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Bible Studies – Part 1 
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Introduction to this series 
This term we’re exploring Matthew 12:1 – 16:20. 

All the “synoptic” gospels (Matthew, Mark and Luke) have the same overall 
shape to them.  Part A of each gospel describes Jesus’ time in the northern 
region around Lake Galilee, leading up to the critical moment at Caesarea 
Philippi where Peter confesses “you are the Christ”.  Part B of each gospel then 
describes Jesus’ journey to Jerusalem where he suffers, dies and rises again.  
This series of studies covers the last few chapters of “part A” of Matthew’s 
gospel, leading up to the turning point in chapter 16. 

Jesus began proclaiming “the kingdom of heaven has come near” in Matthew 
4:17 and the kingdom is a central theme of our section.  In chapter 13 Jesus 
teaches in parables about the kingdom and people’s varying responses to it. In 
the surrounding chapters, we see this in practice – people respond both 
positively and negatively, but in the end Peter reaches his breakthrough 
realisation about Jesus’ identity. 

This booklet has Bible studies for the first half of the series, and the rest will 
come out mid-term. 
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Introduction for Leaders 
As usual, this edition of the studies includes leaders’ notes (with a grey background like this) 
for many of the questions.  These are not printed in the general booklet for group members. 
It’s important for leaders to review this material in advance, ideally by 
Reading the Bible passage 
Reading the questions without the leaders notes 
Reading the leaders’ notes 
As always, you should adapt this material as necessary to best suit your group. 
Be careful that your group doesn’t turn into a game of “guess what answer is in the book”.  
Rather, use the ideas in the leaders’ notes to point the group towards particular verses or 
particular angles they should consider.  If the group still struggles, it’s OK to just share the 
ideas from these notes or simply to move on. 
Some questions have no leader’s note because the answer is either very simple, or because it 
depends on the person answering.  For some questions, your group may well think of more 
good answers beyond the ones mentioned in the notes. 
Tom Barrett 
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Study 1: Matthew 12:1-21 
1. A big theme of today’s passage is the Sabbath – the Jewish holy 

day of rest.  Read the following Old Testament passages and note 
what they tell us about the Sabbath. 

Deuteronomy 5.12-15 

 

You could divide these passages between the group to 
save time 
 

Exodus 35:1-3  

 

Numbers 28.9-10  

 

In today’s passage the Sabbath is a topic of conflict between Jesus and the 
Pharisees. The Pharisees were a reform group who wanted to enforce safety 
measures to make sure nobody accidentally violated the Old Testament law. 
When it came to observing the Sabbath, this included a careful listing of 
activities which counted as “work” on the Sabbath.  A Jewish text from a little 
later in history (2nd century) illustrates their kind of approach: 

“The number of [forbidden activities] are forty minus one.  They are: 
Sowing, plowing, reaping, binding sheaves, threshing, winnowing, 
sorting, grinding, sifting, kneading, baking, shearing wool, whitening it, 
combing it, dyeing it, spinning, weaving, making two loops, weaving 
two threads, separating two threads, tying [a knot], untying [a knot], 
sewing two stitches, tearing for the purpose of sewing two stitches, 
hunting a deer, slaughtering it, skinning it, salting it, curing its hide, 
scraping it, cutting it, writing two letters, erasing for the purpose of 
writing two letters, building, demolishing, extinguishing a flame, 
lighting a flame, striking with a hammer, carrying from one domain to 
another. These are the principal [forbidden activities] - forty minus 
one.” 
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Read Matthew 12:1-8 

2. What are the Pharisees concerned about?  Is it a fair concern? 

It’s not about stealing other people’s grain.  Hand-picking was allowed (Deut 23:25).  But what 
they’re doing seems too much like “work” on the Sabbath.   

 

3. If it was you, how would you defend yourself against the Pharisees? 

This question is a chance for everyone to share their input, with no “right answer”.  As 
Australians we’d probably tell them to stop being so picky, or to mind their own business, or to 
think about the spirit of the law rather than the letter… but as we’ll see, that’s not where Jesus 
goes. 

4. Jesus offers a multi-pronged response to the Pharisees.  Summarise 
the points he makes in the verses listed below. 

Verse 3-4 David’s companions could break the law because they were with the great 
king David.  (1 Samuel 21:1-6 – but note that Jesus emphasises some 
details that the OT writer doesn’t!).  The implication is that somebody just 
as great as David is here 

Verse 5-6 The priests could “break” the Sabbath law because they had God-
commanded temple work to do.  (See Numbers 28:9-10 mentioned above).  
And something greater than the temple is here 

Verse 7 God is concerned with the heart foremost, and is not pleased by superficial 
law-keeping that lacks love for God and neighbour. (Hosea 6:6). This isn’t 
a defence but a criticism of the Pharisees’ whole approach 

Verse 8 Jesus’ authority is greater than the authority of the law!  Since the law was 
given by God this is claiming authority on par with God himself! 
 

You could divide these verses between the group (perhaps in pairs) and get people to report 
back to the group, helping to highlight the conclusions above where needed.  You could point 
out to the group that Jesus draws on  three main parts of the Old Testament – the law, the 
histories and the prophets. 

5. In responding to the Pharisees’ accusation, what claims does Jesus 
make about himself? 

He is equal to King David, greater than the temple, Lord over the Sabbath law – big claims! 
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Read Matthew 12:9-14 

In this episode the Pharisees challenge Jesus before he has done anything.  
The Pharisees saw urgent medical assistance (eg in childbirth) as permissible 
on the Sabbath.  But the withered hand here is not an urgent case! 

6. If you were a Pharisee, what would you make of Jesus’ principle  “it 
is lawful to do good on the Sabbath”?  (Consider the note about the 
Pharisees above). 

If you’re someone who’s trying to put a fence around the law and stop any accidental 
violations, this principle is much too open ended!  But Jesus is rejecting their approach and 
taking a whole new angle – the law is not just about avoiding bad but about pursuing good – in 
this case, the good of healing as well as the good of rest. 

7. How does Jesus’ argument here compare with what he said in 
verses 3-8? 

It’s a different approach, not based on his authority but on common practice.  More connected 
to the principle in v7. 

 

By pointing out common practice regarding trapped animals, Jesus wins the 
argument - but he doesn’t win the hearts of the Pharisees! 

Read Matthew 12:14-21 

8. Look at what Jesus does in verses 15-16.  How do you think this 
“fulfils” the Isaiah quote in verses 18-21? 

“He will not quarrel or cry out” etc suggests the kind of avoidance of confrontation that we see 
in Jesus at this point.  “Jesus is taking precautions to avoid premature confrontation. When the 
time comes for the show-down in Jerusalem he will not hold back, but for now he has a wider 
ministry to fulfill. If controversy is forced on him he will respond vigorously, but he takes care to 
avoid initiating it” France 2007:469. 
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Go back and read Jesus’ words in Matthew 11:28-30 

9. Is there a “heavy burden” on display in chapter 12? 
 
 
 

10. How has Jesus demonstrated his “light burden”? 
 
 
 
 

11. At what points can we be in danger of being like the Pharisees?  
How can we avoid this? 
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Notes & Prayer Points 
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Study 2: Matthew 12:22-45 
1. Do you think there is anything that God can’t forgive? 

Keep this as a sharing of current opinions rather than a debate – we’ll see what the text says 
about this below. 

 
In this section we see Jesus performing an exorcism on a blind and mute man. 
In ancient thinking about exorcisms, the authority of a higher god or spirit was 
invoked to drive out a less powerful spirit from its habitat. 

Read Matthew 12:22-37 

2. After Jesus drives out a demon, what two explanations do people 
come up with? 

(1) He’s the “son of David”, or (2) he’s working by the power of the devil. 
Prompt the group to think about what “by Beelzebul” means.  From context,  “beelzebul” is 
clearly another name for Satan the prince of demons.  The origin of the word is unclear - it’s 
not found in earlier Jewish writings. It’s a bit similar to the Caananite god Baal, and a bit similar 
to the name of the Philistine God Baal-zebub mentioned in 2 Kings 1, but how those names 
became connected with the devil is unclear. 

3. According to Jesus, whose power is actually at work as he casts our 
demons, and what do his exorcisms demonstrate? 

“by the Spirit of God” v28.  It demonstrates that the kingdom of God has come, and that Satan 
is being defeated (v29).  (Jesus points out in vv25-26 that even if he was working by Satan’s 
power, that too would demonstrate that Satan’s kingdom was divided and about to fall). 

4. Should Christians today be concerned about demons and the work 
of Satan? 

Although we shouldn’t make the modernist/western mistake of thinking demons don’t exist, we 
should be confident that Satan’s kingdom has been conquered and that Christ is the “stronger 
man” who overcomes Satan’s schemes. 

5. Jesus makes a stern warning in verses 31-32.  How does the context 
help us understand this warning?  How have the Pharisees been 
“blaspheming against the Spirit”? 
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They’ve been attributing the Spirit’s work to God’s enemy, Satan.  To give credit for this act of 
healing to the one who stands for corruption and discord is to treat Satan as the good guy and 
put yourself on his team - to “call evil good and good evil 

6. Do you think it’s possible to blaspheme against the Holy Spirit 
today? 

The group might be able to think up examples such as giving Satan the credit for a miraculous 
healing that follows prayer to God. But try to guide the group to the conclusion that this is a 
very specific category and not something we will stumble into accidentally.  “This saying is a 
wake-up call to the arrogant, not a bogey to frighten those of tender conscience” (France 
2007:483). 

7. Jesus assures them “anyone who speaks a word against the Son of 
Man will be forgiven”. We might find this a bit surprising, 
wondering why speaking against Jesus (God the Son) should be 
less serious than speaking against the Holy Spirit. Can you think of 
other examples in the Bible of people speaking against Jesus in 
some way, and later being forgiven? 

Peter’s story is along these lines, as he denies Christ three times but is later forgiven and 
restored. It’s also notable that in  Acts 3:17 Peter acknowledges that the Jewish crowd acted in 
ignorance when they went along with Jesus’ death, and invites them to repent and be forgiven. 
Possibly by referring to himself with the mysterious title “son of man” here Jesus is 
acknowledging that his divine identity has not yet been made as clear as it will be after his 
resurrection. 

8. In verses 33-37 Jesus uses this episode as an example in some 
teaching about the significance of our speech.  According to Jesus, 
what do the Pharisees’ words reveal about their hearts? 

If somebody asks: In v33 the ‘commands’ are functioning as “if” statements.  We might say 
“rush the preparation and you’ll have to repaint later” which means “if you rush the prep…” and 
isn’t encouraging you to do so! 
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Read Matthew 38-45 
9. Do you think the request for a sign (verse 38) is reasonable? Why? 

He’s certainly been making big claims that deserve backing up with evidence.  In the OT God 
gave important figures such as Moses signs to show the people (eg Ex 4).  BUT Jesus has just 
cast out a demon!! 

10. What kind of sign does Jesus say will be given?  

If somebody asks:  “the son of man will be three days and three nights in the heart of the 
earth” – this seems a bit inaccurate if Jesus died on Friday and was raised on Sunday 
morning.  But Jewish inclusive counting wasn’t so picky.  “Underlying this flexible usage is the 
Jewish tendency to speak of a period of 24 hours as a day and a night, so that Jesus’ time in 
the tomb can be said to embrace (parts of) three “day-nights.””  (France 2007, 494) 

11. What claims for himself does Jesus make in this section? 

“greater than Jonah” 
“greater than Solomon”.  (For the “queen of the south” story see 1 Kings 10). 

12. What does Jesus have to say about his hearers in this section? 

Although they are Jews by birth, they are spiritually worse off than the Gentile Ninevites and 
Queen of the South, who responded better to what they saw than this generation has 
responded to Jesus’ teaching and miracles. 

13. In verses 43-45 Jesus tells a slightly strange story about the habits 
of demons.  Why does Jesus tell this story here?   How do you think 
this works? 

“It is probably unwise to use this folksy parable as in its own right a guide to demonology, since 
its function here is to illustrate the danger facing “this generation” … Their “liberation” has been 
through seeing and hearing in the ministry of Jesus a new power and orientation which has set 
them free to make a new beginning; but if they now fail to take the road of discipleship, they 
are in danger of relapsing into a condition worse than before. Half-hearted repentance without 
a new commitment will not last. The message reflects that of v. 30: if they are not positively 
“for” Jesus they will turn out in the end to be “against” him.”  (France 2007:494). 

14. How would you respond to someone who said “I just wish God 
would give me a sign that I should follow Jesus – then I would 
believe”? 

Options to discuss could include how those who saw signs were unconvinced because of 
hardness of heart, and that Jesus promised the “sign of Jonah” – his resurrection, which we 
have access to through reliable historical evidence… 
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Notes & Prayer Points 
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Study 3: Matthew 13:1-23 
Read Matthew 13:1-17 

This chapter is the first time “parables” are mentioned in Matthew.  After Jesus 
has taught the crowd, his disciples ask him why he teaches in parables. This 
doesn’t just mean “why do you use stories” but “why do you speak in such a 
tricky way”. 

1. Does Jesus speak to everyone in parables, or just to a certain 
audience? 

If necessary, point out v10 “why do you speak to the people in parables”, v13 “this is why I 
speak to them in parables”. 

2. How does Jesus describe the difference between the “insiders” and 
“outsiders”?   

V11 – “secrets of the kingdom of heaven has been given to you but not to them” 
V13-14 – the outsiders don’t properly hear or see, but V16 the disciples do. 
The difference is both the individuals’ own hardness of heart and the fact that God has only 
given the secret to some.  But it’s not set in stone – the disciples were outsiders until Jesus 
called them to himself. 
If someone asks: The wording of the quote in Matt 13:14-14 is noticeably different to the 
wording of Isaiah 6:9-10 in our Bibles. Our Old Testaments are translated from Hebrew 
manuscripts (the original OT language).  But the NT writers normally quoted from a version 
that had been translated into called the Septuagint or LXX. The Hebrew has God giving 
commands to Isaiah eg “make the heart of this people calloused”.  The Greek version renders 
these as descriptions - “this people’s heart has been calloused”.  This might at first seem like 
they just got it wrong. But in context, Isaiah’s preaching was cementing the people’s existing 
hard heartedness. So the Greek wording captures the human culpability which was indeed 
present in Isaiah’s original situation along with divine judgement. This is parallel to Pharoah 
who both hardened his own heart and had it hardened by God. 

3. If Jesus had just spoken complete nonsense to the crowds, but 
explained the truth to his disciples in private, would that have been 
the same as what’s going on here?  Why or why not? 

No – the parables are not inherently indecipherable – they have meaning but those listening 
need to have ears to hear. They function as a filter between those whose eyes have been 
opened and those whose hearts remain hard. 
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Read Matthew 13:18-23 

4. The different soils depict different outcomes for “the message 
about the kingdom”.  Fill in the table below: 

Environment 
(in the parable) 

What happens to the message? 
(in real life) 

On the path  

 

On rocky ground  

 

Among thorns  

 

On good soil  

 

5. The seed falling on the path illustrates somebody not 
“understanding” the message about the kingdom. Where has the 
word “understanding” been used in this chapter so far? How does 
this help us see what Jesus means here? 

See verses 13-15.  It’s not just a failure to comprehend the words and sentences but to grasp 
its full significance and take in on board personally.  See also v23. 
 

6. Can you think of people whose reaction to the message about 
Jesus has been like the path, rocky ground, or thorns?  How did it 
play out? 
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7. What take-home lesson do you think Jesus wanted his disciples to 
get from this parable and its explanation?  (And what do you think 
Matthew wanted his readers to get out of it?) 

In the context, it seems Jesus’ main intention was to help the disciples see that the word would 
always receive a variety of responses – just as the message of the kingdom preached by 
Jesus has done in the last few chapters.  Don’t be shocked and surprised if in many cases it 
doesn’t produce fruit in the long term – it’s not a problem with the seed or the sower but with 
the soil. 
But as a secondary application, Matthew at least probably intends to warn us believers about 
the kinds of things that can prevent us from bearing fruit in the long term. We are warned that 
trouble and persecution will often come and test our faith, and that the worries of life and 
deceitfulness of wealth can distract us from our vision of the kingdom.  

The “crop” in the parable most likely represents a life of committed obedience 
in recognition of the kingdom of heaven proclaimed.  (The Greek word also 
means “fruit” and represents obedience in Matthew 3:8, 7:20, 21:43).  
Although the measures being used aren’t quite clear, a yield of 30, 60 or 100x 
what was sown is a fair to very good return, but not a miraculous overflow.   

8. What do you make of the varying amounts of fruit produced in the 
good soil in the parable? 

If someone asks about the quantities:  “If “thirty-fold” means thirty bushels harvested for every 
bushel sown, it would be a good but not unimaginable crop, but if, as is more likely, it means 
that each germinating plant had thirty grains it is probably on the low side of normal. In that 
case sixty-fold is an averagely good crop, and a hundred-fold very good, but not miraculous.” 
(France 2007, 505).  In Gen 26.12 a hundredfold crop is seen as a mark of God’s blessing but 
not as beyond human ability.  

9. Which of the dangers represented in the parable do you feel most 
susceptible to right now?  What steps can you take to ensure the 
word bears fruit in you in the end? 
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Notes & Prayer Points 
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Study 4: Matthew 13:24-52 
Since chapter 4, Jesus has been declaring “the kingdom of heaven [kingdom 
of God] is at hand”.  In this collection of parables he reveals to his disciples 
some truths about this kingdom.  Each parable begins “the kingdom of heaven 
is like…”, but we need to realise the kingdom is represented by each story as a 
whole, not necessarily the first person or thing mentioned in each story. 

Read Matthew 13:24-43. 

1. What do these parables have to say about the kingdom in the short 
term and long term?  Fill in the first three rows of the table on the 
next page. 

Prompt the group not just to reproduce the words of the imagery but to express in their own 
words the reality that the imagery is pointing to. 

2. Why might the disciples have needed to have this short-term vs 
long-term distinction explained to them?  Consider what happened 
back in Matthew 12:22-28. 
 
 

3. How does this set of parables make you feel about the future? 

Group members might want to talk about how “blazing furnace where there will be weeping 
and gnashing of teeth” is a disturbing image. Allow space for this, but make sure the group 
also notices the glorious promise for the children of God in v43.   

 

 

 

 

(questions continue on p.19)  
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Parable What does it tell us 
about kingdom in the 
short term? 

What does it tell us about 
the kingdom in the long 
term? 

Wheat & Weeds 
Verses 24-30, 37-43 

 

 

 

 

Mustard Seed 
Verses 31-32 

 

 

 

“birds come and perch in its 
branches” is language from 
Dan 4:12 which is speaking 
of a world-wide kingdom 

Yeast 
Verse 33 

NB. The word for “mixed 
into” in v33 (NIV) also 
means “hid” (ESV).  The 
same root word is used 
verses 35 and 44.   
 

Note the very large amount 
of flour (27 kilos) – the small 
and hidden kingdom will 
have a very broad impact in 
the end. 

Fishing Net 
Verses 47-50 

 

 

 

 

In summary In the short term the 
kingdom is small and 
hidden. Although the 
kingdom has begun, the 
world will continue to be 
a mix of good and bad. 
 
 

In the long term the 
kingdom will be big and all-
encompassing. At the “end 
of the age” every eye will 
see the true reality and all 
will be held to account. 
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Read Matthew 13:44-50 

4. What does the parable of the net have to say about the kingdom in 
the short term and long term?  What about the whole set of 
parables overall?  Fill in the remainder of the table above. 
 

5. What dangers would we face if we forgot about the short-term and 
long-term distinction that Jesus explains here? 

I think we would end up either in despair or anger.  Despair – “the kingdom isn’t very good – 
look at this place” or “Jesus has failed to bring about God’s kingdom”.  Anger – “get those bad 
fish out of here!”.   

6. The parables of the treasure and the pearl (verses 44-46) don’t have 
a short-term/long-term distinction.   

a. What main point are they making about the kingdom?   

It’s incredibly valuable, worth sacrificing for 

b. Why do you think these parables have been sandwiched in 
between the short-term/long-term parables? 

I think it’s the ultimate endpoint of the currently-hidden kingdom which makes “possessing” the 
kingdom so valuable as to be worth giving up everything for. 

c. What action are they designed to inspire – for the disciples 
listening to Jesus, and for us reading Matthew’s gospel? 

 

 


