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SLOW RELIGION: GOSPEL ACCORDING TO MARK 
 
Slow Religion: The Gospel According to Mark is a lay person-led adult education 
weekly series for Christians and seekers who want to deepen their spiritual 
understanding and gain life insights from the Gospels. The class studies and 
discusses Mark, possibly the first Gospel, using theological, historical, cultural 
commentaries on the Gospel to spur understanding, reflection and action.  
 
The class is created and led by Joe Jennings and advisors include: the Rev. Zoila 
Schoenbrun, St. Stephens Episcopal Church, Belvedere, CA; the Rev. Br. Richard 
Edward Helmer, Episcopal Church of our Saviour, Mill Valley, CA; and Eugene E. 
Lemcio, PhD, Emeritus Professor of New Testament, Seattle Pacific University, 
Episcopal Church of the Ascension, Seattle. 
 
Prior Slow Religion Classes include: St. Paul’s Letter to the Romans (2017-8); the 
Gospel of St. John (2019-20); the Holy Spirit (2020); and the Foundations of 
Christian Faith (2020-21). 

 
 
 

OPENING PRAYER 
 
Proper 281     

Blessed Lord, who caused all holy Scriptures to be written  
for our learning:  
Grant us so to hear them, read, mark, learn,  
and inwardly digest them,  
that we may embrace and ever hold fast  
the blessed hope of everlasting life,  
which you have given us in our Savior Jesus Christ;  
who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit,  
one God, for ever and ever. Amen. 

 
  

 
1 Episcopal Book of Common Prayer pp.236 

St. Mark, Giorgio Vasari, 1570-71 
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MARK 112 
 
Jesus’ Triumphal Entry into Jerusalem 
 
11 When they were approaching Jerusalem, at Bethphage and Bethany, near the Mount of Olives, he 
sent two of his disciples 2 and said to them, “Go into the village ahead of you, and immediately as you 
enter it, you will find tied there a colt that has never been ridden; untie it and bring it. 3 If anyone says to 
you, ‘Why are you doing this?’ just say this, ‘The Lord needs it and will send it back here immediately.’” 4 
They went away and found a colt tied near a door, outside in the street. As they were untying it, 5 some of 
the bystanders said to them, “What are you doing, untying the colt?” 6 They told them what Jesus had 
said; and they allowed them to take it. 7 Then they brought the colt to Jesus and threw their cloaks on it; 
and he sat on it. 8 Many people spread their cloaks on the road, and others spread leafy branches that 
they had cut in the fields. 9 Then those who went ahead and those who followed were shouting, 
 

“Hosanna! 
    Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord! 
10     Blessed is the coming kingdom of our ancestor David! 
Hosanna in the highest heaven!” 
 

11 Then he entered Jerusalem and 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. 
 
Jesus Curses the Fig Tree 
 
12 On the following day, when they came from Bethany, he was hungry. 13 Seeing in the distance a fig 
tree in leaf, he went to see whether perhaps he would find anything on it. When he came to it, he found 
nothing but leaves, for it was not the season for figs. 14 He said to it, “May no one ever eat fruit from you 
again.” And his disciples heard it. 
 
Jesus Cleanses the Temple 
 
15 Then they came to Jerusalem. And he entered the temple and began to drive out those who were 
selling and those who were buying in the temple, and he overturned the tables of the money changers 
and the seats of those who sold doves; 16 and he would not allow anyone to carry anything through the 
temple. 17 He was teaching and saying, “Is it not written, 
 

‘My house shall be called a house of prayer for all the nations’. 
    But you have made it a den of robbers.” 
 

18 And when the chief priests and the scribes heard it, they kept looking for a way to kill him; for they 
were afraid of him, because the whole crowd was spellbound by his teaching. 19 And when evening 
came, Jesus and his disciples[a] went out of the city. 
 
The Lesson from the Withered Fig Tree 
 
20 In the morning as they passed by, they saw the fig tree withered away to its roots. 21 Then Peter 
remembered and said to him, “Rabbi, look! The fig tree that you cursed has withered.” 22 Jesus 
answered them, “Have[b] faith in God. 23 Truly I tell you, if you say to this mountain, ‘Be taken up and 
thrown into the sea,’ and if you do not doubt in your heart but believe that what you say will come to pass, 

 
2 All Bible quotations and footnotes are from the New Revised Standard Version at Biblegateway.com New Revised Standard 
Version Bible, copyright © 1989 the Division of Christian Education of the National Council of the Churches of Christ in the United 
States of America. Used by permission. All rights reserved. 
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it will be done for you. 24 So I tell you, whatever you ask for in prayer, believe that you have received[c] it, 
and it will be yours. 
 
25 “Whenever you stand praying, forgive, if you have anything against anyone; so that your Father in 
heaven may also forgive you your trespasses.”[d] 
 
Jesus’ Authority Is Questioned 
 
27 Again they came to Jerusalem. As he was walking in the temple, the chief priests, the scribes, and the 
elders came to him 28 and said, “By what authority are you doing these things? Who gave you this 
authority to do them?” 29 Jesus said to them, “I will ask you one question; answer me, and I will tell you 
by what authority I do these things. 30 Did the baptism of John come from heaven, or was it of human 
origin? Answer me.” 31 They argued with one another, “If we say, ‘From heaven,’ he will say, ‘Why then 
did you not believe him?’ 32 But shall we say, ‘Of human origin’?”—they were afraid of the crowd, for all 
regarded John as truly a prophet. 33 So they answered Jesus, “We do not know.” And Jesus said to 
them, “Neither will I tell you by what authority I am doing these things.” 

 
Footnotes 
Mark 11:19 Gk they: other ancient authorities (manuscripts) read he 
Mark 11:22 Other ancient authorities (manuscripts) read “If you have 
Mark 11:24 Other ancient authorities (manuscripts) read are receiving 
Mark 11:25 Other ancient authorities (manuscripts) add verse 26, “But if you do not forgive, 
neither will your Father in heaven forgive your trespasses.” 
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OVERVIEW3 
 
Jerusalem is the place of opposition and hostility that leads to Jesus’ death. The cross will now dominate 
the last 5 chapters of Mark. Mark has condensed what may have been an extended period of Jesus’ 
presence in Jerusalem, or multiple visits (as in John), into one week. Papias4 said that Mark arranged 
stories and sayings to his own design. There are at least two reasons for his doing so: Condensing the 
events served the catechetical and liturgical purposes of the early church; and the passion narrative’s 
focal point is the temple and to show that Jesus has superseded the temple as the locus Dei.  
 
11:1-11 Jesus’ Triumphal Entry into Jerusalem 
Jesus’ entry has no explicit messianic claim by Jesus. Any reference to Zech 9:19 is at best implied. 
Mark’s crowd may have implied kingship, but the nature of Jesus’ kingship has not yet been revealed. In 
Mark, Jesus has not laid claim to a coming kingdom of David, nor to the title Lord. 
 
The story is in all four gospels. The incident is not raised in the passion week trial narratives where the 
charge is explicitly the messianic kingship identity of Jesus. Nor did it attract the notice and reaction of the 
Roman legion.  It is possible that the event occurred earlier in the year, during the Feast of the 
Tabernacles and Mark condensed it into the week before Passover for his story. 
 
Mark’s account is noteworthy for what did not happen. The crowd that had formed to escort Jesus into 
Jerusalem quickly disperses as mysteriously as it assembled. The whole scene comes to nothing. As in  
the Parable of the Sower the seed that that has no root quickly dies. Mark is warning against mistaking 
enthusiasm for faith, and popularity for discipleship. 
 
11:12-14 Jesus Curses the Fig Tree 
Mark uses the fig tree story to sandwich the cleansing of the Temple story,  dramatizing the end of the 
temple with an enacted parable. Jesus may have not cleansed it as much as cursed the Temple, Israel, 
and the authorities. The leafy fig tree is as deceptive as the temple. Despite the Temple’s religious 
commerce and activity, it is an outlaw’s hideout. The curse is a symbol of God’s judgement of the temple. 
 
11:15-19 Jesus Cleanses the Temple 
From an ideological perspective, the story of the cleansing of the temple is the centerpiece of Mark’s 
unrelenting criticism of the Temple’s political economy. Jesus attacks the temple institutions because of 
the ways they exploit the poor and exclude the Gentiles. 
 
The Court of the Gentiles, under the management of the Sadducees, is the largest space in the Temple 
complex and supposed to be devoted to non-Jews to come and worship. It is now the location of 
moneychangers for paying the Temple tax and animal sales booths for sacrifice. Jesus lodges a protest in 
physical terms against the money changers and animal sellers and his protest catches the attention of the 
Sanhedrin. 
 
Though the messiah is expected to cleanse the Temple and Jerusalem of Gentiles, aliens and foreign 
oppressors, Jesus’ action is the reverse. He is cleansing the Temple for the Gentiles, so they might 
worship there. Jesus expands the covenant and temple to be for all people not just Jews5. 
 
“Robbers” (Gk lestes) emphasizes the financial rapacity and extortion of the Temple Cult. Jesus is 
attacking their commercialism and exploitation of the poor. It is not a global attack on Judaism but rather 

 
3 Sources from Bibliography: Oxford Commentary; Edwards; Lane; Myers 
4 Papias said that it was based on Peter’s preaching: The Elder also said this, “Mark, being the interpreter of Peter, whatsoever he 
remembered he wrote accurately, but not however in the order that these things were spoken or done by our Lord. For he neither 
heard the Lord, nor followed him, but afterwards, as I said, he was with Peter, who did not make a complete [or ordered] account of 
the Lord’s logia but constructed his teachings according to chreiai [concise self-contained teachings]. So Mark did nothing wrong in 
writing down single matters as he remembered them, for he gave special attention to one thing of not passing by anything he heard, 
and not falsifying anything in these matters.” 
5 Isaiah 56:7 states that “my house shall be called a house of prayer for all peoples”. 
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a specific attack on the Sanhedrin, “the chief priests and the teachers of the law” (11:18) because the 
Temple has become an organ of exploitation. 
 
The chief priests and the scribes “heard” the message of the clearing of the temple, just as the disciple’s 
“heard” about the curse of the fig tree, and they perceived and understood Jesus’ intent. The Sanhedrin 
starts looking for a way to kill Jesus, for they fear him, and they fear the crowd that supports him. 
 
11:20-25 The Lesson from the Withered Fig Tree 
“Withered from the roots” recalls the Sower and the Seed parable. Mention of Peter may suggest that he 
was the source of this story. 
 
The clearing of the temple is not restorative but an indication of its dissolution. Jesus will go on in his 
temple discourses in (13:2) to describe how every stone will be thrown down; his body will be a ransom 
and raised again in three days to be a temple not made by human hands (14:58); and at the moment of 
his death the temple in the curtain will be torn in two (15:38). This marks the end of the temple as a 
means of access to YHWH. In his sacrificial death on the cross, Jesus is the sole access to God.  The fig 
tree thus shows that the temple has died to its roots and been replaced by Jesus as the center for Israel. 
 
Mark follows with a call to faith that signifies that Jesus, not the temple, is the object of faith. Faith is the 
opposite of “doubting in one’s heart” (11:23). Faith is also the opposite of fear (4:40; 5:36; 6:50). It is a 
choice to trust in Jesus despite everything to the contrary. True prayer is making requests to God in faith.  
 
The withered fig tree is also a challenge to Mark’s community and his readers. Are they to believe that the 
Temple is withered or not? Are they to avoid serving in the defense against the Roman army, or serve in 
the temple’s defense? This is the historical moment (67-70 CE) where sides are drawing up and zealots 
are appealing to all Jews to defend Jerusalem and the Temple.  Mark has Jesus argue that to abandon 
faith in the temple is not to abandon faith in God. Jesus closes with two statements on faith declaring 
God’s continued presence and activity through the powerful vehicle of faith. To have faith in God who is 
not the temple then means that the disciples and readers must also repudiate the temple state. 
 
11:26-33 Jesus’ Authority Is Questioned 
The Sanhedrin consists of chief priests, the scribes, and the elders. Their appearance before Jesus at the 
Temple and their question belies their concern on who and what Jesus is and what is behind him. The 
question, by what authority and who gave you this authority is not simply what Jesus did – but his right to 
do it. The Sanhedrin’s question recognize Jesus’ unique empowerment and that no one possesses such 
power on their own. Jesus’ power and authority comes from somewhere or something. 
 
Jesus possessed exousia, sovereign freedom and magisterial authority for his claims to the prerogatives 
of God including Supremacy over Torah experts and demons (1:27); Forgiveness of sins (2:13); 
Accepting sinners and tax collectors (2:15 and 2:13); Binding Satan “the strong man” (3:27); Replacing 
the temple as locus Dei (15:38-39); Calling YHWH Abba or Father (14:36); and the I am statements (6:50; 
14:62). 

 
Jesus’ counter question contains the seeds of the truth the Sanhedrin are hoping to learn. JohnBap was 
called to prepare the way for the Stronger One. During Jesus’ baptism with JohnBap, the heavens 
opened, the Spirit descended into him, and a voice from heaven declared him God’s beloved son. The 
baptism was the event that inaugurated Jesus’ exousia, his conscious oneness with God the Father. 
Jesus’ question partially answers the Sanhedrin question – look closer at JohnBap and his baptism of 
Jesus if you want to understand Jesus’ exousia. 
 
Deciding about JohnBap includes deciding about Jesus. If JohnBap’s baptisms were solely “from men” 
that is, fully explainable by empirical science, then the Sanhedrin would be justified in their accusations 
against Jesus. But, if JohnBap baptisms are divinely inspired, as the crowds believed and the Sanhedrin 
feared, then Jesus’ authority exceeded human authority and must be explained in relationship to the 
authority of God. 
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REFLECTION 
 
Inclusiveness: Jesus attacks the temple institutions because they exploit the poor and the Gentiles. How 
do our religious institutions exploit and exclude people today and what should we do about it? 
 
Faith: Mark’s call to faith signifies that Jesus, not the temple, is the object of faith. Faith is also the 
opposite of fear. It is a choice to trust in Jesus despite everything to the contrary. True prayer is making 
requests to God in faith. How do I experience faith and trust in God and Jesus? 
 
Authority: Examine JohnBap and his baptism of Jesus and Jesus’ exousia or authority. Who and what 
do you say Jesus is to you? 
 
CLOSING PRAYER 
 
Almighty God, you gave to your servant Mark, the Evangelist,  
special gifts of grace to teach the truth  
of your unconditional Mercy, Justice and Love for all peoples. 
Grant that by this teaching, we may faithfully live into our prayer and worship of you. 

Lord, have Mercy 
Christ, have Mercy 
Love, have Mercy. Amen 

The Rev. Zoila Schoenbrun 
 

GOSPEL COMPARISON6 
 
 

Pericope Mark Matthew Luke John 

The Triumphal Entry into Jerusalem 11:1-10 21:1-9 19:28-40 12:12-19 

Jesus Weeps over Jerusalem   19:41-44  

Jesus at Temple --Return to Bethany 11:11 21:10-17 19:45-46  

The Cursing of the Fig Tree 11:12-14 21:18-19   

The Cleansing of the Temple 11:15-17 21:12-13 19:45-46 2:13-22 

The Chief Priests and Scribes 
Conspire against Jesus 

11:18-19  19:47-48  

The Lesson from the Withered Fig Tree 11:20-26 21:20-22   

The Question about Jesus' Authority 11:27-33 21:23-27 20:1-8  
 
 
  

 
6 https://www.gospelparallels.com/#1 
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GEOGRAPHY OF THE GOSPEL ACCORDING TO MARK 
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VIDEOS 
 
The Gospel of St. Mark, as read by David Suchet, St. Paul’s Cathedral, 2017 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JjOgcMQXvSc\ 
 
Yale Divinity School: Introduction to Gospel of St. Mark, Introduction to New Testament (RLST 152), 
Spring 2009 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yd5sXfFboxA 
 
Yale Bible Study Series: Yale Divinity School Professor Emeritus David L. Bartlett and Minister Allen R. 
Hilton discuss the Gospel of Mark (1 of 8), 2009 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7SV28dpVr5I&list=PLBAB8086DE927F07F&index=48 
 
The Gospel of St. Mark, NT Wright, 2012 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zY5nQAsscxM&list=PLfJJCBFpVGpjUGXS71Wwpz6MyNqWUmQ6Y 
 
Udemy Course: Gospel of St. Mark, N.T. Wright, 2021 
https://www.udemy.com/course/gospel-of-mark/learn/lecture/27438788?start=0#overview 
 
The Gospel of Mark, Paula Gooder (1 of 2), 2012 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XyV2tuE84FA 
 
Great Courses: David Brakke, Ph.D., M.Div., Understanding the New Testament, Jesus as the Suffering 
Son of Man in Mark, Available through Kanopy or at 
https://www.thegreatcourses.com/courses/understanding-the-new-testament 
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NOTES  
 
Raymond E. Brown, Introduction to the New Testament Notes 
The narrative gives the impression that the following events occur over three days (11:1-12:20).  
 
11:1-11 Jesus’ Triumphal Entry into Jerusalem 
Jesus rides on a colt into Jerusalem (Zech 9:9 about the coming of Israel’s King)7 and he is acclaimed 
with hosannas (Psalm 118:268) includes the crowd proclaiming the coming of the kingdom of David. This 
is a misunderstanding by the crowd. 
 
The Markan sandwich: 
11:12-14 Jesus Curses the Fig Tree 
11:15-19 Jesus Cleanses the Temple 
11:20-25 The Lesson from the Withered Fig Tree 
 
11:12-14 Jesus Curses the Fig Tree 
Mark reminds us that Jesus is cursing the fig tree out of season. It appears symbolic of previous 
prophecies: 
 

Jer 19:1-2 Thus said the Lord: Go and buy a potter’s earthenware jug. Take with you[a] some of 
the elders of the people and some of the senior priests, 2 and go out to the valley of the son of 
Hinnom at the entry of the Potsherd Gate and proclaim there the words that I tell you. 

Footnotes 
Jeremiah 19:1 Syr Tg Compare Gk: Heb lacks take with you 

 
Jer 19:10-11 10 Then you shall break the jug in the sight of those who go with you, 11 and shall 
say to them: Thus says the Lord of hosts: So will I break this people and this city, as one breaks a 
potter’s vessel, so that it can never be mended. In Topheth they shall bury until there is no more 
room to bury. 
 
Ezek 12:1-7 The word of the Lord came to me: 2 Mortal, you are living in the midst of a rebellious 
house, who have eyes to see but do not see, who have ears to hear but do not hear; 3 for they 
are a rebellious house. Therefore, mortal, prepare for yourself an exile’s baggage, and go into 
exile by day in their sight; you shall go like an exile from your place to another place in their sight. 
Perhaps they will understand, though they are a rebellious house. 4 You shall bring out your 
baggage by day in their sight, as baggage for exile; and you shall go out yourself at evening in 
their sight, as those do who go into exile. 5 Dig through the wall in their sight and carry the 
baggage through it. 6 In their sight you shall lift the baggage on your shoulder and carry it out in 
the dark; you shall cover your face, so that you may not see the land; for I have made you a sign 
for the house of Israel. 
 
7 I did just as I was commanded. I brought out my baggage by day, as baggage for exile, and in 
the evening, I dug through the wall with my own hands; I brought it out in the dark, carrying it on 
my shoulder in their sight. 

 

 
7 Zech 9:9 Rejoice greatly, O daughter Zion! 
    Shout aloud, O daughter Jerusalem! 
Lo, your king comes to you; 
    triumphant and victorious is he, 
humble and riding on a donkey, 
    on a colt, the foal of a donkey. 
8 Psalm 118:26 Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord.[a] 
    We bless you from the house of the Lord. 

Footnotes 
Psalm 118:26 Or Blessed in the name of the Lord is the one who comes 
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The barren tree represents the Jewish authorities whose failures are illustrated in the intervening action of 
cleansing the Temple. 
 
11:15-19 Jesus Cleanses the Temple 
The cleansing of the Temple , which has been made a den of thieves instead of a house of prayer for all 
people.  
 

Jer 7:11 Has this house, which is called by my name, become a den of robbers in your sight? You 
know, I too am watching, says the Lord. 
 
Isaiah 56:7 these I will bring to my holy mountain, 
    and make them joyful in my house of prayer; 
their burnt offerings and their sacrifices 
    will be accepted on my altar; 
for my house shall be called a house of prayer 
    for all peoples. 

 
11:20-25 The Lesson from the Withered Fig Tree 
 The barren fig tree represents the future punishment of the Jewish authorities who plot to kill Jesus. 
 
11:26-33 Jesus’ Authority Is Questioned 
The malevolence of the authorities is aroused by Jesus’ cleansing of the Temple. They then challenge 
Jesus on his authority. JohBap even though he is dead he continues to be a figure of some power and 
influence over the crowds in Jerusalem. 
 
Harper Collins Study Bible, NRSV Version Notes 
11:1-11 Jesus’ Triumphal Entry into Jerusalem 
11:1 Compared to other Gospels, Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem is muted in Mark. He is entering the city 
from the east on the ancient road from Jericho. 
11:2 The colt is a reference to Zech 9:9 
11:3 The Lord is the most exalted title in Mark 
11:9-10 The acclamation approximates the wording of Psalms 118:25-26 
Hosanna – Hebrew for Save Now! Used for the praise of God 
11:11 The Temple – religious center of Judaism in Jerusalem. It is anti-climactic that Jesus “entered 
Jerusalem and 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.” 
 
11:12-14 Jesus Curses the Fig Tree 
11:13 a fruitless tree (Jer 8:13) is used to indict the leaders of the people. They failed to welcome Jesus 
when he entered Jerusalem.  
It was not the season – it may also help explain the anti-climatic entry by Jesus – it is not yet the time for 
Jesus to be made King.  
11:14 negative or destructive miracles are rare in the NT. 
 
11:15-19 Jesus Cleanses the Temple 
Two types of transactions: change money into funds to purchase sacrificial animals or to pay the annual 
Temple tax. Having commerce on the Temple Mount is what Jesus objects to – he does not want these 
activities on the Temple Mount.  
 
11:17 den of robbers -- See Isaiah 56:7 and Jer 7:1-11. The use of the term robbers is not meant literally. 
It is a term used to condemn the combination of worship and disobedience to God’s will at the Temple. In 
Mark, the issue is not political or economic exploitation of the people by the priests, but the rejection of 
Jesus and his message by the leaders of the people. 
 
11:20-25 The Lesson from the Withered Fig Tree 
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11:20 The Peter remembered – picks up the fig tree story from 11:14. 
11:22-25 seem to be a collection of sayings grouped by Mark. 
11:22 This initial saying may have been composed by Mark and serves as an introduction to the group of 
sayings. 
11:24 shifts the topic from miracle working to prayer. 
 
11:26-33 Jesus’ Authority Is Questioned 
26, “But if you do not forgive, neither will your Father in heaven forgive your trespasses.” Verse 26 
appears to have been added by scribes later in response to Matt 6:14-15 – it does not appear in the 
earlier manuscripts. 
11:27-33 first in a series of confrontations between Jesus and the authorities at the Temple. 
11:27-28 The question being posed is by what authority does Jesus’ act and preach?  
11:29 Jesus responds by asking about JohnBap and baptism – is it human or divinely sourced.  
11:30 In emerging Christian reflection, JohnBap and baptism was aligned with God’s purposes  
 
Oxford Bible Commentary Notes 
Chapter 11: Jerusalem is supremely the place of opposition and hostility that leads to Jesus’ death. The 
cross will now dominate the last 5 chapters of Mark. Mark has condensed what may have been an 
extended period of Jesus’ presence in Jerusalem, or multiple visits (as in John), into one hectic week: 
Jesus seems well known in the city (14:3); and says he has been teaching continuously in the Temple 
day after day (14:49). 
 
11:1-11 Jesus’ Triumphal Entry into Jerusalem 
Compared to the later evangelists (Matthew, Luke and John), Mark does not portray Jesus’ entry into 
Jerusalem as an explicit messianic claim by Jesus. Any reference to Zech 9:19 is at best implied. Mark 
notes that the crowd’s acclamation of Jesus implies his being the Messiah, but it is not explicit. They 
welcome him as: 
 

11:9-10 Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord! 
10     Blessed is the coming kingdom of our ancestor David! 

 
Mark may have viewed these statements as implying kingship, but the nature of Jesus’ kingship has not 
yet been revealed. In Mark, Jesus has never laid any claim to a coming kingdom of David, nor did he 
refer to himself with the title Lord in a Christologically significant way. 
 
From a historical standpoint the story is deeply embedded in the Christian oral and written tradition. It is 
present in all four Gospels. Some kind of veiled messianic message is implied with the riding on a 
donkey. On the other hand the incident is not mentioned in any of the passion week trial narratives where 
the issue is explicitly the messianic kingship identity of Jesus. Further the incident should have attracted 
the notice and reaction of the Roman legion in the city during the charged public environment leading up 
to Passover. 
 
It is possible that the event occurred earlier in the year, during the Feast of the Tabernacles and Mark 
condensed it into the week before Passover for his story. 
 
11:12-14 Jesus Curses the Fig Tree 
Mark uses the fig tree story to sandwich the cleansing of the Temple story and provide commentary on it. 
Hence the fig tree cursing may provide a key to understanding what is happening at the temple – Jesus 
may have not cleansed it as much as cursed the Temple, Israel and the authorities that controlled it. 
 
The cursing of the fig tree is controversial. Jesus’ is cursing a tree for being out of season and having no 
fruit. 
 

Jer 8:13 When I wanted to gather them, says the Lord, 
    there are[c] no grapes on the vine, 
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    nor figs on the fig tree; 
even the leaves are withered, 
    and what I gave them has passed away from them.[d] 

 
Jesus may be referring back to God in Jeremiah looking for figs on his fig tree, a metaphor used to refer 
to Israel and her proper response to God. The fruitless tree thus represents Israel who should have 
welcomed Jesus as her Messiah, yet when Jesus comes to the heart of Israel, Jerusalem and the 
Temple, he is rejected, and the tree has no fruit, and the result will be judgement. 
 
11:15-19 Jesus Cleanses the Temple 
Jesus is acting in the area in the Temple where Gentiles can go and where merchants are allowed to sell 
animals for sacrifice and to convert money. 
 

Isaiah 56:6-8 And the foreigners who join themselves to the Lord, 
    to minister to him, to love the name of the Lord, 
    and to be his servants, 
all who keep the sabbath, and do not profane it, 
    and hold fast my covenant— 
7 these I will bring to my holy mountain, 
    and make them joyful in my house of prayer; 
their burnt offerings and their sacrifices 
    will be accepted on my altar; 
for my house shall be called a house of prayer 
    for all peoples. 
8 Thus says the Lord God, 
    who gathers the outcasts of Israel, 
I will gather others to them 
    besides those already gathered.[a] 

 
The Temple incident, for Mark, is a symbolic judgement on the Temple and Israel. Jesus quotes Isa 
56:7saying the temple should be a place of worship for all nations. (Matthew and Luke omit the last 
phrase). The words and actions of Jesus put him on a collision course with Israel and the Sanhedrin, so it 
is not surprising that the outcome is a plot to kill Jesus. 
 
Jesus’ protest may have been against the Temple priestly aristocracy rather than the Jewish nation. 
Jesus and his teaching is undermining popular support for the Temple priest structure and their economic 
system – this may have triggered their response to Jesus. 
 
JWJ Note: Isaiah 56:6-8 promises that God’s temple is for foreigners who join themselves to God, who 
keep the sabbath – his house of prayer is for all peoples, including the outcasts of Israel in addition to the 
people already gathered. This is a massively more inclusive agenda than the Pharisees and other Jewish 
leaders – it is closer to Paul saying that all are welcome. Also note the role of servanthood. 
 
11:20-25 The Lesson from the Withered Fig Tree 
The fig tree incident provides a further opportunity to preach on faith and prayer (which is interesting 
because the tree is dead.) Jesus teaches that prayer can only be effective in the context of faith.  
11:26 is believed to have been added later as a compliment to Matthew 6:15. 
 
11:26-33 Jesus’ Authority Is Questioned 
Jesus now starts a series of encounters with different groups within the Jewish power structure – the 
subject is mostly Jesus’ teaching rather than his actions.  
 

11:27 Again they came to Jerusalem. As he was walking in the temple, the chief priests, the 
scribes, and the elders came to him 28 and said, “By what authority are you doing these things? 
Who gave you this authority to do them?”  
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“By what authority… who gave you this authority…?” – what or who have given Jesus the authority and 
power to do things? 
 
“doing these things” may refer to the Temple incident, or more broadly to all of Jesus activities in the 
gospel. 
 

11:29 Jesus said to them, “I will ask you one question; answer me, and I will tell you by what 
authority I do these things. 30 Did the baptism of John come from heaven, or was it of human 
origin? Answer me.”  

 
Jesus answers a question with a question. This is somewhat surprising since in Mark’s gospel JohnBap 
has not played a very prominent role after the baptism. It is clear that he continues to be a factor in public 
opinion in Israel and Jesus’ question puts the authorities on the spot to define what JohnBap was: of 
divine or human origin. 
 
For Mark, JohnBap comes on stage to point to Jesus (1:3-8) and his death predates and shows the fate 
coming for Jesus (9:11-13). Perhaps we see here a legacy of Jesus’ own view that his work was a 
continuation of JohnBap and initiated  
 

31 They argued with one another, “If we say, ‘From heaven,’ he will say, ‘Why then did you not 
believe him?’ 32 But shall we say, ‘Of human origin’?”—they were afraid of the crowd, for all 
regarded John as truly a prophet. 33 So they answered Jesus, “We do not know.”  

 
The authorities’ deliberations show that JohnBap is still popular, they are afraid of the crowd, and they will 
find another way to entrap Jesus. 
 

11:33 And Jesus said to them, “Neither will I tell you by what authority I am doing these things.” 
 
Jesus’ response is consistent with Mark’s theology – there are no authenticating signs (8:11-12); so too 
there will be no claims or assertions to back Jesus up. Within a context of faith Jesus’ claim can be 
accepted; without such a context, such claims are fruitless – hence Jesus’ refusal to speak. 
 
James R. Edwards, The Pillar New Testament Commentary, The 
Gospel According to Mark, Notes 
1/3 of Mark’s gospel is the last week of Jesus’ life in Jerusalem. It signals the importance of the mast 
week to understanding Jesus’ ministry and purpose. It is likely that Jesus had a longer ministry in 
Jerusalem and Mark shortened it for the purpose of his narrative in the Gospel. John’s gospel places 
Jesus in Jerusalem 4 months before Passover, and three times prior to the final visit. This may be more 
historically accurate. 
 
Papias9 said that Mark arranged stories and sayings to his own design. There are at least two reasons for 
his doing so: 

1. Condensing the events into a single week served the catechetical and liturgical purposes of the 
early church. Mark could be read each day of the last week before Easter as a teaching device. 

2. The material in the passion narrative is oriented around the focal point of the temple and has 
been gathered and presented to show that Jesus has superseded the temple as the locus Dei. All 
of the action in chapters 11-16 are located at or near the Temple. Jesus is thus not a reformer of 
the Temple. He is rather a fulfillment and replacement of the temple, for his death on the cross, 
and not the powerful temple cult, is the perfect atonement for sin. At Golgotha them temple 

 
9 Papias said that it was based on Peter’s preaching: The Elder also said this, “Mark, being the interpreter of Peter, whatsoever he 
remembered he wrote accurately, but not however in the order that these things were spoken or done by our Lord. For he neither 
heard the Lord, nor followed him, but afterwards, as I said, he was with Peter, who did not make a complete [or ordered] account of 
the Lord’s logia but constructed his teachings according to chreiai [concise self-contained teachings]. So Mark did nothing wrong in 
writing down single matters as he remembered them, for he gave special attention to one thing of not passing by anything he heard, 
and not falsifying anything in these matters.” 



Slow Religion 
Gospel According to Mark 

Chapter 11 
  

Slow Religion, Gospel According to Mark, Chapter 11 
Joe Jennings Page 15 1/26/22 

curtain is torn asunder (15:38) and Jesus is confessed as the Son of God, the object of saving 
faith (15:39). 

 
11:1-11 Jesus’ Triumphal Entry into Jerusalem 
Jesus has a triumphant entry into Jerusalem which is followed by an anti-climactic arrival at the Temple. 
He is received with indifference that will quickly turn to opposition and his death. 
 
11:2-6 The colt means either a young horse or a donkey. Jesus’ knowledge of the owner of the young colt 
implies prior acquaintance with Jerusalem or that he is in the vicinity longer than a week. The colt is 
identified in the Hebrew Bible as the mount of the Messiah (Zech 9:9; Gen 49:11). 
 
The entry into Jerusalem accord exactly with Jesus’ foreknowledge and authority. He is entering not as 
an unknowing victim, but with the same knowledge and sovereignty he had as traveled “on the way.” 
 
11:7-10 Unlike Matt 21:5 and John 12:15 Mark does not overtly identify Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem with 
Zech 9:9. 
 

Mark 7-10 Matt 21:5 John 12:15 
7 Then they brought the colt to 
Jesus and threw their cloaks on 
it; and he sat on it. 8 Many 
people spread their cloaks on 
the road, and others spread 
leafy branches that they had cut 
in the fields. 9 Then those who 
went ahead and those who 
followed were shouting, 
 
“Hosanna! 
    Blessed is the one who 
comes in the name of the Lord! 
10     Blessed is the coming 
kingdom of our ancestor David! 
Hosanna in the highest heaven!” 

4 This took place to fulfill what 
had been spoken through the 
prophet, saying, 
 
5 “Tell the daughter of Zion, 
Look, your king is coming to 
you, 
    humble, and mounted on a 
donkey, 
        and on a colt, the foal of a 
donkey.” 
 
6 The disciples went and did as 
Jesus had directed them; 7 they 
brought the donkey and the colt, 
and put their cloaks on them, 
and he sat on them. 8 A very 
large crowd[b] spread their 
cloaks on the road, and others 
cut branches from the trees and 
spread them on the road. 9 The 
crowds that went ahead of him 
and that followed were shouting, 
 
“Hosanna to the Son of David! 
    Blessed is the one who 
comes in the name of the Lord! 
Hosanna in the highest heaven!” 

12 The next day the great crowd 
that had come to the festival 
heard that Jesus was coming to 
Jerusalem. 13 So they took 
branches of palm trees and 
went out to meet him, shouting, 
 
“Hosanna! 
Blessed is the one who comes 
in the name of the Lord— 
    the King of Israel!” 
 
14 Jesus found a young donkey 
and sat on it; as it is written: 
 
15 “Do not be afraid, daughter of 
Zion. 
Look, your king is coming, 
    sitting on a donkey’s colt!” 

 
Mark prefers subtle messianic imagery rather than open proclamation. Lines 11:9-10 are less 
proclamations of kingship and more as pilgrim greeting. The reference to the coming kingdom of David is 
eschatological, but the reference to “our father David” does not appear anywhere else in Judaism. Jesus 
preached the kingdom of God not the restoration of the kingdom of David. 
 
It is telling that Jesus was not immediately arrested by the Romans on his entry or that his entry 
procession was not mentioned in his trial. It may be because Jesus’ entry was viewed in a pilgrim context 
not a messianic context at the time. 
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11:11 the target of Jesus entry into Jerusalem is the Temple. He has been aimed at it since Chapter 8. In 
Galilee. It appears that his arrival should/could have been a messianic moment. But nothing happens. 
Jesus arrives, looks around, sees it is getting late, and leaves. 
 
Note: Mark’s account is noteworthy for what did not happen. The whole scene comes to nothing. Like the 
sower and the seed, seed that that has no root quickly dies. The crowd that had formed to escort Jesus 
into Jerusalem quickly disperses as mysteriously as it assembled. Mark is warning against mistaking 
enthusiasm for faith, popularity for discipleship. 
 
11:12-14 Jesus Curses the Fig Tree 
Fig harvest is between mid-August to mid-October. After October, the fig branches produce small green 
knops known as paggim in Hebrew which can be eaten. Thus by April the fig tree produces paggim in 
various stages of maturity. Jesus sees a fig tree, is hungry and turns to it, even though it is not fig season. 
 
11:13 the tree is deceptive; it has leafed out but has no paggim. It is a tree with signs of fruit, but no fruit. 
“for it was not the season for figs.” – is a very puzzling part of the narrative – it could be interpreted to say 
that it was not the season for mature figs, but paggim was usually available on trees. 
 
The prophets used the fig tree as a symbol of judgement: 
 

Isa 34:4 All the host of heaven shall rot away, 
    and the skies roll up like a scroll. 
All their host shall wither 
    like a leaf withering on a vine, 
    or fruit withering on a fig tree. 
 
Jer 29:17 17 Thus says the Lord of hosts, I am going to let loose on them sword, famine, and 
pestilence, and I will make them like rotten figs that are so bad they cannot be eaten. 
 
Hos 2:12 I will lay waste her vines and her fig trees, 
    of which she said, 
“These are my pay, 
    which my lovers have given me.” 
I will make them a forest, 
    and the wild animals shall devour them 

 
Jesus is dramatizing the end of the temple with an enacted parable. The leafy fig tree, with all of its 
promise of fruit, is as deceptive as the temple. Which despite its religious commerce and activity is really 
an outlaw’s hideout. (11:17) The curse of the fig tree is a symbol of God’s judgement of the temple. 
 
11:15-19 Jesus Cleanses the Temple10 
In the Court of the Gentiles merchants sold sheep and doves for sacrifice and exchanged foreign 
currencies for Tyrian shekels.11 
 
Give the size of the Court of the Gentiles it is unlikely that Jesus cleared the entire courtyard of commerce 
and money changing, or even significantly disrupted the day’s trading. Had he done so he would have 
been arrested by either the Temple police or the Romans, or his action would have been included in the 
charges against him at his trial. 
 
Nevertheless Mark is clear that Jesus lodged a protest in physical terms against the commerce at the 
Temple and that this caught the attention of the Sanhedrin. (11:27-28) 

 
10 The temple consisted of four divisions: Court of the Gentiles (35 acres or 500 yards by b350 yards of paved courtyard enclosed by 
porticos; Court of the Women; the Court of Israel (circumcised males only); and the Holy of the Holies (150 yards by 100 yards) in 
the center of the Court of the Gentiles. 
11 Tyrian shekels was a pure silver coin, minted in Tyre (today’s Lebanon) that had no human images on it. The only accepted coin 
for paying the Temple Tax or leaving a financial offering at the Temple. 
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11:17 He was teaching and saying, “Is it not written, 
 
‘My house shall be called a house of prayer for all the nations’. 
    But you have made it a den of robbers.” 

 
11:17-19 The Messiah was popularly expected to purge Jerusalem and the temple of Gentiles, aliens and 
foreigners. Jesus’ action appears to be doing the opposite. He does not clear the temple of Gentiles; he 
clears it for them. He is acting to restore the Court of the Gentiles, for Gentiles who wish to worship and 
pray. It was the only place on the Temple Mount for non-Jews to worship YHWH. Isaiah 56:7 which Jesus 
is quoting refers to the extension of God’s salvation to all nations to all people who were formerly 
excluded.  
 
Moreover, “robbers” emphasizes the financial rapacity and extortion inherent in the temple operation of 
sacrificial animals for sale and money exchanging. Jesus is calling the Sanhedrin, who is the governing 
body over Temple operations and the head priest, “a den of robbers”.  Interestingly he is not attacking 
them spiritually – but economically and commercially. 
 
Note: the clearing of the temple is not an attack on Judaism or the Jews. It is a very narrow and targeted 
attack on the Sanhedrin and commerce in the temple. 
 
11:20-25 The Lesson from the Withered Fig Tree 

11:20 In the morning as they passed by, they saw the fig tree withered away to its roots. 21 Then 
Peter remembered and said to him, “Rabbi, look! The fig tree that you cursed has withered.”  

 
“Withered from the roots” recalls the Sower and the Seed parable. Mention of Peter in 11:21 may suggest 
that he was the source of this story. 
 
Mark makes clear that clearing the temple is not restorative but an indication of its dissolution. Jesus will 
go on in his temple discourses in (13:2) to describe how every stone will be thrown down; his body will be 
a ransom and raised again in three days to be a temple not made by human hands (14:58); and at the 
moment of his death the temple in the curtain will be torn in two (15:38). This marks the end of the temple 
as a means of access to YHWH. In his sacrificial death on the cross, Jesus is the sole access to God.  
The fig tree thus shows that the temple has died to its roots and been replaced by Jesus as the center for 
Israel. 
 

11:22 Jesus answered them, “Have[b] faith in God. 23 Truly I tell you, if you say to this mountain, 
‘Be taken up and thrown into the sea,’ and if you do not doubt in your heart but believe that what 
you say will come to pass, it will be done for you. 24 So I tell you, whatever you ask for in prayer, 
believe that you have received[c] it, and it will be yours. 
 
25 “Whenever you stand praying, forgive, if you have anything against anyone; so that your 
Father in heaven may also forgive you your trespasses.”[d] 

 
Mark follows the fig tree sandwich with a call to faith that signifies that Jesus, not the temple, is the object 
of faith. Faith is the opposite of “doubting in one’s heart” (11:23). Faith is also the opposite of fear (4:40; 
5:36; 6:50). It is a choice to trust in Jesus despite everything to the contrary. 
 
Mark has similar language to John in 11:24: 
 

11:24 So I tell you, whatever you ask for in prayer, believe that you have received[c] it, and it will 
be yours. 
 
John 14:13-14 13 I will do whatever you ask in my name, so that the Father may be glorified in 
the Son. 14 If in my name you ask me[a] for anything, I will do it. 
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John 15:7 7 If you abide in me, and my words abide in you, ask for whatever you wish, and it will 
be done for you. 
 
John 16:22-23 22 So you have pain now; but I will see you again, and your hearts will rejoice, and 
no one will take your joy from you. 23 On that day you will ask nothing of me.[a] Very truly, I tell 
you, if you ask anything of the Father in my name, he will give it to you.[b] 

Footnotes 
John 16:23 Or will ask me no question 
John 16:23 Other ancient authorities read Father; he will give it to you in my name 

 
True prayer is making requests to God in faith. Faith believes enough to ask and asking is rooted in the 
conviction that God intends that his “will be done on earth as in heaven” (Matt 6:10).  
 
11:26-33 Jesus’ Authority Is Questioned 

 
11:27 Again they came to Jerusalem. As he was walking in the temple, the chief priests, the 
scribes, and the elders came to him 28 and said, “By what authority are you doing these things? 
Who gave you this authority to do them?”  

 
The Sanhedrin consists of chief priests, the scribes, and the elders. Their appearance before Jesus at the 
Temple and their question belies their concern at the pinnacle of the Jewish establishment on who and 
what Jesus is and what is behind him. The statement, “these things” is unclear. It could be the overturning 
of the tables in the temple, or Jesus’ entire ministry. 
 
The characteristic of Jesus that left the lasting impression on his followers and caused the greatest 
offense among his opponents was his exousia, his sovereign freedom and magisterial authority. It is a 
basis for his laying claims to prerogatives of God including: 

• Supremacy over Torah Experts and Demons (1:27) 
• Forgiveness of sins (2:13) 
• Accepting sinners and tax collectors (2:15 and 2:13) 
• Binding Satan “the strong man” (3:27) 
• Replacing the temple as locus Dei (15:38-39) 
• Calling YHWH Abba or Father (14:36) 
• I am statements (6:50; 14:62) 

 
The question, by what authority and who gave you this authority is not simply what Jesus did – but his 
right to do it. The Sanhedrin questions recognize his unique empowerment and that no one possesses 
such power on their own. Power and authority comes from somewhere or something. 
 

29 Jesus said to them, “I will ask you one question; answer me, and I will tell you by what 
authority I do these things. 30 Did the baptism of John come from heaven, or was it of human 
origin? Answer me.”  

 
Jesus now opens a window of understanding into his exousia. If he claims that his authority comes from 
God, he may have committed blasphemy. Jesus’s presumption to speak and act for God is also seen as 
blasphemy. 
 
Answering a question with a question is standard Jewish rabbinical tradition. Raising the question of the 
authority behind JohnBap’s practice of baptizing moves the discussion to the meta-level. It is a God or 
human question. His question is outside of the Sanhedrin powerbase of the Torah, Temple, or Roman 
authorities. By asking the question, Jesus is implying that he stands not under the Sanhedrin, but over it. 
His counterquestion is evidence of the authority he is being questioned about. 
 
The counter question contains the seeds of the truth the Sanhedrin are hoping to learn. In Jesus’ baptism 
with JohnBap the heavens opened, the Spirit of power descended into him, and a voice from heaven 



Slow Religion 
Gospel According to Mark 

Chapter 11 
  

Slow Religion, Gospel According to Mark, Chapter 11 
Joe Jennings Page 19 1/26/22 

declared him God’s son. The baptism by JohnBap was the event that inaugurated Jesus’ exousia, his 
conscious oneness with God the Father, and his sovereign freedom and empowerment for ministry. 
Jesus’ question partially answers the Sanhedrin question – look closer at JohnBap and his baptism of 
Jesus if you want to understand Jesus’ exousia. 
 

31 They argued with one another, “If we say, ‘From heaven,’ he will say, ‘Why then did you not 
believe him?’ 32 But shall we say, ‘Of human origin’?”—they were afraid of the crowd, for all 
regarded John as truly a prophet.  
 

Deciding about JohnBap includes making a decision about Jesus. If JohnBap’s baptisms were solely 
“from men” that is fully explainable by empirical science, then the Sanhedrin would be justified in their 
accusations against Jesus. But, if JohnBap baptisms are “from heaven”, that is divinely inspired, as the 
crowds believed and the Sanhedrin feared, then Jesus’ authority exceeded human authority and must be 
explained in relationship to the authority of God. 
 
The Sanhedrin decide not to respond because they are afraid of the crowd and in reality, they may not 
want to actually know. 
 

33 So they answered Jesus, “We do not know.” And Jesus said to them, “Neither will I tell you by 
what authority I am doing these things.” 

 
Since the Sanhedrin refuse to commit themselves, Jesus refuses to answer them. Unwillingness to make 
a judgement about God’s actions through Jesus also eliminates the opportunity to understand the last act 
of Jesus, trial, crucifixion and resurrection. The Sanhedrin’s failure to come to a proper understanding of 
Jesus, may be the result of their never coming to an understanding of JohnBap. If they had received 
JohnBap baptism of repentance (1:4-5) it has been suggested that they would have found nothing wrong 
with Jesus. 
 
The crux of the Sanhedrin error is not the issue of repentance. For Mark, repentance is a penultimate and 
secondary feature of John’s proclamation. The primary function of JohnBap was to announce the Coming 
One (1:7-8). Mark tips the reader to this by having all of the people regard JohnBap as a prophet not a 
preacher. (11:32) Mark’s function was first and last to introduce Jesus. The Sanhedrin missed this point 
and thus missed the point of Jesus exousia. 
 
JohnBap in the act of baptizing Jesus  inaugurated the exousia of the Son of God. What Jesus went on to 
do as God’s servant has meaning only because of who he is as God’s Son. The exousia of Jesus is in 
fact the exousia of God. 
 
William L. Lane, The New International Commentary on the New 
Testament, The Gospel of Mark Notes 
Scholars suspect that Mark collapsed the period of time Jesus was in Jerusalem to one week from a 
longer oral-historical record. John’s Gospel puts Jesus in Judea and Jerusalem for four months before his 
crucifixion. There may be two reasons for Mark telescoping a longer period into a week: one it fit his 
catechetical and liturgical purposes to be able to celebrate the events in a week period; and two it is 
organized around the temple and is designed to show that Jesus has superseded the Temple as the 
locus Dei.  
 
Chapters 11, 12, and 13 represent a unit in which Jesus’ conflict with, and rejection by, the temple 
authorities in Jerusalem, included the religious and political leadership located there. Mark shows that the 
initial reaction is indifference (11:11), turns to opposition (11:28); and leads to his condemnation to death 
(14:63-64). 
 
11:1-11 Jesus’ Triumphal Entry into Jerusalem 
Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem indicates prior familiarity with the City, local supporters, and detailed planning 
for staging his entry. Even though there is a demonstration upon his arrival, Mark shows that the crowds 
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disappear, and Jesus arrives at the Temple alone, sizes it up and leaves for Bethany with his disciples. 
As in the Parable of the Sower, Mark sees the crowd as receiving the word with joy but having no root 
and being able to sustain that interest for only a short time (4:6, 16-17). Mark is warning against mistaking 
enthusiasm for faith and popularity for discipleship. 
 
11:12-14 Jesus Curses the Fig Tree 
The cursing of the fig tree is the only miracle of destruction in the canonical Gospels. Matthew interprets 
the story in his Gospel, Luke replaces it with another parable, and John omits it. The moral difficulties of 
cursing an innocent tree, out of season, for not bearing fruit pose a significant issue for scholars and 
theologians. Victor of Antioch (5th Century CE) understood the event as an enacted parable in which the 
cursing of the fig tree symbolized the judgement about to befall Jerusalem and the Temple.  
 
It is viewed as a Markan sandwich: Cursing the fig tree (11:12-14); Cleansing the Temple (11:15-19); and 
the Lesson of the Withered Fig Tree (11:20-25) signifies that Mark wants his reader to see the fate of the 
fig tree and the judgement of the unfruitful Temple by God. The prophets had often used fig trees as a 
symbol of judgement (Isa 34:4; Jer 29:17; Hos 2:12, 9:10; Ezek 4:1-13). The curse of the fig tree is a 
symbol of God’s judgement on the Temple, which from a distance looks busy and proper, but up close is 
a den of robbers. 
 
11:15-19 Jesus Cleanses the Temple 
The Court of the Gentiles, under the management of the Sadducees, is the largest space in the Temple 
complex and devoted to non-Jews, Gentiles, being able to come and worship. It is now the location of 
moneychangers for paying the Temple tax and animal sales booths for sacrifice. Jesus lodges a protest in 
physical terms against the money changers and the animal sellers and his protest catches the attention of 
the Sanhedrin. 
 
Though the messiah is expected to cleanse the Temple and Jerusalem of Gentiles and aliens and foreign 
oppressors, Jesus’ action is the reverse. He is cleansing the Temple for the Gentiles, so they might 
worship there. Isaiah 56:7 states that “my house shall be called a house of prayer for all peoples”. Jesus 
expands the covenant and temple to be for all people not just Jews. 
 
“Robbers” (Gk lestes) emphasizes the financial rapacity and extortion of the Temple Cult. Jesus is 
attacking their commercialism and exploitation of the poor. It is not a global attack on Judaism but rather 
a specific attack on the Sanhedrin, “the chief priests and the teachers of the law” (11:18) because the 
Temple has become an organ of exploitation. 
 
The chief priests and the scribes “heard” (11:18) the message of the clearing of the temple, just as the 
disciple’s “heard” about the curse of the fig tree (11:12-14). Both groups perceived and understood Jesus’ 
intent. The Sanhedrin start looking for a way to kill Jesus, for they fear him, and they fear the crowd that 
supports him. 
 
11:20-25 The Lesson from the Withered Fig Tree 
Recalling the parables of the Sower, the fig tree had withered “from the roots”, which recalls the seeds 
that sprouted quickly and then died because they had no depth of soil to grow in. Likewise there will be no 
harvest from the Temple. Mark does not rally portray Jesus actions as cleansing the Temple and marking 
its dissolution.  
 
Mark concludes the sandwich with a call for faith in Jesus, not faith in the temple. Faith is the opposite of 
fear. It is the choice to trust in Jesus despite everything to the contrary, and to expect from him what 
cannot be expected from anyone else in the world. 
 
11:26-33 Jesus’ Authority Is Questioned 
The characteristic that left the most lasting impression on his followers and caused the greatest offense 
among his opponents was his exousia, his authority and sovereign freedom. His teachings and his 
exorcisms are derived from his divine authority. He presumes to speak for God; act for God; exhibit a filial 
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closeness to God; and repeats God’s self-revelation to Moses – based on the authority he has received in 
his Baptism and Transfiguration.  
 
The Sanhedrin arrive to ask Jesus, “By what authority are you doing these things?”.  Jesus now opens a 
window into understanding his own authority. It must be assumed that the Sanhedrin are asking about 
more than the cleansing of the Temple. Jesus responds with a question of his own, but the question also 
represents an answer to the Sanhedrin. 
 

11:30 “Did the baptism of John come from heaven, or was it of human origin?” 
 
Jesus’ question is outside of the Sanhedrin’s power – it is not about the Torah, or the Midrash of the 
Torah, or the Law, or the Temple or the Roman authorities. Jesus is implying that his authority is outside 
and above or greater than theirs. It is from God, through John’s baptism in the river Jordan. The heavens 
were parted, the spirit descended like a dove, and Jesus coming up out of the water hears the voice of 
God declare that he is God’s Son, the Beloved, and with him God is well pleased. 
 
If the Sanhedrin want to understand Jesus’ authority, they have to understand and accept JohnBap role 
and prophecies. A decision about JohnBap is a decision about Jesus. If baptism is from men, then the 
Sanhedrin could be justified in their opposition to JohnBap and Jesus. If baptism is from heaven (God) 
then it is divinely inspired and then Jesus’ authority exceeds that of the earthly powers in front of him  
 
The Sanhedrin, fearing the crowd, answer that they do not know. The truth is that they do not want to 
know. They are afraid of the crowd and afraid to commit themselves. Th crux of the Sanhedrin error is not 
the issue of repentance, for in Mark repentance is a penultima and secondary feature in JohnBap 
proclamation. The primary function of JohnBap was announcing and preparing the way for the Coming 
One (1:7-8). JohnBap in Mark is a prophet, a herald of Jesus’ divine sonship with God, with which Mark 
will begin (1:1, 1:11) and end (15:39) his Gospel. JohnBap’s baptism of Jesus inaugurates Jesus’ 
authority through the Holy Spirit.  
 
What Jesus does as God’s servant has meaning only because of who he is as God’s Son. The exousia of 
Jesus is the exousia of God. 
 
Bruce J. Malina and Richard L. Rohrbaugh, Social-Science 
Commentary on the Synoptic Gospels Notes 
11:1-11 Jesus’ Triumphal Entry into Jerusalem 
11:9-10 Hosanna is not translated – it means “Save us” or “Rescue us” in Aramaic. “In the highest” 
means “O Most High” and “Comes in the name of the Lord” is another name for Son of David, who is 
God’s proxy or representative. Hence it seems to be the awareness that the Kingdom of David is coming 
again.  
 
11:12-14 Jesus Curses the Fig Tree 
The Markan sandwich of the Fig Tree, the Cleansing of the Temple, and the Fig Tree are both prophetic 
actions. A curse is a meaningful set of words that have an impact on a person or object. With the fig tree 
Jesus curse is on a living thing; in the Temple Jesus behavior is directed at people. 
 
11:15-19 Jesus Cleanses the Temple 
Jesus acts against the people who run the institution of the Temple. The enablers of sacrifice and tax 
payment. To drive them away is equivalent to putting a halt to divinely willed Temple sacrifice and tax 
payment. It is a serious honor challenge to the Temple authorities. 
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11:17 “den of robbers12” is to judge the Temple as an institution of people seeking personal gain through 
extortion and greed. The chief priests and scribes respond to Jesus’ symbolic action by deciding to 
destroy Jesus out of fear of his teaching and his backing from the crowd. 
 
11:20-25 The Lesson from the Withered Fig Tree 
In Mark, the cursed fig tree serves as a prophetic symbolic action to underscore the central place of 
loyalty to God. The fig tree withered because of Jesus’ total loyalty to God and his total lack of hesitation 
about what God requires of him. This is what “having faith” means. Jesus’ lack of hesitation explains what 
he is doing in Jerusalem, his prophetic activity, and the fate bound up in the activity – his suffering and 
death. 
 
11:26-33 Jesus’ Authority Is Questioned 
11:26 does not appear in all or the best manuscripts. Appears to be lifted from Matthew. 
 
The questioners assume that Jesus own honor did not justify what he was doing so they ask him who 
gave him the authority. If he is acting under derived authority of a patron of high standing, then perhaps 
there are alternative explanations. Instead Jesus forces his opponents to recognize the fact that he, like 
JohnBap the prophet, already had credibility in the eyes of the people. He adds insult to injury by asking 
them a question they cannot answer and shaming the in public. Jesus wins the honor contest thus 
demonstrating his right to speak and act. 
 
Ched Myers, Binding the Strong Man Notes 
11:1-11 Jesus’ Triumphal Entry into Jerusalem 
The scene resembles elaborately planned street theater. It is designed to give conflicting messianic 
signals. It is politically loaded and may reflect Simon Maccabeus entry into Jerusalem (1 Maccabees 
13:51) before Jesus’ time, or Menahem afterwards. In either case, Mark’s narrative of Jesus march into 
Jerusalem is politically loaded.   
 
The procession also meets the prophecy of Zechariah (Zech 9:9f) the Messiah who come to Zion “meek 
riding on an ass”. Though Mark fits his narrative into the liberation of Jerusalem tradition – however it is 
with an expressly antimilitary tone. Jesus is challenging the definition and character of messiah. 
 
11:12-14 Jesus Curses the Fig Tree 
The fig tree is a metaphor for the temple-based nation and its cults. The withering of the roots was 
introduced in the Parable of the Sower (4:6). It is a prophetic action to subvert the temple-centered social 
and religious order. 
 
11:15-19 Jesus Cleanses the Temple 
Much commentary is tied up in evaluating the historicity of the story, whether it is violent or not, and 
whether it is pro or anti Zealot. From an ideological perspective, the story of the cleansing of the temple is 
the centerpiece of Mark’s unrelenting criticism of the political economy of the temple. Jesus attacks the 
temple institutions because of the ways they exploit the poor.  
 
His actions occur in four parts, he: 

1. Began to drive out the buyers and sellers; 
2. Overturned the tables of the money changers and the seats of those selling doves; 
3. Prevented anyone from carrying vessels through the temple; and, 
4. Taught them. 

His first target was the temple marketplace likely in the Court of the Gentiles. In most temples economic 
activity was seen as normal. The Jerusalem temple is fundamentally an economic institution according to 
Jeremias. Many of the economic interests belonged to the high priest family and the Sanhedrin. 
 

 
12 Source: Jeremiah 7:11 “Has this house, which is called by my name, become a den of robbers in your sight? You know, I too am 
watching, says the Lord.” 
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Jesus targeted two temple entrepreneurs : the moneychangers and the dove sellers. (Doves were 
purchased for purification of women, cleansing lepers and for the poor (i.e. they were cheap)). Jesus is 
not calling for lower prices for the poor and afflicted – he is calling for an end to the entire cultic system – 
symbolized by overturning the tables.  Preventing vessels being carried is an attempt to shutdown temple 
operations.  
 
Jesus prophetic underpinning is Isa 56:1-8 which narrates Yahweh’s promise the foreigner; 56:3, 6 to the 
socially marginal; and 56:7 the “house of prayer” on the “holy mountain” will be a place of joy for the 
dispossessed. Mark in indicating what the Temple is supposed to embody: inclusivity and community 
particularly for outsiders. 
 
Mark then draws attention to what the Temple has become and draws on another tradition: it is the 
temple itself that robs the poor in the prophetic tradition of Malachi 3:5, 8, 10. “Den of thieves” is from 
Jeremiah 7:11. The problem for Mark is that these traditions were essentially reformist in their attitude to 
the cult. Adding Jeremiah gives the more radical ultimatum that unless the exploitation of the poor ceases 
the temple will be destroyed. 
 
After making his point Jesus now withdraws and the temple authorities plot to destroy him. The Temple 
cleansing story can also be seen in the context of Binding the Strong Man (3:27). 
 
11:20-25 The Lesson from the Withered Fig Tree 
The withered fig tree is a challenge to Mark’s 1st century community in Rome or Antioch and his readers. 
Are they to believe that the Temple is withered or not? Are they to avoid serving in the defense against 
the Roman army, or serve in the temple’s defense? Mark’s community is in a historical moment where 
sides are drawing up and zealots are appealing to all Jews to defined Jerusalem and the Temple against 
the Roman army.  
 
Jesus argues in Mark that to abandon faith in the temple is not to abandon faith in God. Jesus closes with 
two statements on faith declaring God’s continued presence and activity through the powerful vehicle of 
faith. To have faith in God who is not the temple then means that the disciples and readers must also 
repudiate the temple state. 
 
11:26-33 Jesus’ Authority Is Questioned 
The “chief priests, the scribes, and the elders” represent the Jewish elite or Sanhedrin, for the temple and 
the state, and it will be they who engineer Jesus’ arrest, trial, and execution. The Sanhedrin consider 
themselves the authority on earth representing the temple, which is legitimized from heaven, question 
Jesus on his authority. 
 
Jesus responds with a question to the Sanhedrin about the authority JohnBap had for baptizing. 
According to Mark, JohnBap was a ministry of considerable power, which Jesus inherited even more 
powerfully (1:7-15). Hence what the leaders think of JohnBap will determine what they think of Jesus. 
Inasmuch as JohnBap was killed by the political authorities who were threatened by his preaching of 
repentance, the question is a loaded one and moot. 
 
Jesus maintains that prophetic action is sanctioned either from “outside” or from “within” the present 
social order. Since the Sanhedrin have not granted Jesus’ authority, it must come from God. The 
Sanhedrin see the trap and refuse to answer. 
 
Both JohnBap and Jesus are popular with the crowd which the Sanhedrin fear. Mark knows that the 
crowd will desert Jesus soon. But Mark is implying that the elite is in danger from the crowd as well as 
Jesus from the elite. 
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N.T. (Tom) Wright, Mark for Everyone Notes 
11:12-14 Jesus Curses the Fig Tree 
Jesus is announcing God’s condemnation of the Temple and the role it plays in the national life of Israel.  
Isaiah and Jeremiah are cited to remind Mark’s readers that the temple has always had an ambiguous 
role in Jewish history. Even after being built, it is clear that it can never be the full and final dwelling place 
of the true God. 
 

1 Kings 8:27 “But will God indeed dwell on the earth? Even heaven and the highest heaven 
cannot contain you, much less this house that I have built!” 

 
11:26-33 Jesus’ Authority Is Questioned 
The question of Jesus’ authority has come full circle: 
It impressed people in the early part of the Gospel (1:22, 27; 2:10; 3:15) 
Now his authority seems to extend to the greatest institution in the country. 
This leads to the chief priest’s question in the trial (14:55-64) 
 
Mark is saying that followers of Jesus, who are equipped with the Holy Spirit, are themselves given 
authority under Jesus’ direction to act in his name in the world. 
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