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Study 1 – Matthew 13:1-23 

Understanding parables about the Kingdom 

 Can you think of a time when you did not heed someone’s advice…and they were clearly right in 
retrospect? 

Context: If we look back prior to this passage, we will see that Jesus and the Pharisees have been having series 
of disputes over the Sabbath. The climax occurred after Jesus healed a man who was demon-possessed, blind 
and mute: the Pharisees accused Jesus of using the power of Satan to cast out the demons and decided to 
kill him.  

Read Matthew 13:1-23 

 Consider the parable as Jesus taught it to the crowd (13:3b-9). Given only these verses, what sense 
would you be able to make of what Jesus was saying? 

 In verse 11, the word for “secrets” (or “mystery”) signifies something that people could never work 
out for themselves, but which has been made known. Jesus’ first statement emphasises this idea: 
‘knowledge… has been given to you but not to them…’. If some are given knowledge about Jesus (and 
salvation) while others are not given that knowledge, is it fair? 

 In verse 12, Jesus provides the core of his answer to the question of why he speaks in parables.  

– Having established that some are ‘chosen’, and have the knowledge of Jesus, how does verse 12 
now answer the disciples’ question?  

– What is the good news in verse 12 for those who are chosen to ‘have’ knowledge of Jesus?  

– What is the implication for those who do not have the knowledge of Jesus? 

 We may now find ourselves asking why God didn’t enable all people to understand the parables, and 
similarly, why God sent Isaiah on a mission of judgment. To answer this, consider: 

– What would have happened if Jesus had spoken and been understood by all who heard…. All the 
time? 

– Does it mean you are not saved if you didn’t understand the parable the first time you read it? 

 What is Jesus’ explanation for soil sown along the path (verse 19)? 

– What might a person look like, who is hearing the message of the kingdom, but not understanding 
it? 

– What might a person look like, who is hearing and understanding? 

 What is Jesus’ explanation for soil falling on rocky ground? 

– In verse 21, Jesus describes the problem of this person to be their lack of root. What does he mean 
by ‘root’ here, and how do you deepen your roots? 
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 In Jesus’ explanation for the seed that falls among the thorns, he describes two things – the worries of 
this life, and the deceitfulness of wealth — as choking the word.  

– How might the worries of this life and the deceitfulness of riches prevent a person accepting the 
gospel at all? 

– Why is ‘choking’ a suitable metaphor for the deceitfulness of wealth and this world? 

 

 Finally, in verse 23 Jesus describes the seed that falls on good soil. This person hears the word and 
understands it.  

– Focusing on the person who is “good soil” to receive the gospel and be saved. Do you think “good 
soil” refers to a “good person”? What does it refer to? 

– So who are the people that were the good soil? 

– The result of hearing and understanding, is that the person produces ‘a crop’. What crop do you 
think Jesus is referring to? 

– For the Christian who wonders what multiple their harvest will be, what can we do to increase the 
harvest in our lives? 

 Consider what we have learned from this passage. 

– Were you convicted by any of these warnings? 

– What have you actioned in your life, or have you witnessed in the lives of others, to ensure the 
word of God is understood – and multiplied?  

– What encouragement do you gain from Jesus’ indication in verse 12 “whoever has, more will be 
given them and they will have an abundance” – and verse 23 where the one in good soil “produces 
a crop, yielding 100, 60 or 30 times what was sown”? 

– How do you think understanding more as a Christian, leads to growth in the kingdom of heaven? 
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Study 2 – Matthew 13:24-52 

Parables of the Kingdom 
Our passage continues Matthew’s record of a day when Jesus had already been teaching the crowd in a house 
(Matt 12:46-50) and then “went out of the house and sat by the lake. Such large crowds gathered around 
him that he got into a boat and sat in it, while all the people stood on the shore. Then he told them many 
things in parables…” (Matt 13:1-3). 

 What is your understanding of what the kingdom of Heaven / God is?  

Context: We’re about to read Matthew 13:24-35. Before we begin, note the context: Jesus had sat down to 
teach the people in a boat by the lake. His explanation to the disciples of the parable of the Sower (13:18-23 
– our passage last week) seems to have been provided at a later time, but recorded by Matthew to keep the 
parable together with its interpretation. Verse 24 picks up again with Jesus in the boat teaching the crowd. 

Read Matthew 13:24-35  

 To understand parables, it is helpful to focus on the key image you are left with after hearing the 
parable. Consider the parable of the weeds from the perspective of the crowd. Jesus told of a man who 
sowed good seed and responded to the arrival of weeds among his wheat.  

– How does the man feel about the wheat? 

– How does the man feel about the weeds? 

– So what is the key image of the parable? 

 Consider the parable of the mustard seed in verses 31-32. What is the image you are left with after 
reading the growth of the mustard seed? 

 Again, consider the parable of the yeast, in verse 33. What image are you left with after reading the 
parable of the yeast?  

 Recap: From the parables we have looked at so far, what images ‘that the Kingdom of Heaven are like’ 
have we accumulated? 

Narrative (34-35) 
In verses 34-35, Matthew explains that Jesus’ speaking in parables ‘fulfilled what was spoken through the 
prophet’, and then quotes Psalm 78:2.  

Psalm 78 recounts the experience of Israel of having experienced God’s power and deliverance, nevertheless 
turning away from him, forgetting his mighty works (Ps 78:11), continuing to sin and test him (Ps 78:17–20), 
ultimately provoking him to anger (Ps 78:21,31); and although God initially withheld judgment (Ps 78:39), 
ultimately (in the case of Psalm 78) his judgment allowed the ark of the Covenant to be taken by Israel’s 
enemies (Ps 78:60-61 cf 1 Sam 4). Both God’s objective and Israel’s pattern of response remain the same 
throughout Israel’s history: God works to see his people return to him, ultimately bringing judgment upon 
his people so that they would return to him and he may bring the deliverance. 
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The parallels with Jesus’ ministry and some in the crowd’s response are obvious. If God had judged his people 
in the past for ignoring his saving acts and miraculous power then, what would God do now if Israel rejected 
the Messiah himself when ministering in power and authority in their midst? 

But Psalm 78 concludes with comfort – the final verses (Ps 78:67-72) remind us that after judgment, God 
acted in mercy by providing for them King David, a king after God’s own heart (Acts 13:22). In continuing 
parallel with Psalm 78, we know that Jesus is the descendent of David (Matt. 1:1), and the ultimate King, the 
one not just ‘after God’s own heart’, but the son of God himself, among us. 

Read Matthew 13:36-52 

 Looking at verses 37 to 43, what do we learn about the kingdom of heaven now that we know that ‘the 
man’ is actually the ‘Son of Man’, and the seeds, weeds and the enemy are all identified? (What does 
the parable teach us about the kingdom of heaven?) 

– We may be tempted to ask “why Does God allow sin to continue?” This parable addresses that 
question — so, why does God not just end the world and institute heaven now (according to this 
parable)?  

 Consider the parables in verses 44 and 45.  

– What do these parables add to our understanding of the Kingdom? 

– Consider how wealthy the richest person in the world is – even compared to ‘ordinary’ wealthy 
people. Christians are infinitely more wealthy – why?  

 In the Parable of the Net (verses 47-50), Jesus talks of the end of the age. Fishing with a net (dragnet) 
was an ancient image for judgment. Sadly, it was not unknown in the ancient world, that a conquering 
army may march in a line across the land clasping hands, killing every person they came to. No one 
escaped. Similar for fishing with a net dragged between two boats – no fishes escaped. What does this 
image teach us about the Kingdom? 

 Recall that in the last study passage (Matthew 13:1-23) Jesus emphasised the need to understand. In 
verses 51-52, he returns to this focus, asking the disciples “Have you understood all these things?”. 

– What is the implication of the disciples’ answer – that they have understood? 

– Consider Jesus’s response to their affirmation of understanding. What is his point? 

 Consider that there are three enduring images: 

(1) The Kingdom is among the world, but God knows who are his and judgment will come 
(2) The Kingdom goes from small to huge 
(3) The Kingdom is of great value – greater than any worth we may accumulate in this life. 

– What do each of these images bring to us as we consider our place in the kingdom? 

– What have we given up – or prepared to give up? 

– Do we treat our place in God’s kingdom as of such value as more than anything else in our lives? Or 
is it second to another passion? 
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– What is encouraging about the kingdom starting small and growing? 

– What do we learn from the kingdom being in the world – like wheat alongside weeds – knowing 
that the wheat and weeds will be separated at the judgment?   
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Study 3 – Matthew 13:53-14:36 

Acceptance and Rejection 

 In what ways is this world different to what we know of God’s Kingdom? Choose one word that you 
think is the most comprehensive and explain why you chose that word. 

Context: Having concluded his parables of the kingdom of heaven, Jesus travels to his hometown of Nazareth. 
He is increasing in popularity with the people, but the Pharisees have already decided they want to kill him. 
In our passage for study, we will be presented with further responses from his hearers, as well as the record 
of the authority’s response to the faithful preaching of John the Baptist.  

Read Matthew 13:53-58 

 In 13:53-58, Matthew records Jesus’ movements as he travels to his hometown (of Nazareth).  

– What do we learn about Jesus from these verses? – list the facts we pickup. 

 What is it that amazes the people about Jesus? 

– Why do you think the ‘amazement’ of the people, ultimately led to their taking offense? 

– Are we at risk of becoming ‘familiar’ and ‘comfortable’ with Jesus? Are we at risk of dismissing 
Jesus?  

– How do some Christians demonstrate that they have not only become comfortable with Jesus, but 
taken offense at him?  

Context: We’re about to read Matthew 14:1-12, where we’ll learn that John the Baptist had been executed. 
For a bit of historical context: Herod Antipas was one of the many sons of Herod the Great, who ruled as 
tetrarch (lower than an Ethnarch, which in turn was lower than a king) of Galilee and Perea and was married 
to a princess, Phasaelis. However, he divorced Phasaelis to marry Herodias (his niece, being the daughter of 
Aristobulus, his half-brother) and Herodias had already been married to another of his half-brothers.  

Read Matthew 14:1-12 

 Why didn’t Herod kill John earlier? 

 What role was John the Baptist fulfilling in preaching to Herod in this way? 

 Herod felt he could not refuse his niece/daughter’s request. Why? (v.26) 

Read Matthew 14:13-21 

 Why do you think the crowds followed Jesus (verse 13)? 

 I have heard it suggested by some who profess to be Christian, that Jesus didn’t perform a miracle 
here, but merely encouraged the people to share the food they had each brought, with each other; 
resulting in sufficient quantity for all. Still others have suggested that the disciples hid large stores of 
food in caves near where Jesus was standing, and passed the bread out through his cloak to make it 
appear that the bread came miraculously. 

– What details can you see that suggest that Matthew wants to leave his readers in no doubt that it 
was a miracle? 
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– What reason would someone have to want to believe that this was not a miracle? 

Read Matthew 14:22-36 

 What do you think would have been particularly comforting in Jesus’ response in verse 27 to his 
disciples when they are afraid?  

– What comfort can we take, when we encounter – or imagine – things that scare us? 

– Does this mean that Christians will never be harmed?  

 Peter’s brief walk on water is a wonderful image of faith in action. 

– If we take this episode as a study on how to ‘step out in faith’, what might we learn? 

– How else could have Jesus responded – other than saving Peter the way he did?  

– What do we learn about Jesus, in his response to Peter?  

 The wind (and presumably the waves) died down once they were back in the boat (verse 32). What 
does the disciples’ response in verse 33 tells us about their awareness of Jesus’ identity? What have 
the disciples learned?  

Now it seems that Matthew has deliberately ordered the events we have looked at in this study. We can see 
this because we commenced in 13:53 with Jesus in Nazareth. Matthew skipped to the account of the 
execution of John and then picked up the narration of Jesus when Jesus is in another town entirely. Matthew 
wants these episodes together, so it is worthwhile comparing them.  

 There were two feasts in the passages we read: the feast of Herod Antipas and the feast of Jesus with 
the 10,000. What differences are there between the two feasts? 

 Reflect on the different responses of all the people we encountered in this passage, in their response 
to faithful teaching – 

– Why did those in Jesus’ hometown take offence to Jesus’ miracles and authoritative teaching? 

– Why did Herod Antipas respond to the faithful preaching of John by locking him up and ultimately 
executing him?  

– Why did the crowds demand more from Jesus, and never let him have a moment’s peace? 

– Why did the disciples follow Jesus around, and ultimately worship him as the son of God? 

 What do you want from Jesus? Why do you come to church? Why are you at Bible study? (Is it to know 
Jesus better, to encourage others? Is it because you feel you have to? Is it because this is where your 
friends are?) 

– In what areas of your life do you hear a faithful call to change, but think that you can ignore it? 

– Are you thinking that following Jesus will bring bodily healing, or earthly satisfaction? (Or are you 
following him because he is the Son of God, the rescuer who calls you to repentance and holiness?) 
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– Do you need to change your view of Jesus' authority in your life?     
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Study 4 – Matthew 15:1-28 

The heart before God 

 What do you think holiness looks like – what would make you say that someone is holy? 

Context: Before we commence the passage, if we look briefly at Matthew 14:34-36, we will find our context: 
Jesus had landed at Gennesaret, and people had recognised him and flocked to him to be healed. Matthew’s 
narration picks up there. 

Read Matthew 15:1-9 

 From verse 2, the Pharisees ask Jesus why his disciples break the tradition of the elders and do not 
wash their hands. It is important to understand that the Pharisees were not concerned with hygiene, 
but with removing ceremonial defilement. They were focused upon being clean (as in, ‘holy’) and were 
concerned that the hands touch any number of unclean (unholy) things, and then by touching food 
makes the food unclean, consequently transferrin the ‘uncleanness’ to the person who eats the food. 
– Why do you think the Pharisees and teachers asked this question – what was their motivation? 
– What does this tell you about the Pharisees' view of authority? 
– Do we see examples of similar types of thinking today?  

 In verses 3-9 Jesus launches into a judgment upon the Pharisees and teachers of the law. Matthew 
doesn’t explain the exact situation that Jesus is referring to, but we get a clear picture of the principle 
upon which they are being judged. What does Jesus ultimately charge the Pharisees with having done? 

 How might the quote from Isaiah in verses 8 and 9 describe some people, even some believers, today? 

 What parts of the way that we “church“ are set out in Scripture? 

 Before we look at the next passage, having read verses 1-9, what do you think is the principle we must 
learn? 

Read Matthew 15:10-20 

 In this passage, Jesus talks about defilement. Jumping ahead a little first, and looking at Jesus' 
explanation of his statement in verses 16-20, what type of defilement is Jesus concerned about? 

–  Is this different to the Pharisees when they asked him the question in verse 2? (How?) 

 In verses 13 and 14, Jesus provides two metaphors describing the blind guides. 

– In verse 13 Jesus describes plants being pulled up by the roots. What happens if a plant is pulled up 
by the roots? 

– In verse 14 Jesus describes the Pharisees as blind, and points out the folly of following a blind guide: 
both will fall into a pit. What does this suggest about the consequence of the Pharisees’ approach 
to holiness? 

– Where might we find “blind guides” in our lives? 

– How do we ensure we are not blind leaders, leading others astray? 
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 In verse 17, Jesus states that the things that come out of your mouth come from your heart, and these 
make you unclean. In what way does your 'heart' make you unclean (unholy)? 

 Looking at verses 18-20, and the ways that our hearts can produce such sin, consider: What have you 
done in your life, how have you changed, in recognition of the importance of being holy? 

Read Matthew 15:21-28 

 The cities of Tyre and Sidon were Gentile, and in fact outside of Israel's ancient borders. Given that 
Jesus has travelled away from his people, what is interesting about how the woman addresses Jesus? 

 Jesus' response to her seems uncharacteristic and dismissive, even rude. To understand it, we will look 
one verse at a time. 

– What is his reason for dismissing her in verse 24? 

– In verse 25, the woman kneels before him (an acknowledgment of submission) and begs again. 
Jesus' response is even more shocking: he uses a metaphor where she is represented by a dog (this 
is just as much of an insult in their culture as ours). What message is he attempting to convey in 
using this metaphor? 

– What is remarkable about her response in verse 27? 

– What does it say about her, that rather than storming off, she interacts with the metaphor, even 
continuing the metaphor and self-associating with 'the dog'? 

 How do people who do not know the holiness of Jesus respond when told that they are sinners who 
need to repent?  

– How do you respond when the Bible tells you, you are a sinner who needs to repent? 

– Why is the Christian response to acknowledgment of need to repent different? 

 If the woman had stormed out when her situation was compared to that of a dog eating the children's 
food, we would probably understand – but if so, what emotion within her would have led her to storm 
out? 

 Is it fair to say that pride is the belief that you are right? When your pride is wounded isn’t it usually 
because your heart has been deflated? When your pride leads you astray, isn’t it because your heart 
doesn’t want to admit truth? Consider the woman again: 

– Was anything that Jesus said factually untrue? (Noting that the reference to the dog was a 
metaphor - he did not literally think she was a dog.) 

– Did Jesus' response to her force the woman to display her faith? And did that in turn lead to Jesus 
ministering to her? 

– How is Jesus' treatment of this woman, telling her a hard truth, which forced a response of faithful 
submission to him and led to healing; how is that different to the time that God reached into your 
life and convicted you of your sin and your need to submit to him in faith and beg his help? 

 The woman in verse 21-28 provides us the example of how we deal with our heart problem – ignore 
the leanings of our hearts and turn to God. 

– In what ways are you tempted to trust your own heart – and follow its leanings – rather than God? 
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– From our wider knowledge of the Bible, what has God done to our hearts to help us to follow him 
(cf. Jeremiah 31:33; Ezek 36:26; Rom 8:1-17)? 

– What part of your life shows your love and devotion to God is not just a routine, a tradition? 
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Study 5 – Matthew 15:29-16:12 

The whole Truth…and nothing but the Truth 

 Have you ever been in a situation, or aware of teaching or example, where the Bible was added to or 
taken away from? How do you feel about that experience? 

Context: Note that this passage commences with “Jesus Left there”. He had been in the region of Tyre and 
Sidon. He is likely still in the region of the Gentiles as we commence this passage. 

Read Matthew 15:29-39 

 What did the crowd come for? 

 What do we learn from this feeding that is similar, and what is different, to the feeding of the 5,000 in 
Matthew 14:13f? 

 Do you notice, that as we read this passage we tend to skip over the days and days of miraculous 
healings, and think of this miracle simply as the feeding of the 4,000? Jesus has spent three days 
enabling people who could not walk to walk; granting the gift of sight to those who could not see; 
restoring to health those who were crippled; granting the power of speech to those who had formally 
been silent.  

– This is amazing – and the crowd was amazed “when they saw the mute speaking, the crippled made 
well, the lame walking and the blind seeing”… but why do you think the feeding that follows take 
our focus?  

– Remember that Jesus has been at pains to focus upon his mission – to call the people to repentance, 
to recognise (eventually) himself as the Messiah, and to turn to God and become his people. It is 
odd then, that Jesus seems to take a detour and spend such a long period healing gentiles. What 
do you think would have been the effect on the gentiles to Jesus’ direct ministry to them? 

 Remembering who the crowd is made up of, and remembering the very last passage we studied (cf 
15:26-28), what is important about Matthew’s description of Jesus ‘having compassion’ of them? 

Read Matthew 16:1-4 

The Pharisees are well known as the group of Jewish leaders who sought to keep the rules of Scripture by 
adding their own rules on top, rules that were so detailed and implemented with such strictness, that they 
were intended to prevent anyone transgressing the Scripture. We might compare the Pharisees with those 
in our society who stick to rules having forgotten why the rules were made. Jesus regularly shows the 
Pharisees that their own rules, and their unmerciful approach to them coupled with elevating them above 
Scripture, have led to them going against the principles of God’s law, and hence they are acting against God’s 
character and will.  

The Sadducees were in many ways the opposite. They only viewed selected parts of Scripture as Scripture, 
and did not believe in miracles or the resurrection. We may compare these to those in our society who want 
freedom from rules and place greater emphasis on what ‘feels right’. The Sadducees discounted the authority 
of the Bible, placing greater emphasis on the influences and rewards of this world. 

 Given this context, can you see what is abnormal about verse 1? 

– What do you think may have led the two groups to (briefly) unite? 
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– Why do you think they asked for a sign?  

– Do you think they would have followed Jesus if he had produced a sign right then for them?  

 How does Jesus answer the two groups? 

 What do you think Jesus meant by his promise to give them the sign of Jonah? 

 Often people today will indicate a willingness to follow Jesus if he performed a sign for them. I am 
aware of people who have fallen away from church because they personally had never experienced a 
miracle.  

– What does such an attitude indicate about that person’s attitude to God? 

– What might you say to such a person? 

Read Matthew 16:5-12 

 What does the disciples' confusion about Jesus' warning, tell us about their state of understanding? 

 Forgetting about the yeast for a minute, in verses 8-9, Jesus seems concerned about the disciples. 
What is the overriding concern? 

– Why do you think their faith impacted their understanding?  

– What happens when we neglect, or do not act in, faith? 

– How does your lack of faith impact your understanding? 

 Jesus helps the disciples to understand that he is not talking to them about bread, but ‘warning against 
the yeast of the Pharisees and Sadducees’. 

– What are the characteristics of yeast? 

– What is the (metaphorical) ‘yeast’ that Jesus is warning of? 

– Where might we come across similar ‘yeast’ today? 

– How might we protect ourselves from false teaching – today's 'yeast'? 

 As you consider your response to Jesus, what difference does it make to you knowing that although he 
was the great teacher and miracle worker, even more, his purpose in his earthly ministry was to deal 
with spiritual sin – and he dealt with yours by dying on the cross? Put another way, Jesus prioritised 
holiness above earthly cares to the extent of dying for you – how have you reflected similar priorities 
in your life? 
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You can expect Studies 6 & 7 to be available 
on 5 March 2021 

 

 


