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Helen Paynter writes…
Because of the necessarily long lead times that publishers work with, I am 
writing this editor’s introduction in May 2020. We are at the height (?) of the 
biggest peacetime crisis that our country has known for generations. Tens of 
thousands have died, we have all faced the possibility of our own mortality 
and we have all experienced enormous restrictions to our normal freedoms. 

What this means, in terms of Guidelines, is that most of the contributions 
in this issue have been written under these intensely difficult circumstances. 
Contributors have been facing their own domestic concerns. Those who are 
pastors have been trying to work out how to look after their churches in these 
rapidly changing times. The theological educators have been finding new ways 
of delivering material, assessing students and ensuring that academic stan-
dards are maintained. All of our contributors will have experienced difficulty 
in accessing books and resources that they might normally have consulted.

I say none of this as an apology for what this issue contains – I don’t believe 
that any apology is needed – but as a testimony to the tenacity and brilliance 
of my colleagues. In the middle of unexpected busyness, they have managed 
to meet publication deadlines. In the midst of anxiety, they have written with 
faith and hope. During times of testing, they have proved faithful. I am grateful 
to God for each one of them.

So, what do we have to offer you this time? We have familiar and well-loved 
faces. Steve Motyer continues his much-appreciated tour of Mark’s gospel. 
C.L. Crouch, who has previously written for us on Hosea, makes a welcome 
return with some helpful notes on what might be termed ‘Trito-Isaiah’. Nigel 
Wright returns with an excellent three-week series on 1 Corinthians. And 
Pauline Hoggarth gives us a thought-provoking week on Ezra.

I’m also delighted to introduce some new writers to you. Alison Lo is associ-
ate professor of Old Testament at Bethel Seminary, Minnesota, and she will 
take you through the first part of 2 Kings – that weird world where animals do 
the bidding of humans, and horses and chariots of fire keep showing up. Phil 
Grasham, writing out of years of cross-cultural missionary experience, helps 
us to see how an appreciation for honour and shame enhances our reading 
of the biblical text. Rosalee Velloso Ewell, former principal of Redcliffe Col-
lege, Gloucester, gives us a scintillating tour of Hebrews. And finally, we have 
something rather original to offer. Stephen Finamore is an expert on the book 
of Revelation, and takes an imaginative approach to help us to find our way 
into it more deeply than usual.

I think this is an exciting edition of Guidelines, forged in ‘interesting times’. 
May it bless you as you use it.
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Mark 11—13
Steve Motyer

Welcome back to Mark! We take another three-week break in the Holy Land with 
Mark as our tour guide – but this time based in Jerusalem, where Jesus arrives 
at the start of this section. In fact, Jesus has been moving in this direction 
since Peter’s confession in Caesarea Philippi (8:27), which was to the north 
of Galilee near Mount Hermon, the probable site of the transfiguration (9:2). 
From there Jesus moved south to Galilee again (9:30), then south again to the 
area east of the Jordan (10:1), before turning west on the road to Jerusalem 
(10:32), through Jericho (10:46), and finally to the Mount of Olives, where we 
pick up the story (11:1).

In chapters 11—13 Jesus acts and teaches in Jerusalem, specifically in 
the temple, which forms an essential theological backdrop to what happens. 
The temple was the focus of Israel’s relationship with God. Jews living all over 
the world sent their ‘temple tax’ to maintain the daily round of worship and 
sacrifices, and the three main annual festivals (Passover, Tabernacles and the 
Day of Atonement) attracted huge crowds of pilgrims. It symbolised God’s 
commitment to Israel, and therefore Israel’s security. The priests not only 
conducted the sacrifices – assuring Israel of forgiveness – but also, with the 
‘scribes’, focused the teaching and learning of the law which was at the heart 
of the relationship with God (compare Luke 2:46).

It is essential to remember all this as we launch into these three chapters. 
There are shocks and surprises in store. The key uniting theme, against this 
background, is the arrival of the kingdom of God in Jesus, and the implications 
and outworking of this – Mark signalled this basic theme back in 1:15. The 
implications of the arrival of the kingdom are radical indeed, as we will see!

Unless otherwise stated, Bible quotations are my own translation.
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1  The coming kingdom

Mark 11:1–10
The alert reader will notice that we are repeating a reading – the so-called 
‘triumphal entry’ concluded our last set of readings in Mark. This is because 
this is a bridge passage, which both concludes the section of teaching about 
the kingdom, starting with Peter’s ‘confession’ in 8:29, and leads into the next 
section based in Jerusalem, which Jesus finally enters in 11:11.

The question ‘What kind of kingdom does Jesus bring?’ is the vital one for 
Mark (and for us). The Mount of Olives (v. 1) was a rallying point for aspiring 
Messiahs – Josephus the Jewish historian tells us that ‘the Egyptian’, referred 
to in Acts 21:38 as the leader of a revolt against Rome, started his rebellion by 
declaring that he was a prophet and calling people to join him on the Mount 
of Olives (Josephus, Antiquities 20:169). So the disciples’ shout in verse 10, 
‘Blessed is the coming kingdom of our father David!’, has revolutionary over-
tones – even though Jesus does not stop on the Mount of Olives, but enters 
the Holy City: David’s son (see 10:47–48) arriving in David’s city. 

So what did his disciples mean as they heralded his ‘coming kingdom’? 
Did they think that Jesus was about to set up a new earthly kingdom like 
David’s? Peter’s resistance to the idea of a suffering and dying Messiah after 
his confession (8:32) suggests this is what he thought at that point. But has 
he changed? If we asked him now, ‘What kind of Davidic king is Jesus?’, what 
would he say?

Mark leaves this open, and thus faces his readers with the same question. 
It sounds like Jesus’ arrival is good news – ‘Hosanna in the highest!’ (v. 10) – 
but the disciples’ other cry, ‘Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the 
Lord!’ (v. 9), was a regular greeting addressed to all pilgrims. Is Jesus more 
than this? In what ways might his arrival be different from that of all other 
pilgrims? The donkey incident (vv. 1–6) hints at specialness – a feature which 
Matthew and John develop, commenting that it fulfils Zechariah 9:9 (Matthew 
21:1–5; John 12:14–15). But Mark keeps quiet about this link, leaving it to his 
readers to spot the connection and draw conclusions.

So as we move into the next section of the gospel, the question is press-
ing – with what kind of visibility and power does God’s kingdom arrive with 
Jesus? This question is just as vital today for the church of Christ.
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2  The fruitless tree

Mark 11:11–14
What an anticlimax verse 11 is! The Davidic King arrives in his temple uncele-
brated. No crowds, no trumpets, no welcome. Instead, a cool inspection: 
‘looked around’ is a favourite verb of Mark’s – see for example 3:5; 10:23 – and 
has the idea of ‘looking with significant attention’. What does the King see? 
We discover the result of his inspection the next day, when Jesus returns to 
the temple and starts throwing out the traders (vv. 15–18).

But first we read the strange story of the cursing of the fig tree, blamed 
for not having any fruit even though, as Mark explains, ‘it was not the time 
for figs’ (vv. 13–14). It is not surprising that readers rise up in defence of the 
tree. Is Jesus acting unreasonably?

The reference may be to the small green early figs which formed over winter 
and were sometimes picked and eaten in the spring after the leaves appeared. 
In this case, Jesus might well have expected to find figs just because he saw 
leaves. But this still falls foul of Mark’s comment that Jesus found only leaves 
‘because it was not the time for figs’. Another explanation – perhaps a better 
one – is that this is autumn, not spring, and Jesus approaches the tree hoping 
that the figs have not yet been harvested – but there is nothing left. No harvest 
remaining. Mark’s comment would then mean ‘for the time for harvesting the 
figs was past’. This autumn date would fit with the Tabernacles-style actions 
by the disciples in 11:8, and with the impression Mark will give in chapter 12 
(and in 14:49) that Jesus spent quite some time teaching in the temple before 
his arrest at Passover. 

But the vital thing is the meaning of this action, and here the prophet 
Micah comes to our aid, supporting an autumn setting as he does so: in Micah 
7:1–2 God says, ‘Woe is me! For I have become like one who, after the summer 
fruit has been gathered… finds no cluster to eat; there is no first-ripe fig for 
which I hunger. The faithful have disappeared from the land, and there is no 
one left who is upright’ (NRSV). There is nothing left for the Lord, hungering 
for the faith of his people. It is highly likely that this Micah passage was in 
Mark’s mind, and possibly also in Jesus’, as he enacts a parable that pictures 
the dramatic action about to follow.
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3  A place of prayer for all!

Mark 11:15–19
Again Jesus heads for the temple on entering Jerusalem, and must have 
amazed – even scandalised? – his disciples by his attack on the temple trade 
(v. 15). The vast Court of the Gentiles (500 yards by 350, enclosed by a magnifi-
cent portico) was an ideal place for traders to supply pilgrims with what they 
needed for their worship: in many cases, a dove to sacrifice, and the means 
to buy it in the prescribed temple currency, the ‘shekel of the sanctuary’ (see 
Exodus 30:13). For the wealthier worshipper, there were also lambs on sale.

Mark does not say that Jesus was attacking corruption in the temple, 
although his reference to the ‘den of thieves’ (v. 17, quoting Jeremiah 7:11) 
might suggest this was part of the problem. Rather, this is an assault on the 
temple system itself. These traders were there to be helpful, to enable the 
worship to take place. Jesus seeks to stop it. ‘And he would not let anyone 
carry sacred vessels through the temple’ – this is probably the right trans-
lation, and understanding, of the strange verse 16. Jesus acts symbolically to 
bring the temple system to a halt!

Why? Verse 17 summarises the teaching he then gives, focusing on a quota-
tion of Isaiah 56:7, ‘My house shall be called a house of prayer for all the 
nations.’ Jesus does three incredibly bold and dramatic things here: he lays 
claim to the temple – this is ‘my house’, his ownership signalled by his dra-
matic action. He opens the temple up to ‘all the Gentiles’ (people knew that 
Gentiles were not allowed further into the temple, beyond the outer court). 
And he specifies that the temple is for ‘prayer’, i.e. only for prayer, and not 
for offering sacrifices. 

Dramatic indeed! Sacrifices are about buying animals and performing rit-
uals; prayer is about a real heart-connection and metanoia (1:15: repentance, 
life-change) before God. Jeremiah’s ‘den of thieves’ accusation was about 
precisely this. The people were trusting that all God wants is the outward 
‘doing’ of the ceremonies in the prescribed place, so that they can carry on 
living wickedly with a clear conscience and no desire to reform. As a result, 
Jeremiah predicted the destruction of the temple (Jeremiah 7:1–15). Jesus 
will do the same in Mark 13.

People liked this teaching (v. 18)! But the authorities, who ran the temple, 
did not. Once again Jesus leaves the Holy City (v. 19). No home for him there.
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4  The place and power of prayer

Mark 11:20–25
Mark has a favourite storytelling device which we meet here. Known as the 
‘sandwich technique’, it involves dividing a story into two parts around a 
middle section to which the surrounding story relates in some telling way. 
The most famous example is the raising of Jairus’ daughter, within which 
the healing of the ‘unclean’ woman is sandwiched (Mark 5:21–43). There are 
other notable instances at 3:20–35 and 14:1–11.

So here we resume the story of the fig tree, now completely dead (v. 20), 
and Peter makes the connection with Jesus’ curse (v. 21). Clearly Mark wants 
us to see the fig tree as a parable or illustration of what Jesus has just done to 
the temple (vv. 15–19). Has Jesus effectively just judged, cursed and destroyed 
the temple? Many think that this story looks forward to Jesus’ prediction of the 
destruction of the temple in chapter 13, and there must be some truth in this. 

But maybe the message is not entirely negative. The passion with which 
he overturned the tables was not anger at corruption, as we saw, but anger 
that, in its present set-up which emphasised the distinction between Israel 
and the Gentiles – restricting the Gentiles to the outer court – the temple could 
not fulfil God’s universal vision of ‘a house of prayer for all nations’ (v. 17). In 
Micah’s words, the Lord comes looking for that fruit, and that faith is not to 
be found. Structured in that way, the temple simply cannot sustain that faith.

Against this background, Jesus’ words in verses 22–25 are so telling. The 
place of prayer is not now the temple but wherever ‘you stand’ (v. 25a). And 
the place of forgiveness is not now the temple – with its elaborate prescrip-
tions of sacrifices for sins – but the praying heart which forgives others as 
we simply ask our heavenly Father for forgiveness for ourselves (v. 25b). No 
need for doves or sheep. And the vital condition of effective prayer is not now 
obedient participation in temple worship, but simply ‘faith in God’ (v. 22), 
which has miracle-working power (v. 23). And the ‘you’ for whom all this is 
true – ‘you’ plural, even though Peter alone asks the implicit question in verse 
21 – is the group of Jesus’ disciples, who must have listened astounded to 
these words. Around Jesus, now, true prayer – the prayer that any may pray, 
from any nation – is offered. He is now the place of prayer.
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5  Who’s behind it?

Mark 11:27–33
Back into Jerusalem – and again straight to the temple, where Jesus is con-
fronted by a delegation from the Sanhedrin, the Jewish ruling council. We are 
reminded of the earlier delegation from Jerusalem which came to Galilee to 
investigate Jesus, and of their conclusion: ‘He has Beelzebul, and casts out 
demons by the prince of demons!’ (3:22). There the issue was the same, as 
here – whose authority is at work? The suspicion of these Jewish leaders, fol-
lowing Jesus’ violent action the previous day, is that he is acting by Satanic 
authority in attacking the temple in this way. They want a confession.

In good Jewish debating style, Jesus answers with a counter-question 
(vv. 29–30). Why does he ask this particular question about John the Baptist? 
It might be because Jesus’ authority as Son of God derives from that marvel-
lous descent of the dove at his baptism by John, and the heavenly voice that 
accompanied the gift of the Spirit (1:9–11). Or it might be because the whole 
focus of John’s ministry was to call attention to ‘one stronger than I, coming 
after me, the lace of whose sandals I am not worthy to bend and untie!’ (1:7). 
If the Jerusalem authorities really believed in John as a prophet, they would 
have been watching for the coming of this ‘stronger one’ and might be open 
to seeing Jesus as that figure.

There is truth in both these thoughts, I think, but actually they miss the 
heart of the matter. Jesus asks not about John, but specifically about his 
baptism: ‘John’s baptism – was it of divine or human origin?’ (v. 30). The point 
is that John’s baptism was ‘a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of 
sins’ (1:4) – in other words, John, too, offered forgiveness of sins apart from 
the Jerusalem cult and temple, just as Jesus does here in verse 25. John side-
lined the temple by offering people a glorious experience of cleansing direct 
from God himself, as they stepped into the Jordan and heard his prophetic 
declaration of forgiveness as the water sluiced over them. Again, no need 
for doves or lambs.

Was that of God? These temple aficionados are not ready to agree with 
that. But they know they are out of step with popular opinion about John. 
So… Jesus’ question skilfully exposes their fixed determination not to accept 
that he was acting under God’s authority when he overturned those tables. 
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6  No fruit

Mark 12:1–12
Verse 12 oozes with irony. The very telling of this parable creates a reaction 
which proves its truth! The temple authorities obligingly cast themselves as 
the tenant farmers who want to get rid of the Son – and do so with their eyes 
open: ‘They realised that he had spoken the parable against them.’

‘God’s vineyard’ was a frequently used metaphor for Israel, and there is 
a particularly important passage in Isaiah 5 which undoubtedly lies behind 
Jesus’ use of the image here. In Isaiah, too, God looks for fruit from his care-
fully tended vineyard but receives none – and so declares that he will dig the 
vineyard up and destroy its walls (Isaiah 5:5–6). In Jesus’ retelling it is the 
wicked tenants who are to be destroyed, not the vineyard itself (v. 9). Actu-
ally, the vineyard is to get a make-over – a new cornerstone, a restoration 
planned and executed by God himself which ‘is wonderful in our eyes’ (v. 11).

And that brings us to the even bigger irony at the heart of this parable: it is 
the rejection of the stone by the builders which is the key event. When they kill 
the Son and throw him out of the vineyard, trying to claim it for themselves, 
the tenants start a process which leads not just to their own destruction but 
also to the rebuilding of the vineyard, with new tenants as well as a new 
‘cornerstone’. This is Jesus’ judgement on the temple authorities. They claim 
the temple for their own, but precisely through their rejection of Jesus and 
his word God will bring the temple to its true destiny – there will be a house 
of prayer for all nations!

We must not miss the note of dreadful suffering at the heart of this par-
able. One by one the messengers are rejected, beaten and killed. And then 
the owner’s ‘beloved Son’ – who had every right, as the heir, to enforce the 
terms of the tenancy – is also brutally murdered. There is no way round the 
awfulness of this and the folly. The cross is looming. The madness will tri-
umph. God’s people will assert their own power and will murder God’s Son 
and God’s spokespersons. But through that suffering God brings a restor ation 
‘wonderful in our eyes’. It is ever so! The suffering of God’s true people is never 
in vain – that’s the message. Always it leads to wonderful new growth and 
fruitfulness, through the pain.
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Guidelines
We seem to have travelled a long way in one week! What has particularly 
stood out for you in our readings this week?

For me, it has been the horrifying way in which religion can gain a life of its 
own and end up opposing God’s purposes and plan in the world: the fruitless 
temple, symbolised by the barren and dying fig tree, failing in its calling to be 
a house of prayer for all nations because it has become a place of exclusion; 
the fruitless vineyard (fruitless for its owner), symbolising Israel’s captivity to 
an elite who want to bolster their own power and not submit to God’s word.

Where do I sit with that – where am I? Am I ready to sacrifice my own plans 
and status when God says ‘Stop!’ to something I love? Am I ready to give up 
my ambitions and submit to his? Am I ready to rethink deeply held convic-
tions, if God’s Spirit seems to be requiring this?

The positive side of this is the beautiful picture of prayer around Jesus 
Christ in 11:22–25. He is the new ‘place’ of prayer, of expansive prayer, prayer 
for which nothing is impossible – no mountain too great that it cannot be 
moved. ‘Have faith in God!’ he says (11:22). Have I – have we – begun truly 
to have that kind of faith? A faith that can imagine grandly, that can imagine 
a whole landscape being remodelled by God’s loving and creative power 
(11:23)? What landscapes might God be wanting to redesign around you?
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