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How to Make the Best Use 
of This Teaching Guide

Leading a class in studying the Bible is a sacred trust. This Teaching Guide 
has been prepared to help you as you give your best to this important task. 

In each lesson, you will find first “Bible Comments” for teachers, to 
aid you in your study and preparation. The three sections of “Bible Com-
ments” are “Understanding the Context,” “Interpreting the Scriptures,” and 
“Focusing on the Meaning.” “Understanding the Context” provides a sum-
mary overview of the entire background passage that also sets the passage 
in the context of the Bible book being studied. “Interpreting the Scriptures” 
provides verse-by-verse comments on the focal passage. “Focusing on the 
Meaning” offers help with the meaning and application of the focal text.

The second main part of each lesson is “Teaching Plans.” You’ll find two 
complete teaching plans in this section. The first is called the “Discovery 
Plan,” which emphasizes discovery learning techniques; and the second is 
called the “Discussion Plan,” which provides questions and suggestions for 
dialogue about the Scriptures. Choose the plan that best fits your class and 
your style of teaching. You may also use and adapt ideas from both. Each 
plan is intended to be practical, helpful, and immediately useful as you pre-
pare to teach. 

The major headings in each teaching plan are intended to help you 
sequence how you teach so as to follow the flow of how people tend to learn. 
The first major heading, “Connect with Life,” provides ideas that will help 
you begin the class session where your class is and draw your class into the 
study. The second major heading, “Guide Bible Study,” offers suggestions 
for helping your class engage the Scriptures actively and develop a greater 
understanding of this portion of the Bible’s message. The third major head-
ing, “Encourage Application,” is meant to help participants focus on how to 
respond with their lives to this message. 
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As you begin the study with your class, be sure to find a way to help your 
class know the date on which each lesson will be studied. You might use one 
or more of the following methods: 

• In the first session of the study, brief ly overview the study by 
identifying for your class the date on which each lesson will be studied. 
Lead your class to write the date in the table of contents in their Study 
Guides and on the first page of each lesson. 

• Make and post a chart that indicates the date on which each lesson 
will be studied.

• If all of your class has e-mail, send them an e-mail with the dates the 
lessons will be studied. 

• Provide a bookmark with the lesson dates. You may want to include 
information about your church and then use the bookmark as an 
outreach tool, too. A model for a bookmark can be downloaded from 
www.baptistwaypress.org under the “Teacher Helps” tab.

• Develop a sticker with the lesson dates, and place it on the table of 
contents or on the back cover. 

Here are some steps you can take to help you prepare well to teach each 
lesson and save time in doing so:

1. Start early in the week before your class meets.

2. If your church’s adult Bible study teachers meet for lesson overview and 
preparation, plan to participate. If your church’s adult Bible study teach-
ers don’t have this planning time now, look for ways to begin. You, your 
fellow teachers, and your church will benefit from this mutual encour-
agement and preparation.

3. Overview the study in the Study Guide. Look at the table of contents and 
see where this lesson fits in the overall study. Then read or review the 
study introduction to the book that is being studied. 

4. Consider carefully the suggested Main Idea, Question to Explore, and 
Teaching Aim. These can help you discover the main thrust of this par-
ticular lesson.

5. Use your Bible to read and consider prayerfully the Scripture passages 
for the lesson. Using your Bible in your study and in the class session 
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can provide a positive model to class members to use their own Bibles 
and give more attention to Bible study themselves. (Each writer of the 
Bible comments in both the Teaching Guide and the Study Guide has 
chosen a favorite translation. You’re free to use the Bible translation you 
prefer and compare it with the translations chosen, of course.)

6. After reading all the Scripture passages in your Bible, then read the 
Bible comments in the Study Guide. The Bible comments are intended 
to be an aid to your study of the Bible. Read also the small articles—
”sidebars”—in each lesson. They are intended to provide additional, 
enrichment information and inspiration and to encourage thought and 
application. Try to answer for yourself the questions included in each 
lesson. They’re intended to encourage further thought and application, 
and you can also use them in the class session itself. Continue your Bible 
study with the aid of the Bible comments included in this Teaching Guide.

7. Review the “Teaching Plans” in this Teaching Guide. Consider how these 
suggestions would help you teach this Bible passage in your class to 
accomplish the teaching aim.

8. Consider prayerfully the needs of your class and think about how to 
teach so you can help your class learn best.

9. Develop and follow a lesson plan based on the suggestions in this 
Teaching Guide, with alterations as needed for your class.

10. Enjoy leading your class in discovering the meaning of the Scripture 
passages and in applying these passages to their lives.

Premium Commentary. Plan to get the additional Bible study comments 
available online. Visit our website, call 1–866–249–1799, or e-mail baptist-
way@texasbaptists.org to order the Premium Commentary. It is available only 
in electronic format (PDF) from our website. The price of these comments 
is $5 per person. A church or class that participates in our advance order 
program for free shipping can receive the Premium Commentary free. Call 
1–866–249–1799 or see www.baptistwaypress.org for information on par-
ticipating in our free shipping program for the next study.
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Premium Teaching Plans. An additional teaching plan is also available in 
electronic format (PDF) by visiting our website or calling 1–866–249–1799. 
The price of these plans for an entire study is $5 per person. It is available 
only in electronic format (PDF) from our website. A church or class that 
participates in our advance order program for free shipping can receive the 
Premium Teaching Plans free. Call 1–866–249–1799 or see www.baptistway-
press.org for information on participating in our free shipping program for 
the next study.

FREE! Downloadable teaching resource items for use in your class are avail-
able at www.baptistwaypress.org. Watch for them in the “Teaching Plans” 
for each lesson. Then go online to www.baptistwaypress.org and click on 
“Teaching Resource Items” under the “Teacher Helps” tab for this study. 
These items are selected from the “Teaching Plans.” They are provided online 
to make lesson preparation easier for handouts and similar items. Permis-
sion is granted to download these teaching resource items, print them out, 
copy them as needed, and use them in your class.
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MAIN IDEA

Satan’s resolve is to thwart God’s 
plan for us and those we influence.

QUESTION TO EXPLORE

How can I resist sin?

TEACHING AIM

To lead adults to understand that 
God allows testing in our lives to 
strengthen us. 

FOCAL TEXT

Matthew 4:1–11

BACKGROUND

Luke 4:1–13

Overcoming 
Temptation

1lesson



12  MIRACLES: THE TRANSFORMING POWER OF JESUS

Bible Comments

Understanding the Context

Jesus’ public ministry began with John baptizing him in the Jordan River. 
Soon afterward, Jesus spent isolated days determining how being obedi-
ent to God would unfold in his life. Satan (“the tempter”) challenged Jesus 
regarding the implications of God’s statement: “This is my beloved Son, in 
whom I am well-pleased” (Matt. 3:17) and used temptations to test Jesus’ 
commitment to God and his plan. 

As the dove descended upon him, and the heavenly voice spoke, Jesus 
recognized allusions to Psalm 2 and Isaiah 42. The psalm described the 
reign and rule of God’s anointed. Jesus also understood the reference to 
the Suffering Servant of Isaiah 42:1. Determining how these two seeming 
different identities would merge in his person and work was at least part 
of the reason Jesus sought solitude. What did it mean to be God’s anointed? 
What would obedience to God entail? What would it mean to be a suffering ser-
vant? Few people realized that the Messiah and Suffering Servant would be 
the same person. Even Peter, after confessing Jesus was the Christ (Greek 
equivalent of Messiah), refused to accept that Jesus would suffer and die 
(Matt.16:22).

All three Synoptic Gospels address Jesus’ temptation experience in the 
wilderness. Mark’s account is concise: The Spirit led Jesus into the wilder-
ness with wild beasts for forty days (1:12–13). Luke’s recollection of the 
event harmonized more with Matthew’s than Mark’s but with two signifi-
cant differences. Luke reversed the order of the last two temptations and 
explicitly stated that Satan would return to tempt again at “an opportune 
time” (4:1–13).

Several parallels between Jesus’ temptation and the Old Testament pro-
vide helpful background. Jesus’ use of quotations from Deuteronomy, as well 
as their context, may suggest that he succeeded in the wilderness, whereas 
Israel failed. One might also see a contrast between Jesus and Moses (See 
Deuteronomy 9:9–18). Throughout the Book of Matthew, we can see com-
parisons between the two. One is the connection of both with Egypt and 



Lesson 1: Overcoming Temptation 13 

the massacre of children associated with their births (Exodus  1:15–22; 
Matt. 2:13–18).

Interpreting the Scriptures

Led into the Wilderness (4:1)

4:1. The Spirit led Jesus into the wilderness, not to be tempted as we 
understand the word, but for testing. The Greek word has both a positive 
and negative sense. The negative sense of the word denoted tempting with 
the intent to cause the tempted to fail. The Book of James illustrated the 
positive, where testing one’s faith produced endurance and strong character 
(1:2–4).

The word “devil” means slanderer. The Septuagint, the Greek translation 
of the Hebrew Scriptures (the Old Testament) regularly used this term to 
refer to Satan, described as the one who opposed God (See 1 Chronicles 21:1; 
Job 1–2; Zechariah 3:1–2). Matthew used two terms in this chapter for this 
person: “tempter” in verse 3 and “Satan” in verse 10.

“Wilderness” pinpoints the location of the temptations as the desolate 
area that lay west of Jericho, the Jordan River, and the Dead Sea. Also, the 
idea of wilderness may suggest Jesus was grooming for his work, just as Israel 
prepared for its entry into the Promised Land as it wandered the wilderness.

Turning Stones into Bread (4:2–4)

4:2. The number forty represents a significant but limited period. Jesus 
spent forty days and nights in the wilderness. Moses tarried forty days on 
Mount Sinai (Exodus 24:18; 34:28), and Elijah traveled forty days to Horeb 
(another name for Sinai, 1 Kings 19:8). The Israelites wandered in the wil-
derness for forty years (Numbers 14:33–34; Deut. 8:2). Matthew may have 
been stressing the parallel of the fasting of Moses, Elijah, and Jesus.

Any link between Jesus and Israel was one of contrast. Israel failed to 
remain faithful when tempted in the wilderness. Jesus, however, remained 
loyal to God and his word. All the quotations Jesus used appear in Deuter-
onomy, Moses’s final sermon to the Hebrews.
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Satan approached Jesus at the end of the forty days, the time in which 
Jesus fasted. (Luke indicated that the temptations repeatedly occurred 
during the forty days.) Satan seized upon Jesus’ hunger (“he was famished”) 
to raise the first temptation.

4:3. Matthew emphasized that Jesus was indeed the Son of God by posi-
tioning “Son of God” at the beginning of the sentence. When Satan stated, 
“If you are the Son of God,” he was not contesting Jesus’ identity. Instead, 
he was questioning the way by which Jesus would live out his identity. Jesus 
had heard these same words at his baptism (3:17). Satan was challenging 
Jesus to use his power in ways that were not in accord with God’s will and 
plan. 

Satan tempted Jesus to turn desert stones into loaves of bread, which 
they resembled. The crux of this temptation may have been for Jesus to use 
his divine power to satisfy his personal need. We can certainly understand 
why that action would have been inappropriate. Jesus may also have under-
stood from Satan’s temptation that he had the power to provide bread for his 
people. One of the people’s expectations for the Messiah was that he would 
reintroduce the miracle of the manna (See John 6:1–34). 

4:4. Jesus responded to the tempter by quoting Deuteronomy 8:3. He used a 
verb tense that emphasized the permanence of the teaching. He recognized 
that ending hunger alone would not provide a meaningful life. One experi-
ences the fullness of life only by trusting God.

Angels on Call (4:5–7)

The Jewish people thought the Messiah would be a wonderworker 
(Matt. 16:1). One example was the multitude that sought to make him king 
after he fed them (John 6:14–15). Another was Jesus’ response to the request 
of the wealthy man who begged Jesus to send Lazarus back to his brothers 
(Luke 16:30–31). Although Jesus performed miracles, he did so to signal the 
kingdom of God had come, not to impress people to follow him.

4:5–6. Satan took Jesus to the temple and dared him to jump, quoting 
Psalm 91:11–12 to suggest that God would send angels to rescue him. To 
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know the exact location in the temple is not necessary for interpretation. Per-
haps it was the southeast corner, which included a steep drop to the Kidron 
Valley below. It is noteworthy that multitudes would have witnessed this act, 
wherever its location. And like the final temptation, this may have been a 
vision of something that could occur in the future. Satan was tempting Jesus 
to perform a daring feat that would dazzle the crowds into following him.

4:7. Jesus withstood Satan’s temptation, citing Deuteronomy 6:16. Jesus 
did not mention the location of Israel’s temptation, Massah (Exodus 17:2–7). 
Soon after they left Egypt, the Hebrews ran out of water at Massah. They 
quarreled with Moses demanding that he, and by implication God, provide 
them with water. Exodus 17:7 speaks specifically of the people testing God. 

Compromising with the World (4:8–10)

4:8. According to Matthew, Satan took Jesus to a high mountain where he 
could see all the world. This temptation came in the form of a vision; no 
mountain allows one to see the world as a whole. Perhaps Jesus, during his 
time in the wilderness, climbed one of the mountains from which he could 
see the far reaches of Palestine, as did Moses (Deut. 34:1–4). Satan may have 
used such a panoramic view to seduce Jesus. That the Messiah would drive 
out foreign rulers and restore independence for the Jews was a major expec-
tation and longing for Jews. That this was the final temptation highlighted 
its importance.

Also stressing its significance was the prominence Matthew gave to 
mountains. Jesus taught on a mountain (Matt. 5:1). After feeding the five 
thousand, he went alone to a mountain to pray (14:23). The transfiguration 
experience occurred on a mountain (17:1), as did Jesus’ final appearance to 
the disciples (28:16).

4:9. The devil offered to give Jesus the world–if Jesus would but bow down 
and worship him. Notice the tension created by the devil’s words. God is 
Creator and this world belongs to him, but Satan is described as “the ruler 
of this world” and the prince of this age (John 12:31; 14:30; 16:11; 2 Corin-
thians 4:4; Ephesians 6:11–12; 1 John 5:19; Revelation 12:9–17). While we 
may correctly assert that Satan is subordinate to God, “the tempter” exerts 
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strong influence and wields considerable power in this age. Satan can, for a 
time, resist the will of God.

Jesus saw the plight of his people and understood he was the Son of God 
who came to rule and establish his kingdom. His choices: Worship Satan and 
compromise with how the world built empires (coercion, force, violence) or 
remain committed to God’s way, where the Messiah would inaugurate his 
kingdom through his work as Suffering Servant.

4:10. Jesus dismissed Satan, quoting Deuteronomy 6:13. God alone deserves 
worship and service. To serve God is to act in harmony with his character. 
To accept Satan’s offer would have caused Jesus to act in the way the world 
employs power. Jesus chose to reject the status quo of the world and change 
it through his suffering, death, and subsequent resurrection.

Continuing the Struggle (4:11)

4:11. Satan departed, and angels ministered to Jesus. The tense of the verb 
“left” implicitly suggests what Luke made clear: the tempter would return 
with further temptations. The text also implies the angels continued to sus-
tain Jesus, both at this time and throughout his ministry.

Focusing on the Meaning

To resist sin, remember how you reach the end may be as important as the 
goal itself. The result of each of Jesus’ temptations was clear: that the world 
might recognize him as Messiah. But each temptation sought to thwart 
Jesus’ acceptance of his role as a Suffering Servant. Using worldly means to 
achieve divine purpose is wrong. Just because the goal is good does not mean 
that it should be achieved by any means. Shortcuts seldom work.

 To trust God is to trust his way and power. To test God is not an act of 
faith. It presumes upon God to intervene when we present tests. We need 
to be aware of the times we ask God to empower us in what we deem best. 
Maybe the words of Proverb 3:5 are illustrative: “do not lean on your own 
understanding.”
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 Satan crafts his temptations to our struggles. The tempter attacked 
Jesus as he was discerning what being God’s beloved meant. Would Jesus 
seek God’s way, or would he depend on his understanding?

 Resisting the tempter forges character and spiritual strength. Jesus 
overcame the wiles of Satan and provided integrity we can imitate. When 
we conquer temptation, we develop integrity and character with God’s help.



18  MIRACLES: THE TRANSFORMING POWER OF JESUS

Teaching Plans

DISCOVERY PLAN

Connect with Life

1. Prepare a food buffet with several treats, including a dessert, something 
fried, and fruit (feel free to add others). Ask class members, Which food 
tempts you? Allow time for discussion, and then encourage members to 
enjoy the foods. If you choose not to provide food, bring pictures to pro-
mote discussion.

2. Connect the food buffet and temptation discussion to the lesson by 
saying, In today’s study, we see that Satan first tempted Jesus with food.

3. Say, Today’s passage begins the first in a study of miracles described in the 
Book of Matthew. Read the following quote from the Study Guide to intro-
duce the theme of miracles: As we begin our study of miracles in the Book 
of Matthew, you may wonder why we’re starting with Jesus’ temptations. 
He didn’t perform a miracle in the wilderness, or did he? Because it requires 
supernatural work, defeating temptation is no less a miracle than giving sight 
to the blind, raising the dead, saving someone by faith through grace, or calm-
ing a stormy sea.

Guide Bible Study

4. Form three study groups (one for each temptation found in the focal 
passage).
• Food Group (4:1–4)
• Ego Group (4:5–7)
• Commitment Group (4:8–11)

Ask each group to read their assigned passage and use the Study Guide 
and other provided materials (commentaries, suggested webpages, and 
so forth) to grasp an understanding of the passage and share with the 
class their responses to the following questions.
• What temptation does this passage highlight?
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• How does it translate to our culture?
• How are we tempted in the same way?
• What was Jesus’ first response to the temptation?
• How was Jesus successful in overcoming that temptation?

5. Before class time, recruit a member to prepare a brief presentation 
of Satan’s role in temptation using today’s terminology: Satan is an 
author, marketer, salesperson, social networker, media consultant, life 
coach, consultant. Then invite the class to add additional thoughts and 
insights to the presentation. Encourage discussion.

6. Direct members to consider the three responses Jesus gave to Satan, 
which he took from the Book of Deuteronomy (8:3, 6:16, 6:13). Ask, 
What role did Scripture play in Jesus’ ability to defeat temptation? What role 
should Scripture play in our response to temptation? 

7. Say, While the Book of Matthew focuses on three significant temptations at 
the end of forty days, the Books of Mark and Luke state that Satan tempted 
Jesus throughout the forty days. Ask, Is there a connection between tempta-
tion and our being alone (isolated) or weak (physically and emotionally)? If so, 
what is it?

Encourage Application

8. Say, While Satan may take the initiative in our temptations and testing, God 
allows them. Ask, Why does God allow temptation? After some discussion, 
point out the lesson Study Aim: To understand God allows testing in my 
life to strengthen me. Then ask, How has temptation strengthened you?

9. Direct members to the Study Guide sidebar “Jesus’ Temptation Battle 
Plan.” You may want to provide copies of the sidebar for members to 
take with them. Invite five members to each read one of the steps aloud. 
Encourage group discussion.

10. Repeat the lesson Study Aim. Then ask, How do you know you are ready 
for the plans God has for you? For a new job? For more responsibility? For a 
new family member? For more schooling? Encourage members to consider 
Question 1 in the Study Guide as they verbalize responses.
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11. Say, Even though the remains of the food buffet are now considered leftovers, 
some of us may be tempted to take a bite on the way out! And sometime soon 
in the days (or hours) ahead, other things will tempt us. We must follow the 
temptation battle plan Jesus gave us.

12. Close with prayer, asking God to give strength as class members face 
temptation this week.

DISCUSSION PLAN

Connect with Life

1. Use a fishing lure to demonstrate temptation. Detail the many ways a 
fisher makes the lure tempting to the fish (coating it with certain smells 
or colors, casting over and over again, ensuring the lure’s movement 
through the water is just right, setting the bait at exactly the right time 
to catch the fish). Say, Satan is a good fisher. He works day and night to cast 
a lure our way.

2. Say, Temptation is not a new storyline in Scripture. The first pages of the 
Bible highlight temptation. Invite class members to brainstorm Bible 
passages and stories of temptation. These might include Adam and 
Eve (Genesis 3), Joseph tempted with adultery (Genesis 39), David fall-
ing for Bathsheba (2 Samuel 11), Achan taking the spoils (Joshua 7), 
Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego refusing to bow down (Daniel 3), 
Jonah tempted to run (Jonah 1), and Job’s temptation to curse God and 
turn his back on God (Job 3, 5).

Guide Bible Study

3. Invite a class member to read aloud Matthew 3:13–17 (Jesus’ baptism) 
as background for the lesson. Ask, What was the significance of Jesus bap-
tism as he entered into this distressing time of temptation?

4. Present the following lesson outline for today’s study:
• A Dare to Dine (1–4)
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• A Dare to Drive (5–7)
• A Dare to Show Devotion (8–11)

5. Read verses 1–4 aloud and ask the following discussion questions:
• What does it mean that the Spirit led Jesus into the wilderness? 
• Did God lead his Son into temptation? Does he lead us into temptation?
• What was the purpose of Jesus’ fasting?
• Why did Satan begin the temptations with the phrase, “If you are the Son 

of God”?
• How would Jesus’ turning stones to bread be a sin?

6. Perhaps you or a class member have been to Jerusalem and observed 
the location where the temple once stood. If so, share a brief description 
of that experience (you may want to show a picture if available). Then 
give an overview of verses 5–7. Say, While the first temptation challenged 
Jesus’ identity, Satan used the second temptation to challenge the ego and 
authority of Jesus. But Jesus didn’t need to test God; God affirmed Jesus at 
his baptism. Ask, How do we test God’s promises of safety with our choices? 

7.  Read verses 8–11 aloud and ask the following discussion questions:
• How did Satan attempt to destroy Jesus’ character and redeeming work?
• If Jesus already had it all, why would this be a temptation?
• What is the significance in this temptation, and the others, of Jesus using 

Scripture to combat Satan?

8. Say, Jesus knew Scripture, which was an essential part of his plan to combat 
temptation. Jesus then applied Scripture, which enabled him to resist 
temptation.

Encourage Application

9. Ask the class to brainstorm reasons God allows us to face temptation. 
During the discussion, say, God allows testing in our lives to strengthen us. 
Then ask, How did Jesus know he was ready for his ministry and the cross 
that loomed before him? Say, He faced temptation and was found strong.

10. Say, We must recognize temptation to avoid it. People often think they are 
merely making choices rather than facing temptation to do something dis-
pleasing to God. However, Satan is the author and initiator of temptation. 
Ask, How do we underestimate the devil? State the following:
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• We do not recognize him.
• We forget all about him.
• We think we can battle him on our own.
• We believe if we give in just a little, it is no big deal.

11. Encourage class members to silently ponder the temptations they may 
face during coming week. Money? Power? Greed? Sex? Invite them to 
repeat this phrase aloud with you: The focus of my life is trusting and 
pleasing God, the One who gives me strength when I am tempted.

12. Close the lesson by reading 1 Corinthians 10:13 aloud: “No temptation 
has overtaken you but such as is common to man; and God is faithful, 
who will not allow you to be tempted beyond what you are able, but with 
the temptation will provide the way of escape also, so that you will be 
able to endure it.”
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Bible Comments

Understanding the Context 

Teaching, preaching, and healing characterized Jesus’ earthly ministry 
(Matt. 4:23). Before the narration of miracles in chapters 8 and 9, we read 
the birth account of Jesus (1:1–2:15), along with the stories of his baptism 
(3:1–17) and temptation (4:1–11). Jesus initiated his ministry in Galilee, call-
ing four fishers as disciples (4:12–22). His teachings and miracles made him 
popular among the people (4:23–25).

Matthew chronicled these actions in alternating blocks of teaching and 
narrative material. The Sermon on the Mount (5:1–7:29) forms the first 
teaching section. Jesus’ kingdom, built on this teaching, would be new and 
radical. Starting here was fitting.

The narrative section (8:1—9:34) that follows the Sermon on the Mount 
describes ten of Jesus’ miracles. Keep in mind that compiling these miracles 
successively in two chapters parallels the various teachings of the Sermon on 
the Mount. Jesus was a teaching and wonder-working Messiah. The inclu-
sion of miracles here may point to Jesus’ authority: “For he was teaching 
them as one having authority” (7:29) Jesus also exhibited authority over dis-
ease, demons, and nature in his miracles. Miracles stories were told to foster 
discipleship among Jesus’ followers, not merely to impress them.

The Jews expected wonders and miracles to characterize the Messianic 
age. John the Baptist illustrated this. After Herod imprisoned him, John 
seemed to have entertained doubts as to whether Jesus was the Messiah. 
John sent men to ask Jesus directly. Jesus answered, though indirectly, “Go 
and report to John what you hear and see: the blind receive sight and the 
lame walk, the lepers are cleansed and the deaf hear, the dead are raised 
up, and the poor have the gospel preached to them” (11:4–5). Jesus’ words 
reflected Jewish expectations as seen in Isaiah 29:18; 35:5–6; and 42:7.

By working wonders, Jesus illustrated the inbreaking of God’s king-
dom. He was demonstrating that God was doing something new in him and 
through his work. Matthew wanted the readers to view Jesus as the Messiah 
who was delivering God’s people. Jesus did not solely perform miracles to 
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show his power. He acted this way to point to the power and presence of 
God’s kingdom.

Questions abound that challenge our understanding of the exact nature 
of miracles. Did they set aside natural processes, or did they reflect natural 
methods we have not yet discovered? We have no clear answers.

Scripture clearly indicates those who lived in Jesus’ age did not question 
the reality of the miracles, including healings of various kinds. The people 
may have questioned Jesus’ intent and the source of his power. The Phari-
sees contended his power came from Beelzebul, the “ruler of demons” (9:34; 
12:24).

Interpreting the Scripture

The miracles in chapters 8–9 are classified as exorcisms, healing of diseases, 
and nature miracles. The first three miracles in chapter 8 dealt with socially 
marginalized people, especially in Jesus’ day: lepers, Gentiles, and women. 
Jesus was as concerned about social divisions as he was ethnic struggles.

Surrounded by Large Crowds (8:1)

8:1. Jesus descended from the mountain after finishing the Sermon on the 
Mount (Matt. 8:1). The crowds that had heard him teach followed him and 
witnessed these acts. The events occurred during the early stage of Jesus’ 
ministry, often called the year of inauguration or popularity. People were 
hearing of his miracles and his teaching for the first time and flocked to him 
to see for themselves.

The Leper Asks Jesus to Cleanse Him (8:2)

8:2. Soon after Jesus descended from the mountain, a leper approached 
him. Matthew began this sentence with a word often translated behold. Some 
translations omit the word, but it suggests something special was about to 
happen. Matthew may have started with this particular miracle to illustrate 
Jesus’ approach to ritual observances.
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For a leper to approach another person was a breach of acceptable behav-
ior. The community forced lepers to wear tattered clothing and no covering 
on the head, most likely to help others identify them and prevent contact. 
To further reduce the chance of accidental contact, the lepers had to cry 
out, “Unclean, unclean” (Lev. 13:45). Leviticus 13–14 offers a lengthy and 
detailed description of the disease referred to as leprosy. Those chapters fur-
ther describe the tests for determining whether a person had leprosy and the 
steps a cured leper needed to take for reinstatement into the community. 

The specific skin conditions grouped under the diagnosis of leprosy in 
the early centuries are unknown. The main symptoms of leprosy seem to 
have been skin sores and bumps. The condition may have included psoriasis 
or eczema, along with the more acute Hansen’s disease.

Social isolation due to leprosy may have been more painful than the 
physical discomfort. The Jews considered a leper ritually unclean. Any-
thing associated with or touched by a leper likewise was contaminated. Only 
touching a dead body was considered more defiling that touching a leper.

Many people in Jesus’ day believed God had cursed lepers (Num-
bers 12:10, 12; Job 18:13). One of Job’s friends, Bildad, used images that 
could suggest a leper was one who was wicked (Job 18:1–21, especially 18:13). 

A few lepers in the Old Testament experienced healing. Two were Miriam 
(Num. 12:10–15) and Naaman (2 Kings 5:1–14). 

The leper depicted in   al l behavioral boundaries when he 
approached Jesus. Still, he bowed down in deference to Jesus’ stature. When 
he called Jesus “Lord,” he may have meant nothing more than the way we 
might use the word, sir. However, perhaps he used to the term to underscore 
Jesus’ position and authority.

The leper recognized Jesus possessed the power and authority to 
heal him. He had likely heard accounts of healings Jesus had performed 
(Matt. 4:24). The man had faith, but he was concerned that Jesus might 
bypass him. Faith was usually necessary for healing, but not always 
(8:14–17). Note that when speaking to Jesus about his leprosy, the man 
asked Jesus to make him clean, not to heal him.
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Jesus’ Willingness: Stretching out his 
Hand to Touch the Leper (8:3)

8:3. Jesus did not doubt he could cure the man. Nor should we, based on 
Matthew 4:24. But what might surprise us, and certainly surprised Jesus’ 
generation, was that he reached out and touched the leper, an untouchable. 
To do so would have rendered Jesus unclean. The religious leaders of his 
day would have considered his action a serious breach of Mosaic Law. Jesus 
disregarded ritual expectations of purity. His understanding of the law 
transcended Jewish interpretation. Although Matthew did not indicate it, 
perhaps Jesus felt that with the coming of the kingdom in him, the rules no 
longer applied because of the new way in which God was acting.

The Restoration to Community: Going to 
the Priests for Verification (8:4)

8:4. The story continued even after Jesus cleansed the leper. First, Jesus 
instructed the man to tell no one of his healing. Likely, Jesus was seeking to 
reduce the likelihood that people would follow him merely because he was a 
miracle worker.

Jesus further directed the man to report to the priest so that he could 
attest to the healing. Jesus also told him to “present the offering” which the 
law declared. Jesus may have done so to demonstrate that he had not “come 
to abolish but to fulfill” the law (Matt. 5:17). Framing Jesus as a law-keeping 
Jew was an essential emphasis for Matthew. Leviticus 14 describes in detail 
the ritual associated with one declared clean.

The meaning of “as a testimony to them” is not entirely clear. “To them” 
could refer to the priests who would receive the offering. Jesus would have 
been highlighting his ability to heal the sick while keeping the law. The 
more likely meaning is that once the priests had declared the man clean, 
the people would witness the offering and recognize the authority of Jesus.
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Focusing on the Meaning

The untouchables in Jesus’ day were lepers, children, women, Gentiles, and 
the dead. However, Jesus considered no one untouchable. He touched lepers, 
held children, let a woman touch his cloak, healed a Roman centurion’s ser-
vant, and embraced the dead.

As followers of Jesus, our touch and acceptance of those alienated from 
the mainstream in the twenty-first century counter the rejection many face 
in our world. An affirming touch, a kind word, and a listening ear can all be 
means by which untouchables find wholeness and wellness.

Far too often people build walls between themselves and others, fearing 
the unknown. Jesus recognized the importance of community. Immediately 
after cleansing the leper, Jesus sent him to the priests to fulfill the require-
ments for reinstatement in the community.

Community and wholeness indicate God’s dominion. Consider a future 
when community and wholeness are the norms for God’s people. The Book 
of Revelation speaks of a time when an uncountable number of people of all 
races, languages, and nations will worship God before his throne (Rev. 7:9).
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Teaching Plans

DISCOVERY PLAN

Connect with Life

1. Ask class members to describe things they do not like to touch. 
Responses might include items that are hot, dirty, greasy and grimy, and 
living creatures such as spiders, snakes, stray pets, and wild animals.

2. Prepare a mystery box with several items (tissue paper, rock, a small 
piece of fruit, pen, empty bottle, household items). Ask adults to close 
their eyes and reach into the box and describe the objects they touch. 
Say, In today’s study, we see a Savior willing to touch someone who was con-
sidered unclean and off-limits. 

Guide Bible Study

3. Read Matthew 8:1–4 aloud. Then ask a previously enlisted member to 
answer the question, What is leprosy? The Study Guide sidebar “Hansen’s 
Disease” will be particularly helpful. After this brief presentation, direct 
a second previously enlisted class member to share various accounts 
of leprosy found in Scripture, such as Moses’ leprous hand (Exodus 4), 
Miriam struck with leprosy (Numbers 12), and so forth.

4. Direct class members to Leviticus 13, and ask them to scan the chapter 
for laws concerning leprosy. Summarize findings on a marker board, but 
leave space on the board to include responses from Step 6.

5. Ask, How would you describe this leper in Matthew? Responses may include 
needy, sick, bold, helpless, hopeless. Say, At that time, sickness was consid-
ered a result of sin. Sin, just like a disease, can do more than damage bodies; it 
can separate and isolate people, create alienation and loneliness, and demoral-
ize its victims.

6. Encourage class members to discuss the significance of Jesus’ response 
to the leper. Be sure to include the fact Jesus “stretched out” his hand 
to the leper. Ask a member to write class observations on the marker 
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board next to the responses in Step 4. Then ask, How do the actions of 
Jesus compare to Levitical law? Allow time for response.

7. Ask, What did being clean mean for the leper? How was his life different after 
he showed himself to the priest? 

Encourage Application

8. Invite members to share how Jesus has answered their requests for help 
and healing. Ask, How has God been faithful in your lives? Are some of you 
still waiting for God’s answer?

Say, While leprosy has been a metaphor for sin for centuries, we, like 
lepers, are not beyond hope and redemption when we encounter Jesus. 

Call attention to the leper’s response to Jesus’ request in Mark 1:45. 
Note the irony that when Jesus asks the leper to remain quiet, he tells 
his story. Too often when Jesus asks us to tell, we are quiet. Then ask, 
How are we to live in light of forgiveness and cleansing from physical and spir-
itual sickness? 

9. Close with prayer, thanking God for the miracle of cleansing from sin!

DISCUSSION PLAN

Connect with Life

1. Invite members to brainstorm words that describe how things feel when 
we touch them. Expect answers like mushy, soft, hard, wet, cold, hot, 
sticky, smooth, and more. Then ask, Have you ever willing touched some-
thing no one else would touch? If so, what was it? 

2. Say, In today’s lesson, we discover Jesus’ willingness to touch a person con-
sidered untouchable. No one else would even get close to the leper, much less 
touch him. A leper was unclean, entirely outside the realm of grace for Jewish 
physical touch. This man was diagnosed with a contagious skin disease (no 
doubt seen as a result of his sin) and cast from the community because he was 
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unclean according to the Levitical law (Leviticus 13). In that era, the fear of 
contracting leprosy was intense.

Guide Bible Study

3. Say, The healing of the leper follows the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 
5–7). Perhaps the significance of the timing of Jesus’ response to the leper 
shows that Jesus talked and acted. He lived out his words in what he did. 
Ask class members to recall other times when Jesus not only spoke but 
acted.

4. Read the focal verses aloud. Ask members to consider the following dis-
cussion questions:
• How do you think the large crowd responded as the leper made his way 

through them to approach Jesus?
• The crowd saw Jesus as one having authority (7:29). What did they think 

of the leper?
• Why did the leper kneel?
• What is the significance of the leper calling Jesus “Lord”?
• What did the leper further say to demonstrate his faith in Jesus’ healing 

power?
• How did the touch of Jesus communicate both physical and spiritual 

healing?

5. If not already discussed in questions above, say, In these verses, we see the 
leper both speak and kneel (words and action). Jesus responded likewise. 

6. Ask, Was the healing from Jesus’ words or his touch? 

7. Recruit a class member to read verse 4 aloud. Search the Gospels and 
share a brief overview of other times Jesus asked those he encountered 
to remain quiet about their healing. Ask, Why did Jesus instruct the leper 
to say nothing to anyone? What was the significance of the leper showing 
himself to the priest? 



32  MIRACLES: THE TRANSFORMING POWER OF JESUS

Encourage Application

8. Ask, How many lepers will you see this week? How many sinners? Encourage 
members to remember that sin, like leprosy, isolates humanity from 
hope and healing, and needs Jesus’ cleansing touch.

9. Say, As the body of Christ, we must be willing to love the unlovely and touch 
the untouchables. Ask, How can we live this out in our lives during the coming 
week?

10. Share the D.L. Moody quote (found in the Study Guide) with the class. 
Which is the worse—the leprosy of sin, or the leprosy of the body? For my 
own part, I would a thousand times sooner have the leprosy of the body eating 
into my eyes, and feet, and arms! I would rather be loathsome in the sight of 
my fellow men than die with the leprosy of sin in my soul, and be banished 
from God forever! Invite class members to consider aloud the impact of 
Moody’s perspective. Ask, What would that mean for our lives? 

11. Ask, What about times when God chooses not to heal us physically? Can we 
always be assured of his spiritual healing? 

12. Close in prayer, thanking God for his willingness to stretch out his hand 
and cleanse us, and for strength to share his miraculous working in our 
lives with others.
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Bible Comments

Understanding the Context

By this point in the Book of Matthew, readers have encountered the miracu-
lous conception of Jesus and his deliverance from Herod the Great’s massacre 
of young boys in Bethlehem (Matthew 1:18–25; 2:1–23). Jesus demonstrated 
his righteousness in baptism (3:13–17) and by resisting Satan’s temptations 
in the wilderness (4:1–11). Matthew recorded the essence of Jesus’ teachings 
in the Sermon on the Mount (5:1–7:29). In chapter 8, Matthew narrated a 
series of miracles that portrayed the righteousness of Jesus in mighty works.

Jesus performed the first three miracles in chapter 8 for outcasts from 
Jewish society: a leper, a Gentile, and a woman. That he would do so should 
not be surprising; later he would highlight caring for “the least” of those in 
society (Matt. 25:40).

The Books of Luke and Mark place the healing of Peter’s mother-in-law 
early in Jesus’ ministry, even before the Sermon on the Mount (Mark 1:29–
34; Luke 4:38–41). They also place the time as the evening of the Sabbath. 
All locate the miracle in Capernaum at Simon’s house. A likely explanation 
for Matthew placing it after the Sermon on the Mount is that he applied 
both a chronological and thematic grid for his order. Jesus had revealed his 
identity through his teachings and actions. 

Interpreting the Scriptures

Jesus Visits Simon’s Home (8:14)

8:14. Peter’s fevered mother-in-law was confined to bed when Jesus entered 
the house. While Mark and Luke mentioned others who accompanied Jesus, 
Matthew emphasized the arrival of Jesus by placing the pronoun “he” in 
emphatic position in the sentence. Matthew was focusing on the work of 
Jesus.

Some scholars suggest that Peter’s mother-in-law might have suffered 
from malaria, but a specific diagnosis is not possible. Note that the illness 
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was described as a fever, whereas we consider fever a symptom of an under-
lying sickness. The fever had weakened her to the point where she was 
bedridden. The parallel accounts indicate the family members had asked 
Jesus to heal her.

Jesus Heals Simon’s Mother-in-law (8:15)

8:15. Jesus saw Simon’s mother-in-law, touched her hand, and healed her. 
Jewish law prohibited a person from touching someone who had a fever, not 
unlike the prohibitions on touching a leper. Touching those whom he healed 
was common practice for Jesus (8:1–4; John 9:6–7). Either he did not believe 
that contact with these people rendered him ritually unclean (probably the 
best choice) or he did not care if it did.

After Jesus healed her, Peter’s mother-in-law began to wait on him. 
Some have suggested that Matthew intended to point out that those whom 
Jesus healed began serving him and others. The main point, however, was 
likely to demonstrate the fullness of the healing. Not only did the fever leave 
her, but the residual weakness that accompanies such an illness disappeared 
as well. Her healing was complete and instantaneous.

Jesus Heals Many (8:16)

8:16. At dusk, many other citizens of Capernaum streamed to Peter’s house 
so that he might heal them. Matthew did not mention that this may have 
occurred on the Sabbath, although both Mark and Luke did. While religious 
laws would have kept the crowds away during a Sabbath day, Matthew sug-
gested that with nightfall, life’s pace slowed, enabling people to bring others 
to Jesus.

Sabbath regulations prohibited actions which might cause a sick person’s 
situation to improve. However, one could offer help that would ease the pain 
and prevent worsening of the condition. Just as a contemporary example, 
one might apply painkiller on a sore tooth, but one could not extract the 
tooth until the next day. 
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Both the sick and demon-possessed came, hoping Jesus would free them 
from evil spirits. Jesus healed “all” brought to him, which emphasized the 
magnitude of his healing ministry.

Jesus’ miracles fall into four categories. Two of those–exorcisms and 
healings–are mentioned in today’s text. The others are nature miracles (such 
as walking on water, the feeding of the 5,000) and resuscitating the dead.

One mindset to understanding Jesus’ purpose for performing miracles 
is these acts were signs of the kingdom of God (for which Matthew substi-
tuted the title, “kingdom of heaven”). The term miracle means mighty works, 
and the English word dynamite derives from this Greek-based word. These 
mighty acts offered a glimpse into a fully realized kingdom.

In demonstrating his obedience to his Heavenly Father, Jesus was 
showing that in God’s kingdom, sickness and illness end. The exorcising of 
demons portended God’s confinement of evil and its ultimate destruction. 
Nature miracles revealed God’s intent to bring the world in line with the 
divine plan once again. Jesus’ raising of the dead prefigured God’s destruc-
tion of death.

Jesus Fulfills the Prophetic Word (8:17)

8:17. Matthew linked the healings of Jesus to God’s promises in the Old 
Testament. Matthew (an evangelist) wrote primarily for a Jewish-Christian 
audience. His is the most Jewish of the Gospels. For example, comparisons 
between Moses and Jesus are frequent. 

• Matthew linked both to Egypt, Jesus by fleeing to Egypt to escape 
destruction and Moses leaving Egypt to experience deliverance 
(Matt. 2:13–15; Exodus 2:11–15; 4:18–20).

• Both received revelation from God in the wilderness (Matt. 4:1–11; 
Exod. 3:1–4:17).

• Jesus preached a sermon on a mountain and Moses received the Ten 
Commandments on Mount Sinai (Matt. 5–7; Exod. 19:1–9).

Matthew also connected the events of Jesus’ life to the Old Testament 
through a series of statements which specifically link the Old Testament text 
to Jesus’ work. Jesus’ actions fulfilled the promises God made in the Old Tes-
tament. These actions are identified as follows: “This was to fulfill what was 
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spoken,” or a variation of this (Jesus born of a virgin (1:22–23); birthplace 
(2:5–6); return from Egyptian sojourn (2:15); killing of babies in Bethlehem 
(2:17–18); residence in Nazareth (2:23); location of principle labors in Galilee 
(4:14–16); healing ministry (8:17); demeanor as God’s servant (12:17–21); 
teaching in parables (13:14–15, 35); triumphant entry and offering of him-
self to Israel (21:4–5); and the purchase of the potter’s field (27:9–10).

Matthew’s citing of Isaiah 53:4 identified Jesus as Isaiah’s Suffering Ser-
vant (Isaiah 42:1–9; 49:1–7; 50:4–9; 52:13–53:12). His reference is the only 
direct quote of Isaiah 53:4 in the Synoptic Gospels. Matthew’s use of this 
verse stressed physical healing more than addressing spiritual ailments.

Indeed, the curing of physical ailments was central to Jesus’ work, and 
that is the emphasis in chapters 8 and 9. But, most often, Isaiah 53:4 is inter-
preted to refer to Jesus’ work in addressing the sin problem and the securing 
of forgiveness and redemption. The ancient Greek translation of the Hebrew 
text, the Septuagint, leaned in this direction. This interpretation is further 
supported by Isaiah 53:5. 

Matthew, however, seemed to follow the Hebrew text, understanding 
“griefs” to mean physical issues rather than one’s spiritual condition. “Car-
ried away our diseases” suggested that Jesus removed them from people who 
were experiencing physical struggles. From Matthew’s perspective, a central 
role for Jesus was to care for the physical needs of people. He did not spiri-
tualize the Isaiah passage.

Students frequently ask me in the New Testament classes I teach why 
the people of Jesus’ day did not recognize him as Messiah. While the answer 
is complex, I usually mention that their messianic expectations differed 
from the way Jesus lived out his understanding of what it meant to be God’s 
anointed (literal meaning of Messiah).

Some Jews recognized Jesus as the Messiah; some did not. The Jews 
of Jesus’ day were a diverse group, similar to different Christian traditions 
of our day. Christians have shared beliefs, but each tradition has its unique 
nuances and practices.

The Jews of Matthew’s day believed God would send a Messiah, but 
most had no inkling the Messiah would be the Suffering Servant described 
in Isaiah 40–55. They longed for a Messiah who would deliver them from 
foreign armies who occupied their land. Thus, they would be unlikely to 
see the descriptions of the Suffering Servant as Messianic prophecies. That 
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Jesus was the first to make the connection between the two is a common 
belief among students of Scripture. However, there were those who, when 
witnessing Jesus’ healing activity wondered if he could be the “Son of David” 
(12:23).

Focusing on the Meaning

Jesus went about doing good. I think that the Apostles’ Creed’s statement 
concerning Jesus does us an excellent service beyond its astute summary of 
Christian belief, which says of Jesus: he “was conceived by the Holy Spirit, 
born of the Virgin Mary, suffered under Pontius Pilate, was crucified, dead, 
and buried; the third day he rose from the dead.”

Every time I read that statement, I sense something is missing: Jesus 
taught and performed mighty deeds. And what he taught and modeled are 
the things we are called to obey. Doctrine and beliefs are the focus of Jesus’ 
birth, death, resurrection, and ascension. Good character and compassion-
ate action were the focus of his life.

Christians are to walk as Jesus walked. We are to imitate him. To imitate 
Jesus is to reach out and touch the sick. To imitate Jesus is to go where the 
lonely dwell. To imitate Jesus is to care for the marginalized–lepers, Gen-
tiles, the feverish (unclean, foreigner and alien, diseased). To imitate Jesus 
is to offer words of hope and salvation (including but not limited to hope for 
heaven).

Miracles did not cease with Jesus’ ascension to heaven. One pastor 
shared with me that he visited a comatose patient one Saturday morning. 
He talked with the spouse and prayed for the patient’s recovery (though he 
was skeptical because of the seriousness of the illness). When he walked 
into the spouse’s Sunday school class the next day, the news that God had 
answered his prayer greeted him: the patient was awake and recovering. God 
still works miracles.
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Teaching Plans

DISCOVERY PLAN

Connect with Life

1. Share with the class a miracle you have heard about, experienced, or 
seen. Then ask, Have any of you experienced or witnessed a miracle? An 
act of God that defied rational explanation? An experience that transcends 
human understanding and reason? Something that couldn’t be explained 
without God’s intervention? Allow time for discussion.

2. Ask, What is your greatest need today? Encourage sharing. Then say, In our 
Bible passage, we see Jesus meeting the needs of those who came to him. 

Guide Bible Study

3. Direct participants to form three discovery groups with several people 
in each group. (You might have more groups, depending on class size.) 
Name the groups Matthew, Mark, and Luke, and ask each group to read 
their passage aloud, identify at least five core details of the Bible story, 
determine at least two truths from the passage, and be ready to share 
details with the large group.
• Matthew Group—Matthew 8:14–17
• Mark Group—Mark 1: 29–34
• Luke Group—Luke 4:38–44

4. After groups report, call attention to the story of Jesus healing the cen-
turion’s son (Matthew 8:5–13), the verses before today’s focal passage. 
Recruit a class member to read the verses aloud, then ask the following 
questions:
• Was the centurion a Jew or Gentile?
• What did the centurion recognize about Jesus? (Matthew 7:29)
• What was necessary for Jesus to heal the centurion’s servant? 
• What did Jesus say about the centurion’s faith?
• What did Jesus say about those who are religious but void of faith?
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• Do you think all the people who came to Jesus for healing on the evening 
of the Sabbath (in our focal passage) had that same kind of faith? Why or 
why not?

5. Say, Jesus continued his healing ministry after the Sermon on the Mount, 
as recorded by Matthew. He healed a leper, a Gentile slave, and a woman. 
Jewish society marginalized all these groups. Ask, Why did Jesus choose to 
heal them? 

6. Say, We tend to talk much more about physical healing than casting out 
demons. In this passage, as well as numerous others, casting out demons was 
part of Jesus’ agenda. Jesus recognized those who needed spiritual, as well as 
physical, healing. Ask, What is the significance of this part of Jesus’ ministry? 

7. Call on a pre-enlisted class member to read aloud Isaiah 53. Ask class 
members to reflect on these three words as the passage is read aloud: 
serve, sorrow, suffer. Then note the difficulties Christ was to endure to 
fulfill God’s great plan for humankind.

Encourage Application

8. Ask, Does Jesus still heal? After a brief discussion, invite members to 
ponder the questions in the Study Guide “Case Study.” 

9. Direct members to look at verse 15 one more time. Ask them to iden-
tify Peter’s mother-in-law’s response to healing. (She served!) Ask, What 
should be our response to Jesus’ healing (physical and spiritual) in our lives? 

10. Say, Some of you may be waiting for a miracle (refer to steps 1 and 2). As 
you close, invite the class to complete the following phrases of content-
ment and commitment:
• When God is silent, I will ______________________.
• When God says no, I will ______________________.
• When God says wait, I will _____________________.
• When God says yes, I will ______________________.

(A copy of this assignment is available in Teaching Resource Items for 
this study at www.baptistwaypress.org).
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DISCUSSION PLAN

Connect with Life

1. Begin by asking, Do you know someone who has asked God for healing and 
not received it? Invite members to share responses with the group. 

2. Say, We often talk about the Apostle Paul, who sought God three times to 
heal his thorn in the flesh (2 Corinthians 12:7–9, share details as desired). 
While Paul’s circumstances for life and ministry may seem much different 
than ours, we, like Paul, often find ourselves needing God’s healing touch. 
God’s miracle of healing can occur physically, emotionally, and spiritually. 

Guide Bible Study

3. Recruit a class member to read Matthew 8:14–17 aloud. Then ask a 
second member to reread the story, this time from Luke 4:38–44, a par-
allel passage.

4. Call attention to the outline from the Study Guide.
• The Touch (8:14–15)
• The Word at Work (8:16)
• The Fulfillment of Prophecy (8:17)

5. Read verses 14–15 aloud. Using details in the Study Guide, Teaching 
Guide, and other resources, present a brief overview of these verses. Call 
attention to the Study Guide sidebar “Home Sweet Home,” or perhaps 
enlist a class member who has traveled to Israel to share a firsthand 
account of the present-day site of Peter’s home in Capernaum.

6. Say, In verses 14–15, we again see Jesus touch someone. Just like touching a 
leper, rabbinic tradition forbade contact with a feverish person. Jesus again 
broke through a traditional religious barrier to bring healing.

7. Enlist a volunteer to read verse 16 aloud. Say, In the Book of Matthew 
thus far, we see Jesus’ threefold pattern for ministry. He taught (Sermon on 
the Mount), cast out demons, and healed. Ask the following questions for 
discussion:
• What is the significance of Jesus casting out demons?
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• Is there an implication in the way Jesus healed demon possession (with a 
word)?

• Is demon possession still a reality? 
• The Book of Matthew says Jesus healed all who came. Did Jesus always 

do that? Does he now?
• Does his sovereignty allow God to choose how and when he answers our 

prayers?
• Why is it difficult for us when God chooses not to heal immediately?

8. Invite members to ref lect on the following quote from the Study 
Guide: His broader perspective means we can trust he sees and knows what 
we cannot see and do not know. For some questions, we don’t get answers, 
but demanding answers isn’t living a life of faith. You may want to record 
insights on a marker board. 

9. Read verse 17 aloud. Say, Isaiah’s words are used to show Jesus was the Son 
of God. Jesus’ healing ministry was part of his eternal work. Jesus’ healings:
• revealed his selfless heart. (He never used his power to satisfy himself.)
• showcased his deity.
• laid the foundation for his substitutionary death.
• provided a down payment (a foretaste of the fulfillment and wholeness in 

eternity, Revelation. 21:4).

Encourage Application

10. Call attention to questions 1, 2, 4 in the Study Guide and invite 
discussion.

11. State the following true or false statements for the group to consider:
• Jesus has all power over illness, demonic influence, and nature.
• Jesus’ work on the cross is far greater than healing from sickness.
• Jesus sometimes chooses to defy natural laws.
• Miracles were for a specific time and place and are not observable today.
• Jesus is obligated to heal my illness.
• If Jesus chooses not to heal, he will carry me through my grief.

12. Say, While we do not understand God choosing whom, when, how, and why 
he will heal, we know healing is a gift. He has provided ultimate cure for our 
most debilitating problem: sin.

13.  Close in prayer.
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Bible Comments

Understanding the Context 

Matthew, also called Levi (Mark 2:14), carefully laid out his story of Jesus, 
demonstrating more than the other three Gospel writers how Jesus fulfilled 
the prophets’ messages regarding the Messiah. Matthew’s story contains 
more references to the Old Testament than any of the other Gospels. Mat-
thew built his evangelistic biography around five major teachings of Jesus, 
preceded by Jesus’ genealogy and birth stories, intertwined with sections 
of his miracles, and completed by his death, burial, resurrection, and ascen-
sion. Some suggest the early church used Matthew’s Gospel as a teaching 
catechism for the church. Until the nineteenth century, the Book of Mat-
thew was thought to be the first of the four Gospels written. Since then, a 
majority of scholars believe the Book of Mark to be the earliest evangelistic 
biography of Jesus, the Christ, upon which Matthew constructed his Gospel. 

The “Stilling of the Storm” follows Jesus’ inaugural teaching about his 
kingdom (Matt. 5–7). The section containing our Focal Text records some of 
Jesus’ miracles (Matt. 8–9). When a crowd grew in response to Jesus’ heal-
ing miracles, he told his disciples to board a boat and go to the other side of 
the lake (8:18). As Jesus and his disciples walked toward the boat, some said 
they would follow him (become his disciples), but they had other important 
things to do first (8:20–22). Jesus rebuffed their excuse-ridden promises 
and said following him meant giving up cultural priorities. While Jesus and 
the disciples crossed the lake, a dangerous storm gathered (8:23–25). Our 
lesson unfolds from there.

The focus of this story is two-fold: the disciples’ fearful lack of trust 
in Jesus and his authority over Creation. Parallel passages are found in 
Mark 4:35–41 and Luke 8:22–25.
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Interpreting the Scriptures 

A Trip Across the Lake (8:23)

8:23. After teaching on the mountainside, Jesus healed several people in the 
town of Capernaum on the northern shore of the Sea of Galilee (Matt. 8:1–
17) Peter’s house was in this town (8:5, 14). A large crowd gathered, and 
people brought their sick and demon-possessed to Jesus for healing. He 
healed them by casting out the spirits “with a word” (8:16) Jesus saw how 
the crowd had grown, and he told his disciples to take a boat to the other side 
of the lake (8:18). Jesus’ goal was not to attract a crowd but to declare and 
demonstrate the coming of the kingdom of God.

The Sea of Galilee, known today as Yam Kinneret or Lake Tiberias, is 
about thirty-three miles in circumference, about thirteen miles long, and 
seven miles wide.1 The word sea in first-century usage could refer to any 
large body of water, and it is translated as a sea in most modern versions 
of the Bible (Matt. 4:18; Mark 1:16). “To cross to the other side of the lake” 
would not be a long journey, about an hour or two, on a calm day. 

Jesus’ disciples followed his instructions and climbed in one of the many 
fishing boats docked on the shore. Mark added that there were other boats 
with them as they launched (Mark 4:36). Peter was not the only fisher in 
town. 

Jesus in The Storm (8:24–26)

8:24–25. The Sea of Galilee is about 700 feet below sea level and sur-
rounded by hills and mountains. Snow-capped Mount Hermon rises to the 
northwest from the shores on the west side of the lake. The Jordan River 
flows into the northern end of the lake from the now named Golan Heights. 
Squalls form in this area when cooler air flowing through the highlands rises 
in a short period. 

While the distance was short to cross the lake, the time for a storm to 
form was shorter.

The literal language of the passage describes the “great storm” as a “great 
earthquake,” a fitting image of what it must have felt like in the small fishing 
boat on the tumultuous sea.
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The boat, propelled by oars and sails, was large enough to hold twelve 
men. A similar fishing vessel dated from the time of Jesus was unearthed 
in 1986 near the fishing village of Magdala and can been seen at the Yigal 
Allon Museum in Kibbutz Ginnosar on the north end of the Sea of Galilee.2 
The size of the waves from the sudden storm could have easily swamped 
the low-sitting boat (v. 24). Luke added that the disciples were “in danger” 
(Luke 8:23).

Matthew, Mark, and Luke revealed that Jesus was asleep in the stern of 
the boat. Mark added that he slept “on a cushion” (Mark 4:38). While Jesus 
slept, his disciples went to the front of the boat and woke Jesus. They cried 
out in staccato rhythm, “Lord, save us! We are dying!” Fear shortens cries 
for help. There was no time to explain their situation. Salvation was needed 
immediately, and they knew Jesus could provide it. 

8:26. Awakened from sleep and still lying down, Jesus asked pointedly, 
“Why are you afraid?” (v. 26). He sensed fear in their cries. He then called 
them by a not-so-flattering name, which translated means, “Little Faithers.” 
Our translators were kinder in tone when they translated the single com-
pound word, “O you of little faith.” Jesus only used this title for his disciples, 
and it appears he coined it just for them. Mark 4:40 and Luke 8:25 do not use 
this term for the disciples. Jesus employed this title to describe his disciples 
four other times, each an instance when he chided them for their lack of 
trust in him (Matthew 6:30; 14:31; 16:8; 17:20).

Fear causes us to trust less and fret more, but “little faith” is still faith, 
and Jesus responded to his friends’ cries. He got up and “rebuked” (gave a 
command to the wind and raging waters).

Psalm 107 mentions those who give thanks to the Lord for his steadfast 
love and those “whom he has redeemed from trouble.” Verses 23–32 tell of 
sailors caught in a storm, which the Lord stilled, bringing them to haven. 
Such a song may have been on the hearts of the disciples as they reflected 
on this event. 

They Marveled (8:27)

8:27. Matthew said, “the men” marveled at the sudden change in the wind 
and waves. Remember, there were other boats in the area (Mark 4:36), and 
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they, too, would have experienced the same storm and “great calm” as did 
the disciples in Jesus’ boat. All three of the Synoptic Gospels use the word 
translated “to marvel.” It is the same word Matthew chose to describe Jesus’ 
response to the Centurion who asked Jesus to heal his daughter (Matt. 8:10). 
Luke also used it in Stephen’s speech to the Sanhedrin to describe Moses’ 
reaction to seeing the burning bush in the desert (Acts 7:31). Those on the 
boats who suddenly found themselves floating on a sea of glass marveled–
just as Moses did when the enflamed bush did not burn to the ground. The 
fierce storm ended as abruptly as it began. The fishers who had ridden out 
many a storm had never witnessed anything like that.

Those on the boats wondered aloud, “Who is this one that even the wind 
and sea obey?” (v. 27). Jesus’ demonstration of his authority over the ele-
ments stirred questions about his identity. The sailors had seen Jesus heal 
Peter’s mother-in-law, those sick with fever, and the demon-possessed (8:14–
16), but to see the wind and waves obey his command was stunning! The 
word for obey implies hearing and obeying a message. Jesus spoke, and the 
elements of Creation obeyed.

Jesus cast out spirits “with a word” (8:16), and he calmed the wind and 
waves with a spoken command. A “great calm” came over the waters at his 
voice. The Bible confesses that Jesus is the Creator and Lord of Creation. He 
spoke Creation into existence (Colossians 1:16; John 1:3; Genesis 1:3, “And 
God said…”). The Creator had come as Jesus of Nazareth and his spoken 
word powerfully restored people and elements of Creation. This miracle 
demonstrated who Jesus was as Creator and Lord over Creation. 

Focusing on the Meaning 

While John did not record this miracle in his Gospel, the other Gospel writ-
ers included it in their narratives. The incident attests to the power of Jesus 
over the elements of Creation, which upon reflection and revelation by the 
Holy Spirit tell of Jesus’ divinity as Creator. We can find three insights into 
our relationship with God through the study of this passage. 

Commentators have interpreted the stilling of the storm in several ways. 
One is allegorical, in which the boat represents the church and the storm, 
the gales of life. Jesus calms storms with his authority over them. Personal 
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application includes correlation with the disciples: their fear, lack of faith, 
and wonderment at Jesus’ ability to calm the wind and waves. 

The stilling of the storm reveals Jesus’ humanity (“he slept”) and his 
divinity (“he rebuked…and the winds and sea obeyed.”) The pressure of heal-
ing and spiritual engagement with evil spirits drained Jesus physically, so he 
slept. He slept deeply; the storm that frightened the disciples did not wake 
him. When they woke him, and he saw their fear, he stood with authority 
over the elements and commanded them to be calm. This nature miracle 
demonstrated Jesus as the Creator and Lord over his Creation.

A third insight is the human frailty of faith in the first disciples. We are 
naturally frightened in the face of life’s storms. Our faith is “little” compared 
to the trust Jesus invites us to place in him. We are too much like the dis-
ciples; we board the boat with Jesus but let fear overcome us when storms 
arise in our lives. We can relate to the disciples’ panic-producing fear when 
spiritual or natural gales threaten our lives. While Jesus acknowledged his 
disciples’ lack of trust in him, he responded to their call to calm those ele-
ments that threatened them. 
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Teaching Plans

DISCOVERY PLAN

Connect with Life

1. Before the session, prepare folded paper slips with an example of an 
anxiety-producing situation printed on each one (tornado warning, loss 
of job, accident or injury, chronic illness, stolen wallet). (A copy of this 
assignment is available in Teaching Resource Items for this study at  
www.baptistwaypress.org).

2. As the session begins, distribute blank paper slips to class members 
and direct each participant to write one practical strategy for coping 
with anxiety on the slip (examples: eating chocolate, listening to music, 
bubble bath with scented candles, exercising). Collect the folded paper 
slips in a basket.

3. Use class members’ coping strategy slips to play a game. Draw an anx-
iety-producing situation slip and read it aloud. Then draw one of the 
coping-strategy slips and read it aloud. Example: To calm anxiety during 
a tornado warning, eat chocolate ice cream. Have participants raise their 
hands for any stress-busting suggestions they have tried.

4. Discuss how the suggestions on the coping-strategy slips may help 
alleviate feelings of anxiety temporarily, but do not affect the root situ-
ations causing the stress. Transition to Bible study by saying, In today’s 
passage, some disciples learned a lesson about finding the source of true peace 
in desperate circumstances.

Guide Bible Study

5. Direct the class to brainstorm the factors that caused the disciples anxi-
ety (uncontrollable weather conditions, the vulnerability of the boat in 
the storm, the imminent danger of drowning, no life-saving equipment, 
as well as Jesus unconcern that they were facing death). Follow up by 
asking the class to brainstorm factors that cause people to experience 
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similar anxiety today (examples: public shootings, natural disasters, 
catastrophic accidents). 

6. Discuss reasons the disciples held back from trusting Jesus during 
danger. Compare their inability to recognize his divine sovereignty 
with the way people view God’s power today. Ask, Why do modern-day 
Christians have trouble trusting God, even though we have received a fuller 
revelation of Christ than the disciples had?

7. Enlist a volunteer to read aloud 1 Corinthians 2:4–5. Ask, How were the 
disciples on the boat viewing their situation from the perspective of human 
wisdom instead of having faith in God’s power? What does human reason-
ing conclude about the source of peace in turbulent times. Example: Peace 
is the absence of conflict, so the discord must be resolved to establish 
peace. Ask, How does human reasoning differ from a faith-based view? 
(Peace is not the absence of conflict, but the presence and power of God 
within discord. How does this perspective impact a Christian’s attitude and 
response to trials?

Encourage Application

8. Break the class into small groups to discuss questions 4 and 5 in the 
Study Guide. 

9. Close the session by allowing groups a time of prayer.

DISCUSSION PLAN

Connect with Life

1. Before the session, look through magazines or online to find pictures 
of babies, children, or animals that are sleeping soundly. Either project 
them onto a screen or whiteboard or mount them as individual hard 
copies.
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2. Begin the session by asking participants to name some things that can 
make it hard for people to fall asleep (examples: fear, anxiety, stress, 
worry). 

3. Show the pictures of sleeping babies and children. Ask, Why are babies 
and children able to fall asleep so quickly and sleep so soundly, even during 
tumultuous events that keep their parents awake? Discuss the role that 
trust plays in children’s ability to sleep well. Ask, Why it is more difficult 
for adults to achieve that level of confidence?

4. Transition to Bible study by saying, Today’s passage will contrast the fear 
caused by the disciples’ lack of trust with God’s perfect peace.

Guide Bible Study

5. Read aloud Matthew 8:23–24. Ask, Why was Jesus able to sleep soundly 
even as a storm rolled in? Say, Christ experienced no fear because everything 
in Creation was subject to his authority. Where there is no threat of harm, 
fear cannot exist. Jesus was able to sleep because he was the author of perfect 
peace.

6. Read verse 25 aloud. Direct class members to suggest words that 
describe how the disciples were feeling in that moment (examples: 
panic, fear, uncertain). Compare the disciples’ feelings with the peace 
of Jesus. Discuss how their incomplete understanding of his identity 
diminished their ability to trust him. Ask, What misconceptions make it 
difficult for people to trust God today?

7. Read verses 26–27 aloud. Examine the questions in the verses: 1) “Why 
are you afraid;” 2) “What kind of man is this?” Lead the class to com-
pare the viewpoints of Jesus and those of his disciples in this exchange. 
(Jesus: You have seen my power and witnessed my divine authority. 
How can you continue to doubt who I am? Disciples: We have seen you 
heal diseases and multiply food to feed the masses. None of those situ-
ations posed any threat to us. What kind of man can control the forces 
of nature? And yet, you are our only hope in this desperate situation.)

8. Discuss this question from the Study Guide: Why did the disciples struggle 
with their understanding of who Jesus was? Ask, How did looking back at 
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this experience help the disciples clarify Christ’s identity as God incarnate 
after his resurrection? 

9. Say, Let’s consider how the disciples’ attitudes had changed when they faced 
death after Jesus’s ascension into heaven. Discuss how a deeper under-
standing of God’s sovereignty removed the element of fear from their 
lives. Ask, How does submitting to God’s sovereign plan give believers peace 
during times of hardship, persecution, or death? (If desired, search the 
Internet beforehand to find examples of Christian martyrs who wit-
nessed to their guards before being executed, died singing hymns, and 
so forth.)

Encourage Application

10. Read aloud Psalm 34:14. Ask class members to brainstorm ideas of 
specific actions Christians can take to “seek peace and pursue it” and 
show trust in God during difficult times. (Examples: praying instead 
of panicking, looking for ways to encourage and help others instead of 
focusing on personal fear or discouragement, taking time to read Bible 
promises, seeking prayer support from other believers.) List the ideas 
on a marker board or mounted paper.

11. Close the session with prayer, asking for God’s help in submitting to his 
will, and trusting him in every circumstance of life.

Notes

1. https://www.britannica.com/place/Sea-of-Galilee (accessed 3/12/2019)

2. https://www.bibleodyssey.org/en/people/related-articles/first-century-galilee-boat 
(accessed 5/3/2019)
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Bible Comments

Understanding the Context

Matthew continued his evangelistic biography of Jesus’ life and ministry by 
telling about the healing of a synagogue ruler’s daughter. The event appears 
at the end of a section in Matthew’s Gospel that records the acts of Jesus 
(Matt. 8–9). The teaching of Jesus on the mountainside precedes this sec-
tion (Matt. 5–7). Jesus’ instruction to the Twelve, who are named, follows; 
he sent them out to demonstrate the presence of the kingdom of God (Matt. 
10). Matthew intentionally combined the acts and teachings of Jesus so his 
readers could know fully know Jesus’ identity.

The story of the healing of the girl follows the healing of a person with 
paralysis (Matt. 9:1–8), Jesus’ call for Matthew to follow him (9:9–13), and 
Jesus’ interaction with John the Baptist’s disciples and the scribes of the 
Pharisees about fasting (9:14–17). Jesus answered a core question about fast-
ing by likening his disciples to groomsmen celebrating the presence of the 
bridegroom. He prophesied that the day would come when the bridegroom 
would not be present, and his disciples would fast at that time (9:15). Jesus 
then taught that “new wine” (the ways of the kingdom of God) could not be 
placed in “old wineskins” (the ways of religious Judaism) or both would be 
destroyed. One puts new wine into new wineskins “so both are preserved” 
(9:16, 17). 

While Jesus was speaking to the Pharisees, a synagogue ruler approached 
him (9:18). Jesus and his disciples were in Capernaum, “his own city,” 
the fishing village on the northern shore of the Sea of Galilee (Matt. 9:1; 
Mark 2:1).

Another healing took place within the event in our Focal Text for this 
lesson. A woman who had suffered from a disease for many years touched 
Jesus while on his way to the synagogue ruler’s house (9:20–22). That 
encounter will be the focus of our next lesson. 
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Interpreting the Scriptures 

A Father’s Request (9:18, 19)

9:18–19. Jesus was discussing the practice of fasting with the disciples of 
John the Baptist and some scribes of the Pharisees. “While he was speak-
ing to them…” (v. 18) refers to this argument between Jesus and those who 
questioned his lack of conformity to Torah practices.

Matthew described the man who approached Jesus as a “ruler.” Mark 
and Luke more specifically identified him as “a ruler of the synagogue” 
(Mark 5:22; Luke 8:41). Other translations describe him as an “official” 
(nasb) or “leader” (niv). This person was head of the local place of worship 
and directed its affairs. The synagogue was the center of the Jewish reli-
gious community in a town with at least ten Jewish men. Mark and Luke 
said the ruler’s name was Jairus. He would have been a well-known leader in 
the community because of his prominent role in the town’s regular worship 
activities, so this would not have been the first time Jairus and Jesus met. 

Jairus came to Jesus while he was debating about fasting, and he asked 
that Jesus come to his house because his daughter had died. The Books of 
Mark and Luke state that the twelve-year-old girl “was dying” (Mark 5:23; 
Luke 8:42) The father’s grief over the loss of his daughter drove him to find 
Jesus and make this request of him. 

The Gospel writers’ account of this event varies. When Matthew, Mark, 
and Luke described the same event, each provided a perspective or details 
the others did not. These are not contradictions but additional insights 
much like multiple witnesses to an incident; combined they give the reader 
a fuller picture. Also, the Torah taught that one witness was insufficient to 
establish a claim or charge. “Only on the evidence of two witnesses or three 
witnesses shall a charge be established” (Deuteronomy 19:15). God has pre-
served four witnesses, the Gospels according to Matthew, Mark, Luke, and 
John, to establish the claim or charge (depending on your perspective) that 
Jesus is the Messiah, the Christ. A serious student of the Bible will consult 
parallel passages in the Gospels for depth and perspective, not to detect 
inconsistencies.

Jairus, the synagogue leader, confessed his trust in Jesus when he said 
that if Jesus would come to his house and touch his daughter, she would 
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be healed. At the request of the trusting father, Jesus stopped what he was 
doing, “rose and followed him” (v. 19). His disciples followed.

They Laughed at Him (9:23, 24)

9:23. On the way to the synagogue leader’s home, a woman stepped out of 
the crowd and touched Jesus for healing (9:20–22). We will investigate that 
episode in Jesus’ life in the next lesson.

Mark and Luke tell us that while Jesus was talking to the woman who 
touched him, someone from Jairus’ house arrived and said the girl had died; 
there was no need for Jesus to go to the house. Jesus comforted the ruler 
by telling him not to be afraid, but to trust him (Mark 5:35, 36), and they 
continued to the house.

When Jesus arrived at Jairus’ home, he saw hired or volunteer “flute 
players” and a large group of people making a “commotion” (v. 23), which can 
also be translated as “he saw the noisy crowd and heard the funeral music” 
(NLT). It was the custom in Jesus’ day for friends and family to mourn the 
loss of a loved one openly. It was also common to hire professional mourners 
who played instruments and created loud grieving sounds to share in the 
grief of the dead person’s family. A similar crowd gathered in Bethany after 
the death of Lazarus, the brother of Mary and Martha and close friend of 
Jesus (John 11:31–35). 

Jesus insisted everyone leave the house and said, “the girl is not dead 
but sleeping” (v. 24). He knew what was about to happen. They did not, and 
the response of the mourners revealed their spiritual ignorance. All three 
Gospel writers recorded the reaction of the people when Jesus told them 
the girl was only sleeping: “They laughed at him.” (Mark 5:40; Luke 8:53) 
This reaction is the only occurrence in the Gospels where anyone laughed 
at Jesus. From their standpoint, his claim was too absurd to be accurate, so 
they ridiculed him. 

Following Jesus’ perspective, New Testament writers described those 
who had died in Christ as being “asleep.” (For examples, see Acts 13:36; 1 
Corinthians 15:6, 20; 1 Thessalonians 4:13.) The metaphor signals that 
physical death is not the end of a person’s life. Those who are “asleep” will be 
raised when Christ returns (1 Thess. 4:15, 16).
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Jesus Heals the Girl (9:25, 26)

9:25. Undaunted by the laughter, and after the crowd had moved outside, 
Jesus went to the room where the girl lay (v. 25). He took her by the hand, 
and he said in her native language, Aramaic, “Talitha cumi,” which means, 
“Little girl, I say to you, arise” (Mark 5:41). Only the Book of Mark records 
Jesus’ words in Aramaic. Many scholars believe Mark based his Gospel on 
the preaching and witness of Peter, who was in the house when Jesus said 
those words (Mark 5:37; Luke 8:51), and it must have made an indelible mark 
on his memory. It was significant enough to tell others that detail of the 
story. 

The girl responded immediately to Jesus’ command, and she “arose.” 
Jesus spoke. The child obeyed. As with Lazarus, Jesus’ clear but command-
ing words brought the dead to life. 

9:26. Such an event in the life of a prominent community leader could not 
remain a secret. The “report,” or “news” (niv) of this miracle quickly spread 
throughout “the whole land.” Some translators used a narrower designation 
of “the district,” or “the region” (niv). Mark and Luke added details about the 
amazement of those who witnessed the event and that Jesus told them not 
to tell anyone what had happened with the girl. The crowds had grown large, 
as had widespread confusion about who he was. He was not ready to openly 
reveal his true identity, but the people could not restrain themselves. A little 
girl awoke from the dead! 

Focusing on the Meaning 

We all face unexpected turns in our journey through life. The death of a child 
is among the most painful. As a pastor and police chaplain, I have been in 
homes and seen the pain and grief of parents and loved ones in that situa-
tion. The agony of the synagogue ruler and his family was real, so the ruler 
found Jesus and asked him to come to his house and heal his daughter.

Jesus is present in our lives too. Is he the first person you go to when you 
face trouble or loss? Do you go to him with the trust of the ruler who was 



58  MIRACLES: THE TRANSFORMING POWER OF JESUS

certain Jesus could heal his daughter? Are you confident Jesus is available to 
answer your prayers, whenever you ask?

The people laughed at Jesus for what they thought was the absurdity of 
his statement that the girl was not dead but sleeping. The claims of Chris-
tians sound more and more absurd in post-Christian cultures. Neighbors or 
those in the marketplace may challenge you about your faith. Jesus did not 
allow the mocking mourners to deter him from his mission. When was the 
last time anyone laughed at you for something you said based on your trust 
in Jesus?

The trust and patience of Jairus, the synagogue ruler, is an example for 
us all. He had heard and seen what Jesus had done for others, and when 
he faced his toughest challenge in life, he sought Jesus. His trust in the 
carpenter of Capernaum drove him out of his religious practices to go to 
Jesus directly. On the way to his house, he was patient while Jesus paused 
to address the woman who touched him. Seeing Jesus heal the woman must 
have increased his trust in Jesus to heal his daughter. 

Do you patiently await Jesus’ response to your prayers? Perhaps in the 
times you think his response is slow, he is doing things that can bolster your 
trust in him.
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Teaching Plans

DISCOVERY PLAN

Connect with Life 

1. Begin the session by showing a video clip or reading a news account 
that includes several eyewitness descriptions of a newsworthy event. 
Discuss how different people tend to focus on different aspects of the 
same event. Say, When describing tornado destruction, for example, various 
people may speak of how it affected human relationships, the financial impact 
of property damage, or the bravery of first responders.

2. Transition to Bible study by saying, Although the event in today’s lesson 
affected those who witnessed it differently, the demonstration of Christ’s 
authority over life and death still impacts our lives today.

Guide Bible Study 

3. Read aloud Matthew 9:18–19, 23–26. Discuss how unique and sen-
sational this event was within its historical context. Encourage 
participants to describe Jairus’ frame of mind as he turned to Jesus 
for help, humbly approached Jesus, witnessed the resurrection of his 
daughter, reevaluated his life in the days following the event. Ask, How 
might experiencing a miracle of this magnitude have affected his faith and 
personal priorities?

4. Divide the class into small groups of three to eight. Instruct groups 
to discuss how the different people who witnessed the resurrection 
of Jairus’ daughter would have understood and interpreted the event, 
including Jairus, his wife and daughter, Jesus’s disciples, the profes-
sional mourners ejected by Jesus, the neighbors and community.

5. Instruct small groups to create separate social media posts from the 
perspectives of different people who witnessed the miraculous event. 
Say, In keeping with modern tendencies to take advantage of social 
media’s anonymity to criticize, as you create your posts, consider some 
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of the aspects of Jesus’ actions that people in his day might have judged 
harshly. (Examples: Jesus being rude to the mourners who were doing 
their jobs, making himself ritually unclean by touching a dead body.) 
Note: Those who wish may create memes to accompany their postings. 

6. Ask members of each group to share their social media posts with the 
entire class. Encourage participants to evaluate the posts from a his-
torical perspective and contemporary context. Ask, How would today’s 
culture judge a similar event? Brainstorm examples of reactions that 
might appear on social media if this were a current event.

7. Discuss what the girl’s resurrection revealed about:
• the divinity of Jesus (As the Creator, he has ultimate authority over 

life and death) and the nature and character of Jesus (His love and 
compassion took priority over social conventions.) 

• God’s purpose for us on earth (In conforming to Christ’s image, 
we are to treat others with the same love and compassion that he 
showed, regardless of societal prejudices.)

Encourage Application

8. Instruct small groups to discuss Study Guide questions three and four, 
along with the sidebar “Touching the Unclean.”

9. End the session with prayer, asking for God’s leading in identifying 
those who need a touch of compassion and encouragement.

DISCUSSION PLAN

Connect with Life 

1. Before class time, enlist an emergency medical technician (EMT) or a 
paramedic to share the experiences of responding to calls, such as: 1) 
a heart attack; 2) a little boy who started vomiting in a bounce house 
after overeating birthday cake; 3) a man who broke his leg falling off 
a trampoline; 4) a pulmonary embolism; 5) an infected mosquito bite; 
6) a shooting pain in the foot that turned out to be a sandbur inside 
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the sock; 7) a man who became concerned because he drank four energy 
drinks; 8) an epileptic seizure.

2. Discuss the reasons people seek help and how they determine where to 
find that assistance. As with the EMT’s experience, some people look 
for help in the wrong places. Transition to Bible study by discussing the 
problem Jairus faced and his reasons for turning to Jesus for help.

Guide Bible Study 

3. Read aloud Matthew 9:18–19. Have participants suggest words to 
describe the kind of faith Jairus demonstrated in seeking help from 
Jesus after his daughter had died. Discuss what may have led Jairus to 
approach Jesus in such a circumstance.

4. Discuss Study Guide question two.

5. Discuss Jesus’s reaction to Jairus’ interruption. Discuss Study Guide 
question five.

6. Read Matthew 9:23–24 aloud. Discuss how the people in Jairus’s house 
had already decided the facts of the situation and the proper response. 
Had Jairus not sought Christ’s intervention, the girl’s funeral would 
have proceeded per standard custom. From the onlookers’ point of view, 
Jesus was the one intruding on their plan.

7. Read Matthew 9:25 aloud. Say, Jesus was not concerned with fame or 
sensationalism. He was responding to the specific, personal need of Jairus 
and his family. Reference Jesus’ instructions in Matthew 6:3 and then 
say, Our motives for good deeds are more relevant to God than actions. (In 
Matthew 23:23, Jesus reprimanded the Pharisees for hypocritical 
actions with unjust hearts.)

8. Specify the differences between the resurrection accounts of Lazarus 
(John 11:38–43), the widow’s son in Nain (Luke 7:11–15), and Jairus’s 
daughter. Say, Jesus spoke the command that raised Lazarus to life, and he 
touched only the stretcher on which the widow’s son lay. But then he took 
the dead girl by the hand and raised her. In each case, he demonstrated his 
power over death, without resorting to ritual, chants, or cultic ceremonies. As 
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Creator, Christ’s authority extends to our lives on earth, as well as to our eter-
nal life with him. Discuss the aspects of our lives in which we can trust 
Christ’s involvement and leadership. 

Encourage Application

9. Read verse 26 aloud. Say, News of the miraculous event spread, even though 
Jesus did not publicize it himself. In the same way, a Christian’s reputation 
will follow him or her in every aspect of life. We must embrace our roles as 
Christ’s ambassadors, being continually mindful that every action, word, and 
attitude will be a reflection on God’s character and nature, for good or bad. 

10. Close the session with a time of prayer, asking for God’s empowering to 
relate to others as Jesus would.
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Bible Comments

Understanding the Context 

Matthew’s Gospel highlights Jesus’ teachings. Matthew wove his narrative 
of Jesus’ birth, life, death, and resurrection around five sections of the Mes-
siah’s teaching, each ending with the phrase, “When Jesus finished [saying 
or telling these things]” (Matt. 5–7, 10, 13, 18, 24–25). Along with Luke’s 
Gospel, the Book of Matthew includes a genealogy of Jesus, his birth story, 
and references to Old Testament prophesies that identify Jesus as the prom-
ised Messiah (2:5–6, 17–18). Matthew is the only Gospel that includes the 
word “church” (16:18; 18:17) The primary audience appears to be Jewish fol-
lowers of Jesus, and this Gospel provided teaching and evangelistic material 
for the growing church. 

The Focal Text for this lesson spotlights a woman who suffered from a 
blood disorder (Matt. 9:20–22). The event is sandwiched between a ruler’s 
plea for Jesus to heal his dying daughter. The Gospels of Mark and Luke tell 
the woman’s story the same way and add helpful details and insights for 
the reader to understand the significance of the event. Both events reveal 
Jesus’ power to heal. Note also that others initiated both healing miracles, 
and Jesus responded to their requests (one verbal, one behavioral) for help. 

The woman in the story was “unclean,” which made her a religious and 
social outcast. She was unable to enter a synagogue or the temple. Those 
she touched would have also become unclean (Leviticus 15:19). She suffered 
from her ailment for twelve years. She had heard about and had seen Jesus 
heal others. Surely, he can heal me, she must have thought. The woman’s des-
perate touch of faith demonstrated her trust in Jesus and his willingness to 
allow an interruption to become an opportunity for healing. 
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Interpreting the Scriptures 

A Desperate Woman (9:20)

9:20. While Jesus was on his way to a synagogue ruler’s home, a woman 
“came up behind” Jesus (Matt. 9:19, 20). The Gospels of Matthew, Mark, and 
Luke describe her as having “a discharge of blood” or “hemorrhage” (nasb). 
Her condition made a woman and anyone she touched religiously unclean. 
(See Leviticus 12:7; 15:5, 25.) This condition could have been the result of 
menstruation, childbirth, or continuous bleeding. For example, the Torah 
instructed a woman who has given birth to offer a sacrifice of a lamb or two 
turtledoves to purify her from “the blood of her purifying” (Lev. 12:1–8). But 
this unnamed woman’s bleeding was not associated with a natural condi-
tion. She had suffered from this condition for twelve years, the same number 
of years as the age of the girl Jesus was on his way to see (v. 20; Luke 8:42). 
She had dealt with her condition as many years as the dying girl had lived. 
Her “constant bleeding” (NLT) may have started when she reached puberty. 
Mark adds that she “…had suffered much under many physicians, and had 
spent all that she had, and was no better but rather grew worse” (Mark 5:26). 
Luke commented that although she had spent all her living on physicians, 
“no one could heal her” (Luke 8:43). She was broke and desperate.

The woman was also a social and religious outcast in her community. 
People had to keep their distance from her for fear of becoming unclean 
themselves. Touch was a distant memory in her childhood. She had learned 
the social and religious rules of behavior in the public school of experience, 
which was undoubtedly cruel at times. Possibly out of respect to Jesus and 
others not to make them unclean, she chose to come up behind Jesus and to 
touch only his garment (v. 20).

Matthew and Luke said the woman made her way through the crowd 
and touched the “fringe of his garment.” Her aim was Jesus’ cloak, but she 
felt the “edge of his cloak” (niv). The word “fringe” describes one of four 
twisted cords with a strand of blue fastened to the four corners of a Jewish 
man’s outer garment. These were worn by observant Jews as a reminder of 
their obligations to keep the Torah practices (Numbers 15:37–41; Deuteron-
omy 22:12) Today, you can still see orthodox Jewish boys and men wearing 
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these fringes, called the tzitzit. These are attached to the tallit, the Jewish 
prayer shawl or an undershirt that is worn throughout the day.1

9:21. The desperate woman trusted Jesus would heal her if she touched his 
clothing (v. 21). She had heard reports of his healing power, and she pro-
ceeded to find and touch him (Mark 5:27). The previous verse tells us she 
felt one of the tassels hanging from his cloak. While Jesus wore the required 
“fringe,” he scolded the religious leaders for making their “fringes long,” so 
others would notice their observance of Torah practices (Matt. 23:5). What 
may have appeared to others as an interruption in Jesus’ ministry was an 
opportunity to restore a sick woman to health. 

This miracle is the only incident in the Gospels where someone touched 
Jesus without his permission and experienced healing. We are told of an 
instance when people asked Jesus if they could touch the fringe of his cloak; 
Jesus allowed them to do so, and as many as touched the fringe of his coat 
were healed (Matt. 14:36). Typically, Jesus touched someone upon their con-
fession of trust in him or as an example of his healing power to those who 
doubted him. The person of Jesus is the source of healing, not artifacts asso-
ciated with him.

Mark and Luke added details that help us see other aspects of what hap-
pened. One is that the woman was healed immediately upon touching Jesus 
(Mark 5:29; Luke 8:44). Another detail is that both the woman and Jesus 
sensed something happened when she touched him (Mark 5:29). The woman 
“felt in her body that she was healed.” Jesus perceived that “power had gone 
out from him” (Mark 5:30; Luke 8:46). A physical response signaled her heal-
ing and Jesus knew power had left his body. Third, Jesus asked who had 
touched him. His disciples reminded him there was a crowd of people around 
him and anyone could have leaned against him. But Jesus knew differently. 
When the woman realized Jesus knew she had touched him, she “came in 
fear and trembling and fell down before him and told him the whole truth” 
(Mark 5:33; Luke 8:47). Being exposed to the crowd, the woman approached 
Jesus in fear of what he would say or do because of her unclean condition. So 
many had scolded her in the past. What else could she expect?

9:22. Upon hearing the woman’s confession and seeing her fear and humility, 
Jesus gave a blessing instead of judgment. He addressed her as “daughter,” a 
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term of endearment, and acknowledged that her trust in him was the power 
behind the miracle (v. 22); his clothing did not have healing powers. “Saved” 
is a translation of Matthew’s words “made well” (v. 21). The woman believed 
if she could touch Jesus, “I will be saved” (v. 22), and Jesus said, “your trust 
in me has saved you.” Matthew noted that “the woman was saved from that 
hour.” The context implies healing or deliverance, not salvation, but paints a 
picture of rescue from a life-threatening condition. 

Jesus told the woman to “take heart.” This wording in the original, 
unique to Matthew in the story, can be translated as courageous or bold. 
(See John 16:33 for another example.) The woman was not to fear or tremble 
but to boldly embrace her new life marked by Jesus’ healing. Mark and Luke 
added Jesus’ blessing “go in peace” (Mark 5:34; Luke 8:48). Jesus acknowl-
edged the woman’s trust in him, called her a daughter, and blessed her future. 

Matthew recorded the detail that the woman was healed (“saved”) imme-
diately after Jesus spoke. Mark and Luke stated the woman’s “spring of her 
blood” (Mark) or “flow of blood” (Luke) ceased when she touched the fringe 
of Jesus’ garment. Mark also concluded his witness with Jesus’ imperative 
“be healed of your disease” (Mark 5:34). As we noted in last week’s lesson, 
the goal of comparing witnesses is not to uncover inconsistencies but to 
determine a shared conclusion of who did what, when. In this case, all three 
witnesses concluded that Jesus healed a woman who demonstrated her trust 
in him by touching him in a crowd on his way to the house of the ruler of the 
synagogue.

Focusing on the Meaning 

The woman openly confessed her trust in Jesus before those who would have 
been critical of her presence. Faith breeds boldness, so does desperation. The 
woman went to Jesus out of her trust in him to restore her health as he had 
for others. Upon being healed and discovered by Jesus, she confessed her 
actions based on her faith. 

Being a Christian is not a private matter as American culture describes 
it today. It is personal because following Jesus requires one hundred percent 
of our engagement and is built upon a personal relationship with Jesus. But 
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following Jesus is not a private matter. To follow Jesus is to be a witness to 
who he is and what he has done through our words and behavior. 

Today’s story begs the question, Does Jesus still heal people? It also raises 
the issue of whether artifacts considered holy have healing powers. A mas-
sive fire gutted the Cathedral of Notre Dame on April 15, 2019. News reports 
heralded the rescue of sacred items, such as the Crown of Thorns Jesus wore 
at his crucifixion, a fragment of Jesus’ cross, and a nail used in Jesus’ cruci-
fixion. The Roman Catholic Church venerates such items, and pilgrims travel 
to see them because they believe they have unique powers. The authenticity 
of the items is not the issue. If we could find the fringe of Jesus’ garment the 
woman touched, it would not have healing powers. Jesus heals. Items associ-
ated with him do not. 

“The Encounter,” a painting by Daniel Cariola, hangs on the lower level 
of Duc In Altum, a chapel built on the stones of the marketplace in the fish-
ing village of Magdala on the north shores of the Sea of Galilee, Israel. The 
painting portrays Jesus and the crowd on the way to Jairus’ house. The 
perspective of the art is ground level and shows only the feet of the crowd, 
Jesus, and the hand of the woman touching Jesus’ cloak. A burst of light 
signifies the moment of her healing. Such art reminds us that Jesus does 
respond to a touch of faith by those who come to him.
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Teaching Plans

DISCOVERY PLAN

Connect with Life

1. Introduce the lesson by conducting a simulation exercise. Enlist a group 
of volunteers. Tape one of these or similar signs onto each volunteer’s 
back, making sure that the person does not see what it says:
• Meth addict
• Tattooed Biker
• AIDS patient
• Homeless Person
• Prison Parolee
• Pastor
• Army Veteran
• Mayor
• Surgeon
• Recovering Alcoholic
• School Teacher

(A copy of this assignment is available in Teaching Resource Items for 
this study at www.baptistwaypress.org).

2. Instruct the volunteers to circulate among others in the room. No one 
may reveal a volunteer’s identity to him or her, but the volunteers must 
try to discover who they are by how others in the room treat them. 

3. At the end of the exercise, ask the volunteers to share what they believe 
are their assigned identities, and explain how they reached their conclu-
sions. Ask those treated as social outcasts how it made them feel. What 
difference would an act of kindness have made to a person in that position?

4. Transition to Bible study by saying, In today’s passage, the compassion 
Jesus showed to an outcast changed everything in her life.
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Guide Bible Study

5. Enlist volunteers to read aloud Mark 5:24–34 and Matthew 9:20–22. 
Then read aloud Leviticus 15:25–27. With information from these 
three passages, ask the class to list the different kinds of problems 
this woman had to deal with (physical illness, social exclusion, bank-
ruptcy). Ask the class to suggest words that would characterize this 
woman’s existence and mindset before she met Jesus (lonely, discour-
aged, fearful). 

6. Direct participants to discuss Study Guide questions one and two with 
those seated next to them and then consider how Christ’s disciples 
might have reacted if they had known the truth about this woman 
before she touched Jesus. Discuss whether they would have helped 
her gain access to him or tried to chase her away to protect Jesus from 
becoming ritually unclean.

7. Ask, How did Jesus view the sick and unclean of his day? Why were his views 
so offensive to people like the Pharisees, who considered themselves righ-
teous? Have the small groups read Mark 2:17 and discuss how Jesus 
used physical healing of diseases as a symbolic object lesson to help 
people understand their need for spiritual healing. 

Encourage Application

8. Refer back to the introductory simulation and ask participants to 
describe their reactions when they first read the signs on the volunteers’ 
backs. Discuss question three in the Study Guide. Ask, What kinds of atti-
tudes or actions tend to keep the untouchables of our society in that place?

9. Instruct small groups to discuss Study Guide question six and then dis-
cuss how God can use our experiences to encourage and minister to 
others.

10. Close the session by having groups pray together, especially asking God 
to empower love and mercy for people marginalized in society.
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DISCUSSION PLAN

Connect with Life 

1. Introduce the lesson by having the class brainstorm all the lengths to 
which people will go to find healing for chronic or terminal illnesses 
(faith healers, experimental surgeries, drug trials, traveling to for-
eign countries for medicines illegal in the United States, and so forth). 
Note that a recent article in The American Journal of Medicine detailed 
results of a twelve-year study, finding that over forty-two percent of 
cancer patients exhaust all of their financial assets within two years of 
diagnosis.2

2. Ask, How do long-term illnesses affect people, besides physically and finan-
cially? (loss of relationships such as friends or spouses, diminished 
social engagement, the onset of depression or mental disorientation). 
Ask, Where do some find help? (local church ministries, charities, mental 
health organizations, social service volunteers). 

3. Transition to Bible study by stating, People suffering from diseases in Bible 
times did not have the resources available today. Today’s lesson will highlight 
the plight of one such woman.

Guide Bible Study 

4. Read aloud Matthew 9:20–22 and Mark 5:24–34. Direct the class to list 
words describing the woman’s condition when she approached Jesus 
(sick, alone, discouraged, bankrupt). Discuss Study Guide question one 
and speculate about what outcomes the woman may have anticipated. 
Say, Describe the existing conditions when this woman approached Jesus. 
Ask, Why did she choose that particular time and place for her encounter.

5. Say, Many have associated particular objects with miraculous healings. 
Some of these have included the shrine of Our Lady of Guadalupe in Mexico 
City (1531), the Medal of Our Lady of Graces in Paris, France (1832), and 
the spring water of Our Lady of Lourdes in France (1858). Stories of these 
healings have influenced people to travel to these locations from all over the 
world. Discuss how news of Jesus’ miracles spread during his ministry. 
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Note the large numbers of people who often surrounded him to seek 
healing. Ask Study Guide question two.

6. Ask, Did the woman touch Jesus’ garment as an act of faith or desperation? 
Say, Many people today do not turn to God until their circumstances are dire. 
Ask, Why do spiritually neutral people instinctively look to God for help in 
time of trouble? Why does God stand willing to help anyone, regardless of that 
person’s spiritual condition?

7. Say, The Book of Mark tells us that when the woman touched Christ’s gar-
ment, people were pressing him from all sides. Ask, With so many clamoring 
for his attention, why didn’t Jesus let the woman slip away? Discuss the 
difference between her claiming healing for herself and receiving it as 
Jesus’ gift. She experienced healing either way. Ask, What difference did 
it make in her spiritual understanding for Jesus to debrief the experience with 
her?

8. Discuss Study Guide question five.

Encourage Application

9. Ask, What kinds of spiritual healing do people need today? Discuss Study 
Guide question four.

10. Have the class brainstorm some practical steps Christians can take to 
connect with people who are suffering from physical or spiritual illness. 
Ask, How can believers encourage those people to seek God’s help for their 
suffering? Discuss ways participants can act as the hands, feet, and voice 
for those people.

11. Close the session with prayer, asking for God’s leadership in developing 
a desire to give hope and healing to those he brings into our paths.

Notes

1. https://www.chabad.org/library/article_cdo/aid/537949/jewish/What-Is-Tzitzit-and-
Tallit.htm (accessed 4/18/2019)

2. The American Journal of Medicine, (October 2018, Volume 131, Issue 10, pp. 1187-1199.e5).
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Bible Comments

Understanding the Context 

The commissioning of the Twelve appears in the Book of Matthew after 
one of the evangelist’s five teaching sections (Matt. 10). He then recorded a 
series of interactions with disciples of John the Baptist (11:19), Jesus’ judg-
ment on some cities in Galilee (11:10–24), and an invitation for those who 
“labor and are heavy laden” to come to him for rest and to carry his “yoke,” 
his way of life, that is “easy” (11:25–30).

The Books of Mark and Luke place our Focal Text earlier in their sto-
ries of Jesus, while he was in the area surrounding Capernaum (Mark 3:1–6; 
Luke 6:6–11). The sequence of time is similar among the three Gospels: how-
ever, Matthew’s teaching sections lengthen the space between events. 

Matthew 12 records a series of conflicts between Jesus and religious lead-
ers, namely, the Pharisees. They confronted Jesus on the grounds of acting 
unlawfully according to their interpretation of Torah practices in Scripture 
and those collected in the Mishnah (oral law) regarding the Sabbath. 

The first conflict centered on Jesus and his disciples picking and eating 
grain (12:1–8); and healing a man with a non-life-threatening physical 
malady precipitated the second clash (12:9–13). When Jesus became aware of 
the Pharisees’ plot to kill him (12:14), he withdrew from the area (12:15), but 
the religious leaders followed him, along with the crowd (12:16–23). After 
seeing Jesus cast out demons, the Pharisees accused Jesus of driving out the 
demons “by Beelzebub” (12:24). Jesus exposed their flawed logic (12:25–37). 
When other Pharisees wanted a sign from Jesus, he scolded them for asking 
but gave them the sign of Jonah, whose time in the belly of the fish signified 
the time Jesus would be “in the heart of the earth” (12:38–45).

The teachings and actions of Jesus demonstrated the presence of the king-
dom of God and his rule as Lord of all. In doing this, he interpreted the Torah 
according to God’s original intent in giving the laws. His interpretation of the 
Law, along with his perceived threat to destroy the temple, drove the zeal to 
remove him by those who guarded both the Torah and the temple, the two 
most sacred institutions of the Old Testament covenant made with Moses. 
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Interpreting the Scriptures 

Setting a Trap for Jesus (12:9–10)

12:9. A group of Pharisees confronted Jesus about his disciples “doing what 
was not lawful on the Sabbath” (Matt. 12:1–8). The Sabbath was a holy day 
for the Jewish people. It began at sunset on our Friday and ended on sunset 
of our Saturday. At Creation, God established the example of rest from labor 
(Gen. 2:1–3). God commanded that the covenant people of Israel observe 
the Sabbath as a sacred day for rest and worship when he gave Moses the 
Ten Commandments. (Ex. 20:8–11) The Torah (first five books of the Old 
Testament) had specific rules to follow on the Sabbath (Exodus 34:21; 35:3). 
Breaking those rules elicited serious consequences (Num. 15:32–36). As 
the people of Israel settled into the Promised Land and issues arose about 
what could and could not be done on this holy day, interpretations of the law 
became part of religious tradition. 

The religious leaders based their complaint partly on rules established in 
the Mishnah, a collection of interpretations by rabbis of the Torah compiled 
from 50 b.c. to 220 a.d. This oral law that interpreted the Fourth Com-
mandment stated there were thirty-nine forbidden labors on the Sabbath, 
including the reaping of grain (Mishnah Shabbat 7:2). These rules became 
norms for Jewish behavior on the level of Torah practices. This oral-law 
interpretation, not the Fourth Commandment, was the basis for the Phari-
see’s next conflict with Jesus.

Matthew said Jesus entered “their synagogue.” The personal adjec-
tive “their” indicated the distance that had grown between Jesus and the 
religious leaders. It signified distance in belief and practice as much as own-
ership. The synagogue was a local place of worship for the Jewish people. 
While the temple remained the primary place of worship for all faithful 
Jews, local places of worship allowed for regular gatherings for the reading 
of Scripture and teaching. Synagogues grew during the Babylonian captivity, 
and their use continued after the rebuilding of the temple by Herod. 

12:10. A “man with a withered hand” often visited the local synagogue. 
“Withered” or “shriveled” (niv) can also be translated “dry” and is used in 
other contexts for “land” (Acts 27:27). The man’s hand was useless and likely 
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limited his ability to work. Luke, a physician, specified it was his right hand 
(Luke 6:6). 

“They” in this verse refers to the Pharisees, whose name meant “sepa-
rated ones.” Three primary religious parties exuded influence in Jesus’ day: 
the Pharisees, Sadducees, and the Essenes. The Pharisees helped develop the 
oral law and believed in a strict adherence to both the written and oral law 
as evidence of faithfulness to God. Saul (the Apostle Paul) was a Pharisee 
(Philippians 3:5).

It was natural for the Pharisees to demonstrate strict piety against 
Jesus’ apparent disregard for their interpretations by posing the question, 
“Is it lawful to heal on the Sabbath?” They wanted to use the disabled man’s 
physical condition as a test case for their cause. The Mishnah prohibited 
giving medicine on the Sabbath unless there was “a possibility of danger to 
life” (Mishnah, Yoma 8:6). The Pharisees clearly interpreted Jesus’ actions to 
heal the man as labor in a non-life-threatening situation. In their opinion, 
Jesus could have easily waited until after sunset to heal the man.

Matthew noted the actual motive of the religious leaders: “so that they 
might accuse him.” All three Gospel writers specified the intention was to 
bring a charge against Jesus (Mark 3:2; Luke 6:7). They did not care about 
the man’s hand; they wanted only to be proven right in the eyes of the people. 
When writing his first letter to Timothy, Paul used a similar word trans-
lated accuse regarding charges brought against an elder (1 Timothy 5:19). The 
Pharisees were gathering evidence for their case against Jesus, not seeking 
understanding.

A Question for an Answer (12:11–12)

12:11. Jesus knew the purpose of the Pharisee’s question, and he answered 
them with an example, not from the Torah but their oral laws. (Matthew 
alone recorded Jesus’ example about rescuing a sheep that fell into a ditch 
on the Sabbath.) Jesus’ purpose in using this example was to illustrate the 
religious leaders’ inconsistency of valuing the well-being of an animal, the 
sheep, above that of a person, the man with the withered hand. No one 
would condemn someone for reaching down and lifting his “one sheep” from 
a pit on the Sabbath. In another setting, Jesus used a similar example of a 
son who fell into a well (Luke 14:5). 
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Jesus gave his answer in the form of a question to which the answer 
was obvious to everyone listening: Yes, one would rescue the only sheep he 
owned from a pit on the Sabbath without condemnation.

12:12. With the obvious answer hanging in the air, Jesus concluded that if 
they would help an animal on the Sabbath, why would they not aid a person? 
He exclaimed, “of how much more value is a man than a sheep!” (v. 12). Since 
they would help a sheep that fell into a pit, and that was lawful or good, the 
clear conclusion, therefore is, “it is lawful to do good on the Sabbath” (v. 12). 
Mark added in his Gospel that Jesus looked at the religious leaders “with 
anger, grieved at their hardness of heart” (Mark 3:5). He was frustrated at 
their warped values and devious motives. 

Jesus Heals the Withered Hand (12:13)

12:13. Jesus’ goal was not to win an argument, which was the intent of the 
religious leaders, but to restore the man to wholeness. Jesus commanded 
the man to “stretch out” his hand, and when the man did so “it was restored, 
healthy like the other” (v. 13). Jesus did not touch his hand. The simple act 
of obedient trust by the man activated the miracle. The man demonstrated 
his faith in Jesus by obeying him. Jesus demonstrated the real intent of the 
Sabbath by using that holy day to make the man whole. God designed the 
Sabbath for rest and worship. Rest brings healing and energy for the weekly 
labors of life. Jesus reminded us in the previous conflict with the Pharisees 
that he is “Lord of the Sabbath,” not the rules and regulations the religious 
leaders formed into traditional law (12:8).

Focusing on the Meaning 

Religion passes from generation to generation beliefs and practices that 
guide those who claim it. Christianity in its many expressions has common 
traditions, as well as different practices and interpretations of Scripture that 
form community life. Denominations have their brand of written and oral 
law regarding how to live as a follower of Jesus. A relationship with Jesus 
Christ through the Holy Spirit is the primary source of how we respond to 
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others, not a religious tradition. We must carefully challenge extra-biblical 
beliefs and practices in light of what God has revealed in Jesus, his incar-
nate, risen Son, and the written Word of Scripture. 

Sometimes, we are so busy going through the motions of religious prac-
tices on a Sunday, the Christian Sabbath, that we miss the needs of those 
among us. The man with the withered hand was a bystander in the syn-
agogue until the religious leaders used him as a prop to trap Jesus, their 
adversary. To Jesus, the man was a person who needed restoration and the 
eternal rest that he would establish. (See Hebrews 4:1–13 that describes our 
Sabbath rest.) The Pharisees filled Sabbath rest with rules. Jesus invites 
those who trust him to rest in his provisions and care truly. We are to love 
and do good on the Sabbath, not fill it with rules and judge people for not 
living up to those expectations. 
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Teaching Plans

DISCOVERY PLAN

Connect with Life 

1. Before the session, create BINGO cards by printing in the scored boxes 
activities Americans routinely schedule on Sundays. (Examples: Little 
League games, pro games, golf, concerts, camping trips, boating.) Print 
the same activities on separate slips of paper. Prepare simple items, 
such as beans or wrapped candies, to use as BINGO markers. (A copy of 
this assignment if available in Teaching Resource Items for this study at 
www.baptistwaypress.org).

2. Introduce the session by explaining the BINGO game. Distribute the 
cards and markers. As you draw paper slips and read the activities 
printed on them, instruct participants to place markers over the cor-
responding boxes on the BINGO cards if they have ever missed church 
for those particular activities. Continue playing until cards are covered 
or someone calls BINGO.

3. Ask, Why do many Americans perceive Sunday as a free day? What led to the 
transition from Sunday’s designation as a holy day to a play day in American 
culture? Why might this trend be considered a cause for concern among 
Christians?

4. Transition to Bible study by saying, Jesus’ understanding of God’s intent 
for the Sabbath was at odds with the popular opinion of his day. But instead of 
doing away with Sabbath observance, he interpreted God’s real purpose for it.

Guide Bible Study 

5. Enlist a volunteer to read aloud Matthew 12:1–13. Say, Both confronta-
tions between Jesus and the Pharisees apparently occurred on the same day. 

6. On a marker board or mounted sheet of paper, create three column head-
ings: Actions, How Jesus Saw It, and How Pharisees Saw It. Separate the 
columns with vertical lines. Divide the class into small groups of three to 



80  MIRACLES: THE TRANSFORMING POWER OF JESUS

six. Instruct them to pull information from Matthew 12:1–13 to fill in the 
chart on the board. Actions might include a stroll through the neighbor-
hood, grabbing a snack, meeting for worship. The column How Jesus Saw 
It might include enjoying God’s creation, appreciating God’s provision, and 
reflecting on God’s goodness. The Pharisees, on the other hand, may have 
interpreted the actions as a rebellion against the law, pushing the bound-
aries of the law, or seeking an opportunity to act on a hidden agenda. 

7. As groups report their findings, record their insights on the marker 
board or paper. 

8. As the class reviews the chart entries, ask, Can you identify a pattern that 
characterizes the difference between the mindsets of the Pharisees and Jesus? 
Say, Christ’s actions were consistent with the love and mercy God has shown 
every generation, from Creation to the present. Ask, What are specific exam-
ples of God’s mercy consistent with Jesus’ healing ministry on that Sabbath?

9. Instruct the small groups to discuss Study Guide question three and 
articulate the principle Jesus was trying to teach. Have groups share 
their thoughts with the class.

Encourage Application

10. Instruct small groups to discuss Study Guide question four in relation to 
American culture. Ask, How can our Sunday activities be viewed as a reflec-
tion of values? Is this an issue contemporary believers should approach more 
firmly within the growing influence of our nation’s materialistic worldview?

11. End the session with prayer circles. Encourage class members to seek God’s 
leadership for showing mercy to others within their spheres of influence.

DISCUSSION PLAN

Connect with Life

1. Introduce the session by recalling the story of Eric Liddell, the inspira-
tion behind the Oscar-winning movie Chariots of Fire. Say, When Liddell 
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traveled to the 1924 Summer Olympics in Paris, France, he intended to com-
pete in the 100-meter race, his best event. But upon learning the preliminary 
heats were scheduled for Sunday, he withdrew from that event because he felt 
it was wrong to compete for personal glory on a day set aside to honor God. 
Instead, he qualified for the 400-meter race later in the week and won that 
event.

2. Ask, How might God have used Liddell’s witness in his immediate circum-
stances? Would it have been wrong for Liddell to run a qualifying heat on a 
Sunday? Would God have considered it a sin? What activities are acceptable 
or unacceptable on Sundays? Why?

3. Transition to Bible study by asking participants to explain God’s pur-
pose for the Sabbath. Ask, How have people’s views of that purpose changed 
within the last hundred years, and how a typical American might describe 
the Sabbath now? Say, Today’s lesson will deal with God’s intention for the 
Sabbath.

Guide Bible Study

4. Read Matthew 12:9–13 aloud. Ask participants to describe the differ-
ence between Jesus’ focus toward the Sabbath and the Pharisees’ focus. 
(Jesus focused on God and expressing his love and mercy; the Pharisees 
focused on trapping and discrediting Jesus). Discuss how someone’s 
focus in life can reveal the condition of his or her heart.

5. Discuss ways in which the Pharisees used the concept of Sabbath to 
exert authority and impose a burden on the people. Ask, In what way did 
the Pharisees feel threatened by Jesus’ views toward the Sabbath? Say, The 
Pharisees mistrusted Christ’s intentions because they were more self-serving 
than God-fearing. Read and discuss Study Guide question two.

6. Say, In many instances when Jesus healed people, he touched or interacted 
with them in some way (ref. Matt. 8:3, 17:7, 20:34, Mark 8:22–26). Discuss 
how the man’s healing in this account fell under Christ’s authority even 
without an overt action on the part of Jesus. Ask, What message should 
that have conveyed to the Pharisees who witnessed the healing? In what way 
can the truth of that account impact the faith of modern believers?
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7. Say, The man with the withered hand did not come to the synagogue to seek 
healing. He was a simple bystander, unaware of the Pharisees’ plan to use 
him in a scheme to entrap Jesus. Jesus saw that he needed mercy and freely 
gave it to him for no other reason but love. Ask participants to share times 
in which they have experienced God’s love and compassion and how it 
affected their faith and spiritual understanding. Read and discuss Study 
Guide question five.

Encourage Application

8. Ask the class to identify flaws in the Pharisees’ plan to trap Jesus. Read 
and discuss Study Guide question three. 

9. Ask, In what ways do people today misunderstand the truth of God’s love and 
mercy that Jesus tried to communicate in today’s passage? What are some of 
the misconceptions modern Americans have of God? How have the attitudes 
and actions of some professing Christians influenced wrong perceptions of 
God’s character and nature?

10. Discuss specific ways believers today can communicate the love of 
Christ. 

11. Close in prayer, asking for God’s help to show his love and mercy in 
every situation.

Notes

1. http://www.emishnah.com/PDFs/Shabbat%207.pdf (accessed 22 April 2019)

2. The term “Pharisee” means “separated ones.” Perhaps it means that they separated 
themselves from the masses or that they separated themselves to the study and 
interpretation of the law . . . They were the developers of the oral tradition, the 
teachers of the two-fold law: written and oral. They saw the way to God as being 
through obedience to the law. They were the progressives of the day, willing to adopt 
new ideas and adapt the law to new situations. Clayton Harrop and Charles W. Draper, 
“JEWISH PARTIES IN THE NEW TESTAMENT,” Holman Illustrated Bible Dictionary, 
paragraph 9435. accord://read/Holman_Dictionary#9435

3. http://www.emishnah.com/moed2/Yoma/8.pdf (accessed 22 April 2019) 
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Bible Comments

Understanding the Context 

The feeding of the 5,000 is the only miracle, other than the resurrection of 
Jesus, recorded in all four Gospels. It is significant from the perspective of 
revealing Jesus’ identity as both the Messiah and Son of God. This feeding 
pointed to Israel’s history; particularly, the manna God gave his people in 
the wilderness (Exodus 16) and possibly, the prophet Elisha’s feeding one 
hundred men with twenty loaves (2 Kings 4:42–44). The first may be why 
the people wanted additional signs to confirm Jesus as the Messiah. (See 
below.) Their mountaintop feast pointed to the expected messianic ban-
quet God’s people would experience on a mountain when the Messiah came 
(Isaiah 25:6–8).

The Gospels of Matthew (15:32–39) and Mark (8:1–9) also record Jesus 
miraculously feeding 4,000 people. Many of the details in this miracle are 
similar to the feeding of the 5,000, but there are enough differences to 
confirm two separate events. Jesus found himself in desolate places with 
multitudes many times in his ministry. Repeatedly multiplying small 
amounts of food to feed those in his care should not surprise us. 

The feeding miracle was one of seven signs John recorded so that the 
reader “may believe Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God” (John 2, 4, 5, 6, 
9, 11; John 20:31). He also recorded questions about the feeding miracle 
by the people who equated it with manna given to Israel in the wilderness 
(John 6:26–59). Jesus taught the people “I am the bread of life” (John 6:35, 
48) and that whoever “feeds on this bread will live forever.” (John 6:58) He 
was the sign the people sought. While Jesus refused to turn rocks into bread 
at his temptation by the devil (Matt. 4:2–4), he multiplied bread and fish to 
meet the needs of those for whom he had compassion. 
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Interpreting the Scriptures 

Seeing a Need (14:14–15)

14:14–15. When Jesus heard that Herod Antipas, son of Herod the Great 
(d. 4 b.c.) and tetrarch of Galilee, had arrested and beheaded John the Bap-
tist, he “withdrew” in a boat to a “solitary” place (Matt. 14:1–13; niv). As 
often was the case, the crowd followed him along the shore and met him 
where he landed (v. 14).

When Jesus got off the boat, he saw a large number of people who had 
followed him from the villages. Matthew recorded that Jesus had “compas-
sion on them and healed their sick.” The Greek word for compassion described 
Jesus’ love for the crowds of people he encountered as he taught, proclaimed 
“the gospel of the kingdom,” and healed afflictions and diseases because they 
were “harassed and helpless, like sheep without a shepherd” (Matthew 9:35, 
36). Luke used the word to describe the Good Samaritan’s concern for the 
injured man on the road to Jericho (Luke 10:33). It shares the same root word 
for bowels or entrails1 (Acts 1:18). The depth of the organ was a metaphor for 
deep emotion. Jesus’ compassionate actions fulfilled their needs. Christ-like 
love always demonstrates itself in actions, not feelings (Romans 5:8). Jesus 
healed their sick. Luke added that Jesus “spoke to them of the kingdom of 
God” (Luke 9:11). 

As the day ended and evening approached, the disciples went to Jesus 
and said he should send the multitude into nearby villages to buy food for 
themselves since they were in a “desolate” or “remote” place (v. 15). The dis-
ciples recognized the need but did not have the trust in Jesus to meet it at 
that time and place. 

Give Them Something to Eat (14:16–17)

14:16. Jesus answered his disciples’ question about where the people could 
eat with unexpected directions: “You give them something to eat” (v. 16). 
John described Jesus’ command to the disciples as a test for Philip, whom he 
asked, “Where are we to buy bread, so that these people may eat?” (John 6:5) 

The time had come for the disciples to serve the people as Jesus did. Their 
Rabbi and Master had commissioned them with his power and authority to 
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meet the needs of others in his name (Matthew 10). Jesus had demonstrated 
many times his ability to heal and make whole. Now, it was the disciples’ 
time to step up and meet the needs of the hungry. 

We witnessed the disciples’ lack of trust in him during the calming of 
the storm (Matt. 8:23–27). For example, I am convinced that if Peter, who 
jumped out of the boat to walk to Jesus on the water (Matt. 14:29), had 
responded, “Ok, let’s do this,” Jesus would have empowered the disciples to 
multiply the food just as he did. When they could not heal a boy brought to 
them while Jesus was on the Mount of Transfiguration, Jesus told his dis-
ciples, “if you have faith like a mustard seed, you will say to this mountain, 
‘Move from here to there,’ and it will move, and nothing will be impossible 
for you” (Matt. 17:19, 20). Jesus intended and expected his disciples—then 
and now—to demonstrate the presence of the kingdom of God and of the 
King through their actions by trusting him to do mighty things to serve 
others in his name.

14:17. The disciples responded out of a scarcity mentality typical of unbe-
lieving people. They said, “Look,” holding out the five loaves and two fish, 
“this is all we have” (v. 17). (John 6:13 reveals the bread loaves were made 
of barley.) Fish and bread made a basic meal for the people of that region. (A 
boy with these would be like an elementary school student with a sandwich 
and an apple for lunch today.) While the disciples had observed Jesus healing 
people all day, when it came to them doing something in the power of God, 
they resorted to thinking as they always had. Their thoughts were reason-
able. They looked out and saw over 5,000 people milling around the side of 
the mountain (Luke 9:14).

Jesus Feeds the Large Crowd (14:18–19)

14:18. Jesus did not scold the disciples for their lack of trust in him this 
time. Maybe he realized they had not yet grasped that he would share his 
power with them. Jesus simply responded, “Bring the loaves and fish to me” 
(v. 18). 

14:19. Jesus then told the disciples to have the people “sit down on the 
grass” (v. 19). The word translated “sit” is the common word meaning “to 
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recline at table” in the Gospels. (See Mark 14:3, 18 and Matt. 8:11.) Mark 
said that the grass was “green” (Mark 6:39). Luke and Mark added that Jesus 
told the disciples to sit the people in “groups.” Luke recorded the number 
as “about fifty each” (Luke 9:14). Mark described the groups being seated 
“by hundreds and by fifties” (Mark 6:40). These groupings were similar to 
how Moses’ father-in-law Jethro advised him to organize the people of Israel 
while in the wilderness (Exodus 18:13–23). The command to have the people 
“recline at table,” as at the Passover meal or a banquet and in groups similar 
to those of Israel in the wilderness, likely echoed through the hearts of the 
Gospel writers and in those of church members who heard the story in years 
to come as the Holy Spirit brought the events to mind.

Jesus took the elements from the disciples, raised his face to heaven, 
blessed and broke the bread, and gave the bread with the fish to the disciples, 
who gave them to the crowds. Matthew, Mark, and Luke all recorded this 
pattern to take, break, bless, and give the elements. This sequence points 
to the Passover meal of Jesus with his disciples, (Matt. 26:26–28), which we 
now call The Lord’s Supper (1 Corinthians 11:23–26). 

Satisfied and with Leftovers (14:20–21)

14:20. Everyone ate enough to be “satisfied” (v. 20). The word translated 
satisfied is the same word Jesus used in the fourth Beatitude for his promise 
to those who “hunger and thirst for righteousness” (Matt. 5:6). It means to 
eat one’s fill. It reminds me of pushing away from the family Thanksgiving 
meal feeling too stuffed to eat any more. 

No one left that mountainside hungry that evening. Not only were they 
satisfied with the amount of food, but the disciple also took up twelve bas-
kets, one for each disciple and as many as the tribes of Israel, full of “the 
broken pieces left over.” All four evangelists record the number of baskets 
filled with leftovers as twelve. Baskets would have been readily available 
among the people, who daily carried their belongings in them. Like the 
manna in the wilderness, God provided more than the needs of the people 
(Exodus 16:13–36).

14:21. The crowd Jesus fed was huge. Matthew, the tax collector who paid 
close attention to numbers, recorded the figure as “five thousand men.” He 
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did not count the women and children who accompanied them. We do not 
need to read anything into the number of people other than it was a large 
group whom Jesus served. Many of those fed wanted to take Jesus “by force 
to make him king” (John 6:15). Jesus avoided the crowd’s desire by with-
drawing again in a boat. 

Focusing on the Meaning 

If you are reading these words, you are among 86 percent of the world who 
can read.2 If you made $10,000 to $100,000 USD in 2016, you were among 
the top twenty-one percent of the world’s population.3 And, if you are a fol-
lower of Jesus, you have access to Jesus who said that you will do “greater 
works than these” works that he did (John 14:12). 

We are too much like the disciples when we do not trust our relationship 
with Jesus and the power of the Holy Spirit in us to meet the needs of those 
around us. The Holy Spirit may or may not empower us to miraculously mul-
tiply what we are given to feed thousands, but if we begin with lack of faith, 
we will never do anything significant he asks us to do. Jesus’ instructions 
to his disciples are the same for us who follow him as we face what seem to 
be insurmountable odds to meet a need: “You give them something to eat.” 
Trust Jesus and his words to do what he calls you to do.

Biblical love demonstrated by Jesus is not a feeling. When Jesus saw the 
people, who followed him overland as he rode in a boat to a secluded place, 
he did not avoid or scold them. He had compassion for them and acted on 
that impulse to care for them. Followers of Jesus are people of compassion-
ate acts, not warm feelings. To love someone often is acting first and feeling 
later. Here again, the disciples missed following Jesus’ example. Jesus saw a 
need and met it, although he was exhausted emotionally and physically. His 
love for people motivated him past seeking comfort to engaging their needs. 
We who claim to follow Jesus must demonstrate God’s love to others, not 
merely feel for them. 
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Teaching Plans

DISCOVERY PLAN

Connect with Life

1. Begin the session by grouping the class into teams of two to four. Supply 
each with a pen and piece of paper and give them ninety seconds to list 
different bread types (white, wheat, pumpernickel, rye, sourdough). 
Instruct teams to read their lists aloud to the class. Applaud the team 
with the most bread types. (If desired, follow up the game by distribut-
ing cinnamon rolls, biscuits, or some other form of bread.)

2. Read aloud Study Guide sidebar “The Value of Bread” and discuss the 
importance of bread as a dietary staple in ancient Middle Eastern cul-
ture. Say, Guests judged a host’s hospitality on the ability to supply bread for 
them. Based on the many types of bread identified in the game, this food plays 
an essential role in Western cultures, as well.

3. Transition to Bible study by reading John 6:35 aloud. Say, God com-
municated his role as a heavenly Father by providing bread for his people in 
many different circumstances. All of those events came together in the person 
of Jesus, in whom we find nourishment for every spiritual need. In today’s 
lesson, we will see how Jesus revealed his divine connection to God the Father 
by giving bread to thousands.

Guide Bible Study

4. Read aloud Matthew 14:14–21. Enlist volunteers to participate in a tele-
vision newscast roleplay based on the passage. One person will act as 
the news reporter, several will be part of the crowd who ate the multi-
plied bread, and others will play the roles of Christ’s disciples. Prepare a 
list of questions for the reporter to ask:
• Is it reasonable to believe this was a real miracle? With such a large 

crowd, isn’t it likely that many people brought food they shared with 
others and it just seemed to multiply miraculously ?

• How did the bread taste? 
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• Are you sure this isn’t a con game? 
• Have you given Jesus money? 
• Hey, Peter, when you’re traveling, does Jesus always cut costs by 

multiplying bread for the disciples? 
• Can Jesus do the same thing with fruit and cheese? 
• Why hasn’t Jesus declared himself king if he can feed an army of 

thousands and heal the wounded? 
• How much does Jesus charge for one of his so-called miracles? 
• How much does Jesus pay you to be at his beck and call?

(A copy of this assignment is available in Teaching Resource Items for 
this study at www.baptistwaypress.org).

5. After thanking the actors, break the class into small groups to discuss 
how the original audience would have interpreted the miracle. Ask, 
What questions would the people have asked? Say, Consider the different 
ways people might have reacted to the miracle and some of the conclusions 
they may have drawn within their level of theological understanding.

6. Ask, What message did Jesus want his audience to receive from the miracu-
lous feeding? What lesson can we learn from the miracle as modern believers?

Encourage Application

7. Instruct small groups to answer Study Guide question four.

8. Encourage small groups to share prayer concerns and pray together as 
the session comes to a close.

DISCUSSION PLAN

Connect with Life

1. As you read aloud the following list, direct participant raises their hands 
if they have experienced a meaningful time of prayer in such a place:
• Flower garden
• Bedroom
• On a mountain hike
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• Hospital chapel
• Driving a car
• At the seashore

2. Say, Describe how praying alone can be different from praying with others 
in a group. Encourage volunteers to explain the benefits of both prayer 
experiences.

3. Transition to Bible study by saying, Jesus often prayed in the presence of 
his disciples (Luke 11:1–11; John 16:33–17:1), but he also needed time alone 
for private prayer (Mark 1:35; Luke 5:16). Today’s passage opens with Jesus 
seeking a solitary place to pray.

Guide Bible Study

4. Read aloud Matthew 14:13. Discuss Jesus’ frame of mind when he 
learned of John the Baptist’s death. (See comments in Study Guide.)

5. Ask, What pressures did Jesus faced daily? (Answers: crowds of people 
begging for healing, teaching) Discuss Study Guide question one and 
how times of solitary prayer refreshed and renewed Jesus. Ask, How do 
daily quiet times affect the attitudes and mindsets of today’s believers?

6. Enlist volunteers to read aloud these verses: Psalm 116:5, Psalm 145:8, 
Isaiah 63:7, Lamentations 3:22. Ask the class to identify the attribute of 
God emphasized in the verses.

7. Read Matthew 14:14 aloud. Have the class brainstorm an original def-
inition of compassion as Jesus modeled it. Write the description on a 
marker board or mounted paper. Ask participants to suggest examples 
of people who show that kind of compassion in relating to others (moth-
ers and fathers with sick children, pediatric oncology nurses, missions 
volunteers, and so forth). 

8. Read Matthew 14:15–18 aloud. Discuss the difference between Christ’s 
attitude toward the people and the disciples’ view of them. Ask, Why did 
the disciples want to send the people away, even though they knew it would be 
difficult for them to find food? 
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9. Discuss what the disciples may have thought Jesus was going to do with 
the small store of food when he asked them for it. Ask, What are remarks 
they may have made among themselves about it?

10. Read aloud Matthew 14:19–21. Ask, How did the outcome of Christ’s 
actions differ from what the disciples likely expected? How did the miracle 
impact the disciples’ understanding of who Jesus was? Read and discuss 
Study Guide question two.

Encourage Application

11. Read aloud Matthew 5:6 and John 6:35. Read and discuss Study Guide 
question four. Ask, How can God use today’s believers to nourish the hearts 
and spirits of people inside and outside the church?

12. Read and discuss Study Guide question five.

13. Close the session with a time of prayer, asking for God’s help in multi-
plying blessings to others.

Notes

1. spla¿gcnon splanchnon 11x the chief intestines, viscera; the entrails, bowels, Acts 1:18; 
met. the heart, the affections of the heart, the tender affections, Lk. 1:78; 2 Cor. 6:12; 7:15; 
Phil. 1:8, 2:1; Col. 3:12; Phlm. 7, 20; 1 Jn. 3:17; meton. a cherished one, dear as one’s 
self, Phlm. 12* ˘ affection; compassion; pity; tenderness.“spla¿gcnon,” MGD, paragraph 
13603. (accessed 5/3/19) accord://read/Mounce_Greek_Dictionary#13603

2. https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/se.adt.litr.zs (accessed 5/3/2019)

3. https://www.chicagotribune.com/business/ct-richest-people-in-the-world-20160121-
story.html (accessed 5/3/2019)
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Bible Comments

Understanding the Context 

Matthew wrote his Gospel with a Jewish spotlight. He emphasized the 
relationship of Jesus to Israel, notably how Israel rejected Jesus. However, 
Israel’s rejection did not thwart the plan of God but led to the establishment 
of the church consisting of both Jews and Gentiles. The majority of Jewish 
Israel rejected their Messiah, but even that rejection was a fulfillment of the 
prophecies (Matthew 13:10–17, 53–58; Isaiah 6:9–10). The rejection of Jesus 
and the call to spread the gospel to all nations confirm Jesus is indeed the 
Messiah.

Matthew highlighted the kingdom of God as the theme of Jesus’ teach-
ing. Jesus’ hearers were to repent because the kingdom of God was imminent 
(3:2, 4:17). However, Jesus also taught about a kingdom that is already here 
but also not yet here. Christian scholars call this inaugurated eschatology: 
the belief that the end times were inaugurated in the life, death, and resur-
rection of Jesus, and thus there are both already and not yet aspects to the 
kingdom of God.

The disciples of the church are to live believing the kingdom will come 
and according to the principles of the kingdom while in the present (5:2–11). 
Jesus’ teaching on the kingdom is a call for contemporary disciples to live, 
not as citizens of this world, but as citizens of the world to come.

For contemporary disciples to allow the future kingdom to transform 
their present, they must believe it will indeed come. The struggle is with 
continuing to believe, which is why Jesus performed miracles to bolster our 
faith. Jesus’ miracles infuse us with hope when we struggle to believe. When 
we begin to doubt by focusing on the troubles of this world more than the 
rewards of the next world, we must remember the miracles.
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Interpreting the Scriptures

Jesus Walked on Water (14:22–27)

14:22. Jesus dismissed the crowds because they wanted him to become an 
earthly king (John 6:14–15). Jesus’ kingdom is ultimately eternal and heav-
enly, not temporal and earthbound. 

14:23a. Jesus habitually prayed throughout the night, especially before 
important decisions, such as choosing the disciples (Luke 6:12–16). He also 
prayed throughout the night in the Garden of Gethsemane as the crucifixion 
loomed (Luke 22:41–44, Matt. 26:36–46). The mention in verse 23 reminds 
us of the central role praying played in Jesus’ life. Jesus modeled a life spiri-
tuality devoted to prayer (Colossians 4:2). 

14:23b–27. This miracle followed a similar scene in Matthew 8:23–27 
where Jesus calmed the storm. The disciples experienced Jesus caring for 
them in the face of a storm. Even though they had a history of Jesus’ sov-
ereignty over storms, they were still frightened by him walking on water. It 
was natural to have this type of fear, especially during the “the fourth watch 
of the night,” between three and six in the morning. 

Miracles, such as Jesus walking on water, remind us of God’s power and 
reveal Jesus as king of the kingdom of God. Christians live in communion 
with a miracle-working God who is sovereign over all Creation, so we should 
not live anxiously. Even in the face of life’s most severe storms, we should 
shun fear because we trust in the Creator God. Because Jesus has jurisdic-
tion over the weather, he also has dominion over every adversity in our lives. 
Our difficulties exist for a reason; they are not more dominant or mighty 
than Jesus.

Jesus’ response might read like bad grammar, but his wording should 
remind us of the burning bush episode in Exodus 3:14, where God gave him-
self the name “I AM WHO I AM.” Jesus claimed the same title in John 8:58. 
Jesus had a series of “I am” statements in John’s Gospel (6:48, 14:6, 15:5, 
10:9, 10:11). God-the-Son remains unchanged from eternity past and is com-
manding, even to calm storms and walk on water. These truths are a call for 
his disciples to take heart and not fear. 
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The Greek behind the command, “Do not be afraid” calls for the cessa-
tion of action already in progress. Disciples can be afraid in the face of trials. 
However, a miracle like Jesus walking on water bolsters us by reminding us 
of his power. Disciples have seasons where they must return to Scripture for 
strength, such as Romans 8:31: “What then shall we say to these things? 
If God is for us, who can be against us?” Romans 8:37–39 reads, “No, in all 
these things we are more than conquerors through him who loved us. For I 
am sure that neither death nor life, nor angels nor rulers, nor things present 
nor things to come, nor powers, nor height nor depth, nor anything else in 
all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus 
our Lord.” 

Peter Believed, Before He Didn’t (14:28–33)

14:28–29. Peter displayed remarkable faith and trust by stepping on the 
rocky waters. He became a symbol of faithfulness upon recognizing Jesus 
and heeding his words not to fear. Peter, in verses 28–29, is the model 
disciple. He believed Jesus was who he claimed to be–the great I AM. 
Similarly, disciples should model faithfulness. Being faithful means genu-
inely believing Jesus is all-powerful, even in the face of storms. However, 
faithfulness is not a theoretical reality but a transformative truth. Those 
who believe get out of the boat. Again, the ideal attribute of a disciple is 
faithfulness. 

14:30. Although Peter displayed great faith in one moment, he doubted in 
the next moment. He demonstrated what all disciples experience: a mixture 
of faithfulness and moments of doubt. Christians can struggle to believe in 
times of trouble. What began as a teaching point on the power of God moved 
to a lesson about the ideal attribute of a disciple and the reality that disciples 
still struggle with doubt. 

Followers of Christ can doubt because they still face adversities. Just 
because Christians can display remarkable instances of faithfulness does 
not mean troubles will cease. Objections will arise, and additional trials will 
emerge, which is why Christians must persevere in belief.

The Greek form of the word doubt denotes trying to go in two directions 
simultaneously or being mastered by two rulers. Knowledge of the Greek is 
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helpful because it shows us how to navigate out of doubt. When we doubt, 
we face the decision of which master we are going to follow, which direc-
tion to travel. When followers of Jesus doubt, they overcome uncertainty by 
first acknowledging the reality of the doubt, repenting of it, and ultimately 
looking again to Jesus as their legitimate master and the one to pursue. The 
object of our faith is what matters, not the degree.

 The water scene in verse 30 is a picture of a disciple’s life: We can dis-
play glorious moments of faithfulness but also shocking moments of doubt. 
When adversity looms, the temptation is to take our eyes off Jesus and focus 
on the difficulty. When we take our eyes off Jesus, we lose his power, and the 
adversity brings us down. We temporarily relinquish the needed energy in 
those moments, but still, the one who has that power holds us. The capacity 
to get through trials comes through refocusing on Jesus. We are to set our 
gaze on Jesus, the “founder and perfecter of our faith” (Hebrew 12:2). Jesus 
once again becomes our salvation. The lost convert by faithfully crying out, 
“Lord, save me.” This same prayer sanctifies Christians when doubts surface 
and adversities fulminate.

14:31–33. The climax of this story is not that Jesus is sovereign over all 
Creation, or that a disciple displayed great faithfulness. The apex of the 
story is that a wayward Christian can continue to find salvation in Jesus. 
Jesus has saved, but he also keeps saving. Jesus is our hope when we doubt, 
as well as when we face trials and adversities. 

When a Christian goes through sanctifying journeys, worshipful admis-
sion is the culmination: “Truly you are the Son of God.” The centurion who 
observed the glorious Jesus on Cavalry’s hill came to the same worshipful 
conclusion (Matt. 27:54). Worship is the end of all our journeys with Jesus. 

Focusing on Meaning

Disciples can still doubt. Faith is vital for someone to convert, but it is also 
crucial for someone to grow in faith. However, Christians need to be aware 
that adversities can lead to doubts. In addition to Peter in Matthew 14, Mat-
thew 28:17 explains there were some who struggled with doubt even though 
they were in the presence of the resurrected Jesus. The disciples doubted in 
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the New Testament, and contemporary followers of Jesus can also struggle 
with doubt. However, we are called to persevere through it.

Fear is one aspect of our struggle with doubt. Peter feared the waves 
more than he feared their Creator. Christians can fear a boss, parent, child, 
spouse, pastor, or friend more than Jesus. Our trust in Jesus can wane when 
we lose a job because we fear other people’s opinions or a frugal life more 
than Jesus. Remembering the miracles bolsters hope in times of trouble. 
Our pathway out of trouble is remembering Jesus is the Creator God who is 
sovereign over all things.

Finally, the gospel is the way out of doubt. Peter flashed back to gospel 
truth as he was sinking: only the Lord could save him. Similarly, contem-
porary Christians are to cry out to God when we are drowning. We are not 
saved by grace and then sanctified by pulling ourselves up by the bootstraps. 
Instead, we must continually look to Jesus for the grace we need.



Lesson 9: Get Out of the Boat! 99 

Teaching Plans

DISCOVERY PLAN

Connect with Life

1. Provide everyone with a strip of paper and a pen. Say, Keep what you 
are about to write down a secret from everyone else. Instruct every class 
member to list his or her biggest fear (spiders, heights, developing an 
illness, public speaking, not accomplishing a life goal, and so forth.), 
fold the paper, and then place it in a basket. Next, read the fears one by 
one and encourage class members to guess which fears belong to whom. 
After the exercise and brief discussion, say, In today’s lesson, we will see 
the disciples in fear mode and recall that no storm is too severe for Jesus to 
save us from it. 

Guide Bible Study

2. Before class time, locate a large picture of a boat type the disciples 
might have used for fishing. Mount the image in the classroom so that 
everyone can see it. (You may also choose to sketch a boat on the marker 
board.) Recruit a volunteer to read aloud Matthew 14:22–24. Next, ask 
the class to share personal or secondhand stories about the mighty 
waves of a rough sea. Then ask, Why do rough seas serve as such a good 
metaphor for life? What challenges rock our boats? Record responses on the 
marker board.

3. Recruit volunteers to read Matthew 14:25–27 from different transla-
tions. Say, Notice that when the disciples saw Jesus walking on water, they 
become afraid. They thought they saw a ghost! Discuss the following ques-
tions: Has Jesus ever appeared to you in a radically unexpected way?
• What was your response?
• What things do you not expect Jesus to do? Should you or your 

expectation change? Why or why not?

Note Jesus words in verse 27: “Take courage; it is I. Don’t be afraid.” 
Refer to the list of challenges that rock our boats. Group members into 
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pairs. Give each pair time to choose a fear listed on the board and brain-
storm about how Jesus might speak into that particular situation. Also, 
encourage each pair to include the relevance of Jesus’ words, “Don’t be 
afraid” in their application. Invite each pair to share their thoughts with 
the rest of the class. 

4. Make sure each class member has a pen and a piece of paper. Read 
verses 28–31 aloud three times with a brief pause between each read-
ing. As you do this, invite class members to imagine and write down two 
things: 
• What Peter might have been thinking during this event. (Examples 

might include “What a dumb idea.” or “Why did I think I could do 
this?” or “This is impossible.” 

• Peter’s real problem. 

Encourage volunteers to read their responses and then discuss them as 
a class. 

5. Recruit a volunteer to read aloud verses 32–33. Say, This is one of the sev-
eral instances in the Gospels where people worshiped Jesus. Ask, What things 
indicated Jesus’ divinity? Write these on the marker board. Next, refer-
ence other Scripture passages that speak to the divinity of Jesus. Ask, 
What difference does this make? Why does it matter? 

Encourage Application

6. Reiterate the lessons’ “Main Idea” and “Study Aim”: “No storm is too 
severe for Jesus to save us from it. To learn that fear of failure will keep 
me in the boat.” Encourage class members to journal this week about 
their personal storms and fears.

7. Close with the following responsive reading you have written on the 
marker board:
LEADER: Lord, during storms, remind us of your presence.
CLASS MEMBERS: Take courage; it is I; do not be afraid. 
LEADER: Remind us each day that no storm is too severe for you to save 
us from it.
CLASS MEMBERS: Take courage; it is I; do not be afraid.
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LEADER: May we not allow the fear of failure to keep us in the boat.
CLASS MEMBERS: Take courage; it is I; do not be afraid.
LEADER: Forgive us for the times when we’ve taken our eyes off of you 
and given in to fear.
 CLASS MEMBERS: Take courage; it is I; do not be afraid. 
LEADER: Lord Jesus, give us the courage to step out of our boats and 
move toward you in faith.
CLASS MEMBERS: Take courage; it is I; do not be afraid. 

(A copy of this assignment is available in Teaching Resource Items for 
this study at www.baptistwaypress.org).

DISCUSSION PLAN

Connect with Life

1. Recount the author’s story about fear in the Introduction to the Study 
Guide.1 Invite class members to share their own experiences with fear. 
Ask, What is it that gives fear such power over us? Discuss this question 
as a class. Note that today’s Study Aim is to remember that failure will 
limit us.

Guide Bible Study

2. Tell the class that you will read today’s Focal Text two times in a row. 
You will read slowly with a pause in between the two readings. Invite 
the class to listen as you read and use their imaginations to try and 
visualize what you’re reading. For those who wish to, closing one’s eyes 
can help a great deal. After reading the text two times allow a time of 
silence. As a class share and discuss the following questions:
• What image dominated your imagination during the reading? Why?
• What emotion dominated during the reading? Why?
• What other senses were awakened as you listened to the reading? 

Why?
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3. Note that it does say in verse 22 that Jesus made them get into the boat. 
Use the Study Guide section Jesus on the Mountain, the Disciples on the 
Sea to explain the likely reason Jesus did this. As a class discuss the 
questions: 
• Where are the places that Jesus makes us go? 
• Where are some of the scary or unpredictable places? 

4. Use the Study Guide section Jesus Walks on the Water to give a brief lec-
ture on Jesus’ use of “I AM” in this passage. As a class have a discussion 
about what a life characterized by courage and a lack of fear might look 
like. 

5. Reread Matthew 14:28–31. As a class develop brief statements of appli-
cation based on these verses for the following groups: A class of second 
graders; A class of high school seniors; a group of Christian business 
executives; A discouraged pastor. 

6. With the aid of the Study Guide and a Bible Dictionary, give a brief lec-
ture covering the following points:
• The instances in scripture where Jesus is worshiped.
• Other Bible verses that indicate the divinity of Jesus.
• The fact that God is known to us because he has revealed himself. 

Jesus is the fullest revelation of God. 

Encourage Application 

7. Close with prayer.

Notes

1. D. L. Moody. “Spiritual leprosy has befouled many.” The D. L. Moody Year Book: A Living 
Daily Message from the Words of D. L. Moody. East Northfield, MA: The Bookstore, 
1900. https://christianhistoryinstitute.org/devotional/12/3. Accessed 2/18/2019.
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Bible Comments

Understanding the Context

Many debate the interpretation of Matthew 15:21–28. For example, was 
Jesus speaking in a derogatory way when he called the Canaanite woman 
a dog? Further, what does this passage teach about Jesus’ relationship to 
Israel? Jesus forced the conversation about the essence of Israel.

This story parallels Mark 7:24–30. However, unlike the author Mark, 
Matthew used the Old Testament Jewish names of the cities in reference. 
This distinction highlights that Matthew was emphasizing Jesus’ relation-
ship with Israel by how he told the story. Matthew 15:1–20 demonstrates 
that Jesus was withdrawing from commonly held Jewish beliefs about the 
Law, as well as Jewish beliefs about other nations. However, Jesus was not 
abandoning the Law but fulfilling it (Luke 24:27). This transition led the 
average Jewish person to reject Jesus as the Messiah. 

Matthew 15:21–28 notes that Jesus withdrew geographically from Israel 
into Tyre and Sidon. These are port cities in modern-day Lebanon and Syria. 
However, Jesus’ withdrawal was not an abandonment of Israel but rather 
a demonstration of Matthew’s focus on a Jewish audience. Matthew was 
highlighting how the Messiah fulfilled the Law and the Prophets so the New 
Testament church could understand the message. In short, Israel rejected 
the Messiah, but a Gentile believed in him.

Again, Matthew’s focus raises the question of the nature of Israel. The 
biblical theology of Israel is complex. Romans 9:6–8 reads, “But it is not as 
though the word of God has failed. For not all who are descended from Israel 
belong to Israel, and not all are children of Abraham because they are his 
offspring, but ‘Through Isaac shall your offspring be named.’ This means 
that it is not the children of the flesh who are the children of God, but the 
children of the promise are counted as offspring.” Therefore, a broad biblical 
view of Israel is not limited to ethnically Jewish individuals. Even in Jesus’ 
day, an ethnically Jewish person could be an unbeliever in Christ and thus 
not inherit heaven upon death. Israel could refer to ethnically Jewish people, 
people in a covenant relationship with God like the church, a geographic 
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land, and even Jesus himself. Matthew 15:21–28 helps us understand that 
Jewish people can reject the gospel while Gentiles can be redeemed by it. 

A helpful comparison to Matthew 15:21–28 is the faith of the Gentile 
centurion of Matthew 8:5–13. He viewed Jesus as his superior officer whom 
he was to faithfully obey. In Matthew  15:21–28, the Gentile Canaanite 
woman, desperate and starving, saw Jesus as her help and bread of life. She 
is a notable example of someone living Hebrews 4:16: “Let us then with con-
fidence draw near to the throne of grace, that we may receive mercy and find 
grace to help in time of need.”

Interpreting the Scriptures

The Cry of a Desperate Gentile Woman (15:22)

15:22. The city names are “Tyre and Sidon,” and the woman was called a 
“Canaanite,” all Jewish and Old Testament terms. Additionally, even though 
the woman was a Gentile, she called Jesus “Son of David,” which acknowl-
edged her belief that Jesus was the Jewish Messiah. These points indicate 
Matthew was trying to emphasize what this story meant to a Jewish audi-
ence. Several social and cultural barriers were crossed and challenged in this 
story. Matthew’s use of the term “behold” demonstrates the extraordinary 
nature of this exchange. It was somewhat scandalous that a Jewish man 
would converse with a Gentile woman. However, the risk reflects her des-
peration. It also validates that the Jewish culture needed to change. Jewish 
people had withdrawn from their Messiah. Then their Messiah withdrew 
from the land of Israel. In contrast, this Gentile woman ventured out to 
meet the Messiah. She came close to him. Therefore, Jesus did not abandon 
the true Israel.

The woman also called him “Lord,” demonstrating her belief in his 
divinity. This acknowledgment was directly related to her request to cast 
out a demon. In addition to his teaching ministry, Jesus regularly cast 
out demons. Although most contemporary Americans have not witnessed 
demon possession, it still happens. Mental health disorders are a different 
category than demon possession. However, they can overlap. For example, 
we should not assume those who suffer mental-health issues are suffering 
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from demon possession. However, some indicators of demon possession in 
the New Testament are similar to symptoms of mental health disorders. 
Matthew 8 teaches more about Jesus’ ministry of casting out demons. Jesus 
is Lord and the solution to the problem of demon possession. Related, Jesus 
is the ultimate solution to emotional and mental health issues. 

Even though Matthew did not provide her name, the exchange between 
Jesus and the woman was personal. Love for her daughter drove this moth-
er’s actions. Her faith in Jesus was genuine and straightforward as she cried 
out for mercy. True faith in Jesus is a desperate cry for mercy.

Jesus’ Ministry to the Lost Sheep (15:23–24)

15:23–24. This story includes subtle and unique elements. It was out of 
character that Jesus did not immediately heal when someone cried out for 
his help. Consequently, the delay was intentional and dramatic. Jesus was 
highlighting the importance of his conversation with her. 

“The lost sheep of the house of Israel” is a reference to the Jewish people. 
Jesus was making the point that the majority of Jewish people are lost and 
thus his ministry is to redeem them. Just because someone is born Jewish or 
born the child of a Baptist pastor does not guarantee entrance into heaven. 
All must repent and believe. But, as this story demonstrates, all can believe 
and be saved.

Jesus was playing hard to get as a test of the genuineness of her faith. 
Her persistence authenticated the authenticity of her faith. Jesus viewed it 
as a spiritual virtue to faithfully pursue and persevere. The Bible teaches our 
salvation cannot be lost (John 10:29, Rom. 8:39), but it also calls us to perse-
vere in our pursuit of the Lord (Galatians 6:9, James 1:12, Revelation 2:10).

Great Faith and a Great Miracle (15:25–28)

15:25–28. Previously the mother cried out for mercy, but in this section, 
her plea became more desperate. She cried, “Lord, help me.” Again, this was a 
sign of genuine but desperate faith. Further, she “knelt before him” when she 
cried. Her kneeling was possibly a sign of worship, but it was undoubtedly a 
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demonstration of faithful persistence. She had a sense of who Jesus was and 
that he was her solution.

This story instructs Jewish people that God is intentionally spreading 
his gospel of salvation to Gentiles. However, Jewish Israel was tenderly and 
affectionally referred to as children. Jesus loved his ethnic people. God loves 
Jewish people. Further, this description likely acknowledged the covenant 
God made with Abraham (Gen. 12:1–3).

Debate continues regarding if calling the woman “a dog” was deroga-
tory. Many scholars have noted that this term references a domesticated pet 
rather than wild hated beasts. This is viewpoint is likely the best interpre-
tation, which means Jesus was probably addressing her with affection. She 
took one more step in her faithful persistence, and Jesus responded with 
love. Also, Jesus has a history of breaking restrictive cultural norms and 
treating well both Gentiles (Luke 10:30–37) and women (John 4:4–26). 

The woman’s reply to Jesus was insightful but revealing because of its 
quickness. Quick responses demonstrate the condition of a heart. The fact 
that she responded so quickly showed the humble state of her heart. She 
passed her final test. This instance is the only time in the New Testament 
that Jesus describes someone’s faith as “great.” It is interesting he reserved 
this compliment, not for one of his disciples or fellow countrymen, but a no-
name desperate, persistent Gentile woman.

Christians are to maintain moral purity: however, we should avoid any 
attitudes of moral superiority. Jesus loved those who were different and 
marginalized. The good news of God’s love is that it is for all people. No 
one is untouchable or unredeemable. Jesus plan for redemption is universal 
in scope. It is not just for those who look share his ethnic genealogy. Mat-
thew 15:21–28 is a foretaste of the Great Commission (vv. 19–20).

She was invited to dine at the “master’s table.” In the Bible, dining 
equates with blessings. This mother was invited to dine on the bread of life 
(John 6:22–59). Jesus was the object of her faith (John 3:14–15, Heb. 12:2) 
and thus the giver of her blessing. He alone saves and makes people clean. 

This miraculous healing serves not as the point of the story but as vali-
dation. It validates the nature of a Gentile woman’s persevering persistent 
faith. It validates the good news that Jesus offers salvation to all people. 
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Focusing on Meaning

The gospel is for all people. We do not have to be Jewish to dine with the 
Messiah. We do not have to keep the Law to be redeemed. Jesus’ gospel is 
universal in scope. The reason Jesus’ gospel is universal is not that righteous 
people from all nations are good enough to dine with him, but because he 
offers grace to all.

Jesus praised the woman’s posture toward him as “great.” She is an 
example to us. We are to approach God humbly. Jesus’ compassion toward 
the Gentile woman also serves as a model. We need God’s mercy, and he 
gives it to us. The mercy he shows us should lead us to humbly extend mercy 
to others, even if they do not deserve it. 

Finally, this passage galvanizes us to persist. Disciples persevere in their 
pursuit of Jesus. Blessings await those who keep pursuing as the Canaanite 
woman did. Great is the faith of those who keep asking him for mercy. Great 
is the faith of those who keep kneeling before him in worship. Great is the 
faith of those who continually ask him for help. 
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Teaching Plans

DISCOVERY PLAN

Connect with Life

1. Write the headings Entitled and Unentitled on a marker board with a 
vertical line between them. Direct the class to list the characteristics 
of people representing these two categories. Conclude this activity by 
saying, The Canaanite woman in today’s story falls into the unentitled cat-
egory. In today’s lesson, we will learn that, as believers, we should always 
practice humility, and our only hope for undeserved forgiveness is God’s gra-
cious mercy.

Guide Bible Study

2. Section the class into three groups. Assign each group a perspective: the 
Canaanite woman, the disciples, Jesus. Instruct groups to read today’s 
“Focal Text” with their assigned viewpoint in mind and answer the fol-
lowing questions:
• What is desired or needed? 
• What feelings are prominent? 
• What do you want others to do?
• What is the ultimate goal? 

Invite each group to discuss their answers with the class.

3. Enlist volunteers to read Matthew 15:21–22 aloud from several dif-
ferent translations. Ask, What made this woman an outsider? Note the 
seeming incongruity between the woman’s position as an outsider and 
the words she used to address Jesus. Ask, As God’s people, do we still label 
others as outsiders? If so, how? List responses on the marker board.

Next, recruit someone to read aloud Matthew 15:1–20. Ask, Does 
this narrative impact how we interpret today’s focal text? If so, how? Finally, 
ask, Would you describe the Christian faith as inclusive? If yes, are there 
limits to this inclusivity? Explain. 
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4. Instruct class members to silently read Matthew 15:23–26 and record 
their observations using the following phrases: I notice_____, and I 
wonder ______. After allowing time for this activity, encourage mem-
bers to share their observations.

5. Enlist a volunteer read verses 27–28. Ask, What words describe the 
Canaanite woman? As a class, answer the “Question to Explore.” Remind 
members of the lesson’s “Main Idea” and “Study Aim.”

6. Invite the class to break up into groups. Instruct each group to use their 
Bibles to answer the following questions.
• Do you think Jesus’ planned on granting the Canaanite woman’s request 

all along? Why or why not?
• Are there other examples in the Gospels of Jesus healing Gentiles? If so, 

does that make a difference for how we interpret this narrative?
• What do you think led Jesus to say that the Canaanite woman had “great 

faith”?
• What is the opposite of great faith? Can you find examples of this in 

Matthew’s Gospel? 
• Based on your findings, how would you explain and apply this narrative?

Encourage Application

7. Divide the class into two groups. Instruct each group to do a modern-
day rewrite of the story found in today’s “Focal Text.” Ask, Who in today’s 
world would play the role of the disciples? The part of the Canaanite woman? 
Invite the participants to read or act out their stories for the class. 

8. Say, One of the applications of today’s “Focal Text” is the issue of who’s in and 
who’s out when it comes to Christian discipleship. Based on the rest of the 
New Testament, we know that race, ethnicity, and culture no longer prohibit 
a person from being a part of the people of God. Are there other boundaries 
churches set to keep people out? What are they? Why does this happen? How 
can God’s people guard against this? What qualifies a person for Christian 
discipleship? 

9. Have a time for silence to allow class members to reflect on the follow-
ing question: How do I need to be more like the Canaanite woman? 
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DISCUSSION PLAN

Connect with Life

1. Open class by introducing and discussing today’s “Question to Explore.”
During a time of prayer, express thanksgiving for the undeserved 

forgiveness that we receive because of God’s gracious mercy. Ask God to 
teach everyone in the class how to practice humility. Ask the Holy Spirit 
to give insight as you interpret and apply today’s lesson. 

Guide Bible Study

2. Write the following words from verses 21–22 on a marker board: Tyre, 
Sidon, Canaanite, Lord, Son of David. Use the Study Guide and a Bible 
Dictionary to prepare a brief lecture that gives meaning and context to 
these words. 

Next, use the Study Guide section “A Cry for Mercy” and your Bible 
to contrast the Canaanite woman’s faith with the unbelief found else-
where in Matthew’s Gospel. Say, This contrast of surprising faith versus 
unexpected unbelief reminds us that, as believers, we should always practice 
humility. Ask and discuss “Questions” one and two.

3. Recruit volunteers to read aloud verses 23–26 from different trans-
lations. Say, A bit later on, we will attempt to make some sense of what’s 
happening here, but first let’s share our reactions, thoughts, and feelings. Use 
question one to lead the discussion. 

4. Note the Canaanite woman’s response in verse 27 and Jesus’ reaction in 
verse 28. Use the first two paragraphs under the Study Guide section “A 
Humble and Persistent Faith” to highlight the woman’s deep humility 
and Jesus’ recognition of her “great faith.” To launch a more in-depth 
exploration of Jesus’ interaction with the Canaanite woman, read the 
following from the Study Guide: the healing of the Canaanite woman’s 
daughter is not what has left an impression on us; it is almost peripheral. 
When we get to the end of this account, there’s the nagging question: What 
was that all about? 

Ask, Do any of you feel this way? Why or why not?
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5. Use the last two paragraphs under the Study Guide heading “A Humble 
and Persistent Faith” to give a lecture highlighting the following points:
• In the Gospels of Matthew and Mark, this story comes just before Jesus’ 

teaching on the difference between what makes one clean and unclean.
• It seems unlikely that Jesus refused to help the Canaanite woman because 

she was not an Israelite. (See Matthew 8:5–13.)
• According to Matthew, a Roman Centurion (Matthew 8) and the 

Canaanite woman were the only people Jesus identified as having great 
faith. Both were Gentiles.

• Contrast the “great faith” of these two Gentiles with the “little 
faith” of the disciples (Matthew 6:30; 8:26; 14:31; 16:8 and 17:20).

• Read the following from the Study Guide: “It’s possible that the 
woman of great faith was an unwitting participant in an object lesson for 
Jesus’ disciples who had little faith. It’s almost as if Jesus were trying to 
communicate something like, “See this pagan woman, guys? This is what 
it looks like to have great faith. Great faith is humble but persistent.” 

Ask, Do you agree that the Canaanite woman served as a living object lesson 
and example for the disciples and us? Why or why not? Are there other pos-
sible interpretations of this narrative?

Encourage Application

6. Observe a time of silence. Reflect on the need for humility and great 
faith as followers of Jesus. 

7. Close with prayer. 
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Bible Comments

Understanding the Context

The miracle depicted in Matthew 17:14–21 immediately followed the trans-
figuration of Jesus found in Matthew 17:1–13. The transfiguration also 
preceded the parallel account in Mark 9. Many scholars have noted a link 
between Jesus coming down from his transfiguration to Moses descending 
Mount Sinai (Exodus 32). Both were physically and spiritually high moments 
followed by frustration about the faithlessness of God’s people. 

Mark’s Gospel also showcases the miracle of the demon-possessed son 
and includes more of the interaction between Jesus and the father (9:15–29). 
The father demonstrated wavering faith by saying, “But if you can do any-
thing” (v. 22). Jesus highlighted the father’s lack of confidence by repeating 
the words, “‘If you can’?” All things are possible for one who believes” (v. 23). 
The father immediately accepted the rebuke. He then provided us with one 
of the great responses throughout the Bible. He cried out, “I believe, help my 
unbelief!” (v. 24). Such should be the cry of every Christian today.

Does Matthew 17:21 parallel Mark’s version? The Greek is best trans-
lated “But this kind does not go out except by prayer and fasting.” It is a close 
parallel to Mark 9:29, which is also debatable, including if it should include 
“prayer and fasting” or just “prayer.” The King James Version includes 
Matt. 17:21. Most of the Greek manuscripts also include the verse. However, 
many modern English translations do not include the Matthew 17:21. Even 
though most of the Greek manuscripts include verse 21, not all do. Most 
notably, Codex B and Codex Sinaiticus are the earliest manuscripts that do 
not include verse 21. What is clear is the error occurred early. If the verse 
was erroneously included or excluded, the oversight happened in the earliest 
centuries of the church. 
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Interpreting the Scriptures

The Cry of a Desperate Father (17:14–16)

17:14–16. After the transfiguration, Jesus came face to face with a desper-
ate father. The man’s struggle illustrates the contrast between defective and 
effective faith. The father humbly knelt before Jesus. His kneeling was most 
likely less about worship and more about the humble petition. He respect-
fully called Jesus “Lord.” This acknowledgment could have been a testament 
to the father’s faith in Jesus’ divinity; however, it was most likely due to his 
belief that Jesus was an esteemed teacher and miracle worker. No matter 
the man’s full understanding of the person of Jesus, he displayed genuine 
faith that Jesus could heal his son. His small faith was real and therefore 
effective.

 The nature of the boy’s condition is essential: the father explained the 
boy was moonstruck. This description was his attempt to diagnosis some 
reasoning behind the fact his son lost control and was having uncontrol-
lable seizures and throwing himself into fires and water. However, the father 
could not fully explain why or how. 

When we seek to determine why someone is displaying unruly behav-
ior, we tend to attribute psychological causes. However, this story places the 
blame on demonic influences. Modern Christians should not blame every 
struggle on demonic forces, but we should also realize they are at play in 
some instances. The greatest deception of Satan is to convince people he 
does not exist. The lack of belief in the demonic realm is one of our culture’s 
significant problems. This boy’s condition should remind us that Satan and 
his demons attempt to manipulate us today. 

 The father recognized Jesus as the one with the power to heal and 
deliver. However, something was defective with the disciples’ attempt to 
heal. They lacked something that Jesus possessed. That reality was the heart 
of the disciples’ problem. They were trying to heal in their own strength. 
The disciples’ ministry lacked faith in Jesus. Unlike the father, their faith 
was defective. The problem was subtle, but they were claiming faith in Jesus 
yet doing ministry in their strength. Doing ministry through human power 
is by definition unfaithful ministry. The result of this defective faith is an 
ineffective ministry.
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Jesus’ Rebuke and Miracle (17:17–18)

17:17–18. In response to the report about the disciples’ defective faith and 
ministry, Jesus rebuked them and then performed a miracle. The miracle 
served to validate the criticism. The disciples were unable to perform their 
given task, yet Jesus was able. They lacked something Jesus possessed. Their 
defective faith is key to understanding how contemporary Christians should 
apply this passage.

Jesus’ attitude exhibited frustration and perhaps irritation. There was 
a sharp edge to his response. His demeanor was similar to Moses’ frustra-
tion in Exodus 32:19–20. Jesus rebuked the disciples for their defective faith 
along with the crowds’ lack of faith. It is important to remember the major-
ity of people listening to Jesus teach and watching him perform miracles 
did not, in the end, place their trust in him as the Messiah. Their faith was 
distorted. It was a moral failure that did not acknowledge what was real; it 
was a distortion of the evidence. Their faith was perverse because it lacked 
trust in God. The disciples were missing something. But, again, this descrip-
tion was not only for the unbelieving crowd but also for the disciples. The 
criticism was a call for all to repent and believe.

Jesus’ miracle was complete and instantaneous. God can and does heal 
(Psalm 103:3). Further, in the New Testament, we read that one of the min-
istries of pastors and elders is to pray over the sick in their congregations 
(James  5:14–15). Therefore, in our sickness, we should pray to God for 
healing.

 The complete and instantaneous nature of the healing highlights the 
pervasiveness of the demonic sickness. The boy needed healing in every way: 
physically, cognitively, emotionally, and spiritually. Jesus provided healing 
in every way — and still does.

Faith Like a Mustard Seed

17:19–21. The scene shifted to a private conversation between Jesus and 
his disciples. They were confused. They wanted to know why they could not 
perform miracles like Jesus. By asking why they were asking about method-
ology. They wanted to know Jesus’ technique. They had faith in Jesus, but 
their faith was weak. The reason their faith was weak was that they were 
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asking why instead of asking who and what questions. They had too much 
confidence in themselves to practice a method and not enough faith in Jesus 
to perform a miracle. It was as if they were looking for magic sayings to recite 
or the perfect program to implement. 

 Instead of teaching them a method, Jesus directed them to their faith-
less hearts. Miracles (such as moving a mountain or casting out demons) find 
their source in humbly trusting God. When God calls us to do the impossible, 
he is not calling us to methods but to depend on him. The disciples placed 
their faith in the wrong things. They were not to depend on their strength or 
techniques but Jesus. He was calling them to change the object of their faith. 
He was calling them to trust him. We demonstrate our dependence upon 
God when we pray. Therefore, Jesus is calling us to do less and pray more. 

Mustard-seed faith looks less like accomplished disciples and more like 
humble, desperate fathers. Mustard-seed faith has less to do with technique 
and more to do with kneeling before God in prayer. As disciples, we must rely 
on God to accomplish the ministry he calls us to undertake. The lyrics of the 
third verse of Martin Luther’s “A Mighty Fortress Is Our God” read:

And though this world, with devils filled,
Should threaten to undo us,
We will not fear, for God hath willed
His truth to triumph through us.
God accomplishes great things through his church, but his church must 

always believe it is God at work.

Focusing on Meaning

When we convert to Christ, our salvation is secure. However, we must 
mature in our faith. The quality of a Christian’s faith matters. Jesus rebuked 
his disciples, people who were on their way to heaven, for their defective 
faith. Today, Christians can also have defective faith. We can functionally 
trust in our strength over God’s power. This type of trust might be subtle, 
but it is evident when we do ministry in our strength. Maybe for a season 
we can teach and counsel and love and serve in our power. However, there 
will come a moment when it all fails, and it becomes clear we are not relying 
upon God. 
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Jesus’ healing of a demon-possessed boy validates the disciple’s ministry 
was more about technique and method and less about making him the object 
of their faith. We should internalize this passage by evaluating our hearts. 
Are we trusting in ourselves and our programs and abilities to accomplish 
God’s ministry?

Matthew 17:14–21 reminds us Jesus heals. He is more powerful than 
any sickness, psychological disorder, or demon possession. Overall, Jesus 
did not heal many of the sick during his ministry. Likewise, God might not 
choose to heal someone today. However, we must always believe he can heal. 
We should pray for healing. It is right for Christians to pray for their heal-
ing as well as the healing of others. Church leaders, specifically pastors and 
elders, should devote themselves to pray for the healing of the sick in their 
congregations. Prayer is an essential ministry because it demonstrates genu-
ine faith in Christ. When Christians devote themselves to prayer, they show 
a humble acknowledgment of need. They need God to move because they 
cannot fix the problem. Jesus calls for us to pray for healing.

 Today’s disciples should also display mustard-seed faith like the father 
in Matthew 17:14–21. This passage is not calling us to do something but 
to be something. Ministry is less about techniques and methods and more 
about faithfully trusting in Jesus. Even mature followers of Christ can slip 
into self-righteous faith. Jesus is calling us to humble and genuine trust.
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Teaching Plans

DISCOVERY PLAN

Connect with Life

1. Begin class by discussing the following case studies:
• A coworker says to you, “I’ve never understood the whole idea of faith. 

What does Jesus mean when he tells us to believe, to have faith? I just 
don’t get it.” How would you respond? 

• After a long illness, a loved one dies. A family member believes the loved 
one died because her faith was too shallow. She comes to you for input. 
How would you respond?

• A crestfallen little boy comes to you. He believed he could move a 
mountain because he learned about faith in Sunday school. He thought he 
had great faith! Now, he doubts the whole enterprise. What would you say 
to the little boy?

Say, In today’s lesson, we will explore the subject of faith and learn that our 
spiritual lives must be received and lived by faith. 

Guide Bible Study

2. Instruct class members to break up into groups of two to three. Direct 
them to read Matthew 17:14–21 and discuss the following points which 
you have written on the marker board or printed on paper slips. 
• What happened just before this story in Matthew 17?
• Who in the Old Testament came down from a mountain to find 

unbelief? (See Exodus 32.)
• When the man approached Jesus, what did he do next?
• What did the man want from Jesus? Why?
• How did Jesus describe the generation?
• What two rhetorical questions did Jesus ask? What do those 

questions imply?
• How did Jesus handle the demon?
• What question did the disciples ask Jesus in private?
• How did Jesus describe the disciples’ faith?
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• According to Jesus, what is a person with faith as small as a mustard 
seed able to do?

• Does your Bible translation contain verse 21? If so, what does verse 
21 say?

Next, enlist volunteers to read Matthew 17:14–21 aloud from different 
translations.

(A copy of this assignment is available in Teaching Resource Items for 
this study at www.baptistwaypress.org).

3. Ask class members to think back through the Gospel of Matthew and 
answer the following questions: Why should the disciples have been able to 
heal the demon-possessed boy? What caused the disciples to lack faith in this 
instance?

4. Highlight Jesus’ description of his contemporaries as an unbelieving 
and perverted generation. Ask and explore the following:
• What is the opposite of unbelieving and perverted?
• Imagine the opposite of an unbelieving and perverted generation. What 

does it look like? What kinds of things do they do?
• The Gospels communicate that seeing is not always believing. If it’s true 

that seeing doesn’t necessarily ensure faith, what does?

5. Draw attention to verse 19. Say, Though the disciples failed, it is evident 
they wanted to learn from their mistakes and do better. They pursued Jesus 
and asked questions. Ask, What are the various ways we can “go to Jesus in 
private” after we have failed?

6. Divide the class into two groups. One group will brainstorm the 
characteristics of little faith. The other group will brainstorm the char-
acteristics of great faith. After allowing sufficient time, direct each 
group to report their findings. 

7. Before class time, enlist someone to research stories of people who have 
done seemingly impossible things through faith in God. Invite the indi-
vidual to share his or her findings at this time. Next, invite others to 
share other inspiring stories of faith.
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Encourage Application 

8. Conclude by inviting class members to think of impossible things they 
want God to do. Then, guide the class in silent prayer time. 

DISCUSSION PLAN

Connect with Life

1. Begin class by highlighting the Study Guide “Introduction” point about 
needing the right tools to complete specific jobs. Ask, What tools are nec-
essary for an authentic and victorious Christian life? List these tools on the 
marker board as class members identify them. Highlight the fact that 
faith is one of these tools. Transition into Bible study by saying, We must 
receive our spiritual lives by faith. The “Study Aim” today is to learn that 
great faith trusts God, even when life is uncertain. 

Guide Bible Study

2. Before class time, prepare printed copies of Matthew 17:14–21 for 
everyone. Read the text aloud. Then, reread the passage; this time, 
invite the class to stop you when they hear a word that is significant to 
them. When this happens, stop, write the word on the marker board, 
and then keep reading. For example, someone might stop the reading 
when they hear the word “mercy.”

(A copy of this assignment is available in Teaching Resource Items for 
this study at www.baptistwaypress.org).

3. Guide the class in answering the Study Guide “Questions.”

4. Give a brief lecture covering the following points:
• The man approached Jesus in desperation, asking him to heal 

his son. Because the disciples couldn’t heal his son, this father’s 
desperation grew. 
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• Jesus’ frustration boiled over due to the pervasive unbelief of the 
people (reference the second paragraph under “Jesus Succeeds” in 
the Study Guide). 

• Jesus said the disciples were unsuccessful in healing the boy because 
they had little faith.

5. Draw a dot on the marker board. Say, This dot represents faith. Next, draw 
a large O some distance away from the dot. Say, This O represents the 
object of faith. The object of our faith counts just as much as the faith itself. 
Use the Study Guide example of the weak firefighter (“The Power of 
Mustard-Seed Faith”) to lead a discussion about this concept. Conclude 
by stating, Mustard-seed faith is robust, not because of the faith in and of 
itself, but because of Jesus. 

6. Use the next to last paragraph under “The Power of Mustard-Seed 
Faith” in the Study Guide to give a brief lecture about the two mistakes 
we can make when interpreting Jesus’ words about moving mountains. 
Emphasize the point that whenever God calls us to do the impossible, 
we ought to fully believe in and trust God with the outcomes. 

Encourage Application 

7. Before class time, create a printed worksheet of the following state-
ments for each class member. Say, The discipline of prayer is essential to 
faithful Christian living. Use this worksheet to reflect on your prayer life.
• On a scale of one to ten, with ten being ideal, I would rate my prayer 

life a _________.
• My prayer practice could best be described as 

a. regular and disciplined.
b. random, once or twice a week.
c. sporadic.
d. nonexistent. 

• When I pray, I tend to
a. follow a model, such as the Lord’s Prayer, making time for 

silence. 
b. pray as things come to mind. 
c. quickly pray familiar phrases I have memorized. 
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d. lift up on-the-go prayers throughout the day. 
e. All of the above

• When I pray, I tend to
a. experience the joy and peace of God’s presence.
b. struggle to focus. 
c. go blank. 
d. get sleepy.

• If Jesus were to tell me something about my prayer life, he would 
likely say _____________.

• To improve my prayer life, I would need to 
_____________________________.

• Something that would help me do this would be _________________
______________.

• Other spiritual disciplines that I practice include ________________
_______________.

(A copy of this assignment is available in Teaching Resource Items for 
this study at www.baptistwaypress.org).

8. Close with a time of silent prayer.
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Bible Comments

Understanding the Context 

The story we examine today is one of the most puzzling in the Gospel of Mat-
thew. Bible scholars classify it as a miracle story, although this Gospel does 
not confirm the miracle of the fish and coin. Also, Jesus appeared to propose 
a miracle to benefit himself, an act which he had consciously rejected when 
Satan tempted him to turn stones into bread (Matthew 4:4). Making this 
passage more difficult to understand is that most of us live in a nation which 
does not impose taxes (or offerings) to support churches. Also, only Mat-
thew’s Gospel relates the story; no parallels shed light on it.

Today’s text concludes a narrative section of Matthew, where Jesus 
focused on the growing community surrounding him (13:53–17:27). Much 
of this material has parallels in Mark. One difference though between Mat-
thew and Mark is Matthew’s practice of highlighting titles that exalt Jesus, 
including “Lord” (15:22), “Son of God” (14:33), “Son of Man” (16:13, 27–28), 
and “Son of David” (15:22). In the preceding verses, Jesus had several times 
ventured out of Herod’s jurisdiction into surrounding areas predominately 
occupied by Gentiles. During these trips, he performed several miracles 
specifically for Gentiles (the exorcism of a demon from the daughter of a 
Syrophoenician Woman (15:21–28) and the feeding of 4,000 (15:32–48).

During one of the excursions, he and the Twelve traveled to the region of 
Caesarea Philippi, where Peter confessed that Jesus was “the Christ, the Son 
of the living God” (16:16). Also noteworthy in the section just before today’s 
text is that Matthew began to focus heavily on Peter. The rugged fisher was 
becoming the voice of Jesus’ closest disciples.

Matthew 17:22–23 records Jesus’ prediction that he would be rejected 
and executed in Jerusalem, and then raised from the dead on the third day. 
Jesus was helping his disciples to understand that he must suffer and die for 
the new community of believers arising from his work and teachings.

The account of Peter paying the temple tax for Jesus and himself goes 
beyond caring for those inside the community. The story addresses outsid-
ers not yet included. Even though, as we will see, Jesus was not obligated to 
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pay the temple tax, he instructed Peter to do so. By fulfilling this obligation 
voluntarily, they would not hinder others who might believe. Other passages 
throughout the New Testament stress the need to relinquish one’s rights for 
others’ sakes (1 Corinthians 8:13; Philippians 2:5–9).

Interpreting the Scriptures

The Question of Paying the Temple Tax (17:24)

17:24. Jesus and the disciples had returned to Capernaum, their home base 
in Galilee from Caesarea Philippi. Matthew gave the impression that the 
temple authorities met them as they returned. This group had been autho-
rized to collect the two-drachma tax for the temple’s upkeep. 

The origin of this tax is found in Exodus 30:11–16. The levy initially 
reminded the people that God had ransomed them from slavery, and the 
offering was, in some way, a purchase price for their redemption. The tax was 
initially a one-time only offering for men aged twenty and older. Throughout 
the years, it had evolved into an annual assessment, as it was in the time of 
Jesus.

The amount of the temple tax had changed throughout the years. 
Exodus 30:13 set the amount as a one-half shekel. The story of Josiah’s 
reform mentions the same amount (2 Chronicles 24:6). During Nehemiah’s 
time, the amount was reduced to a one-third shekel and became a voluntary 
offering because of the poverty among the people (Nehemiah 10:32–33).

Matthew stated that the tax was two drachmas. A drachma was approxi-
mately a day’s wage, so the tax amounted to about two days of wages.

The ideal way to remit this tax was to pay in person while worshiping at 
the temple. Since many were unable to travel to Jerusalem, Jewish leaders 
made arrangements to collect the tax in areas outside Jerusalem, including 
lands outside of Palestine. During what is now the month of March, the work 
began with word going out that it was time to pay the tax. Booths were set up 
in the cities and villages for people to make their payments. 

The officials approached Peter and asked if Jesus (“your teacher”) paid 
the tax. They posed the question in a way that would anticipate the answer 
yes. We might understand it this way, “Your teacher does pay the tax, doesn’t 
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he?” Peter quickly affirmed that, yes, Jesus did indeed pay the tax, probably 
based on Jesus’ previous practices.

That the authorities would even raise the tax question leads one to 
wonder they may have doubted that he paid the fee. Readers of Matthew’s 
Gospel may recall that Jesus had criticized some temple practices before this 
encounter. In discussing rules and regulations for the Sabbath, he declared 
that “something greater than the temple is here” (Matt. 12:6). His conflict 
with temple conventions would increase, culminating in his driving out 
those who were buying and selling in its courts (21:12–17). Even later, he 
would declare that the temple would be destroyed (23:38; 24:2). One of the 
main accusations leveled against Jesus at his trial was that he threatened to 
destroy the temple (26:61; 27:40).

Jesus Questions Peter (17:25–26)

17:25–26. Although he affirmed the payment to the tax collectors, Peter 
may not have been sure Jesus paid the fee. However, before Peter could ask 
him, Jesus posed a question about taxes: Do earthly kings’ tax their children, 
or their subjects? During the time of Jesus, monarchs collected taxes from 
their citizens. Governments levied a Customs Duty on goods and a head tax 
on Roman subjects. Registering for the head tax may have been why Joseph 
traveled from Nazareth to Bethlehem when Jesus was born (Luke 2:1–4).

Rulers seldom imposed taxes on their children. Peter affirmed to Jesus 
that taxes were not for children but strangers, that is, those not related to the 
monarch. Jesus added that sons were exempt from paying taxes, implying 
that he and his followers were exempt from paying the temple tax because of 
Jesus’ relationship to God. 

Not Giving Offense (17:27)

17:27. Jesus instructed Peter to pay the tax, even though they were exempt, 
to ensure they did not become an “offense” to the authorities. Jesus was 
taking a proactive approach by paying the tax so that his actions would not 
prevent someone from becoming a follower of Jesus. He willingly relin-
quished his rights for the good of others.
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Matthew then recorded that Jesus commanded Peter to go fishing, and 
he would catch a fish with a coin in its mouth. The currency would be the 
exact amount needed to pay the temple tax for both Jesus and Peter.

Many commentators suggest that this may be a symbolic statement, 
not intended to be taken literally. Others believe that Peter did as Jesus 
instructed. As Matthew did not record Peter’s subsequent action, we have no 
way of knowing for sure. What is clear is that Jesus taught his followers to 
put the needs of others before their own rights. 

Focusing on the Meaning

Governments enact taxes, pass laws, and defend their borders. Sometimes 
we agree with those taxes, laws, and the way a nation defends its borders; 
other times, we don’t. In some cases, we may even reject laws because they 
seem contrary to who we are Christians. We may believe that God’s laws 
exempt us from human regulations. While certainly true in some cases, how 
we respond is telling. As disciples, Christ has made us free. But we must be 
cautious lest we misuse that freedom. 

Jesus’ response to the authorities who were collecting the temple tax can 
help believers as they navigate through the complex relationship between 
God’s divine will, human law, and our response to both. Working out how 
we chart our way through these complexities is far broader than whether we 
fulfill our obligations to pay taxes.

Jesus called upon his followers to fulfill certain obligations so that we 
might not impede others from following him. The life of Martin Luther King, 
Jr., offers a case study that may help. Reverend King, a Baptist minister, was 
a leader during the Civil Rights Movement of the 1960s. He struggled with 
a Christian response to unjust laws. He could not, as a Christian, continue 
to obey them, yet he realized that should he disobey them, he faced punish-
ment, including fines and jail time.

Some might say King’s actions offended them. I speculate that Reverend 
King realized this and, at least in part for that reason, accepted punishment 
from civil authorities. He did not claim exemption from the penalty because 
he was a Christian. 
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 Some Christians now believe that they ought to be exempt from par-
ticular laws because they are followers of Jesus. When government officials 
penalize them for disagreeing with specific laws, they litigate to protect 
their rights. Perhaps those who do not think particular rules apply to them 
ought willingly and voluntarily to obey these laws so as not obstruct some-
one’s desire to be a Christian. I suspect Jesus might have said that how the 
authorities treat us is not nearly as important as our willingness to obey laws 
that we find disagreeable so that we are an obstruction to no one.
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Teaching Plans

DISCOVERY PLAN

Connect with Life

1. Prepare small sentence strips, each containing a daily or weekly activity 
in which most of your members will participate. Include the following: 
get up, shave, shower, get dressed, go to work, go to lunch, eat breakfast, 
eat dinner with family, go to the bank, mail a letter, catch up on email, 
read the Bible, pray, attend Bible study and worship, spend time with my 
kids, watch the news.

2. Distribute sentence strips as members arrive and ask them to decide 
whether the task on their strip is a want to task, or a must do task. Begin 
class by asking members to share their perspectives. Say, During today’s 
lesson, we will discuss how our freedom in Christ can change our perspective 
from must do to want to! 

Guide Bible Study

3. Recruit a class member to read the “Focal Text” aloud. Say, Matthew 
was a tax collector; he knew about taxes. If the events in Matthew are some-
what chronological, Jesus already called several other disciples, preached 
the Sermon on the Mount, healed people and cast out demons, and traveled 
around the Sea of Galilee before calling Matthew to leave his tax tables and 
follow him (Matt. 9:9–13). And it is a little ironic that after calling Matthew, 
Jesus hung around for a while with the tax collectors. 

4. Direct class members to gather in groups of two or three and use smart-
phones, laptops, and tablets to search for taxes in the Bible (a good 
website is gotquestions.org). Allow time for members to gather ideas, and 
then guide reports and discussion by asking:
• What was the temple tax in our focal passage?
• What does the Bible say about paying taxes?
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• What are some verses that help us see God’s desire for believers to support 
the government financially?

• Does God encourage us to pay taxes, or command us to pay taxes? Support 
your answer.

• Based on your search, do you think refusing to pay taxes is an appropriate 
way to express dissatisfaction with the government? Why or why not?

5. Call attention to Romans 13 (no doubt a passage discussed above) and 
ask, How can we respect our government, even when we disagree? After sev-
eral responses, remind members that Paul was a victim of the Roman 
government that imprisoned him without cause, whipped him, and vio-
lated his rights. However, Paul said Christians who resist the authorities 
oppose what God has appointed.

6. Direct members once again to verse 27 in the focal passage. Read the 
verse aloud and ask listeners to identify the who, what, and why of the 
text.

7. To summarize the biblical ideas detailed in this passage, provide each 
member with paper and pencil and encourage him or her to write at 
least three basic concepts presented in today’s Bible passage. 

Encourage Application

8. Say, Our mission each week is to know and experience God through the full-
ness of his word, and then live out his word in our daily lives. Ask, Given that 
focus, what does this passage say about:
• who we are accountable to?
• who we should trust?
• who we should give respect?
• where we should share our resources?
• our freedom and responsibilities.

9. Gather the sentence strips and tape them together to form a chain that 
represents the events and activities in the coming week. Then close by 
asking, What was the real miracle in today’s Scripture passage? Peter recov-
ering a coin from a fish’s mouth, or Jesus changing one’s perspective from 
must-do to want-to?
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DISCUSSION PLAN

Connect with Life

1. Ask class members to recall and share details about the first time they 
paid a tax. Perhaps it was a sales tax on a candy purchase as a child, or 
income tax unexpectedly withheld from a first paycheck. Say, You do not 
live long in any society without realizing taxes are a necessary part of living. 
Ask, What are the benefits of our taxes? What aspects of taxation are less 
than noble?

2. Say, Even though we belong to another kingdom—a higher, heavenly one—
we should still fulfill our duties as citizens here, not to give offense in our 
freedom. 

Guide Bible Study

3. Enlist a class member to read Matthew 17:24–27 aloud. Share a brief 
overview of the temple tax as expected and explained in Exodus 30. 
Then reference that Jesus had returned to Capernaum, his ministry 
home base, and as such, he wanted to give no offense that might impede 
the spread of the gospel. 

4. Ask the following questions for consideration and discussion:
• What was the intent behind the tax collectors’ question?
• Why did Peter answer the question without first consulting Jesus?
• What was the meaning of Jesus’ question to Peter?
• What did Jesus mean when he said, “Then the sons are free”?
• How do you think Peter felt when Jesus asked him to go fishing?

5. Share the following quote from the Internet article entitled, “What does 
the Bible say about paying taxes?” (gotquestions.org). 

6. As much as we hate taxes, as much as any tax system can be corrupt and 
unfair, as much as we believe there are far better things our money could go 
toward—the Bible commands, yes, commands us to pay our taxes. Romans 
13:1–7 makes it clear that we are to submit ourselves to the government. The 
only instance in which we are allowed to disobey the government is when it 
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tells us to do something the Bible forbids. The Bible does not forbid paying 
taxes. In fact, the Bible encourages us to pay taxes. Therefore, we must submit 
to God and his Word—and pay our taxes.

7. Invite the class to share responses to the following questions based on 
the above quote:
• Do you think this quote is truthful and on-track? Why or why not?
• To what extent does the quote reflect your views on government and taxes?
• How does this quote challenge you?
• How would you simplify the quote if you were teaching it to a child?

8. Say, While Peter pulling a coin out of the mouth of a fish was a miracle, Jesus 
was in the business of changing hearts, miraculously making us more like him 
every day as we obey his commands.

Encourage Application

9. Call attention to “Questions” three and four in the Study Guide.

10. Say, Today’s Bible passage calls us to consider our response to several contem-
porary issues and concerns. Use a marker board or a handout to present a 
simple chart to the class, asking them to first brainstorm and list con-
siderations presented by the passage, and then how they might respond 
as a believer. Your chart might include some of the following.

This passage calls me to consider… I will address this issue by….

My attitude about government

My willingness to pay taxes

My duty as a citizen

My role in the community

The overall condition of my heart

Where and what is my treasure

My willingness to share with others

My willingness to give 

My witness

My focus—is it inward or outward?

(A copy of this assignment is available in Teaching Resource Items for 
this study at www.baptistwaypress.org).
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11. Say, Note the irony in this story: Jesus didn’t own a coin to contribute; yet 
we try to hoard ours! Jesus desires followers with free hearts to minister and 
serve, not hoard and keep. Jesus enables us to fulfill our responsibilities. We 
are to be believers with outward expression, not an inward focus.
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Bible Comments

Understanding the Context

A candid look at Jesus’ twelve disciples reveals a multi-faceted image. Some-
times they had profound insights, such as Peter acknowledging Jesus as the 
Messiah, Son of the living God (Matthew 16:16). At other times, they come 
across as a bit dim-witted, misunderstanding Jesus’ actions and teachings. 
After his confession, even Peter failed to grasp that the Messiah must suffer 
and die.

Several incidents in the sections immediately preceding today’s text 
illustrate the disciples’ obtuseness. They struggled to comprehend the 
importance of forgiveness, exemplified by Peter (their representative 
spokesperson) asking if one should forgive another as many as seven times 
(18:21–22). Immediately before the healing of the blind men in today’s story, 
James’ and John’s mother requested that her sons sit at the places of honor 
beside Jesus in his coming kingdom (20:20–28).

Directly following the healing, a large crowd greeted Jesus as a king 
when he entered Jerusalem (21:1–11). This royal entry launched a week that 
included Jesus’ crucifixion and resurrection.

The healing of the two blind men bridged the gap between people asking 
Jesus for personal recognition and then hailing him a king. Matthew may 
have included this miracle to illustrate the disciples’ need to see more clearly 
what following Jesus meant. What were the real-life implications of disciple-
ship? They needed to have their spiritual eyes opened as Jesus opened the 
physical eyes of the two blind men who sat beside the road.

Interpreting the Scriptures

The Context: Leaving Jericho (20:29)

20:29. As Jesus and his disciples departed Jericho for Jerusalem, a large 
crowd accompanied them. Many in that group were his followers, but per-
haps not all. Some may have joined for safety reasons as they traveled the 
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dangerous road from Jericho to Jerusalem to observe Passover. Matthew 
may have drawn attention to the crowd in this context since a multitude 
would welcome him into Jerusalem (Matt. 21).

Where Jesus encountered the two blind men is not clear. Matthew 
indicated that it happened when Jesus was “leaving Jericho,” as does Mark 
(10:46–52) but Luke (18:35–43) reports that it took place as Jesus entered 
the city. Options have been suggested to explain this apparent discrepancy: 
1) Luke described the blind man asking Jesus to heal him as he entered Jeri-
cho, but Jesus only granted his request as he left the city. 2) The phrase, 
“leaving Jericho,” reflected a distinction between the old destroyed city and 
the newly rebuilt cities of Jericho. In Matthew’s scenario, the two men were 
begging between the two cities. Perhaps we spend too much time trying to 
explain what may be an unimportant detail.

Matthew’s emphasized that Jesus was headed toward Jerusalem, the 
center of the Jewish religious establishment’s hostility toward him. The 
Gospel writer was alluding to future events rather than specifying the physi-
cal site of the miracle. Jerusalem was the city Jesus, the disciples, and the 
crowd reached after leaving Jericho.

The Request: Have Mercy on Us (20:30)

20:30. Two blind men on the roadside called out to Jesus to heal them 
(“have mercy on us”). Mark’s Gospel mentions only one blind man, identi-
fied as a beggar. Those who were blind in Jesus’ world depended on family or 
were forced to survive by begging. Sitting on a busy road, such as that from 
Jericho to Jerusalem, was an advantageous spot to beg for alms. Working in 
pairs offered some security and companionship.

The Gospel writer recorded a similar story in Matthew 9:27–31. While 
there are similarities in the two stories, differences mark them as distinct 
accounts. In both, two men cried out for help, but faith is mentioned only 
in Matthew 9, where it seemed to be essential for their healing. At that ear-
lier healing, Jesus also commanded the two men not to tell others about 
it. Jesus often tried to squelch reports of his miracles because he did not 
want to arouse opposition early in his ministry or raise Messianic political 
hopes. That command was unnecessary in today’s passage because Jesus was 
headed to Jerusalem, where he would encounter a hostile Jewish religious 
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establishment. People already knew of him and his reputation. Hiding it was 
no longer necessary or possible.

Both Matthew 9 and 20 state Jesus healed two blind men. The incident 
in Matthew 20 differs from the Gospels of Mark and Luke, where Jesus 
healed only one. No one can state for sure why Matthew doubled numbers 
from the accounts in Mark and Luke (see also Matt. 8:28–34, 21:2). Sugges-
tions include: 1) doubling emphasized the work of healing; 2) Matthew was 
influenced by Old Testament law where two or three witnesses were required 
by law (Numbers 35:30; Deuteronomy 17:6; 19:15) and 3) Mark and Luke, for 
reasons unknown mentioned only one man, when, in fact, Jesus healed two. 
The second choice might be preferred because Matthew’s intended audience 
was Jewish Christians. 

Another common element between the two accounts in Matthew is the 
use of the same designations for Jesus, “Son of David” and “Lord.” Through-
out his Gospel, Matthew highlighted terms that pointed to Jesus as the 
Jewish Messiah.

“Son of David” is one of the most common of these messianic terms 
(Matt 1:1; 9;17; 21:9, 15). It accents the Jewish expectation that the Messiah 
would come from David’s genealogical line (Matt. 1:1–16).

The two men also addressed Jesus as “Lord.” This term may mean noth-
ing more than a respectful “sir,” but in Matthew’s Gospel, “Lord” regularly 
referred to God. The exalted title, Lord Jesus Christ (Acts 11:17; Romans 1:7; 
1 Peter 1:3; Jude 4) is used elsewhere in the New Testament, but not in the 
Gospels. This “Lord” and “Son of David” was also the Suffering Servant. He 
was traveling toward Jerusalem where he would “be delivered to the chief 
priests and scribes,” who would “condemn him to death” and “hand him over 
to the Gentiles to mock and scourge and crucify him” (Matt 20:18–19).

The Rebuke: Crowds Shush the Beggars (20:31)

20:31. The multitude traveling with Jesus shushed the two men when they 
called out to Jesus. Why the crowd did so is not stated. Matthew recorded the 
hostility, which is significant to the story. The crowd’s harshness contrasted 
with Jesus’ compassion for the two men. The men responded by shouting 
more loudly for Jesus to heal them.
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The Miracle: Jesus Heals the Men (20:32–34)

20:32–34. Jesus stopped and asked the men what they wanted him to 
do. They clarified what they meant by the words, “have mercy on us.” They 
wanted Jesus to restore their sight. Jesus then touched their eyes. Immedi-
ately they could see and joined the others in following him. This final note of 
following Jesus may suggest that the two men became his disciples.

Matthew’s account is more concise than Mark’s (Mark 10:46–52). Mat-
thew did not name the blind man; Mark called him Bartimaeus. Mark also 
noted that the man jumped up and ran to Jesus, whereas Matthew said that 
Jesus stopped and called out to them. Matthew added that after the miracle, 
they followed Jesus. In shortening Mark’s account, Matthew highlighted the 
healing of the two men, rather than their response to Jesus.

Matthew’s focus on Jesus’ compassion highlights his initiative. Jesus 
wanted the disciples to understand what following him entailed. They 
needed to have their spiritual eyes opened. They needed to realize that fol-
lowing him was a gift.

Focusing on the Meaning

Jesus cared for “the least” in society. Indeed, he identified with society’s 
castoffs. The account of the healing of the blind men took place as Jesus was 
traveling to Jerusalem. Even as his thoughts may have been on what awaited 
him in the Jewish capital, he stopped to care for society’s most vulnerable.

 As he journeyed, he continued to teach his disciples, preparing them for 
his looming death. He taught them that the values important in the kingdom 
of God differ from what society prizes. He elevated the status of children 
(19:13–15). He directed the rich ruler to divest of his wealth by giving it to 
the poor if he wanted to enter into life (19:16–22). He reminded his disciples 
that he came to serve, not to be served (20:24–28). He looked out for the 
hungry, the naked, the stranger, and the sick (25:34–40). He practiced what 
he was teaching, even as crucifixion overshadowed him.

Many Christians, have a regimen that they follow for their lives. It may 
include the reading of the Bible, prayer and meditation, devotional reading, 
and perhaps even the memorization of Scripture. However, such practices 
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and regimens, as good as they are, can be misapplied. They may become 
the goal for a person rather than a means of spiritual formation. They may 
become a chore rather than a joy. And they may devolve into a ritual that we 
assume assures us we are pleasing God.

Sight for the blind men was not something they accomplished on their 
own; it was a gift from Jesus. Spiritual growth and insight are not things we 
achieve on our own; they are gifts Jesus offers. We must open our eyes to 
receive them.
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Teaching Plans

DISCOVERY PLAN

Connect with Life

1. Encourage class members to name professions that require individu-
als with specific skills. Responses might include painting, auto repair, 
plumber, electrician, medical doctor, nurse, physical therapist, teacher, 
counselor, and many more. Then ask, What skills are necessary for the 
people in these jobs? Answers might include precision, insight, knowl-
edge, practice, and more.

2. Say, In our passage today, Jesus stopped to listen to and touch two men in 
a large, noisy crowd. Just like the people mentioned above, except with an 
added spiritual keenness, Jesus was uniquely qualified to give these men a 
physical and spiritual touch.

Guide Bible Study

3. Before class time, recruit someone to portray Matthew to the class by 
creating a brief presentation. Introduce the actor by reminding class 
members that Matthew wrote numerous things that happened between 
Jesus’ instruction on paying taxes (Lesson 12) and today’s study on 
healing the blind men.

4. Enlist a member to read the focal passage, Matthew 20:29–34, aloud. 
Then ask another member to read Mark 10:46–52, aloud. Ask class 
members to brainstorm similarities and differences between the two 
accounts of healing. You may want to record responses on a marker 
board.

5. Ask, What difficulties and stigmas were clung to blindness during those 
times? 

6. Say, The blind men called Jesus “Lord” and “Son of David,” signifying they 
believed he was the Messiah. When they called upon Jesus for help, they knew 
his track record and power to heal, but they also knew of his ability to forgive 
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sin and become their spiritual Savior. Ask, What is the significance of calling 
Jesus “Lord” and “Son of David”? 

7. Use the following bullet points to contemplate the multiple perspectives 
found in verses 31–34. Direct class members to formulate at least two 
insights from these points to share aloud with the class.
• The response of the crowd
• The response of Jesus
• The response of the blind men

8. Say, Perhaps both believers and non-believers sometimes wrongly think of 
God as a wish-granting genie in a bottle. But in this case, Jesus asked the 
blind men to tell him their wish: “What do you want me to do for you?” Ask, 
Today, how would you answer that question for a physical need? For a finan-
cial need? For a spiritual need? 

9. Call attention to verse 34, and ask, What two words dominate this verse? 
Why? 

Encourage Application

10. Read the following quote from the Study Guide: “God, who made us and 
knows us intimately, knows that our supreme joy and happiness will always 
be found when we value him supremely.”

11.  Ask, Are you in agreement with this statement? Why or why not?

12. Say, Although physically blind, these two men still saw what Jesus was doing! 
Observe God’s work around you this week, and be ready to respond spiritually 
to Jesus’ question, “What do you want me to do for you?”

13. Close in prayer, thanking God for the miraculous way he works in and 
around us every day.
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DISCUSSION PLAN

Connect with Life

1. Ask, What are some of the missed opportunities in your lives? Responses 
could include major events—promotions, contract deadlines, plans 
changed by weather or illness, or more simple things such as forgetting 
to send a birthday card, missing a coffee date, and so forth. 

2. Say, Today’s study highlights two blind men who were sitting outside the city 
gate of Jericho. When they heard Jesus coming, they were determined to ask 
him for healing. They cried out above the crowd, even when the crowd rebuked 
them. They could not afford to let Jesus go by without asking for a miracle.

Guide Bible Study

3. Present the following outline from the Study Guide for today’s Bible 
passage:
• When Jesus is Near (20:29–31)
• What Do You Want Me to Do for You? (20:32–33)
• What Now? (20:34)

4. Read verses 29–31 aloud, and then ask the following questions for 
discussion:
• Where were the blind men sitting as they awaited Jesus? Why was this a 

strategic position?
• What is the importance of the crowd following Jesus at this point in 

Matthew?
• How did the blind men address Jesus? Why is this important?
• What obstacles did the blind men encounter in their quest to regain sight?
• Was blindness the men’s only problem? 

5. Enlist a class member to read aloud verses 32–33. Call attention to the 
question Jesus asked, “What do you want me to do for you?” Invite class 
members to brainstorm additional encounters in Scripture in which 
this same question was asked, perhaps in a different context (examples: 
Solomon was asked what he wanted; Herodias’ daughter given any-
thing she requested). After discussion, say, This question, while somewhat 
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outrageous and unusual, forms the basis for the blind men’s relationship to 
Christ. Ask, In what ways should we consider the same question in our rela-
tionships with Jesus? 

6. Read verse 34 aloud to the group. Point out that a compassionate 
Jesus touched their eyes and the two men received their sight. Form 
two groups. Direct the first group to examine what the Bible teaches 
about touch and then prepare a brief overview of scriptures that refer-
ence touch. Direct the second group to examine what the Bible teaches 
about compassion and then prepare a brief overview of scriptures that 
reference compassion. Inform groups that the Bible tab openbible.info 
catalogs an exhaustive listing of scripture vereses. 

Note, if class size allows, you may want to form a third group to explore 
the word immediately.

7. Call attention to the last phrase of the “Focal Passage.” Invite members 
to consider the following discussion questions based on the outcome of 
the passage:
• How did the men respond physically to Jesus’ miracle of healing?
• How do you think they reacted spiritually to Jesus’ touch?
• Do you agree that perhaps the thing we need most—the miracle we need 

most—is the courage to follow Jesus in faith? Why or why not?
• How are you following Jesus?

Encourage Application

8. Say, Although these men were physically blind and emotionally desperate, 
they had unusual spiritual sight. Ask, If you could have one wish granted, 
what would you request? 

9. Call attention to the sidebar in the Study Guide that discusses sight as 
a metaphor for a person’s spiritual condition. Invite members to brain-
storm occasions when we seem to be spiritually blind, in the dark about 
what God is doing around us.

10. Say, The blind men’s healing transpired near the end of Jesus’ public ministry. 
No doubt, his followers talked of the many miracles Jesus performed. Ask, 
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When you think of the miracles presented in this study, which one is particu-
larly meaningful to you? Why?

11. Conclude today’s study by asking, How has this study of miracles helped 
you grow in Christ? Responses may include:
• It has helped me look for and see the miraculous behind the 

seemingly ordinary.
• I better appreciate the miracle of salvation.
• I am grateful for the miraculous indwelling of the Holy Spirit.

12. Close in prayer.
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Bible Comments

Understanding the Context 

Getting a complete picture of Jesus’ birth requires reading both Matthew 
1–2 and Luke 1–2. Each writer emphasized aspects of Jesus’ nativity that 
fit into his particular purpose for writing. Both Gospels are clear that God 
accomplished the birth of Jesus. Luke highlighted God’s power and grace in 
enabling Mary to conceive; Matthew accented Jesus’ divine origin.

One reason Matthew wrote his Gospel was to show Jewish Christians 
the connection between the Hebrew Scriptures and Jesus’ life and teach-
ings. What God had promised was being fulfilled in their lifetime. Matthew 
sought to establish that Jesus descended from Abraham and David. He 
accomplished this by revealing that Joseph’s relationship with Jesus was 
one of adoption rather than biology.

Joseph was a reluctant participant in God’s plan for Jesus’ birth, at least 
at first. Culturally, Joseph’s reputation as a righteous man was at stake. But 
he took both Mary and Jesus into his home and assumed the role of Jesus’ 
father, indicated by his naming the child.

Matthew accomplished two distinct tasks in his first chapter: He 
affirmed the divine origin of Jesus through the virgin birth. He also dem-
onstrated through Joseph’s acceptance of Jesus as his son that Jesus was 
descended from both Abraham and David.

Interpreting the Scriptures

Joseph’s Dilemma: A Pregnant Fiancé (1:18–19)

1:18. The word “now” resumes the story that began in verse 1, which sug-
gests a slight difference in emphasis. In the first verses, Matthew focused 
on Jesus’ human ancestors. From this verse forward, he highlighted the 
conception of Jesus that God directly orchestrated through the Holy Spirit. 
Matthew used the same Greek word for “birth” in both verses, further 
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linking them together. Both “genealogy” and “birth” are good translations 
of this word. Matthew wanted us to see the importance of all those who were 
related to Jesus: Joseph, Mary, his ancestors, and even the Jewish people.

The relationship between Joseph and Mary was complicated, at least 
as we understand relationships between men and women. In today’s ter-
minology, they were married without benefits. Though society considered 
them husband and wife, they had not yet sexually consummated their mar-
riage. To break off a betrothal required a divorce. For Joseph, the issue was 
how a righteous man would respond to the uncertainty surrounding Jesus’ 
conception.

Before Joseph and Mary were sexual partners, she became pregnant. 
Matthew immediately asserted that her pregnancy resulted from the activ-
ity of God’s Holy Spirit. The use of the name “Holy Spirit” is not common in 
the Gospels. Thus, when it is used, it is significant. Here, it may allude to the 
Spirit’s involvement in Creation (Genesis 1:1–2) and to God’s new creation 
in Jesus’ birth and life. Christians might quickly think of the third person 
of the Trinity. While natural, Matthew’s emphasis was directed more to the 
power of God working in Mary’s life.

1:19. Joseph, described as Mary’s husband, naturally assumed she had been 
unfaithful to him. Being a “righteous man” most likely implied that he lived 
and acted in accord with Jewish law. As such, marrying one who had been 
sexually unfaithful was not possible.

 Joseph lived in a culture where honor and shame exerted a powerful 
influence, so his reputation was at stake. Mary’s pregnancy shamed both 
them and their families. Joseph felt he could not, as a righteous Jew, wed 
Mary.

 Jewish law offered Joseph limited options. The law demanded stoning 
to punish an unfaithful wife (Deuteronomy 22:13–24). By Joseph’s time, 
such executions, while legally permissible, were infrequent. Public divorce 
served a similar purpose, both humiliating and making a public example 
of the woman. Joseph initially chose to remain faithful to his Jewish roots 
and divorce her but to do so privately to spare her as much embarrassment 
as possible.

 Joseph was a good man. If we understand the term “righteous” as “just,” 
Joseph’s concern for Mary was stressed. Being “just” in this sense reminds 
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the reader of Joseph’s love and compassion for Mary, despite his adherence 
to Jewish law.

Joseph’s Dream (1:20–23)

1:20. Joseph had resolved to quietly send Mary away when an angel 
appeared to him in a dream. Dreams played a significant role in the early 
chapters of Matthew (1:20; 2:13, 19). They are how God revealed to Joseph 
what he needed to know and do. Dreams suggest God’s initiative. One thing 
to note is that Joseph responded quickly and obeyed the messenger after the 
vision. The angel informed Joseph that Mary had not been unfaithful. Mary 
had conceived through the power of God’s Spirit.

The angel identified Joseph as “Son of David.” The genealogy, which 
opened this chapter, placed Joseph among David’s descendants. This title, 
which can have messianic connotations when applied to Jesus, was passed 
to Jesus from Joseph.

The angel sought to calm Joseph’s fear. Stop fearing captures the mean-
ing of “do not be afraid.” To “take” Mary implied more than merely bringing 
her into his home as his wife. The angel was inviting Joseph to welcome 
Mary and her child. He was not to treat her with suspicion; God’s Spirit 
caused her pregnancy, not infidelity.

1:21. The angel revealed the child’s gender; Mary would give birth to a son. 
But Joseph, the adoptive father, would name him. He would call him, Jesus, 
a common name in that day and related to the name Joshua, which meant 
“Yahweh is salvation.” That name fits well; Jesus came to “save his people 
from their sins.” Keep in mind that Jesus would save people as a group, as 
well as individuals within that group. He would save them into a commu-
nity of faith, which we now call the church. The order of words in Greek 
emphasized that Jesus alone would accomplish this task. The word “save” 
can mean deliverance from physical danger (8:25), disease (9:21–22) or even 
death (24:22). 

That the Messiah would “save his people from their sins” differed from 
the Jewish expectation. Jews anticipated a Messiah who would deliver them 
from foreigners who occupied their land. That they would look for a politi-
cal deliverer is quite understandable. Oppression dominated Jewish history.
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1:22. Matthew believed that the events he narrated linked to God’s word 
in the Old Testament. What God had begun in the Jews, he would complete 
through Jesus. When Matthew wanted to draw attention to the connection 
between events he was recording and the Old Testament, he used the phrase 
(or something similar), “to fulfill what was spoken.” He employed this phrase 
multiple times in his Gospel (1:22; 2:5–6; 2:15; 2:17; 4:14–16; 8:17; 12:17–21; 
13:35; 21:4–5; and 27:9).

We understand Matthew’s interpretation and intent in most of these 
quite easily; others are more obscure. But Matthew was not only using these 
as proof texts. He wanted his readers to see the divine plan always antici-
pated future development beyond the Old Testament.

1:23. Matthew cited Isaiah 7:14. Historically, the interpretation of the word 
variously translated as “virgin” or “young woman” has been contentious. 
Some insist it meant virgin in Isaiah; others that it implied a young woman 
of child-bearing age. While much is written about Isaiah’s original intention, 
Matthew’s use of the quote clearly indicated he believed that Mary was a 
virgin when Jesus was conceived.

Matthew also drew attention to a second name for Mary’s child, 
“Immanuel,” which means “God with us.” Immanuel is more a title, a throne 
name, than a personal name. The name does not appear again in Matthew’s 
Gospel, though the idea resurfaces in the Gospel’s last words, “lo, I am with 
you always, even to the end of the age” (28:20).

Joseph’s Response (1:24–25)

1:24–25. Joseph obeyed the angel when he awoke. He did two things: First, 
he took Mary as his wife. However, Matthew insisted that Mary remained a 
virgin until after Jesus was born.

Joseph’s second action serves as the climactic point of chapter 1: He 
named Jesus. When Joseph named the child, he became Jesus’ adoptive 
father. And when he became the adoptive father, Jesus became his son. 
Joseph, a son of David, passed that lineage on to Jesus, who then became a 
son of David, despite no biological connection.
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Focusing on the Meaning

Salvation encompasses being saved both from sin’s effects on people and 
its consequences. We are saved from future separation from God, judg-
ment, and punishment. But just as significantly, we are redeemed from 
behaviors that reflect an aimless, purposeless, and destructive life. The 
traditional way to express that is we are saved from both the penalty and 
power of sin.

 Joseph faced a situation he had never before encountered. Nothing 
from his background prepared him for the coming changes. But God had 
been molding and shaping his character. In Joseph, we observe righteous-
ness, goodness, and unselfishness. When the messenger spoke to Joseph in 
dreams, the Lord was revealing to him that God was working in unknown 
ways. Joseph responded affirmatively and quickly. He acted decisively 
because of his confidence in God without knowing all the future would 
bring.

 Jesus is Immanuel, here and now, and forever. With that assurance, 
we can be comforted and encouraged when we encounter stressful and 
overwhelming situations. We can live confidently and boldly for we know 
that we are not alone. Just as God guided Joseph through uncharted ter-
ritory for his life, we can trust him to guide us through life’s challenging 
circumstances.
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Teaching Plans

DISCOVERY PLAN

Connect with Life

1. Invite class members to brainstorm things (both serious and humor-
ous) that are impossible to do. (A few of these appear in the Study Guide 
Lesson 1 “Introduction.”) Responses might include:
• Stand up and sit down at the same time.
• Not get spaghetti or barbecue sauce on your white shirt.
• Sneeze with your eyes open.
• Not love your grandkids.
• Touch your nose with your tongue.
• Get consensus in a group of Baptists.
• Prove something is impossible.

2. Say, We live in a world where order seems established, regular, and even 
commonplace, but our daily experiences are nothing short of miraculous. 
Encourage members to share things we take for granted that are mirac-
ulous (next breath, life itself, birth, and so forth).

3. Recruit a member to read aloud Matthew 19:26, “With man this is 
impossible, but with God, all things are possible.” Ask, Is it difficult to 
believe God can, has, and may again alter the laws of nature? Say, Today, we 
will observe the miracle of the Virgin Birth.

Guide Bible Study

4. Set up four discovery stations in the classroom:
• Mary versus Joseph—How did Mary and Joseph struggle and 

respond to the angelic proclamation? (Compare and contrast)
• An angel’s perspective—What was God doing in history?
• Your view—What was God’s purpose and plan?
• Unmet expectations—How were the Jews, who were looking for a 

Messiah, going to respond to a baby rather than a king?
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Provide various Bible versions, commentaries, and additional resources 
at each station. Direct members to form groups of two or three people 
and travel together through the stations (no particular order) to search 
for resources and answer the main question at each station.

5. Present the following outline of Matthew 1:18–25:
• The Miracle of the Virgin Birth
• The Miracle of Joseph’s Vision and Heart
• Jesus’ Miracle Purpose

6. Use the material presented in the Study Guide, the commentary notes in 
this Teaching Guide, and commentaries to prepare and present a mini-
lecture following the above outline. Include at least three truths and 
one life application for each point.

7. After giving the mini-lecture, ask the following questions for discussion:
• Why was God’s timing for the miracle of Jesus’ birth important? How was 

God’s timing perfect? (Galatians 4:4)
• What life adjustments did Mary have to make?
• What life adjustments did Joseph have to make?
• Did the concept of faith take on a new meaning for Mary and Joseph? If 

so, how?
• How does the Old Testament prophecy prove that God’s plan was not a 

mere whim, but a carefully crafted part of salvation history?
• How were Mary and Joseph receptive and obedient to God’s plan?

Encourage Application

8. Call attention to the Study Guide sidebar “The Greatest Miracle.” Enlist a 
member to read the sidebar aloud. Encourage group discussion.

9. Read aloud the following quote from the Study Guide: “We are sinners 
who will die separated from God in an eternal hell, and there’s nothing we can 
do about it. But God could and did.” Ask group members to what extent 
they agree with the quote, and why.

10. Close the study by saying, God desires to work the greatest miracle–salva-
tion–in your life. Encourage class members to evaluate their relationship 
with God, and if they have not yet done so, invite Jesus to become their 
Savior and Lord. Lead in an evangelistic prayer.
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DISCUSSION PLAN

Connect with Life

1. Contact members during the week and ask them to bring baby pic-
tures (or the earliest photo they have of themselves) with them to class. 
Collect these as members arrive, and then inform the group they will 
play “Who’s Who?” Show or pass around the photos one at a time, invit-
ing the group to identify the class member in each image. Feel free to 
give hints if needed along the way. You may choose to do this electroni-
cally, scanning pictures to a computer during the week to display at the 
beginning of class. 

2. When the group identifies a class member, ask him or her to share a 
couple of the details surrounding his or her birth (where, when, unusual 
circumstances).

3. Say, In today’s study, we see the miracle of physical birth, and God occupying 
the world in human form—the Word became flesh and dwelt among us (John 
1).

Guide Bible Study

4. Introduce a pre-enlisted class member to read aloud the “Angel 
Monologue” printed at the end of this lesson.

(A copy of this assignment is available in Teaching Resource Items for 
this study at www.baptistwaypress.org).

5. Enlist another class member to read aloud Galatians 4:4. Then say, The 
miracle of the virgin birth was God’s perfect plan, put in place at God’s per-
fect time. Today’s passage centers on the virgin birth. Never before, or since, 
has a woman become pregnant without a physical, sexual relationship. God 
worked through his Holy Spirit to accomplish a miracle that manifested itself 
both physically and spiritually.

6. Invite the class to follow in their Bibles as you read the “Focal Text” 
aloud. Direct them to listen for realities they might find difficult 
to believe. After reading, invite the group to share the details they 
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identified. Encourage members to add details from Luke’s account of 
the birth of Jesus to support their thoughts. Responses might include 
Mary expecting a baby without a physical experience; Joseph believing 
the angel who spoke to him in a dream and the prophecy that preceded 
this account.

7. Lead members to discuss their opinions and responses to the discussion 
questions in “Discovery Plan” Step 7.

8. Ask these additional questions for class discussion:
• Do you know someone who finds it difficult to believe in the virgin birth?
• Is belief in the virgin birth essential for salvation? Why or why not?
• What are other fundamental beliefs of Christians? Answers might include 

Jesus’ deity, Jesus’ atonement on the cross, the Resurrection, and Jesus’ 
return.

9. Point out that all these responses indicate a miracle of the highest 
order–God’s provision for the salvation of humanity.

Encourage Application

10. Say, Jesus’ incarnation reminds us God specializes in doing the impossible. 
Encourage members to share ways God has responded to seemingly 
insurmountable obstacles and circumstances in their lives. Ask, Do you 
believe God can, does, and will continue to perform miracles? Why or why 
not? 

11. Recruit a class member to read John 3:16 aloud (or quote from memory). 
Ask, what do the words “only begotten son” mean? Be prepared to share 
your insight as well.

12. Encourage class members to celebrate Christmas this season by cele-
brating the miraculous birth of a baby boy who saved the world.
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Angel Monologue

“Wow, this one is going to be tough! We angels have done things like this 
before, but never without a father. 

I remember the time I caught up with Hagar by the spring in the wilder-
ness and encouraged her to return to Sarai and submit to her. Hagar didn’t 
yet know she was expecting a baby, so I told her, and told her to name the 
baby Ishmael (Genesis 16). 

Not long after, God gave us angels another assignment. We went to 
Abraham to tell him that his wife, Sarah, was going to have a baby. Isaac was 
going to be something else. Oh, I forgot to mention, Abraham was 100 years 
old when Isaac was born; Sarah was 90 (Gen. 18, 21). Yes, that was a miracle 
for sure! 

Oh, there were more—meeting Samson’s mom, whom we told not to 
drink alcohol or eat anything unclean (Judges 13); telling Jeroboam that a 
new son would be born to the household of David (1 Kings 13); working with 
Elisha to convince the Shunammite woman she would have a son (2 Kings 4), 
and others too. Just six months ago, I told Zechariah and Elizabeth they 
would have a child. He was scared speechless (Luke 1)!

But this one is different. Isaiah talked about this child some time ago 
(Isaiah 9), but I had no idea I would be the one to deliver the news to his par-
ents. Mary and Joseph are already engaged to be married, but God is doing 
something extraordinary. 

I can still see Mary’s eyes as I told her the news. First, there was disbelief, 
then fear. She promised me she was still a virgin, and that this could not 
happen. I explained as best I could that God’s Spirit had overshadowed her, 
and she would have a son–the holy Son of God. I told her about Elizabeth 
expecting, so Mary went to see her. Elizabeth immediately knew God was up 
to something extraordinary!

Joseph was another story. Rather than disbelief and fear, Joseph felt 
despair and disappointment. He knew the only way this could happen was 
for Mary to be unfaithful to him. He was devastated. But he was a good man 
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and didn’t want to cause disgrace to Mary. He still loved her. He was going to 
break the engagement quietly and move out of the picture. I admit, when I 
first heard God’s plan, I couldn’t believe it myself. So, I felt sorry for Joseph. 

I decided to visit Joseph in a dream to work on him all night long. I told 
Joseph over and over that since he came from the lineage of David, this was 
a part of God’s plan. I told him Mary had not been unfaithful at all, and the 
baby she carried was from God himself. I reminded him that God planned 
this long ago and told the prophet about it then. And best of all, I told him to 
name the baby Jesus, for he would save his people from their sins.

I had seen miracles before, but this was the biggest and best thus far. 
God, who created the heavens and the earth, recreated himself in human 
form! I cannot wait to see what God will do next!”
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