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Daily Devotional Guidelines

Why is daily devotion vital to spiritual growth?

As consumption of physical nourishment is essential for physical survival, we need spiritual nourishment for spiritual vitality.  We are exhorted to crave pure spiritual milk like newborn babies so that by it we may grow up in our salvation (1 Peter 2:2).  In sum, unless we learn to feed ourselves with God’s Word, we cannot grow up spiritually.  
When is the best time to do daily devotion?

· Find a time when you will have the least amount of interruption.  Morning is usually the best time to start your day with God.  

· Prioritize 30 minutes to an hour of your day as a time to be alone with God’s Word. 

· The key is to keep this time with God on a daily basis.  

· Having a small group of people with whom you commit to do daily devotion together is an effective way to develop consistent devotion time.

What do I need?

· Bible (translation of your choice)

· Journal

How do I go about doing daily devotion?  

1. JOURNAL:
What is journaling?

Journaling is the art of reflecting on one’s inner life based on a particular incident, a feeling, a recurring issue, or a prompting and connecting this to one’s relationship with God.  

How does journaling help your spiritual life?  

The process of spiritual growth engages all the faculties of your soul (your 5 physical senses, emotions, mind, will, and spirit).   We need to pause daily to reflect on how we have responded to a certain situation, how we interacted with others, or how we feel inside and identify the reasons behind the feeling.  Then we need to process these incidents in light of God’s Word.  The key is to connect our daily life with its joys, surprises, disappointments, incidents, regrets, and sins with God’s promises and the reality of our personal relationship with God.  

How do I journal?

Spend about 10 minutes per day starting with the word “YESTERDAY.”  Follow this with a paragraph or two about what happened yesterday or how you felt.

(1) Journal based on feelings and processing those feelings in light of the Gospel.  i.e. “Yesterday, I felt _________ (sad, angry, guilty, anxious, disappointed, frustrated, irritated, etc).”  Explore the reasons behind the feeling and write about what would be the appropriate way to process that feeling in light of God’s Word.  Write also about how God may be using what you are going through to draw you closer to Him.
(2) Journal based on a recent issue.  Reflect on a significant interaction or event this past week that you don’t feel settled about:

· What did you learn about yourself?

· What were you corrected about? What did you discover about yourself through this correction?

· Why did you do what you did?  Reflect on how else could you have responded to that situation?

2. READ:  
· Read the assigned text several times without stopping.  

· In the second or third reading, pause on key words, phrases, or verses that speak to your heart, address an area of your life, or highlight God’s characteristic, principle, or promise. 

· Utilize commentaries to gain knowledge of the background of the text and explanation of words, phrases, or verses.  

3. REFLECT:
· Utilize the reflection questions provided to get deeper into the text and examine areas of your life you may not otherwise confront

4. REMEMBER: 

· Choose a verse or multiple verses from the text and commit to memory.  

· Develop a system that works best for you.  For example, you can start with one or two verses a week and write it out on a flashcard and carry it with you to memorize and review.
5. PRAYER: 
· Spend some time in prayer after each day’s devotion time.
· Adoration – praise God for who He is and acknowledge His claim over your life
· Thanksgiving – thank him for specific things
· Confession – confess and repent of sins needing Christ's forgiveness & cleansing
· Supplication – commitment to do what God is asking you to do and pray for others in need
Matthew 1

Matthew 1:3-6

“In Matthew's genealogy four women are named: Tamar (v.3), Rahab (v. 5), Ruth (v. 5) and Bathsheba (not by name but by description--"Solomon, whose mother had been Uriah's wife," v. 6). At least three of these women were Gentiles (Tamar, Rahab and Ruth). Bathsheba was probably an Israelite (1Chr 3:5) but was closely associated with the Hittites because of Uriah, her Hittite husband. By including these women (contrary to custom) in his genealogy, Matthew may be indicating at the very outset of his Gospel that God's activity is not limited to men or the people of Israel.”[1]

· What is the history of these women and why is the inclusion of these Gentile women in the genealogy of Jesus Christ such an amazing thing?  In what ways does this give me hope for how God can use my life in spite of past sins and mistakes?

· Four women are named in the genealogy of Jesus, three women being Gentiles.  However, these women, through their brave and decisive action, end up becoming a part of the lineage of Jesus himself.  What does this show me about what life’s most important priority is?

Matthew 1:7-11

“There is no obvious pattern to the kings mentioned here: wicked Rehoboam was the father of wicked Abijah, the father of the good king Asa. Asa was the father of another good king, Jehoshaphat, who sired the wicked king Joram. Good or evil, they were part of Messiah’s line; for though grace does not run in the blood, God’s providence cannot be deceived or outmaneuvered.”

· What does the record of these kings in the Messiah’s line teach me about the ultimate cosmic history of God and how He accomplishes His will?   How does this fact give me hope?

Matthew 1:21; 23

· What is the relationship between the meaning of the name “Jesus” and “Immanuel?”  What does this reveal about the nature of God?

Additional Questions:
Matthew 1:18-20, 24-25

· How must Joseph have felt upon finding out that Mary was with child before their marriage? What words in this text reveal the nature of Joseph’s character?

Matthew 2

Matthew 2:1-12

· What might have driven the Magi, with their limited knowledge, to set out on an unlikely quest to find Jesus?  What lessons about spiritual seeking can I learn from the Magi?

· Why would Herod be “disturbed” upon hearing this news?  What are the things in my life that the arrival of Jesus threatens?

· What is the significance of the fact that the chief priests and the teachers of the law knew exactly where the Messiah was to be born and yet did not seek him out? 

· Which of the characters – Magi, Herod, chief priests and the teachers of the law – can I most identify with?

Matthew 2:13-23

· What kind of suffering and/or inconvenience did the birth of Jesus bring to Joseph and Mary?  What does this say regarding being in the midst of God’s will?

Additional Questions:
Matthew 2:15, 17-18, 23

· Notice the frequent citation of Old Testament prophecy in this passage.  What does this reveal about how God works in history?

· How might Joseph have felt if he knew he was living in the midst of the fulfillment of God’s prophecies, that he was in fact in the center of God’s will?  How might that have shaped his perception of the fearful situations in which he found himself and his young family?  How does this give me perspective in all the ups and downs of life, even amidst tragedies?

Matthew 3

Matthew 3:1-3

“As a road must be cleared of obstacles before an approaching king, John is calling for the people to clear the obstacles out of their lives that might hinder their reception of the Lord.” 

· Why is repentance necessary in order to receive the kingdom of heaven?  In what ways do I need to “prepare the way for the LORD, make straight paths for him?”

Matthew 3:4-6

“…John’s diet causes him to stand out as one who has rejected the luxuries of life. His diet and clothing combine with his message to cast a powerful demand for repentance in the light of the nearness of the kingdom. He embodies in his lifestyle the message of repentance he preaches.” 
 

· What was it about John’s lifestyle that made the people “from Jerusalem and all Judea and the whole region of the Jordan” go out to see him?  What does this say regarding one’s lifestyle and the strength of Christian witness?

Matthew 3:7-10

“People must come to God as repentant individuals without prior religious claims to advantage with God. This is, therefore, not a call solely for those living in blatant sin, as if repentance is only for “backsliders” or the “marginal.” It is a call of repentance for all in Israel, including the religious leaders. Unfortunately, religious activity and pedigree can often blind a person to the deficiency of his or her own life before God.”[3]

· What was the false assumption that the Pharisees and Sadducees held about their standing before God?  In what ways can I be like these Pharisees and Sadducees?

· What can I learn about the characteristics of true repentance?  What can I point to as the fruit of repentance in my life?

Additional Questions:
Matthew 3:13-15

“Why did Jesus ask to be baptized?  It was not for repentance for sin because Jesus never sinned.  ‘To fulfill all righteousness’ means to accomplish God’s mission.  Jesus saw his baptism as advancing God’s work.  Jesus was baptized because (1) he was confessing sin on behalf of the nation, as Nehemiah, Ezra, Moses, and Daniel had done; (2) he was showing support for what John was doing; (3) he was inaugurating his public ministry; (4) he was identifying with the penitent people of God, not with the critical Pharisees who were only watching.  Jesus, the perfect man, didn’t need baptism for sin, but he accepted baptism in obedient service to the Father, and God showed his approval.”

· What does baptism symbolize and what can I learn about the extent to which Jesus went to be our Immanuel God?

 Matthew 3:16-17

· Reflect on the affirming words of God the father toward Jesus, and note that these words came before Jesus ever entered into his ministry.

Matthew 4

Matthew 4:15-17

· How has Jesus’ coming fulfilled the prophecy, “the people living in darkness have seen a great light; on those living in the land of the shadow of death a light has dawned”?  How have I experienced this in my life?

· What is the significance of Jesus’ first message being a call to repent?  How central is repentance in my life?

Matthew 4:18-22

· Think about who it was that issued this invitation: “Come, follow me.”

· How did the disciples respond to Jesus’ invitation?

· Have I responded to this invitation?   In what ways am I still holding back from responding like these men?

· To what other invitation in life will I respond in the way these disciples did?

Additional Questions:
Matthew 4:1-11

· What can I learn from the fact that Jesus was “tempted by the devil” after his baptism and heaven opening?

· Reflect on the three temptations.

· Which one am I most susceptible to?

· What can I learn from Jesus’ response to each of these temptations?

· How is it that Jesus was able to respond to Satan so readily?  

· When I face adversity or personal struggles, what/who do I turn to for answers?  

· What are the areas in my life in which I need to experience victory through the word of God?

Matthew 5

Matthew 5:1-12
“More than simply a formal literary introduction, the Beatitudes summarize the essence of the sermon’s message, giving in a nutshell the way in which the kingdom makes its impact on the lives of those who respond to it. … Thus the Beatitudes outline an upside-down reality, or — more precisely — they define reality in such a way that the usual order of things is seen to be upside down in the eyes of God.”

· List the characteristics of a blessed person.  Notice the progression in the qualities of a blessed person.  Have I experienced this progression in my life?

·  If these qualities build on previous ones, then what is the significance of the first one?  Which of these qualities am I most sorely missing?  

Matthew 5:3,17-48
· Can anyone be found righteous according to this passage?  How can anyone “be perfect” as God is perfect?

· What does this passage say regarding God’s holy standards regardless of our inability to meet them?

· What can I learn about v.3 in light of v.48?

Additional Questions:
Matthew 5:13-16
· What is the significance of Jesus’ declarations, “You are the salt of the earth” and “You are the light of the world?”  In what ways have I embraced this identity for myself? 

Matthew 5:21-30

· Why would it make sense that God’s assessment of a person is based on more than external behavior?

· What is the state of my heart, especially when it comes to anger and lust?

· What concrete steps to deal with sin does Jesus urge here?

Matthew 5:31-32
“Jesus goes back to the original intention both for God’s institution of marriage and for the Mosaic regulation.  God intended marriage to be a permanent union of a man and woman into one (Gen. 2:24).  God ‘hates’ divorce, because it tears apart what should be considered a permanent union…However, as did Moses, Jesus allows for an exception.  Even though God sees marriage as permanent, sometimes the marriage bond has been violated to such a degree that a spouse has already torn apart the marriage union…Jesus states unequivocally the sacredness of the marital relationship but allows divorce to protect the nonoffending partner and to protect the institution of marriage from being a vulgar sham.”

· How does Jesus’ view of marriage contrast with today’s view of marriage?  Are there ways in which have I adopted worldly attitudes toward the sanctity of marriage that compromises God’s original design for marriage?
 

Matthew 5:43-48

· Reflect on the status of my relationships.  What is my answer to Jesus’ question “what are you doing more than others,” in the area of loving people?
Matthew 6

 Matthew 6:22-24
· What lessons can I learn regarding the power of the eyes (i.e., what I see / focus on)?  
· What have my “eyes” been full of?  
· What has that done to my heart?
· Why would it be impossible to serve both God and money?  
 

Matthew 6:1-34

· Why is it folly to engage in acts of almsgiving, prayer and fasting “before men”?
· What is the relationship between worries and storing up treasures in heaven?
· What is the significance of the repeated mention of our “heavenly Father” in this passage?
· Based on this passage, am I living for earthly reward or heavenly reward?  How is this evident in the way I engage in religious acts,  how I spend my money and what I worry about?
 
Additional Questions:
Matthew 6:5-13

· How does addressing God as “father” affect my view about prayer and how I relate to God?

· What is implied in praying for God’s holiness and His kingdom before other prayer topics?

· What does Jesus’ instruction to pray for “[God’s] will [to] be done on earth as it is in heaven” imply about what is happening on the earth?

· What can I learn from this about the importance of prayer and my role in advancing God’s will?  

 

Matthew 6:12, 14-15
“Jesus’ disciples have responded to his charge to repent, and their sins are now forgiven. But they are not simply to relish their own state of forgiveness; they are also to forgive others. Those who have received forgiveness are so possessed with gratitude to God that they in turn will eagerly forgive those who are ‘debtors’ to them.  Once disciples have received forgiveness and salvation, they are to forgive with the same forgiveness with which they have been forgiven. This is the evidence that they are indeed forgiven.”

· How often do I pray for forgiveness for my sins?
· What is the relationship between confessing my sins and being able to forgive others?
· Assess the degree to which I am generous toward others when they sin against me.
Matthew 7

Matthew 7:15-23

· In what ways do people insist that a bad fruit does not necessarily mean a bad tree?

· What has been my attitude towards obedience and fruit bearing?

Matthew 7:24-27

· What may be “ the rain” and “the winds” that will expose people’s foundations?  What might be “the rain” and “the winds”  for me personally?

Matthew 7:3-27

· Why would it be the case that the path that leads to life is narrow, while the one that leads to destruction is wide?   

· What are some underlying problems of the people listed below? 

· those who pay no attention to the plank in their own eye (v.3)

· those who do not recognize what is sacred (v.6)

· many who enter through the wide gate (v.13)

· false prophets who come in sheep’s clothing but inwardly are ferocious wolves (v.15)

· those who say “Lord, Lord” but do not do the will of the Father (v.21)

· those who hear the words of Jesus but do not put them into practice (v.26)

· What warning does this have for me and what qualities do I need to cultivate in light of these warnings?

Additional Questions:
Matthew 7:1-5

· What is the “speck of sawdust” that I am quick to point out in other people?  

· What “planks” have I not paid attention to in myself?  

· In what ways am I a hypocrite in this regard?

Matthew 7:7-11

“A first step toward a less naïve understanding of the verses can be made when we observe how Matthew has appropriated them.  This little section concludes the long string of imperatives that constitute the core of the Sermon on the Mount from 5:21 to 7:6.  We have been asked to forgo anger and retaliation, to love our enemies and forgive those who have injured us, and to control our criticism of others.  How can we fulfill all these demands and manifest the higher righteousness of the kingdom?  These verses remind us that for us this is impossible, but with God all things are possible.  That is, only by persistently asking, seeking and knocking at heaven’s door through prayer will we find grace to obey these impossible demands.  Solely through tenacious dependence on God’s graciousness can we deal graciously with those who provoke a negative reaction in us. “

· What is the significance of the placement of Jesus’ exhortation to “ask,” “seek” and “knock” toward the end of the Sermon on the Mount? 

· What are the good gifts that my Heavenly father wants to give that I should be asking for according to the Sermon on the Mount?

Matthew 7:12

· Note that Jesus’ rendition of the “Golden Rule” is unique in that it is stated positively, not negatively (i.e., the Golden Rule of other religions is phrased as “Do not do to others what you don’t want them to do to you.”)  What difference would there be in following the positive rather than the negative version?

Matthew 8

Matthew 8:18-25

· What can I learn from the fact that Jesus was not shy about telling the would-be disciples the demands of following him?

Matthew 8:23-34

· What lesson is here about the relationship between following Jesus and experiencing life’s “storms”?

· In what ways did the three groups of people in this passage (disciples in the boat, two demon-possessed men, townspeople) misunderstand Jesus?

· What fears led to this misunderstanding?

· In what ways have I allowed my fears to warp my perspective of Jesus?

Additional Questions:
Matthew 8:1-17

· What can I learn about Jesus from his response to various opportunities to heal and his method of healing?

· What are the areas of my life that need Jesus’ healing touch?  What do I need to do?

Matthew 8:14-15

· What can I learn from the fact that Peter’s mother-in-law “got up and began to wait on” Jesus immediately after he healed her?
Matthew 8:21-22

“Most likely the problem was that his father was still quite alive.  Jews understood the command to honor father and mother to mean caring for their elderly parents and giving them a proper burial.  Apparently, this man had not yet put his commitment to Christ above these cultural expectations.”

· What might be some reasons why Jesus demanded such urgency and immediacy in following him?

· Are there “cultural expectations” or other obligations in my life that hinder me from placing my highest priority on following Jesus?  What does Jesus have to say about this?

Matthew 9

Matthew 9:1-8

· How does this passage show Jesus’ divinity?
· What is the significance of Jesus forgiving the man before healing his physical condition?
· In what ways am I more concerned about physical healing than spiritual healing?
Matthew 9:14-17

· How do the illustrations about “[sewing] a patch of unshrunk cloth on an old garment” and “[pouring] new wine into old wineskins” show that one cannot “fit” God into the existing framework of one’s life?

· In what ways did the Pharisees try to do this with Jesus?  In what ways am I trying to do this?

· How does this relate to the fact that they could not see themselves as “sick” and in need of a doctor?

Matthew 9:1-38

· How did Jesus view people?

· How do I view people?  How do I view myself?

· What can I learn about the scope of Jesus’ heart and ministry from this passage?

· Who are the people that need the teaching, preaching, and healing ministry of Jesus? 

· What implication does v.37 on my life?

Additional Questions:
Matthew 9:21-22

· Why would the woman have planned to “only touch his cloak” rather than directly asking for healing, like the ruler did?

· What can I learn about the heart of Jesus from the fact that he took notice of this woman, and spoke to her?

· How would the woman have felt hearing Jesus addressing her “daughter?”

Matthew 9:34
· Given that the Pharisees could not have known the truth of what they asserted, how is it that they could make such a bold assertion?

· Have I ever sounded confident, or assumed the role of an expert, regarding spiritual matters groundlessly?

· What aspect of human nature is revealed by the Pharisees’ response?

· Have I given in to the temptation to denigrate someone’s good deeds by, for example, attributing it to lesser motives, or trying to explain it in some dismissive way?

Matthew 10

Matthew 10:1-15, 40-42

· Reflect on how the disciples of Jesus were elevated to supreme positions of importance and privilege.  What is my view of myself as a disciple of Jesus who has been given the same mission? 

Matthew 10:16-36
· What warnings did Jesus give to his disciples?  What did Jesus tell them to expect?

· How much can I relate to this?  What does this say regarding the level of my commitment to follow Jesus?

· Are there ways in which I have tried to run away from the very situations that Jesus told his disciples to expect ?

· What will cause a person to “stand firm to the end” despite persecutions and rejections?  

Matthew 10:37-39

· What is required of me to be worthy of Jesus? 

· How does this challenge the notion that Christian life should be secondary to life’s other pursuits?

Additional Questions:
Matthew 10:9-10

“The disciples needed to learn the principle that ‘the worker is worth his keep’ (cf. 1Cor 9:14; 1Tim 5:17-18) and to shun luxury while learning to rely on God's providence through the hospitality of those who would take them in overnight, thus obviating the need for a second cloak.  

What is clear is that the Twelve must travel unencumbered, relying on hospitality and God's providence. The details ensure that the instructions were for that mission alone (cf. Luke 22:35-38) and confirm Matthew's consciousness of the historicity of this part of the discourse.”

· How might the disciples have felt upon hearing Jesus’ command to take nothing along for the journey?  

· What is it about the Gospel message that makes the worker “worth his keep?” 

· How can I develop a pattern of trusting in God’s provisions for my Christian journey?

Matthew 10:34-36

“As many Jews in Jesus' day thought the coming of Messiah would bring them political peace and material prosperity, so today many in the church think that Jesus' presence will bring them a kind of tranquility. But Jesus insisted that his mission entailed strife and division. Prince of Peace though he is, the world will so violently reject him and his reign that men and women will divide over him” 
 

· Why would Jesus' presence on earth "turn a man against his father, a daughter against her mother, a daughter in law against her mother in law?" 

· In what ways am I expecting to live a life of “peace” as a Christian?

Matthew 11

Matthew 11:7-15

“John is a transitional figure who has prepared the way for the Coming One, but Jesus implies here that John will not live to see the full arrival of the kingdom.  Jesus’ institution of the new covenant in his blood is a dividing line. The complex of events including the cross, resurrection, ascension, and sending of the Spirit at Pentecost brings the arrival of the kingdom’s redemptive life, by which time John was executed.”

· Meditate on the fact that, as a New Testament Christian, I am far more privileged than even John the Baptist.  

· What is it about the kingdom of God that requires “forceful men [to] lay hold of it?”  Think of examples of “forceful men” who lay hold of the kingdom.  What do I have to learn from them?

· What has been my response to the “kingdom of heaven [which] has been forcefully advancing” in my life?
Matthew 11:28-30

“His easy yoke is neither cheap nor convenient. The surprising promise of the easy yoke was meant to free us from a self-serving, meritorious, performance-based religion. It is easy in that it frees us from the burden of self-centeredness; liberates us from the load of self-righteousness; and frees us to live in the way that God intended us to live.  The easy yoke sounds like an oxymoron. Plowing a field or pulling a load is hard work! And nowhere does Jesus promise soft ground for tilling or level paths for bearing the load. What he does promise is a relationship with Himself. The demands are great but the relationship with Jesus makes the burden light.”

· Who are the ones to whom the invitation of v. 28 is issued?  

· Do I agree that life apart from Christ is weary and burdened?  What are the things that cause people to become “weary and burdened?” 

· In what ways are Jesus’ yoke “easy” and his burden “light?” 

· What has been my attitude towards being yoked with Christ? 

Additional Questions:
Matthew 11:1-6

“He was not turning out to be the kind of Messiah the people had expected. Even John the Baptist had doubts (vv. 2-19), and the Galilean cities that were sites of most of Jesus' miracles hardened themselves in unbelief (vv. 20-24)… The one to whom he had pointed, the one who would come in blessing and judgment (3:11-12), had brought healing to many but, it would seem, judgment to none--not even to those who had immorally and unlawfully confined the Baptist in a cruel prison...”
 

· Although John was confident of Jesus’ identity earlier in their public ministries (cf. Matt 3:11-15, John 1:29-34), why does he now ask Jesus, “Are you the one who was to come, or should we expect someone else?”

· What are some ways in which difficult personal circumstances can cause me to potentially “fall away on account of [Jesus]?”

Matthew 11:16-19

· In what ways are people today like the unresponsive children described in this passage, determined to find fault based on their shifting criteria?  Do I share this kind of attitude?

Matthew 11:20-24

“Jesus did not denounce these cities for vicious opposition but because, despite the fact that most of his miracles took place there--miracles that attested his messianic mission (vv. 5-6)--they had not repented (see comments on 3:2; 4:17). The many miracles again remind us of the extent of Jesus' ministry and of the depth of responsibility imposed on those with more light.”

· What is the relationship between the miracles performed in these cities and their responsibility on the day of judgment?  

· What warning does this have for me?

Matthew 12

Matthew 12:11-14

· What is ironic about the fact that the Pharisees “plotted how they might kill Jesus” after confronting Jesus about breaking their Sabbath laws?  

· What does this reveal about human nature?  

· Are there ways in which I hold onto some spiritual self-image which is contradicted by my actual behavior or by the “plotting” that goes on in my heart?

· Though Jesus can heal the man with the shriveled hand by his power, he seems helpless to do anything about the shriveled hearts of the Pharisees except to reason with them.  How responsive am I to scripture and reason?

Matthew 12:22-37

· How is it that the Pharisees could so confidently declare that Jesus was healing by Beelzebub (v. 24) when they could not possibly know that this was true?  

· What parallels is there between the Pharisees’ assertions and many in our society?  

· Are there some ways in which I speak dismissively of someone, or some work of God without having sufficient basis to do so?  

· Do I ever speak with greater authority or confidence than warranted by my actual knowledge?

· Reflect on Jesus’ very harsh statement about speaking against the work of God (vv. 34-37).

Additional Questions:

Matthew 12:1-8

· What do the Pharisees do when they see Jesus’ disciples picking some grain and eating it? 

· What needs of the disciples are they overlooking by emphasizing this minor violation of their traditions?  

· What may be sacrificed in rigidly following the rules?  

· Have there been occasions in which I rigidly followed the rules and in so doing failed to love others?

Matthew 12:9-14

· What are the differing motivations of the Pharisees’ and Jesus’ approach to the Sabbath?  

· Are there ways in which my approach to spiritual life is similar to the Pharisees’? 

· If so, what are they?

Matthew 12:43-45
· What warning does this passage give to those who “clean up their lives” but do not allow God to take control over their lives?  

· What lessons can I learn from this regarding how I need to struggle against sin in my life?

Matthew 12:46-49

· How might some people have judged Jesus’ conduct toward his waiting family?

· What new boundary-line around the word “family” did Jesus create in this passage?

· What new angle and motivation does this passage give regarding my identity when I obey the will of God?

Matthew 13

Matthew 13:1-23

· What is the relationship between “people’s heart” and the ability to hear and ability to see?

· Which kind of soil would be an apt description of my spiritual condition today?

Matthew 13:24-50

· How does the parable of wheat and weeds refute any notion of a middle ground regarding the kingdom of heaven?

· Am I living with the “end of the age” in mind?  How can I best prepare for that day?

· Assess the degree of my personal agreement with the parable of treasure hidden in a field and the parable of a merchant looking for fine pearls regarding the worth of the kingdom of God.

· What relevance does the context of final judgment have on the wisdom of the drastic action taken by the man who found the treasure and the merchant looking for fine pearls?

· What about the gospel makes it aptly compared to a mustard seed and yeast?   

Additional Questions:
Matthew 13:20-21

· What characteristics might define a man who “hears the word and at once receives it with joy” but “lasts only a short time” and "quickly falls away" from the fact that he has no root?

· The rocky soil is actually a reference to a type of shallow soil that had a layer of rock underneath it.  Thus, the roots could not penetrate deeper into the soil.  Given the link between having no root, and falling away when troubles or persecutions come, what might be some layers of rock that keep the gospel at a shallow level in my life?

· What can I do to break up the rocky layer in my heart?

Matthew 13:22

· Think about the role of thorns.  They suck up the nutrients in the soil, grow faster than the newly budding seed, and overshadow it, preventing the new shoot from growing.  What is it about “the worries of this life and the deceitfulness of wealth” that work like thorns in a person’s heart, choking out the word?  

· What is deceitful about wealth?

· What false promises about wealth have I not uprooted?

· What worries do I allow to occupy my mind, and dwell in my imagination?

Matthew 13:51-58

· On what basis did the townspeople deny Jesus’ spiritual authority and message?   What was foolish about their criteria?

· Why does “familiarity breed contempt,” and what warning does this give me?

· How can my lack of faith discourage the work of God from happening around me?

Matthew 14

Matthew 14:1-12

· What was Herod’s response to John’s message?

· What can I learn from the fact that Herod’s refusal to listen to John led to him killing him?

· What were the different points at which Herod could have repented?  

· Am I in the middle of a snowballing process of becoming hardened regarding some sin, pushed along by shame, fear, and pride, like Herod?

Matthew 14:13-21

· What can I learn from Jesus’ response to the large crowd after the sad news of John the Baptist?

· In what ways is God saying “You give them,” and my response is “we have here only”? 

· How does Jesus’ example challenge me regarding how I typically respond to interruptions to my plans, or the intrusion of the needs of others, especially when I feel that I have nothing to give?

· What can I learn about God’s character and his heart from the fact that “[they] all ate and were satisfied”, including the disciples who did not have anything to begin with?  How have I experienced this to be true in my own life?

Additional Questions:

Matthew 14:13, 22-33

· How do I typically process personal difficulties, grief or other emotional distress, or a call to exercise faith?  Are there situations in my life where I need to hear “Take courage!  It is I.  Don’t be afraid.”?

· Jesus sought out a solitary time of prayer upon hearing about John’s execution (vv. 12-13).  After a long exhausting day, he still prioritized his solitude with God and made it a point to spend time in prayer.  What priority does prayer hold in my life?

Matthew 15

Matthew 15:1-2, 10-20

· Contrast the Pharisees’ view of cleanliness with Jesus’ view.  Are there ways in which my view of spiritual cleanliness resembles that of the Pharisees? 

· Given the clear reality of man’s sinful heart, how is it that the Pharisees could have focused so much on external rituals—such as the washing of hands—as a way of becoming clean?

· How can I keep from falling prey to external religion?

Matthew 15:21-28

· Considering that it was her desperate and helpless situation that drove her to Jesus, what perspective should I have toward needy or helpless situations in my life?

· What did the Canaanite woman endure to experience healing?  

· What are some things about life that I feel entitled to?  Consider how this might contribute to a lack of growth or healing in some area of my life.

· Jesus praises this woman as having great faith.  What is it about her response that warranted this praise, and what picture of faith does she depict?

Additional Questions:
“In this question he goes to the heart of the problem, which is the relationship of the developing oral law to the written law. The tradition of the elders was not simply a preferred way of living, but it became equal in authority to the written law. Jesus makes it clear to them that the Old Testament came from God, while their traditions are simply the pronouncements of human elders.”

Matthew 15:1-9

· What would the Pharisees have had to do in order for them to equate “tradition” to the “written law”?

· How can I safeguard against equating “traditions” as equal to God’s law expressed through scripture?

· Are there traditions that I am appealing to in order to justify clear disobedience to the command of God?  

· Take a moment and reflect on my acts of service for God and assess the degree to which they are genuine and God-centered vs. rote adherence to “rules taught by men.”  

Matthew 15:29-39

· What is so baffling about the disciples’ response in light of the miracles that they just witnessed as well as the feeding of the 5000 (Matthew 14:13-21)?  What could have been the reasons for their response?  Has this kind of approach prevented me from living out my faith, and experiencing God’s divine provisions?

· From Jesus’ example, what are the components of compassion? 

· To what extent do I share these aspects of compassion?

· Reflect on the contrast between the need of the hour and the meager provisions in the disciples’ possession.  Yet, what does Jesus ask them v. 34?  What was the focus of the disciples, and what was the focus of Jesus in their approach to the problem?

· Reflect on the potential use of the seven loaves and “a few small fish.”  What step were needed before this small amount could be used to feed the multitudes?  To what extent have I released the few loaves and fish that I have?

Matthew 16

Matthew 16:13-16  

“Christianity never consists in knowing about Jesus; it always consists in knowing Jesus.   Jesus Christ demands a personal verdict.  He did not ask only Peter, he asks every man: ‘You – what do you think of me?’
  

· What does v. 15 reveal about the essence of the gospel?

· How do I answer Jesus’ question: “But what about you?  Who do you say I am?”

Matthew 16:17-20

“Jesus calls Peter here by the name he had given him when Simon was first called, transliterated from Aramaic in John 1:42 as Kephas. As John specifies, the name Peter (Petros) is the Greek equivalent for Kephas.... The first feature is a well-known wordplay in Greek: “You are Peter [Petros], and on this rock [petra] I will build my church.” ... The demonstrative pronoun “this” points away from Peter as a person and specifies an aspect of him. In this view it is the truth of Peter’s confession or his faith expressed in his confession that is the rock on which the church will be built.”

· What is the confession that I am building my life upon?  Does it match with Peter’s confession that Jesus is “the Christ, the son of the living God”?

· What authority does Jesus give to the church?  

· How does this immense responsibility affect my life? 

Matthew 16:21-23 

· According to Jesus’ rebuke, why was Peter unable to accept his prophecy?  In what ways am I like Peter?

· Think about situations where those who are closest to me can become a “stumbling block to me” because they “do not have in mind the things of God, but the things of men”?

· What can I learn from Jesus’ harsh rebuke of Peter, even to the point of calling him “Satan”?

Matthew 16:24-27

“Losing one’s life to Jesus means giving over one’s own will to follow him alone in discovering God’s will as the central, driving force for one’s life. This concept echoes later in Paul’s declaration, ‘Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old has gone, the new has come!’ (2 Cor. 5:17). The new life of the kingdom of God is discovered only by giving over to Jesus one’s old life and finding new life in following him.”

· What are the two kinds of “life” presented in this passage and what is the relationship between the two?

· In what specific ways am I called to “deny [myself] and take up [my] cross and follow [Jesus]”?

Additional Questions:

Matthew 16:1-4

· Consider Jesus’ frustration expressed in vv. 2-4.  Why would people be good at “how to interpret the appearance of the sky”?  

· What does this reveal about the reason for their spiritual dullness?  What can I learn about my own spiritual sensitivity from this?

· Have I properly discerned the “signs of the times” in my generation, and formed a sense of direction and identity for my life accordingly?

Matthew 16:5-12

· According to their interpretation, Jesus is pointing out a mistake they made, when in reality Jesus was issuing an important warning about something else.  What caused them to misunderstand Jesus? 

· Are there ways in which my own sense of guilt, shame, or discouragement over a mistake becomes a lens through which I misinterpret God or other people?

Matthew 17

Matthew 17:1-3

“The ‘six days’ probably indicates the time it took to travel from Caesarea Philippi (16:13) to the high mountains (17:1); that is, the Transfiguration took place within a few days of the prediction that Jesus must go to Jerusalem and be killed. The two passages must therefore be read together. [..] Those Jesus ‘took with him’ were Peter, James, and John, the inner circle of the Twelve.”

· What can I learn from the fact that this event happened after Jesus plainly told the disciples about his death (cf. Matthew 16:21-28)?

· What does this show about the true meaning of “glory” and “honor” in Christian life?

Matthew 17:4-8

· How does Peter’s response show human nature’s strong tendency to prefer settling down and shutting out a sense of duty toward a broader mission?  How does this often come into conflict with God’s will for my life?

· Reflect on the clarity and simplicity of God’s message from the cloud.    

· How does this passage show how the word of God terrifies as well as relieves?  How have I experienced this in my life?

Matthew 17:10-13

“ ‘Behold I will send you Elijah the prophet before the great and terrible day of the Lord comes.﻿’ So writes Malachi, and then he goes on: “’And he will turn the hearts of fathers to their children, and the hearts of children to their fathers, lest I come and smite the land with a curse﻿’ (﻿Malachi 4:5﻿, ﻿6﻿). [..] Jews came to believe that not only would Elijah come, but he would restore all things before the Messiah came, that he would [..] make the world fit for the Messiah to enter into. The idea was that Elijah would be a great and terrible reformer, who would walk throughout the world destroying all evil and setting things to rights. The result was that both the forerunner and the Messiah were thought of in terms of power. [..] Jesus corrects this. Elijah has come; but his way was the way of suffering and of sacrifice, as must also be the way of the Son of Man.”

· Reflect on the tragedy of Jesus’ words: “… they did not recognize him, but have done to him everything they wished.”  How good am I in recognizing God’s messenger, or a message from God that comes packaged in a way I do not like?

· From God’s perspective, what would have been the alternative to having them do to John (and Jesus) “everything they wished”?  

· Have I appreciated deeply God’s mercy in choosing to absorb the insult and violence of wicked men?

· Have I honored God’s suffering servant by committing to live likewise, or do I still aspire to power?

Additional Questions:

Matthew 17:14-21

· Why is Jesus so frustrated with the disciples’ lack of faith?

· Why was it that most of Jesus’ rebukes towards the disciples had to do with their lack of faith?  

· Who are the people in my life about whom Jesus is saying to me “Bring [them] to me”?

Matthew 17:22-23

 “The disciples didn’t understand why Jesus kept talking about his death because they expected him to set up a political kingdom. His death, they thought, would dash their hopes. They didn’t know that Jesus’ death and resurrection would make his kingdom possible.”

· Why would Jesus tell his disciples that he was “going to be betrayed into the hands of men…”?   How does this show Jesus’ faith?

Matthew 17:24-27

· Reflect on the fact that although Jesus makes it clear that “the sons are exempt,” he goes on to pay the taxes.  What wisdom about Christian life is Jesus teaching here?  

· What lesson is there here regarding how to discern what issues are appropriate for disciples to prioritize, and about “picking my battles”?

Matthew 18

Matthew 18:1-6, 10-14

· What misunderstanding about the kingdom of heaven does the disciples’ question reveal?  In what ways am I like the disciples, seeking to be great?  How does this contrast with Jesus’ values?

· Who are the “little ones” in my life that I need to be responsible towards?

· What is the connection between “[looking] down on one of these little ones” and “[causing] one of these little ones who believe in [Jesus] to sin,” and what are some ways in which both of these things are going on in today’s culture?

Matthew 18:7-10

“Jesus now addresses the disciples directly about their personal responsibility for their own actions. Lest they deceive themselves into thinking that all sinful behavior is the result of others causing them to sin, Jesus declares that they must take responsibility for their own tendencies to cause themselves to sin (again skandalizo, as in 18:6). Similar to the hyperbole in the SM (5:29 – 30), Jesus indicates that cutting off one’s hand or foot or plucking out one’s eye in this life (18:8 – 9) is no comparison to the eternal judgment destined for allowing the passions of one’s own life to lead one into sin. Jesus is not advocating physical self-mutilation, but through dramatic figures of speech he indicates the rigorous self-discipline needed for committed disciples.”

“ ‘Little ones’ does not only mean children, but those who humble themselves like children as Jesus described.  It is a wicked thing to sin, and it is a far greater evil to lead others into sin.”

· What kind of excuses have I been making towards resilient sin issues in my life? How has this affected others?  

· What kind of drastic measures am I called to take to deal with sins in my life?   What should be my motivation?

Matthew 18:15-20

“At its widest what Jesus was saying was, ‘If anyone sins against you, spare no effort to make that man admit his fault, and to get things right again between you and him.’ Basically it means that we must never tolerate any situation in which there is a breach of personal relationships between us and another member of the Christian community.”

· What responsibility do I have towards other people’s sins?  What responsibility does the church have?

· How easy is it to “go and show [a brother] his fault”?

· What can I learn from the process that a person is advised to take in leading a brother to repent?

Additional Questions:
Matthew 18:18-20

· How does this passage elevate my identity as a Christian and my relationship with other Christians?

· How does v. 20 provide additional motivation for working on reconciling relationships within the church?

Matthew 18:21-22

· What is revealed in Peter’s question “how many times shall I forgive my brother?”

· What can we learn about God’s heart based on Jesus’ answer?

· Under what situations have you uttered the same questions to God, “How many time do I have to ____?” 

Matthew 18:23-27

 “The total revenue of the province which contained Idumaea, Judaea and Samaria was only 600 talents; the total revenue of even a wealthy province like Galilee was only 300 talents. Here was a debt which was greater than a king’s ransom.”

· What words provide a clue into the self-understanding of the servant?

· How would the servant have felt upon receiving the king’s mercy?  Why?

· How does the king’s cancellation of the servant’s debt resemble what the cross accomplished?

Matthew 18:28-35

· Reflect on the servant’s treatment toward his fellow servant.  In what ways do I forget God’s mercy and over-focus on the sins of others?  In what ways have I missed opportunities to show mercy to others?

· What does it mean to “forgive from your heart”?  Is there someone toward whom I can apply this lesson?

Matthew 19

Matthew 19:1-12

· Think about all the loss, destruction and pain released into the world by one couple’s divorce.  Considering the immense personal pain involved (not to mention pain and damage to others), why do people still get divorced?  What does this show about the human condition?

· Reflect on the words, “because your hearts were hard.  But it was not this way from the beginning.”  What does this reveal about how God works within the reality of man’s sinfulness in continually striving to shape his people toward his will?  

Matthew 19:13-26

· What can I learn about the kingdom of heaven from the fact that it belongs to “the little children”?

· What does the man’s question “what good things must I do to get eternal life” reveal about his view of the kingdom of heaven?  How is this similar to the disciples who rebuked those who brought the children?

· Why must Jesus address the issue of wealth and what does this say regarding what it takes to “get eternal life”?  

· What is so tragic about the way this young man responded to Jesus’ invitation to follow him?

· What are the forms of wealth that I need to surrender in order to “get eternal life”?   

Matthew 19:27-29 

“It is always true that the Christian will receive far more than ever he has to give up; but what he receives is not new material possessions, but a new fellowship, human and divine.”

“In distinction from the rich young man who has turned away, any who examine themselves and give up their own little gods to follow Jesus in discipleship, whether that little god is family or possessions or territory, will receive the reward of the full realization of their inheritance of eternal life. “

· What have I “left … to follow [Jesus]”?

· Jesus says that whoever leaves his brothers or sisters or father or mother or children or fields for my sake will receive a hundred times as much and will inherit eternal life.  What does this reveal about what God truly wants for us? 

· In what way have I experienced receiving “a hundred times as much” through the surrendering of “houses,” “fields,” “brothers or sisters or father or mother or children” for Jesus’ sake?

Additional Questions:

Matthew 19:3

· What was the Pharisees’ motive for asking their question regarding divorce?

· Are there times when I hide my true agenda when I speak, ask questions, or seem interested in something?

Matthew 19:4-6

· To what source of authority does Jesus turn in answering their question?

· In what ways can reading about what God wanted “at the beginning” clarify many issues in my life?

· Reflect on the words “male and female,” “a man,” “his wife,” “the two,” “one flesh,” “no longer two,” and “let man not separate.”  What basic truths about God’s original design for marriage emerge from these words?

Matthew 19:13-15

 “Jesus once again turns prevailing societal values on their head to show that the low position of children in society illustrates the humility necessary for entrance into the kingdom of God (19:14; see comments on 18:1-5). Childlikeness is not only a prerequisite for entrance to the kingdom but is also a necessary lifetime characteristic for Jesus’ disciples. As weak, defenseless, vulnerable children, they must continue to maintain dependence on their heavenly Father for the purpose, power, and significance of their life of discipleship.”

· What may have been the psychology of the disciples as they “rebuked those who brought [the children]”?

· What is revealed about the disciples’ self-understanding and their view of Jesus through this? 

· What can I learn about the kingdom of heaven from the fact that it belongs to “the little children”?

· To what degree have I been affected by the values of the kingdom of heaven?

Matthew 19:23-24

 “…wealth is a heady intoxicant, because it provides most of the counterfeits that fool a person into thinking he or she does not need God.”

 “…one should be careful of the “deceitfulness of wealth.”  This passage does not suggest that wealth is wrong, however, but it does suggest that there is something about wealth that can choke off the effectiveness of the gospel and keep one from entering the kingdom.”

· What is it about riches that makes it hard to enter the kingdom of heaven? 

· What warning about wealth do I need to heed?  

Matthew 19:30 

 “Jesus turned the world’s values upside down.  Consider the most powerful or well-known people in our world—how many got where they are by being humble, self-effacing, and gentle? Not many! But in the life to come, the last will be first—if they got in last place by choosing to follow Jesus.  Don’t forfeit eternal rewards for temporary benefits.  Be willing to make sacrifices now for greater rewards later.  Be willing to accept human disapproval, while knowing that you have God’s approval.”

· Why would v.30 be true?

· How does v.30 compare/contrast with the world’s values?

· What kind of long-term perspective of my life do I need in order to live out this truth?

Matthew 20

Matthew 20:1-16

“[…]In the context of Matthew’s gospel there is another function of the parable. That is to answer Peter’s question in Matthew 19:27. Peter had first made a claim and then asked his question. The claim was, ‘We have left everything and followed you.’ The question was essentially, ‘What reward are we going to get for our special loyalty and love?’ Peter’s assumption is that he and the other disciples deserved a greater reward because of the greatness of their commitment to Christ. Jesus’ reply makes it clear that God does not judge based on what is deserved, but on the basis of grace.”

· Reflect on the description of the hired men as “standing in the marketplace doing nothing.”  In what ways does this characterize life apart from the meaningful labors of the kingdom of heaven?

· Why is it inappropriate  for those who were hired first to “grumble against the landowner?”  What does their grumbling reveal about their view of their work in the vineyard?

· What is my reaction to the fact that there is no extra “reward” for serving God longer?  What is my attitude towards God’s generosity and grace towards others?

Matthew 20:17-28

“This passage shows us that the disciples had misunderstood both the preceding passion predictions and Jesus' teaching concerning the kingdom's nature. Hearing Jesus' promise of a special place for the Twelve (19:28), James and John wanted to establish a special place among the Twelve. While each of us is special to the Lord, we must not fail to recognize, as the sons of Zebedee did, that all other disciples are special to him as well. To accomplish their petition they enlisted their mother; Jewish tradition accorded aged women a special place of respect that younger women did not hold (compare Judg 5:7; 2 Sam 14:2; 20:16-22; Tit 2:4). Further, women could get away with asking requests men dare not ask, both in Jewish (Lk 18:2-5; 2 Sam 14:1-21; 20:16-22; 1 Kings 1:11-16; 2:17; Bailey 1980:134) and broader Greco-Roman culture (Dixon 1988:179).”
 
· Reflect on the inappropriateness of James and John’s request (made through their mother) coming after Jesus’ detailed predictions of his suffering and crucifixion.  What does this show about what happens to my heart when I seek personal gain and ascendancy?

· In what ways am I like John and James?   

· Jesus answers James and John by having them focus on drinking the “cup I am going to drink,” and informs them that matters of relative position is in the hands of God.  How does this message apply to me?

Additional Questions:
Matthew 20:8-12

"[…] the principle in the world is that he who works the longest receives the most pay. That is just. But in the kingdom of God the principles of merit and ability may be set aside so that grace can prevail"

“It is essential to the story in a time when laborers were customarily paid at the end of each day (cf. Lev 19:13). The foreman is told to pay each man (lit.) ‘the wage’--the standard day-laborer's wage. Who gets paid first is crucial: it is only because the last hired receive a day's wage (v. 9) that those first hired expect to get more than they bargained for (v. 10). They ‘grumble against’ (v. 11) the owner because he has been generous to others and merely just to them.” 

· What is revealed about human notions of fairness from the workers who grumbled against the landowner? 

· Is there some way that I’m asking God for fairness instead of mercy? 

· In terms of this parable, to which group of workers do I belong?

Matthew 20:13-15

 “[…]In the context of Matthew’s gospel there is another function of the parable. That is to answer Peter’s question in Matthew 19:27.Peter had first made a claim and then asked his question. The claim was, "We have left everything and followed you." The question was essentially, "What reward are we going to get for our special loyalty and love?" Peter’s assumption is that he and the other disciples deserved a greater reward because of the greatness of their commitment to Christ. Jesus’ reply makes it clear that God does not judge based on what is deserved, but on the basis of grace.”

· Meditate on how God and others have extended me undeserved generosity and grace.  

Matthew 20:22-23

“It is often ignorance that seeks leadership, power, and glory: the brothers do not know what they are asking. To ask to reign with Jesus is to ask to suffer with him… To ask for worldly wealth and much honor is often to ask for anxiety, temptation, disappointment, and envy; and in the spiritual arena to ask for great usefulness and reward is often to ask for great suffering (cf. 2Cor 11:23-33; Col 1:24; Rev 1:9). ‘We know not what we ask, when we ask for the glory of wearing the crown, and ask not for grace to bear the cross in our way to it.’"

· In what ways is it true of people today that they seek what they seek because they “don’t know what [they] are asking”? 

Matthew 20:25-28

· According to Jesus, a “great” person “must be your servant…must be your slave.”  What are the characteristics of a servant and a slave?

· How did Jesus exemplify this in his life and death?

· What is my view of greatness?

· What are the concrete ways I can serve others?

Matthew 20:29-34

 “The blind men called Jesus ‘Son of David’ because the Jews knew that the Messiah would be a descendent of David (see Isaiah 9:6, 7; 11:1; Jeremiah 23:5, 6). These blind beggars could see that Jesus was the long-awaited Messiah, while the religious leaders who witnessed Jesus’ miracles were blind to his identity, refusing to open their eyes to the truth. Seeing with your eyes doesn’t guarantee seeing with your heart.”

· Consider the fact that if these men had just waited for a “better time” or “the next opportunity,” they would have remained unhealed and blind.  What is my attitude toward spiritual opportunities?

· What is so right about the blind men’s desperate shout? 
· What can I learn from the blind men’s refusal to be quiet in the face of being rebuked by a crowd of people, and the fact that “they shouted all the louder?”
· Compare and contrast the crowd’s response and Jesus’ response to the two blind men’s cry for mercy.  What is my attitude towards others’ blindness?
Matthew 21

Matthew 21:1-11

"The crowds shout out ‘Hosanna,’ which is the transliteration of the Hebrew expression that means ‘O save’ (cf. 2 Sam. 14:4; 2 Kings 6:26)… They further cry out to Jesus as ‘Son of David’ (21:9).  Linked with Hosanna, the title ‘Son of David’ is unmistakably messianic.  The crowd acknowledges what Jesus has already stated in his fulfillment of Zechariah 9:9: He is the Davidic Messiah…on whom they call to save them out of their oppression.”
 

· How is “Hosanna” the cry of human heart?  To whom can this cry be directed?

· What do I wish God to save me from?  How does what I wish God to save me from compare to the message of the Gospel?
Matthew 21:23-27

“’John's baptism’ (v. 25) is a way of referring to the Baptist's entire ministry …Jesus asks whether that ministry was from heaven or from men. … ”
  “They cannot alienate the people by saying that John’s highly popular prophetic ministry was not from God. They fear that the people may turn against them and cause an uprising (21:26), which would jeopardize the Roman support of their leadership. But neither can they endorse the very prophet who had condemned them for not repenting (cf.3: 7-10)…These religious leaders recognize the dilemma Jesus has put them in, so they refuse to answer. That refusal shows their dishonesty, and they must accept their culpability.”

· Notice that the priests and elders confidently came to challenge Jesus, only to be confronted with a question that invites them to take a stance on the truth, which would have far-reaching consequences in their lives.  Think of a time when I felt similarly confronted with a truth or a question that presented a “fork in the road.”  How did I respond?

· What pragmatic considerations do the priests and elders consider before giving their answer to Jesus?  

· What fears, and other pragmatic considerations, am I allowing to intrude upon my consideration and response to who Jesus is, and what authority he has in my life?

· In what ways am I similar to the priests and elders who replied “I don’t know” in order to avoid the concrete personal demands made by the truth? 

Matthew 21:33-42

“Many absentee landowners were notorious for their harsh treatment of their tenants. Here, the scene is reversed, and the landowner’s servants are abused when they come to collect a portion of the harvest. The landowner continues to send servants to collect what is rightfully his, but each is treated the same way (22:36). The treatment of these ‘servants’ calls to mind the same fate that befell God’s prophets throughout Old Testament history (e.g., 1 Kings 18:4; Jer. 20:1 – 2). Jesus will soon hold the teachers of the law and Pharisees culpable for the ill fate of the prophets and wise men sent to Israel (cf. Matt. 23:34).” 

· Reflect on the description of what the landowner did in preparing the vineyard before renting it out to the tenant farmers.  In what way is this true of my life?

· What is absurd about the tenants’ response to the landowner’s request? What truth about their relationship did the tenants ignore?
· In what ways have I been like the tenants in challenging God’s rightful authority over my life?

Additional Questions:

Matthew 21:1-6

 “The term ‘Lord’ (kyrios) can designee one's master or one's deity.  It is used to refer to the master of the slave in 10:24, but also to God as Lord of the harvest (9:38), Lord of the vineyard (20:8), Lord of heaven and earth (11:20, 25), and often of Jesus as the Messiah (Acts 10:36).  It is difficult to say what either the disciples or anyone else would have understood kyrios to meet in this context, but Jesus plainly intends it to refer to himself has the one who sovereignly superintends these events.  At this climatic time of his earthly ministry, Jesus reveals himself with increasing clarity.”[1]
· What is the significance of the fact that Jesus gave such specific instructions to the disciples in fulfillment of the prophecy?

· How might the disciples have felt as they obeyed Jesus’ seemingly strange instructions and then found everything as Jesus had said?

· What perspective do these verses give me on the seemingly “illogical” or counter-intuitive commands of God that I am called to obey?

· Have there been times when God’s commands to me seemed to not make sense?  What has been my response to them?

Matthew 21:12-17

· What is so offensive and tragic about what was happening in the temple?

· How does Jesus’ healing of the blind and lame contrast with what was happening in the temple?

· Consider the fact that what Jesus found fundamentally offensive, the temple authorities found perfectly okay.  Who has the authority to establish the definition of what is appropriate in my life?

· Are there ways in which I have failed to take into consideration God’s standards in allowing worldly values and practices into my life?

· In what ways can the church today turn into a marketplace?

Matthew 21:18-19

 “This cursing of the barren fig-tree represents the state of hypocrites in general; and so it teaches us that the fruit of fig-trees may justly be expected from those that have the leaves. Christ looks for the power of religion from those that make profession of it; …

“As one of the chiefest blessings, and which was the first, is, Be fruitful; so one of the saddest curses is, Be no more fruitful. Thus the sin of hypocrites is made their punishment; they would not do good, and therefore they shall do none; he that is fruitless, let him be fruitless still, and lose his honour and comfort. A false and hypocritical profession commonly withers in this world, and it is the effect of Christ's curse; the fig-tree that had no fruit, soon lost its leaves. Hypocrites may look plausible for a time, but, having no principle, no root in themselves, their profession will soon come to nothing; the gifts wither, common graces decay, the credit of the profession declines and sinks, and the falseness and folly of the pretender are manifested to all men.”

· Meditate on the description, “nothing on it except leaves.”  What kind of church, what kind of Christian would be aptly described as having “nothing on it except leaves”?

· What does fruit represent?

· How fruitful am I?

Matthew 21:23-24

 “Jesus' teaching takes place in the ‘temple courts,’ probably in one of the porticos surrounding the Court of the Gentiles. The chief priests were high temple functionaries, elevated members of the priestly aristocracy who were part of the Sanhedrin (see on 2:4); the elders were in this case probably nonpriestly members of the Sanhedrin, heads of the most influential lay families (cf. Jeremias, Jerusalem, pp. 222ff.). In other words, representative members of the Sanhedrin, described in terms of their clerical status rather than their theological positions (e.g., Sadducees and Pharisees), approached Jesus and challenged his authority to do ‘these things’--viz., the cleansing of the temple, the miraculous healings, and perhaps also his teaching (v. 23). Their first question was therefore not narrowly theological but concerned Jesus' authority; yet their concern in asking who gave him this authority (cf. Acts 4:7) sprang less from a desire to identify him than from a desire to stifle and perhaps ensnare him.”

· By focusing on Jesus’ authority, what could the chief priests and elders be avoiding?

· By what authority were the priests and elders questioning Jesus?

· Are there ways in which I am similar to the chief priests and elders in this way? 

Matthew 21:28-32

 “The shock value of Jesus' statement can only be appreciated when the low esteem in which tax collectors (see on 5:46) were held, not to mention prostitutes, is taken into account… But Jesus is saying that the scum of society, though it says no to God, repents, performs the Father's will, and enters the kingdom, whereas the religious authorities loudly say yes to God but never do what he says, and therefore they fail to enter.”

“The key to the correct understanding of this parable is that it is not really praising anyone. It is setting before us a picture of two very imperfect sets of people, of whom one set were none the less better than the other. Neither son in the story was the kind of son to bring full joy to his father. Both were unsatisfactory; but the one who in the end obeyed was incalculably better than the other…this parable teaches us that promises can never take the place of performance, and fine words are never a substitute for fine deeds.”

· In what areas of my life, have I been like the first son - making empty promises, but not following through in obedience?

· What dire warning is here for me regarding the consequences of developing such a separation between my words and obedience, given whom this parable is directed at? 

Matthew 21:37-46

 “The crowds at Jesus’ entrance to Jerusalem had sung out a portion of the last Hallel psalm, ‘O Lord, save us,’ a quotation of Psalm 118:25 – 26 (cf. Matt. 21:9). Now Jesus draws on Psalm 118:22 to point to his rejection and future vindication: ‘The stone the builders rejected has become the capstone’ (Matt. 21:42). God gives prominence to his suffering servant like a ‘capstone’ (lit., ‘head of the corner’), either the stone that held two rows of stones together in a corner (‘cornerstone’) or the wedge-shaped stone placed at the pinnacle of an arch that locked together the ascending stones. The suffering of the Son will be turned into the position of ultimate prominence and importance. 

“Jesus climaxes his indictment of the religious leadership with a stinging pronouncement: ‘Therefore I tell you that the kingdom of God will be taken away from you and given to a people who will produce its fruit.’ This gives Jesus’ unambiguous conclusion to the preceding parable. The leaders are not fulfilling the obligations to God for which they are responsible, neither in their own lives nor in leading the nation of Israel. …

“The kingdom of God will produce its fruit in this new nation of Jesus’ disciples, which points ahead to the work of the Holy Spirit in the establishment of the new covenant. The reign of God’s powerful presence is demonstrated in regenerated people through lives distinguished by the fruit of righteousness (Matt. 5:20) and good works (Col. 1:5 – 10), the fruit of Spirit-produced transformation of character (Gal. 5:21 – 24), and the fruit of new generations of disciples (Matt. 28:18 – 20; cf. John 15:16) that will bear witness to the reality of the kingdom on earth.” 

· In what ways have the warnings of Jesus to Israel become fulfilled?

· What is revealed about the values of the “builders” (and the world) who rejected the stone that God himself will place as the capstone?  Why is it that the values of the world and the values of God’s kingdom, as revealed in the gospel, are so different?  Have I fully embraced the values of the kingdom?

Matthew 21:43-46

· Reflect on the words in v. 43: “the kingdom of God will be taken away from you and given to a people who will produce its fruit.”  
· What is so tragic and fearful about the response of the chief priests and the Pharisees?

Matthew 22

Matthew 22:1-14

 “It was customary for the wedding guest to be given garments to wear to the banquet. It was unthinkable to refuse to wear these garments. That would insult the host, who could only assume that the guest was arrogant and thought that he did not need these garments or that he did not want to take part in the wedding celebration. […] Christ has provided this garment of righteousness to everyone, but each person must choose to put it on in order to enter the King’s banquet (eternal life).”
 
· In what way does vv. 8-10 capture the gospel?
· What can be said of the attitude of the guest without wedding clothes toward the king and his son?  How is this inappropriate in light of the fact that he had been invited to the banquet due to the king’s generosity?
· What does this passage say about my need for a proper response to God’s grace?  

Matthew 22:23-46

· Think about the twisted questioning of the Sadducees.  In what way does this kind of questioning continue today by people who attempt to evade Jesus’ claims by diverting attention to clearly marginal matters?

· Are there ways in which I pick at minor details,  focus on marginal issues, or seize upon things that do not make sense to me as a way of confusing  rather than confront the concrete implications of the Lordship of Jesus in my life?

· Reflect on the simplicity and clarity of Jesus’ summation of the entirety of God’s commands as stated in vv.37-40.  How have I obeyed these commands in my life?  

Matthew 22:1-46

· Reflect on all the people (Pharisees, Herodians, Sadducees) who missed out on the greatest invitation and the various tactics they each deployed to deflect having to respond to the invitation. 

· What is so tragic about their response to Jesus and are there ways that I can relate to their responses?

Additional Questions:

Matthew 22:15-22

 “The Pharisees, a religious group, opposed the Roman occupation of Palestine.  The Herodians, a political party, supported Herod Antipas and the policies instituted by Rome.  Normally, these two groups were bitter enemies, but here they united against Jesus”

· What is surprising about the fact that the Pharisees and the Herodians united to trap Jesus despite the fact that they were enemies?

· What does this show about the basic nature of sin?

· What does this say about the range and depth of what Jesus threatens?   

· What is tragic about the fact that “they were amazed,” but “they left him and went away”?

Matthew 22:19-21

 “Coinage in the ancient world had significant political power.  Rulers issued coins with their own image and inscription on them.  In a certain sense, the coin was regarded as his personal property.  Where the coin was valid, the ruler held political sway over the people.”

· Whose portrait is inscribed on the Roman coin?

· According to Genesis 1:26, in whose image is man created?

· From Jesus’ answer, what does this imply about God’s ownership over our lives?  How should this affect the way I view my money, time, resources, etc?

Matthew 22:29-30

· What might be the reasons why the Sadducees read the Scripture and yet “[did] not know the Scriptures or the power of God?”

· What questions come up in people’s mind or my mind as a result of being “in error because [they] do not know the Scriptures or the power of God?”  How is this related to their earthly agendas, as in the case of Sadducees with marriage?

· What warnings do I need to take from the Sadducces’ error and blindness?

Matthew 22:34-36

· What did the expert in the law use his knowledge of the Scripture for?  Why is this an inappropriate usage of Scripture knowledge?  

· Are there ways in which my knowledge of the Scriptures is serving no good purpose in my life?

Matthew 22:41-46

 “The objection Christ raised was, If Christ be David's son, how then doth David, in spirit, call him Lord? He did not hereby design to ensnare them, as they did him, but to instruct them in a truth they were loath to believe--that the expected Messiah is God.”

· Why were the Pharisees unable/unwilling to “say a word in reply” to Jesus’ question?

· What is problematic about their avoidance response after Jesus stumped them?

· When my ideas are challenged by God’s word, or some clear truth, what is my typical response?

Matthew 23

Matthew 23:5-7

· Reflect on the things that the Pharisees and teachers of the law loved.  To what extent are their values identical to mine?

· How has this affected me in terms of doing “everything … for men to see”?

· What is so tragic about this?
Matthew 23:8-12

· What truth can save me from loving the recognition and attention described in vv. 5-7? 

· What things that I do, pursue, and desire have at its core the desire to exalt myself?

· Reflect upon how Jesus embodied the paradox described in vv. 11-12 while on earth. What are some examples of people who also were able to live out this paradox?

Matthew 23:13-39

“Jesus' woes are the angry laments of wounded love, incited by compassion for those whom religious leaders have led astray (see 23:37).  Christians today often think of ‘Pharisees’ as hypocrites and hence do not feel threatened when hearing them denounced. But the Pharisees' contemporaries thought of them as very devoted practitioners of the Bible, and of the scribes as experts in biblical laws. In today's terms, Jesus was thundering against many popular preachers and people who seemed to be living holy lives--because they were practicing human religion rather than serving God with purified hearts.

“When rightly understood, Jesus' woes may strike too close to home for comfort. When religion becomes a veneer of holiness to conceal unholy character, it makes its bearers less receptive to God's transforming grace.”

· What emotions do Jesus’ exclamations convey?  Why would he feel this way?  

· What does this impress upon me about the way God views me, both as a follower and as someone entrusted with the knowledge of the gospel?  

· What is so sad about the picture of the teachers of law and Pharisees portrayed in this text as they were known for their devotion to the word of God?

· Which of the woes apply to me?

Additional Questions:

Matthew 23:1-4

· Are there ways in which I do not practice what I preach?

· What can I learn from Jesus’ command to “obey them and do everything they tell you” despite the fact that they did not practice what they preached?  

· What warning does this give me as a follower and as a leader?

Matthew 23:13-15

· What are some of the ways I might inadvertently shut the kingdom of heaven in men’s faces by my example?  

· What can I do to address or prevent this hypocrisy?  

Matthew 23:16-22 

 “On the popular level, people had begun using many surrogate phrases for God's name, hoping to avoid judgment if they broke the oath. Pharisees endeavored to distinguish which oath phrases were actually binding…in any case, Jesus rejects their reasoning. Jesus rails in part against traditions that have created inconsistent standards of holiness. (We might compare churches today that…fight for the authority of Scripture yet care so little for it in practice that they ignore the context of verses.) ...Jesus' attack is ultimately directed against the profanation of God's name.”

· Why would the Pharisees and teachers of the law attempt to distinguish between oaths taken by the temple versus the gold, and the altar versus the gift?  

· Are there similar ways in which I attempt to distinguish a command from God from being obeyed consistently throughout my life?  (i.e. only exercising compassion on certain people at certain times, instead of on all people.)  

Matthew 23:23-24

 “Jesus does not condemn scrupulous observance in these things (‘without neglecting the former’), but insists that to fuss over them while neglecting the ‘more important matters of the law’ (cf. 22:34-40)—justice, mercy, and pistis (here rightly translated ‘faithfulness’)—is to strain out a gnat but swallow a camel (23:24) both unclean creatures.”

· What are the “more important matters” that Jesus is referring to here?

· What “trivial” or less significant things about Christian living detract me from understanding more deeply the principles and fundamental truths of God? 

· Woe is defined as “deep distress or misery…intense mournfulness.”  What can I learn about Jesus’ heart from his repeating the statement “Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites!” seven times?  

Matthew 23:25-26

· How does keeping clean only on the outside only ultimately leave my inside “full of greed and self-indulgence”?

· What concrete steps do I need to take in order to “clean [myself on] the inside”?

Matthew 23:27-28

“When rightly understood, Jesus' woes may strike too close to home for comfort. When religion becomes a veneer of holiness to conceal unholy character, it makes its bearers less receptive to God's transforming grace.”

· Meditate on the irony of a whitewashed tomb being thought of as beautiful. 

· What external acts might I be engaged in that appear “beautiful” on the outside but are defiling me inwardly?

Matthew 23:29-32

 “We sometimes think, if we had lived when Christ was upon earth, that we should not have despised and rejected him, as men then did; yet Christ in his Spirit, in his word, in his ministers, is still no better treated.”

· What is Jesus’ main criticism of the Pharisees?

· What might have caused the Pharisees to think that they were above the deeds of their forefathers? 

· Why is it easy to think of the sins of other people, other cultures, or previous generations as something I would not have done?  What warning does this give me about my current sense of my sinfulness?

· What are the things that cause me to overestimate my own righteousness?

Matthew 23:33-36

· Why did Jesus utter such scathing rebukes?  What can I learn about Jesus’ heart from v.34 and v.37?

· In light of this passage, what can I learn about the role of harsh and offensive words in leading people to repentance?

· What has been my response to Jesus’ attempt at “sending [me] prophets and wise men and teachers?”

Matthew 23:37-39

 “A hen gathering her chicks under her wings, is an apt emblem of the Saviour's tender love to those who trust in him, and his faithful care of them. He calls sinners to take refuge under his tender protection, keeps them safe, and nourishes them to eternal life…In the mean time the Saviour stands ready to receive all who come to him. There is nothing between sinners and eternal happiness, but their proud and unbelieving unwillingness.”

· Reflect on the words “but you were not willing.”  Given God’s longing to embrace people, why would anyone be “unwilling” to come to him?

· As a Christian, what should be my heart be towards those who do not know God? Do I share God’s heart for those who do not know the gospel? 

Matthew 24

Matthew 24:1-14

· According to this passage, what will make it difficult for people to stand firm to the end?  

· How does Jesus’ proclamation that “this gospel of the kingdom will be preached in the whole world as a testimony to all nations, and then the end will come” give a glimpse into God’s heart?

· In what ways have I witnessed “the increase of wickedness” causing “the love of most [to] grow cold?”  How can I prevent my love from growing cold so that I can continue to share in God’s heart?

Matthew 24:15-35

“Essentially, the abomination of desolation speaks of the ultimate desecration of a Jewish temple, the establishment of an idolatrous image in the holy place itself, which will inevitably result in the judgment of God. It is the abomination that brings desolation. In the vocabulary of Judaism of that time, an abomination was an especially offensive form of idolatry.”

“This first happened in 168 B.C. when Antiochus IV Epiphanes descrated the temple with a pagan altar…Jesus predicted a similar desecration, apparently yet to come, which many believe will be engineered in the end times by a powerful rebel against God, often identified as the antichrist.”

“Sooner or later, all sinners will be mourners; but repenting sinners look to Christ, and mourn after a godly sort; and those who sow in those tears shall shortly reap in joy. Impenitent sinners shall see Him whom they have pierced, and, though they laugh now, shall mourn and weep in endless horror and despair.”
  
· What kind of character, or attitude, will be required of those at the end times if they are to follow the words of vv. 17-18?  Do I have such a clear attitude of detachment toward earthly possessions or comforts, in light of urgent spiritual issues?  

· Why would “all the nations of the earth” mourn when they “see the Son of Man coming […] with power and glory”?  What would be my reaction?  What will determine my reaction that day?

· What am I building my life upon?  Evaluate whether or not I am building my life upon the foundation of “[His] words [that] will never pass away” or the things that “will pass away.”

Matthew 24:36-51

· Think about the description of what people were doing “up to the day Noah entered the ark.”  What precautions do I need to take in order to not be in the same predicament as these people?

· What is the significance of the sentence “one will be taken and the other left”?  What warning does this serve for people who take comfort in numbers, going along with what everyone else is doing?

· What does the master consider wicked?  What is so wicked about the servant’s response to the fact that “master is staying away a long time”?

· What would wickedness look like in my context as a servant of God entrusted with things to be faithful in?

Additional Questions:
Matthew 24:1-2

· What can I learn about what the disciples valued based on the fact that they tried to call Jesus’ attention to the temple’s buildings right after he had denounced the religious establishment of the temple?   

· How does Jesus’ response to the disciples about the final destiny of “all these things” bring to sharp focus what is truly important?   

Matthew 24:3-8

 “Though none of those events are the specific sign of the end of the age, collectively they are a sign. When Jesus described these calamities as the beginning of sorrows He literally called them the beginning of labor pains. Just as is true with labor pains, we should expect that the things mentioned - wars, famines, earthquakes, and so on - would become more frequent and more intense before the return of Jesus.”

· Why does Jesus answer only the disciples’ second question about the sign of Jesus’ coming and not their first question about when these things will happen?  

· Am I experiencing some of these signs in my own generation?  

· How am I living in response to the certainty of the second coming of Jesus? 

Matthew 24:15 

· Think about the ugly picture of an “abomination” standing in “the holy place,” and the many ways in which ungodly and sordid things are occupying places of prominence in areas that were once considered sacred.   Are there ways in which I’ve allowed abominations to occupy holy places in my life?  

Matthew 24:22  

· What reason does Jesus give for these days to be shortened?  How is this consistent with God’s character throughout the Bible?  

Matthew 24:23-24, 26  

· Given what the false christs and false prophets will be able to do, what lesson is there here regarding the appropriate criteria by which to judge the spiritual validity of Christian leaders or movements?  How do the words “See, I have told you ahead of time” provide the proper source of authority in judging spiritual leaders or movements?

What are some examples of potentially false christs and prophets of today in the secular sphere that people look to for deliverance?   

Matthew 25

Matthew 25:1-13

“But the parable has at least two universal warnings. […] It warns us that there are certain things which cannot be obtained at the last minute. […]  Similarly, it is easy to leave things so late that we can no longer prepare ourselves to meet with God. […] It warns us that there are certain things which cannot be borrowed.  The foolish virgins found it impossible to borrow oil, when they discovered they needed it.  A man cannot borrow a relationship with God; he must possess it for himself.  A man cannot borrow a character; he must be clothed with it.  We cannot always be living on the spiritual capital which others have amassed.  There are certain things we must win or acquire for ourselves, for we cannot borrow them from others.”
  

· What realities did the foolish ones ignore?

· What is the significance of the fact that the foolish ones could not borrow oil from the wise ones when the crucial time came?  Are there ways in which I am counting on the spiritual capital of others?

· How does this parable challenge a casual approach to Christian life?

Matthew 25:19-23

· How does faithfulness lead to partaking in God’s happiness?

· In what ways does God want me to be “faithful with a few things” so that he can entrust me with “many things”?  Is there some way in which I am refusing to be “faithful with a few things” because I want to be “in charge of many things”?

· What can I learn from the fact that the reward from the master was to put them in charge of many things?

Matthew 25:31-46
“This is one of the most vivid parables Jesus ever spoke, and the lesson is crystal clear – that God will judge us in accordance with our reaction to human need.  His judgment does not depend on the knowledge we have amassed, or the fame that we have acquired, or the fortune that we have gained, but on the help that we have given.”

· What is amazing about the fact that Jesus identifies with those who are considered the “least”?

· Reflect on the fact that those “who are cursed into the eternal fire” are largely guilty for what they did not do.  Who are the needy in my life and what has been my attitude towards sins of omission towards them?

Matthew 25:1-46

· Reflect on the three parables in this chapter.   Am I living with the end in the mind?  

· How can I concretely heed the warnings from each of these parables?

Additional Questions:
Matthew 25:11-13

· According to verse 12, what is the relationship between Jesus’ knowledge of them and their preparedness?

· How can I concretely heed this exhortation to keep watch and be prepared for Jesus’ return?

Matthew 25:14-23

· What can I learn from the fact that the master “entrusted his property” to different servants, giving them different amounts of talents, “each according to his ability”?

· What is odd about the response of the “man who had received the one talent” given the fact that master was entrusting his property to him?

· How does the master’s identical praise for both the two and five talent servants show what God values and the folly of the one talent servant’s response to receiving one talent?

Matthew 25:24-27

· Why would the one talent servant “[dig] a hole in the ground and hid[e] his master’s money” and later blame the master for his own unfaithfulness?   What is the relationship between wrong view of God and unfaithfulness?

· Why does the master respond to him by calling him a “wicked, lazy servant”?

Matthew 25:28-30

 “This maxim parallels the saying in [Matthew] 13:12, illustrating a similar point about spiritual responsiveness; here it emphasizes that wise and conscientious use of one’s God-given abilities is a responsibility that accompanies a right relationship with God.”
 

· What does it mean that “everyone who has will be given more, and he will have an abundance” and “whoever does not have, even what he has will be taken from him” in the context of my relationship with God?  How does this principle serve as an encouragement and/or a warning to me?

Matthew 26

Matthew 26:6-13
· Contrast the evaluation of this woman’s actions by Jesus and His disciples.  Where does this difference spring from? 

· Is there some way in which I consider the time and resources I am giving for Christ “wasteful”?
· How does the woman with the alabaster jar challenge my view of what is beautiful?  How can I live a more beautiful life?

Matthew 26:36-39

 “Jesus does not ask them to pray but to watch. As he grievously anticipates his looming death, his overwhelming sorrow reveals a heart broken almost to the point of death itself, because he knows that he will experience his Father’s forsakenness (cf. 27:46). This reveals the depth of Jesus’ human relationships he feels is necessary to sustain him in his time of greatest need. It may be difficult to grasp that the Son of God had such needs, but to do so gives us a more adequate understanding of his incarnation.”

· Who or what does Jesus turn to as “he began to be sorrowful and troubled”?  What lesson does this have for me?

· Reflect on the fact that Jesus was “overwhelmed with sorrow to the point of death.”  What does this say regarding Jesus’ humility and vulnerability?  How does this passage make clear the extent of Jesus’ suffering on my behalf?  

· What does Jesus’ prayer in v. 39 say regarding the absolute necessity of the cross?  What does this say regarding my sin and the need for the cross?

· Are there difficult situations in my life where I need to pray, “Yet not as I will, but as you will”?

· In what ways is it reassuring that Jesus focuses on the triumph of the resurrection, and looks forward to the reunion in Galilee even though he has just told the disciples that they will all “fall away” that night?

Matthew 26:50-55

 “With a touch of sad irony Jesus says, ‘Friend, do what you came for.’  The designation ‘friend’ (hetairos) is found three times in Matthew.  The preceding two times Jesus used it in parables to address a person who abused a privileged relationship (20:13; 22:12). Here Judas has violated the most privileged relationship with Jesus Messiah […] Judas manipulates friends and enemies to advance his goals, but within the deception Jesus maintains control of his own destiny to reconcile friends and enemies to God and to each other.”

· What lessons about God’s heart for sinners can I learn from Jesus’ response to Judas?

· Given what Jesus says in verse 53, what is so amazing about Jesus’ actions here?  What can I learn about the heart of God toward my salvation?

· How is Jesus able to be so composed in the face of his impending arrest, in contrast to everyone around him?  What do I need to do in order to develop the strength of character that Jesus displays here?

Additional Questions:
Judas

Matthew 26:14-16

 “Judas, therefore, sold Jesus for less than five pounds.  If avarice was the cause of his act of treachery, it is the most terrible example in history of the depths which love of money can reach…

It may be that Judas was [a zealot], and that he had looked on Jesus as the divinely sent leader, who…could lead the great rebellion.  He may have seen that Jesus had deliberately taken another way, the way that led to a cross…Judas may have hated Jesus because he was not the Christ he wished him to be. 

He may have thought that Jesus was proceeding far too slowly; and he may have wished for nothing else than to force his hand.  He may have betrayed Jesus with the intention of compelling him to act. 

…the tragedy of Judas is that he refused to accept Jesus as he was and tried to make him what he wanted him to be.  It is not Jesus who can be changed by us, but we who must be changed by Jesus.  We can never use him for our purposes; we must submit to be used for his.  The tragedy of Judas is that of a man who thought he knew better than God.”

· How does Judas’ response to Jesus illustrate the nature of sin?  How does Judas’ question “What are you willing to give me” illustrate the nature of sin?

· In what areas of my life do I have an attitude of Judas?  In what ways do I get frustrated at God’s ways, or think that I know better than God? 

Matthew 26:20-23

 “Jesus has anticipated the betrayal and even warned the disciples on their journey to Jerusalem that he will be betrayed (20:18; cf. John 6:71; 12:4), but his prediction of the treacherous act at the meal apparently comes as a surprise to all. Hence, they ‘are very sad’ or distressed. They do not expect a betrayal to come out of their tight-knit group that has experienced so much together for the last three years. Yet the disciples are now fully aware that Jesus has an understanding of events beyond their comprehension. He knows more about them than even they know themselves. So one after another they ask, yet hesitantly declare, ‘Surely not I, Lord?’ This question expects a negative answer, but they do not speak confidently.”

· Think about the effect of Jesus’ announcement “one of you will betray me” on this group of people who were such a tight-knit group for three years.  What is God saying to me about the Judas-like tendencies within me? 

· Given the disciples’ shock at the news that one of them would betray Jesus, what must have Judas been good at doing in his relationship with the rest of the disciples?

· Why is betrayal so sad?

· What can I learn about Jesus' heart toward Judas from the fact that he refrained from naming Judas as the betrayer in front of the other disciples?

· What opportunity did this give Judas?

Matthew 26:24-25

· What answer must Judas have been expecting as he asked the question, “Surely not I, Rabbi?”

· What does this reveal about his view of the success of his secrecy about his conversation with the high priests?  

· Are there ways in which I believe that my secret thoughts and the condition of my heart are unknown to Jesus?

Matthew 26:47-49

 “A kiss is a token of allegiance and friendship.  But Judas, when he broke all the laws of love and duty, profaned this sacred sign to serve his purpose.”

· What is doubly tragic about the way Judas betrayed Jesus?

· How could Judas’ heart have gotten to the state it was in to be able to betray Jesus with a kiss?

· In what ways might I be feigning loyalty to Jesus while actually betraying him?

PETER & THE DISCIPLES

Matthew 26:31-38

 “Earlier Jesus predicted that one of the Twelve would betray him; now he implies that all of them will lack courage. The expression ‘fall away on account of me’ (cf. 11:6; 13:57) indicates that there will come that night an extreme test of their loyalty to him as their Master. They will not cease being his disciples, but they will fail the test of courage to stand up for him. This lack will later be dealt with as they become the courageous foundation of the church, but their strengthening comes through failure.”

· In what ways did Peter & the disciples underestimate the challenges of following Christ? 

· Are there ways in which I am like Peter in overestimating myself and dismissing warnings?

· What lesson is there about the role of prayer in facing challenges required for costly obedience and how does Jesus demonstrate this? 

Matthew 26:40-46

· Think about Peter’s inability to keep watch despite Jesus’ warning that he will fall away (Matt. 26:31).  What can I learn from this picture of Peter “sleeping” during the time when he should have kept “watch and [prayed],” especially right after his confident declaration, “Even if I have to die with you, I will never disown you” (Matt. 26:35)?  

· Contrast this picture of Peter to the picture of Jesus anguishing in prayer.  Do I understand the struggle in prayer that’s required for costly obedience?

· What is amazing about Jesus telling Peter to “watch and pray so that [he] will not fall into temptation”? 

Matthew 26:57-58

· Reflect on the phrases “followed him at a distance” and “sat down with the guards to see the outcome.”  How is this a picture of discipleship in trouble?

· Given the fact that Peter later denies Jesus completely, what warning does this passage have for me?

Matthew 26:74-75

· Why did Peter weep bitterly?  What might Peter have realized about himself and about Jesus when he heard the rooster crow?    

· What did Peter remember, and how did this lead him to repent?  What implication does this have about the role of God’s word in my life?

· Observe the honesty of the gospels to show this kind of humiliating picture of Peter, the rock of the Christian church.  What truth about the gospel does this reveal?  

RELIGIOUS LEADERS

Matthew 26:57, 59-61

 “All criminal cases must be tried during the daytime and must be completed during the daytime.  Criminal cases could not be transacted during the Passover season at all.  Only if the verdict was Not Guilty could a case be finished on the day it was begun; otherwise a night must elapse before the pronouncement of the verdict, so that feelings of mercy might have time to arise.  Further, no decision of the Sanhedrin was valid unless it met in its own meeting place, the Hall of Hewn Stone in the Temple precincts.  All evidence had to be guaranteed by two witnesses separately examined and having not contact with each other.  And false witness was punishable by death…Still further, in any trial the process began by the laying before the court of all the evidence for the innocence of the accused, before the evidence for his guilt was adduced…These were the Sanhedrin’s own rules, and it is abundantly clear that, in their eagerness to get rid of Jesus, they broke their own rules.  The Jews had reached such a peak of hatred that any means were justified to put an end to Jesus.”

· What motivated the Sanhedrin to break their own rules in order to “put [Jesus] to death”?

· Looking at the Sanhedrin and what great lengths they went to in order to reject the truth, what can I learn about what the rejection of the truth ultimately does to one’s heart?

Matthew 26:65-68

 “To this day when a man is brought face to face with Jesus Christ, he must either hate him or love him; he must either submit to him, or desire to destroy him. No man who realizes what Jesus Christ demands can possibly be neutral. He must either be his liege-man or his foe.”

· Why did the people respond so violently to Jesus’ claim?  What is surprising and yet not so surprising about their response?

· How does their response challenge any notion of neutrality when it comes to the identity of Christ? 

· What could have led to these people being so wrong about Jesus?  What warning does this have for me?

Matthew 27

Matthew 27:11-25

“…the narrative does not implicate Pilate alone: the insistent people, blindly following their blind leaders (v. 20; compare 15:14; 23:16), embrace the moral responsibility Pilate seeks to evade. In the narrative world of Matthew, their acceptance of guilt for Jesus' blood on themselves and the generation of their children (27:24-25) directly invites the catastrophic events of AD 66-70 (23:29-39)”

· Why did the crowd want to crucify Jesus?  What does the baffling hatred of the crowds show about the nature of sin?

· What is behind the people’s bold request (v. 25) that displays total ignorance of Jesus’ identity?  How does this show that rejection of God is, at least partially, fueled by recklessness?

· In what ways might I be engaged in this kind of recklessness?

Matthew 27:37-40

 “So there was on Golgotha a group of three crosses, in the middle the Son of God, and on either side a brigand. Truly, he was with sinners in his death. The final verses describe the taunts flung at Jesus by the passers-by, by the Jewish authorities, and by the brigands who were crucified with him. They all centered round one thing—the claims that Jesus had made and his apparent helplessness on the Cross. It was precisely there that the Jews were so wrong. They were using the glory of Christ as a means of mocking him. “﻿Come down,﻿” they said, “﻿and we will believe on you.﻿” But…﻿It is precisely because he would not come down that we believe in him.﻿  The Jews could see God only in power; but Jesus showed that God is sacrificial love.”
 

· How does Jesus being crucified with “sinners” communicate the extent to which he was willing to identify with me?

· In what ways have I “hurled insults” at God because of what He seemingly failed to do in my life?

· What can I learn about God’s heart from the fact that Jesus refused to come down from the cross?

Matthew 27:11-50

“Here we have humanity at its worst--a scene of vicious mockery. The Jews have mocked Jesus as Messiah (26:67-68); here the Roman soldiers ridicule him as king. Matthew's readers recognize that the soldiers speak more truly than they know, for Jesus is both King and Suffering Servant. The ‘robe’ is probably the short red cloak worn by Roman military and civilian officials.  For a crown, the soldiers plait a wreath of thorns from palm spines or acanthus and crush it down on Jesus' head in imitation of the circlet on the coins of Tiberius Caesar. The staff they put in his hand stands for a royal scepter; and the mocking ‘Hail, King of the Jews!’ corresponds to the Roman acclamation ‘Ave, Caesar!’ and caps the flamboyant kneeling. Not content with the ridicule and the torture of the thorns, they spit on him and use the staff, the symbol of his kingly authority, to hit him on the head ‘again and again.’

 “We may shudder at what the soldiers did; but of all the parties involved in the crucifixion they were least to be blamed. They were not even stationed in Jerusalem; they had no idea who Jesus was; they certainly were not Jews, for the Jews were the only nation in the Roman Empire who were exempt from military service; they were conscripts who may well have come from the ends of the earth. They indulged in their rough horse-play; but, unlike the Jews and unlike Pilate, they acted in ignorance.  Maybe for Jesus of all things this was the easiest to bear, for, although they made a sham king of him…to them he was nothing more than a deluded Galilean going to a cross.”
 

· Reflect on the different ways that that Jesus, the Almighty God, the Creator of the universe, was treated with humiliation and cruelty throughout this passage.

· Meditate on the different characters responsible for crucifying Jesus.   What about each person led to their role in crucifying Jesus?  Do I see the same tendencies within me?

· What is the absurdity of this situation?  

· Reflect on the scandal of God’s amazing grace.

Additional Questions:
Matthew 27:1-4

· What was the result of Judas being “seized with remorse”?

· What did this accomplish for the one that he betrayed?  Similarly, what are some inadequate solutions to cope with guilt in our society today?

· What is the difference between remorse and repentance?  (cf. 2 Corinthians 7:10)  What do I do when I am "seized with remorse”?

Matthew 27:4-5

· Why is the chief priests’ response to Judas’s confession so incongruous with the responsibilities of their position?

· What is tragic about the response of both Judas and the priests? 

· How does sin prevent me from carrying out God’s intended purpose for my life?

Matthew 27:6-10

 “They are fixated on scrupulous adherence to religious custom but hardhearted about their unscrupulous complicity in the betrayal of Jesus to death. The irony is that they are careful not to defile the temple treasury with blood money, but they are the very ones who earlier schemed to provide the money that shed the blood of an innocent man.”

· What is ironic about the chief priests’ concern about the use of the money, especially in light of Judas’ confession that he had betrayed “innocent blood”?

· In what ways have I grown accustomed to observing the “law” out of habit while ignoring the implications it might have in my current choices and actions?

· What caused the chief priests to be so blind towards what they were doing to Jesus?  In what ways am I guilty of the same?

Matthew 27:1-10

· What does the response of the chief priests—“what is that to us?  That’s your responsibility”—reveal about human inability, and the helplessness of sinners to find forgiveness from human courts?

Matthew 27:27-31

· How did the fact that there was a “whole company of soldiers” allow them to more easily engage in this kind of mockery?  What can I learn about the nature of human sinfulness through this?

· It is easy to criticize what the soldiers did to Jesus.  Why am I more culpable when I commit acts that “mock” or dishonor Jesus?

Matthew 27:41-44

 “At the beginning of Jesus’ ministry, the devil tempted Jesus in the same way (4:3, 6); now the people throw another cruel temptation at him to escape the cross: ‘Come down from the cross, if you are the Son of God!’ Their taunt says more than they know, but Jesus will continue to pursue the Father’s will, as he resolutely affirmed three times in Gethsemane (26:39 – 44). Matthew’s readers will hear in these taunts from the passersby another allusion to Psalm 22: ‘But I am a worm and not a man, scorned by men and despised by the people. All who see me mock me; they hurl insults, shaking their heads’ (Ps. 22:6 – 7).”

· How is the attitude of “save yourself” manifested in the world today?

· What are the situations in my life when the voices that tell me to “save [my]self” clamor the loudest?

Matthew 27:45-46

 “Not only does Jesus bear the load of humanity’s sin, but he becomes sin on our behalf (see 2 Cor. 5:21). He became cursed by God for us, ‘for it is written: “Cursed is everyone who is hung on a tree” ‘ (Gal. 3:13). William Hendriksen comments graphically on the darkness that portends Jesus’ cry: The darkness meant judgment, the judgment of God upon our sins, his wrath as it were burning itself out in the very heart of Jesus, so that he, as our Substitute, suffered most intense agony, indescribable woe, terrible isolation or forsakenness. Hell came to Calvary that day, and the Savior descended into it and bore its horrors in our stead.”

· How is “darkness came over ” an apt description of what happens when sin takes over?

· Reflect on Jesus’ suffering and darkness as he bore the weight of my sin.

· How does Jesus’ cry “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” provide hope in times of despair?

Matthew 27:51-54

 “This large blue, purple and scarlet curtain separated the Holy Place from the Most Holy Place, an inner room which symbolized God’s presence (Exodus 26:31-33). It was, in effect, the barrier that separated people from God. When God supernaturally tore the curtain (perhaps by earthquake) he showed dramatically that Christ’s death had given people access to God (Heb. 9:1-15; 10:19-22).”

· How does the fact that “the curtain of the temple was torn in two from top to bottom” and “the tombs broke open and the bodies of many holy people who had died were raised to life” illustrate what Christ has accomplished through his death?

· What caused the centurion and those with him to exclaim, “Surely he was the Son of God!”?

· What has led me to my current understanding of who Jesus is?

· What lesson can I learn from the irony of this situation where this pagan centurion recognizing Jesus while the religious leaders remained stubborn in their unbelief even after this event?
 Matthew 27:57-60

 “Joseph's action was courageous, for his petition was a tacit admission that he was a friend of Jesus and consequently an associate in whatever supposed subversion Jesus might have advocated. Joseph took the initiative and petitioned Pilate for permission to remove the body. His request was an open confession of his faith, for up to this time he had been a secret believer...” 

· Why would Jesus’ death have emboldened Joseph to identify himself with Jesus in this way? 

· What can I learn from the fact that God used Joseph to provide a tomb for Jesus?

Matthew 27:63-66

“The passage begins in the most curious way.  It says that the chief priests and Pharisees went to Pilate on the next day, which is the day after the Preparation.  Now Jesus was crucified on the Friday.  Saturday is the Jewish Sabbath.  The hours from 3 p.m. to 6 p.m. on Friday were called …The Preparation.  We have that, according to Jewish reckoning, the new day began at 6 p.m.  Therefore, the Sabbath began at 6 p.m. on Friday…If this is accurate, it can only mean one thing – it must mean the chief priests and Pharisees actually approached Pilate on Sabbath with their request…it is clear to see how radically they broke the Sabbath Law.”

· How did the chief priests and the Pharisee’s plan to “make the tomb as secure [they knew] how” backfire in the end?

· How does this show that God is the sovereign one who is in control over all situations?

· What is ironic about the chief priests and the Pharisees trying to secure the tomb against the resurrection?

Matthew 28

Matthew 28:1-7

 “Most of the same women who courageously witnessed Jesus’ gruesome crucifixion and burial plan to visit the tomb in order to assist the family in finalizing the body for burial. Jewish custom permitted both men and women to prepare corpses, with women allowed to attend to corpses of either gender but men not allowed to attend to women’s corpses.   The women go to the place where Jesus was laid prior to the Sabbath”

· What can I learn from the fact that Mary Magdalene and the other Mary went to the tomb “at dawn” and it was they who became the first witnesses to Jesus’ resurrection?

· What might they have been feeling and expecting as they were going to the tomb? 

· What is the significance of the angel reminding the women that Jesus had risen, “just as he said”?  What impact would those words have on the women?

· Are there any areas in my life where I need to cling to God’s words to prevail over the seemingly overwhelming reality of my own emotions and expectations?

Matthew 28: 5-10, 16-20

· What can I learn about the simplicity of being a witness in the angel’s commands to “come and see,” then “go quickly and tell”?  In what ways is this encouraging?

· How do the words “All authority,” “all nations,” and “I am with you always” challenge any limitations that I place on myself in obeying the Great Commission?

· Think about the words “teaching them to obey.”  What more does this entail than verbal communication of the message?

· How does the fact that Jesus “will be with [me] always, to the very end of the age” help me to overcome my fears?

· In what ways can I concretely obey Jesus’ final charge to all his followers?  

Additional Questions:
Matthew 28:1-10
· How is “afraid yet filled with joy” an apt response to the wonder of the resurrection?  When was the last time I experienced being “afraid yet filled with joy?” 

· Why is worship the appropriate response to the risen Christ?  
Matthew 28:4, 11-15

· What is surprising about the reaction of the religious leaders to the guards’ report?

· What did the religious leaders gain/maintain by propagating this lie?  What did they lose?

· What might have been the internal reasoning that the soldiers might have gone through in order to justify their involvement in the lie?

· Are there situations in my life in which I’m tempted to compromise the truth in exchange for personal gain?
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