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Bible Studies – Part 2 
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Study 5: Matthew 13:53 – 14:12  
Read Matthew 13:53-58 

1. Jesus has returned to Nazareth, his home town.  Describe the 
reaction of the people to him when he taught in their synagogue. 
Why did they react like this? 
 
 
 

2. How do the people in Nazareth compare to the people described 
back in Matthew 13:13-15? 
 
 
 
 

3. What does verse 58 show about the purpose of Jesus’ miracles? 

Jesus’ power is neither magical nor automatic. Those who reject the idea of Jesus being 
someone special can’t reap the benefits of his identity.  The importance of faith has already 
been stressed in 8:10, 8:13, 9:2, 9:22, 9:28-29 
 
 

4. We didn’t grow up with Jesus, but can we sometimes be in danger 
of over-familiarity with him that stops us appreciating his special 
identity? How can we guard against this? 
 
 

5. The implication of a prophet not being recognised in his home 
town is that he is recognised outside it, as Jesus eventually would 
be.  Reflect: Do you find it harder to witness to your family than to 
others? 

If somebody asks about what happened to Jesus’ brothers:  We see references to Jesus’ 
brother James, who became a leader in the early church, In Acts 15:13, 21:18 and Gal 1:19; 
2:9.  Jesus’ brother Judas may be the Jude who wrote the second last book in the NT. 
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Read Matthew 14:1-12 
John the Baptist was Jesus’ cousin. John’s prophetic ministry had prepared the 
way for Jesus’ public ministry (Matthew 3).  Now, John’s unjust death 
foreshadows what is coming for Jesus. 

6. In verses 1-2 Herod speculates about Jesus’ identity. What led him 
to think Jesus Jesus was John the Baptist come back to life? 
 
 
 

7. Describe the scene at Herod’s birthday party. Who is there? Would 
you like to have been a guest at the party?  Why or why not? 
 
 
 
 

8. How could Herod justify his action in having John beheaded? 
 
 
 
 

9. In this study we have seen two different responses (the people of 
Nazareth and Herod) to Jesus’ teaching and miracles. Can you think 
of present-day examples of responses like these?   
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Notes and Prayer Points 
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Study 6: Matthew 14:13-36 
If we were to re-tell this well-known story in our own words, we might do it 
like this:  (Read this aloud in your group) 

“One time Jesus was teaching a big crowd and it was late 
afternoon.  So Jesus’ disciples came to him and said, “This is a 
remote place and it’s getting late. Let the crowds go, so they can 
get some food.”  But Jesus replied, “It’s OK – I can feed them.  What 
food do you have on you?”  They replied, “we’ve only got five 
loaves of bread and two fish!”  Jesus told the people to sit down on 
the grass, then he divided up the loaves and fish and distributed it 
to the crowds.  When everyone had eaten some, there were 12 
basketfuls left over!  There were about 5000 people in the crowd.” 

 
Read Matthew 14:13-21 aloud, with group members following the re-
told version as they listen. 

1. The re-told version above makes perfect sense.  But it leaves out a 
bunch of details that Matthew chose to include.   

a. What extra details does Matthew include? 
i. V16 he says You give them something to eat 
ii. V19 he gave thanks 
iii. V19 he gave them to the disciples who gave them to the people 
iv. V20 they all ate and were satisfied 
v. V21 there were 5000 men there – probably with women and children in 

addition. 

b. Why do you think Matthew chose to include these details?   
What’s their significance? 
He seems to want to highlight the disciples’ involvement – they were the ones 
‘feeding’ the crowd, although Jesus was the source of the food.  But Jesus, in turn, 
wasn’t acting off his own bat but in reliance on the Father (v19). Matthew also 
highlights the magnitude – they didn’t just had a bit of food, they were satisfied 
(‘stuffed’, even).  And there were 5000 men, with (probably) women and children in 
addition to that. 
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2. Read 2 Kings 4:42-44, where the prophet Elisha performs a miracle 
a bit like this one.   

a. What is similar between what Elisha did back then, and what 
Jesus does? 
 
 
 

b. What is different? 
 
 
 

c. What does this show us about Jesus?  
 
 

 

Read Matthew 14:22-33 

3. Can you find a common feature between this walking-on-water 
story and the feeding-the-5000 story?  Consider the role of the 
disciples in each episode. 

In both cases the disciples share in the doing of Jesus’ miraculous work – they are the ones 
that feed the crowd, and Peter can walk on the water like Jesus. 
 
 

4. Read Job 9:8; Ps 77:19; Isa 43:16.  For people who were familiar 
with the Old Testament, what significance would Jesus walking on 
water have had?  Can you see evidence that the disciples are 
making this connection? 
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5. Fear is mentioned several times in this story.  What things are 
people scared of?  What’s the relationship between fear, faith and 
doubt?   

Initially the disciples are afraid of Jesus, thinking he’s a ghost. Then Peter, as he walks on the 
water, sees the wind and is afraid 
Jesus diagnoses Peter’s fear as lack of faith – Peter seems to view the threat of the wind as 
greater than the power of Jesus.   
The word for “doubt” here, “denotes not so much a theological uncertainty or unbelief, but a 
practical hesitation, wavering, being in two minds. Peter’s problem was not so much lack of 
intellectual conviction as the conflict between the evidence of his senses and the invitation of 
Jesus” (France 2007:571) 

6. How does Jesus respond to Peter’s fear and doubt? 

On the one hand, he scolds Peter’s lack of faith.  On the other hand, he saves him! 
Notably, the word here for “little faith” is different to the “unbelief” of the crowds that rejected 
Jesus altogether in 13:58. 
 
 

7. What would be an equivalent, for us, to Peter’s fear and sinking?  
How does this passage comfort and encourage us? 

Get the group to think about how we evaluate threats around us and how we evaluate Jesus’ 
power. 
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Notes & Prayer Points 
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Study 7: Matthew 15:1-20 
Read Matthew 15:1-9 
In this story we again see Jesus in conflict with the Pharisees – a movement of 
everyday citizens devoted to promoting scrupulous application of the Old 
Testament Jewish law. They had developed a whole set of traditions as a 
protective “fence” around the law, and they regarded this oral law as equal to 
the written law.  This time, they bring with them some teachers of the law 
(scribes) who were professional students and teachers of the law. 

1. What part of Jewish tradition did the scribes and Pharisees 
challenge Jesus about? 

Ritual hand washing.  If necessary, point out this wasn’t about hygiene but religious purity.  
 
 

2. How does Jesus reply to their accusation, and why does he call 
them hypocrites? 

As is often the case, Jesus doesn’t play defence but goes on the offence.  Their human 
traditions, he charges, are not protecting the law but are nullifying the written law of God. The 
tradition of Korban prevented some people from helping their parents in their time of need – 
violating the command to honour one’s parents . 
 

3. What is the point of the quotation from Isaiah in verses 8-9? 
 
 
 
 

4. Can we today be in danger of performing outward religious 
practices that cover up a sinful attitude of the heart?  Explain. How 
can we avoid this? 
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5. Are there religious practices in your life that may put you in danger 
of neglecting your family? How can we get the balance right? 

 
 
 
Read Matthew 15:10-20 

6. How does Jesus explain what really makes people “unclean”?  What 
is the principle underlying the parable Jesus gives in verses 11? 

Inner purity is what pleases God, not external acts of righteousness on their own. NB Verse 11 
is described as a “parable” by the disciples in verse 15.  In Mark 7:19 Mark comments “in 
saying this he declared all foods clean” – that is, as Gentiles joined the church after Pentecost, 
this teaching helped the believers to realize that there was no longer a need to observe the OT 
purity laws to be a member of the true people of God. 

7. Why were the Pharisees offended? What does Jesus imply in his 
reply (verses 13-14)? 
 
 
 

8. Jesus gives examples of things that truly make a person unclean.  
What are they? 
 
 
 

9. Have a good look at your own life – your speech and behaviour – 
and consider whether you are at fault in any of the things Jesus 
mentions here. If so, ask God to forgive you and help you grown in 
godliness. 

Unless the whole group has prepared in advance, give 2+ minutes of silence here for personal 
reflection.  Allow space if anyone would like to share their reflections at the end if they’d like to, 
but don’t make it compulsory. 
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Notes & Prayer Points 
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Study 8: Matthew 15:21-39 
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On several occasions Jesus withdraws to avoid confrontation (for now!) with 
the Jewish authorities.  On this occasion, he withdraws outside Jewish territory 
altogether, to the region of Tyre and Sidon. (In Matthew 11:21-24 these cities 
are given as examples of ungodly and unbelieving places, comparable to 
Sodom).   

There he meets a “Canaanite” woman.  In the Old Testament the Canaanites 
had been the idol-worshipping enemies of God’s people.  This woman is 
emphatically a non-Jew, a Gentile. 

1. What do the following passages show us about Jesus’ relationship 
to Gentiles at certain points in his ministry? 

Matthew 8:10-11 
(To a Gentile 
centurion) 
 
 

 

Matthew 10:5-7 
(To the disciples) 
 
 

 

Matthew 28:18-19 
(To the disciples,  
after his resurrection) 
 
 

 

 
Read Matthew 15:21-28 

2. How does the Canaanite woman address Jesus in verse 22?  What 
does she reveal about her religious knowledge? 

“Lord, Son of David” v22.  She knew the story of Israel’s greatest king, and recognized Jesus’ 
great authority.  She’s a well-informed Gentile who quite possibly has her faith in the God of 
Israel.   
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3. In verses 23-26 it sounds like Jesus has no interest in helping the 
woman.  Yet in the end he compliments her,  and grants her 
request. Do you think he just changed his mind? Or is something 
else going on? 

Let the group chew this over a bit.  Point out that in chapter 8 Jesus has already granted the 
centurion’s request, and complimented his faith, and foretold the inclusion of the Gentiles.  This 
gives us reason to think that his initial “hard line” rejection of the woman wasn’t going to be his 
final word on the subject, but was perhaps intended to tease out the woman’s faith. 
“Need we assume that when eventually the woman won the argument Jesus was either 
dismayed or displeased? May this not rather have been the outcome he intended from the 
start? A good teacher may sometimes aim to draw out a pupil’s best insight by a deliberate 
challenge which does not necessarily represent the teacher’s own view even if the phrase 
“devil’s advocate” may not be quite appropriate to this context!”  (France 2007:591) 

4. Read Genesis 12:1-3. What is it about God’s original purpose for his 
people Israel that this woman seems to know?  

“Her reply, whether she knows it or not, thus encapsulates the important biblical theology of the 
election of Israel not for their own benefit alone but to be a means of blessing to all nations, a 
light to the Gentiles (Gen 12:3; Isa 49:6).” (France 2007:595). 

 
Read Matthew 15:29-39 

5. When Jesus heals the lame, blind, crippled, mute and others, who 
do the crowds praise? (v31)  Why would Matthew, a Jew writing to a 
mostly Jewish audience, refer to God this way in this verse?  What 
does it suggest about the crowds? 
It suggests the crowds are not Jewish but rather Gentiles. Jewish crowds are never 
described as praising the God of Israel.  It’s not 100%  provable, and some scholars dispute 
it, but it makes sense with the Canaanite woman just before, and explains why we have a 
second feeding miracle recorded (see question below). Matthew’s description of Jesus’ 
geographical movement in v29 doesn’t give us a precise location, but Mark 7:31 describes 
him as being in or near the Decapolis (a strongly Gentile region).  (Another subtle hint: The 
word for “baskets” used in the earlier story referred to a specifically Jewish kind of basket, 
but in this story a different, more general “basket” word is used). 
If the group are struggling to spot this, try pointing out the kind of person that Jesus has been 
engaging with in the story just beforehand, and the implications of the discussion about food 
laws earlier on. You could also ask “would you ever say ‘the Christians praised the God of 
Christians’?” 
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6. We already learned in chapter 14 that Jesus is able to miraculously 
feed large crowds.  Why might Matthew have chosen to include this 
second mass-feeding miracle in his gospel?  What does it add? 

If this feeding is of a Gentile crowd, it shows how in Jesus the promise to bless the whole world 
is coming to fruition.  The life he brings to the people of Israel will also flow out to the Gentiles. 
This is parallel to the healing of the Canaanite woman just beforehand. 
 

7. If Jesus is feeding bread to a crowd of Gentiles, how does that 
connect with the Canaanite woman’s point back in verse 26? 
Even the dogs get to eat the crumbs from under the table – and here, Jesus is feeding them! 
It’s interesting that the number of recipients here (4000) is less than the Jewish crowd earlier  
5000) – this might be to show us the Jewish priority?  
 

8. The disciples have already seen Jesus miraculously feed a large 
crowd back in chapter 14. What do you make of their puzzlement 
here in verse 33? 
They seem slow on the uptake!  Jesus pulls them up on this in 16:9-10.  Possibly they 
couldn’t imagine that his miraculous provision for a Jewish crowd could be extended to 
Gentiles? 
 

9. Think about the different sub-cultures of people in our city.  What 
group of people do you see as most different to you, and the most 
disconnected from your way of life?  Do you find it hard to imagine 
people from that sub-culture joining the people of God?  What 
does Matthew 15:21-39 have to say to us on this topic?  

If necessary, help the group to think about who are the “Canaanites” in their world.  Could it be 
Muslim people in South-west Sydney?  Or rich people?  Or poor people?  Or those with 
different political persuasions? 
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Notes & Prayer Points 
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Study 9: Matthew 16:1-20 
1. If you asked three people on the street “who do you say Jesus is”, 

what replies do you think you’d get? 

If you think you’ll be short on time you can skip this warmer question. 

Read Matthew 16:1-12 

2. The Pharisees and Sadducees again ask for a sign (see 12:38).  Why 
does Jesus refuse?  Do you remember what the sign of Jonah was? 
(See 12:39-41) 
 
 
 

3. Jesus warns against the yeast of the Pharisees and Sadducees.  
a. What is he referring to? (See verse 12)  

 
 

b. The Pharisees and Sadducees were opposing groups who 
disagreed about many things. In this passage, what 
“teaching” do they have in common? 
 
 

c. What is “yeast-like” about their teaching? 

In biblical times, yeast (or leaven) was not powdered stuff but a bit of fermented bread from 
last week (like sourdough).  Yeast/Leaven in the Bible often symbolizes rottenness to be 
avoided (See the festival of unleavened bread in Ex 12, also 1 Cor 5:6-8, Gal 5:9.) 

4. The disciples misunderstand and Jesus describes them as having 
“little faith”. Jesus has used this label before – see Matthew 6:30, 
8:26, 14:31.  What seems to be the common element in having 
“little faith”? 

Seems their minds are on earthly things – they are concerned about whether they will be 
clothed and fed etc, ignorant of the great power who is walking with them. 
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Read Matthew 16:13-16 
The setting for this private gathering of Jesus and his disciples is up north, 
near the head-waters of the Jordan river (see map on earlier page). It was the 
centre of various sorts of pagan worship and also emperor worship (hence its 
name). 

5. Why would people think that Jesus was John the Baptist, or Elijah, 
or Jeremiah?  What is common to all three of these options? 

“Jesus, because of the nature of his preaching and his popular influence, would naturally be 
regarded as a second John, even by those who had no knowledge of the previous connection 
between the two; cf. the association of the two men’s ministries in 11:16–19 …  
“One surprising element, which is peculiar to Matthew, is the singling out of Jeremiah as a 
model for understanding Jesus… The answer may be found in the peculiar nature of 
Jeremiah’s message, which has made his name proverbial as a prophet of doom, and in the 
sustained opposition he encountered among his own people. In particular, Jeremiah incurred 
fierce hostility by predicting the downfall of Judah and the destruction of the temple, and a 
similar message will become an increasing feature of Jesus’ ministry as Matthew relates it.  … 
“The quoted popular views all categorize Jesus as a prophet; … If people saw Jesus as a 
prophet they believed him to be a figure of great significance, and someone with a divine 
commission. …  All this is highly honorific, but Jesus’ subsequent question reveals that it still 
falls short of the true estimate of his mission. It leaves him only on a level with John.  (France 
2007:616-7) 

6. Who does Peter say Jesus is?  How is it different to the other 
options mentioned? 
 
 
 

“Messiah” is a Hebrew word meaning “anointed one”.  (“Christ” is the Greek 
equivalent).  In the Old Testament, people were anointed when they were 
installed into a special role such as king (eg. 2 Sam 23:1) or priest (eg. Lev 
6:15).  By New Testament times many Jews were looking forward to “the 
Messiah”, a promised king who would restore Israel’s fortunes.  In 2 Samuel 7, 
God had promised king David a descendant who would rule forever, and said 
“he shall be to me a son”.  So “Son of God” and “promised messiah” are 
closely connected (the high priest uses them synonymously in Mathew 26:63). 
In Caesarea Phillipi, a place where various “dead gods” were worshipped, it 
was apt to point out that Jesus’ Father is the living God. 
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Read Matthew 16:16-20 

7. In verse 18, the name “Peter” and the word for “rock” sound very 
similar in Greek – Jesus is making a play on words. From the 
context, what qualifies Peter for this “foundational” role?  

Confessing that Jesus is the Messiah is the basis for belonging to Christ’s church, and being the 
first to do this qualifies Peter as one of the foundational leaders in the early church.  Cf Eph 2:20 
where Christ is the cornerstone and the “apostles and prophets” are the foundation of the church. 
If necessary, help the group see that “church” is the collection of God’s people, not a building. 
The Roman Catholic church uses this text to argue that Peter and his successors (ie. Popes) 
must be the chief authority in the institutional church.  But of course this text says nothing about 
successors, and although Peter was a key leader in early Christianity there’s no evidence he held 
ultimate authority on his own (see Acts 10, Gal 1-2, 1 Peter 5:1). 

8. Read Matthew 18:18-20.  These words are spoken by Jesus to the 
disciples as a group.  How does this affect our understanding of the 
promise to Peter in 16:19? 

If the same authority is given to the other disciples too, 16:19 is not telling us there ought to be 
one single person who has this binding/loosing authority. 

9. Matthew 16:19 has been the basis for the image of “St Peter at the 
pearly gates” featured in many jokes.  What makes this 
interpretation unlikely? 

The rest of the verse speaks about Peter exercising authority, making binding decisions on earth 
– not waiting til a post-mortem or end-of-times moment to use his authority.  Also, as we’ve seen, 
in 18:18, the other disciples are given similar authority so it’s not just Peter. 

10. Does Peter have the right to choose, off his own bat, who will be 
forgiven for their sins and enter the kingdom of heaven?  What 
parts of this passage might suggest this is true, or not true? 

Having the keys in his possession, and the binding/loosing comment of v19 might imply this.  But 
V18 – on this rock, Jesus will build his church. Peter is the bedrock and chief steward but not the 
owner or the project manager.  
The terms “binding” and “loosing” were used by Jewish teachers for declaring what is and isn’t 
permitted (Matt 5:19 uses the word “loosing” in this way).  So it may well be that binding/loosing 
here is not about absolving sins but determining the standards that will apply to the new people of 
God.  We see this playing out in Acts as Peter has a leading role in admitting Gentiles without 
requiring them to follow the Jewish law.  (As the NIV footnote indicates, the Greek suggests that 
what Peter binds on earth “will have been bound” in heaven – that is, Peter is actually reflecting 
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heaven rather than controlling heaven). 

11. In our context today, when Christian belief appears to be in decline, 
do you find yourself worrying about the future of the church?  How 
does this passage encourage us?  

 
 
 
 

Notes & Prayer Points 
 

 


