware of everything 
we do. He is ready to acknowledge the small, unseen actions of devotion, which have 
required total sacrifice but yet are clear indicators of our love and devotion to Him. Christian, 
although this world (and even the Church) fails to take notice of your work for God, be assured 
that He who observed this poor widow woman, has been watching you:  
 
2. The essence of true spirituality is not measured in quantity but rather in quality. Can you 
see this lesson contained in the following passages urging Christian giving? 2 Cor 8:5, 9:'7, 
Exodus 25:2. 
 
 
Richard Lee 


