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Dear Friends,

The Bible is a gift of God to the church, the people gathered around 
the world throughout the ages in the name of Christ. God uses this 
 sacred writing to continue to speak to us in all times and places.

I encourage you to make it your own by dedicated prayer and 
study with others and on your own. Little Rock Scripture Study is a 
ministry of the Catholic Diocese of Little Rock. It provides the tools you 
need to faithfully understand what you are reading, to appreciate its 
meaning for you and for our world, and to guide you in a way that will 
deepen your own ability to respond to God’s call.

It is my hope that the Word of God will empower you as Christians 
to live a life worthy of your call as a child of God.

Sincerely in Christ,

W Anthony B. Taylor
Bishop of Little Rock

DIOCESE OF LITTLE ROCK
2500 North Tyler Street • P.O. Box 7565 • Little Rock, Arkansas 72217 • (501) 664-0340 Fax (501) 664-6304
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Welcome
The Bible is at the heart of what it means to be a Chris-

tian. It is the Spirit-inspired word of God for us. It reveals 
to us the God who created, redeemed, and guides us still. 
It speaks to us personally and as a church. It forms the 
basis of our public liturgical life and our private prayer 
lives. It urges us to live worthily and justly, to love tenderly 
and wholeheartedly, and to be a part of building God’s 
kingdom here on earth.

Though it was written a long time ago, in the context 
of a very different culture, the Bible is no relic of the past. 
Catholic biblical scholarship is among the best in the world, 
and in our time and place, we have unprecedented access 
to it. By making use of solid scholarship, we can discover 
much about the ancient culture and religious practices that 
shaped those who wrote the various books of the Bible. 
With these insights, and by praying with the words of 
Scripture, we allow the words and images to shape us as 
disciples. By sharing our journey of faithful listening to 
God’s word with others, we have the opportunity to be 
stretched in our understanding and to form communities 
of love and learning. Ultimately, studying and praying 
with God’s word deepens our relationship with Christ.

The Gospel According to Matthew, Part Two 
Matthew 17−28

The resource you hold in your hands is divided into 
four lessons. Each lesson involves personal prayer and 
study using this book and the experience of group prayer, 
discussion, and wrap-up lecture.

If you are using this resource in the context of a small 
group, we suggest that you meet four times, discussing 
one lesson per meeting. Allow about 90 minutes for the 
small group gathering. Small groups function best with 
eight to twelve people to ensure good group dynamics and 
to allow all to participate as they wish.

WHAT MATERIALS WILL YOU USE?

The materials in this book include:

 • The text of the Gospel According to Matthew, chapters 
17−28, using the New American Bible, Revised Edition 
as the translation.
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 • Commentary by Barbara E. Reid (which has also been 
published separately as part of the New Collegeville 
Bible Commentary series).

 • Occasional inserts   highlighting elements of the 
 chapters of Matthew being studied. Some of these ap-
pear also in the Little Rock Catholic Study Bible while 
others are supplied by staff writers.

 • Questions for study, reflection, and discussion at the 
end of each lesson.

 • Opening and closing prayers for each lesson, as well 
as other prayer forms available in the closing pages of 
the book.

In addition, there are wrap-up lectures available for each 
lesson. Your group may choose to purchase a DVD con-
taining these lectures or make use of the audio or video 
lectures online at no charge. The link to these free lectures 
is: LittleRockScripture.org/Lectures/MatthewPartTwo. 
Of course, if your group has access to qualified speakers, 
you may choose to have live presentations.

Each person will need a current translation of the Bible. 
We recommend the Little Rock Catholic Study Bible, which 
makes use of the New American Bible, Revised Edition. 
Other translations, such as the New Jerusalem Bible or the 
New Revised Standard Version: Catholic Edition, would 
also work well.

HOW WILL YOU USE THESE MATERIALS?

Prepare in advance

Using Lesson One as an example:

 • Begin with a simple prayer like the one found on page 
11.

 • Read the assigned material in the printed book for Les-
son One (pages 12–21) so that you are prepared for the 
weekly small group session. You may do this assign-
ment by reading a portion over a period of several days 
(effective and manageable) or by preparing all at once 
(more challenging).

 • Answer the questions, Exploring Lesson One, found 
at the end of the assigned reading, pages 21–23.

 • Use the Closing Prayer on page 23 when you complete 
your study. This prayer may be used again when you 
meet with the group.
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Meet with your small group

 • After introductions and greetings, allow time for prayer 
(about 5 minutes) as you begin the group session. You 
may use the prayer found on page 11 (also used by 
individuals in their preparation) or use a prayer of your 
choosing.

 • Spend about 45–50 minutes discussing the responses 
to the questions that were prepared in advance. You 
may also develop your discussion further by respond-
ing to questions and interests that arise during the dis-
cussion and faith-sharing itself.

 • Close the discussion and faith-sharing with prayer, 
about 5–10 minutes. You may use the Closing Prayer 
at the end of each lesson or one of your choosing at the 
end of the book. It is important to allow people to pray 
for personal and community needs and to give thanks 
for how God is moving in your lives.

 • Listen to or view the wrap-up lecture associated with 
each lesson (15–20 minutes). You may watch the lecture 
online, use a DVD, or provide a live lecture by a quali-
fied local speaker. This lecture provides a common 
focus for the group and reinforces insights from each 
lesson. You may view the lecture together at the end of 
the session or, if your group runs out of time, you may 
invite group members to watch the lecture on their own 
time after the discussion.

Above all, be aware that the Holy Spirit is moving within and 
among you.
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The Gospel According to

Matthew
Part Two

LESSON ONE

Introduction and Matthew 17–19

Begin your personal study and group discussion with a 
simple and sincere prayer such as:

Prayer
Loving God, as we read and study your living 
word, send us the Spirit of Christ, that we may 
faithfully heed his words and imitate his life.

Read the Introduction on page 12 and the Bible text of 
Matthew 17–19 found in the outside columns of pages 
13–19, highlighting what stands out to you.

Read the accompanying commentary to add to your under-
standing.

Respond to the questions on pages 21–23, Exploring Lesson 
One.

The Closing Prayer on page 23 is for your personal use and 
may be used at the end of group discussion.
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INTRODUCTION

Welcome to the study of The Gospel Accord-
ing to Matthew, Part Two from Little Rock Scrip-
ture Study. This volume will explore in depth 
Matthew 17:1–28:20, using the associated sec-
tions of Barbara E. Reid’s New Collegeville 
Bible Commentary, The Gospel According to Mat-
thew. The first half of this study covered Mat-
thew 1:1–16:28 and included the appropriate 
sections of the same commentary by Reid.

In the first half of Matthew’s Gospel, we 
became familiar with Matthew’s unique pre-
sentation of Jesus as an authoritative teacher 
whose life and ministry fulfill the Scriptures. 
Jesus is Emmanuel, “God-with-us” (1:23; 
28:20). We also learned that Matthew’s Gospel 
reflects the situation of the evangelist’s com-
munity. It seems that this primarily Jewish-
Christian community was experiencing a 
painful separation from their Jewish counter-
parts in the synagogues, who likely felt that 
these Christians were dishonoring the cove-
nant and unnecessarily fraternizing with Gen-
tiles. Matthew wishes to be clear that faith in 
Jesus is compatible with faithfulness to the 
Jewish Law while simultaneously affirming 
the Church’s mission to the Gentile commu-
nity.

Matthew’s Gospel begins with infancy nar-
ratives (Matt 1–2), which are followed by many 
teachings and miracles of Jesus. Five major 
discourses in Matthew’s Gospel allow for or-
ganized, thematic collections of Jesus’ teach-
ings (Matt 5–7, 10, 13, 18, and 23–25).

As we move into the second half of the Gos-
pel in this study, we will travel with Jesus to 
Jerusalem where he will teach with authority, 
be increasingly challenged by the religious 
leaders, suffer, die, and rise from the dead. 
 Finally, the risen Jesus will commission his 
 followers to “make disciples of all nations” and 
will promise to be with them always, “until the 
end of the age” (28:19-20).
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CHAPTER 17

The Transfiguration of  Jesus
1After six days Jesus took Peter, James, and 

John his brother, and led them up a high moun-
tain by themselves. 2And he was transfigured be-
fore them; his face shone like the sun and his 
clothes became white as light. 3And behold, 
Moses and Elijah appeared to them, conversing 
with him. 4Then Peter said to Jesus in reply, “Lord, 
it is good that we are here. If you wish, I will make 
three tents here, one for you, one for Moses, and 
one for Elijah.” 5While he was still speaking, be-
hold, a bright cloud cast a shadow over them, then 
from the cloud came a voice that said, “This is my 
beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased; listen 
to him.” 6When the disciples heard this, they fell 
prostrate and were very much afraid. 7But Jesus 
came and touched them, saying, “Rise, and do not 
be afraid.” 8And when the disciples raised their 
eyes, they saw no one else but Jesus alone.

The Coming of  Elijah
9As they were coming down from the moun-

tain, Jesus charged them, “Do not tell the vision 
to anyone until the Son of Man has been raised 
from the dead.” 10Then the disciples asked him, 
“Why do the scribes say that Elijah must come 
first?” 11He said in reply, “Elijah will indeed come 
and restore all things; 12but I tell you that Elijah 
has already come, and they did not recognize him 
but did to him whatever they pleased. So also will 
the Son of Man suffer at their hands.” 13Then the 
disciples understood that he was speaking to them 
of John the Baptist.

The Healing of  a Boy with a Demon
14When they came to the crowd a man ap-

proached, knelt down before him, 15and said, 
“Lord, have pity on my son, for he is a lunatic and 
suffers severely; often he falls into fire, and often 
into water. 16I brought him to your disciples, but 
they could not cure him.” 17Jesus said in reply, “O 
faithless and perverse generation, how long will I 

JESUS AND HIS DISCIPLES  
ON THE WAY TO JERUSALEM

Matthew 17:1–20:34

17:1-13 The transfiguration of Jesus and 
the coming of Elijah

The question of Jesus’ identity and what 
that means continues to loom large in this epi-
sode. On the heels of Jesus’ teaching that he 
must suffer and die and then be raised up 
(16:21), the reader is given utter assurance that 
Jesus’ execution does not mean that he is ac-
cursed (Deut 21:23) or in any way rejected by 
God. The brilliance of his face and clothing 
(v. 2) indicates his righteousness (see 13:43). 
The voice from heaven (v. 5) reaffirms the mes-
sage heard at Jesus’ baptism (3:17): he is God’s 
beloved one. The instruction “listen to him” 
(v. 5) echoes Deuteronomy 18:15 and insists 
that Jesus is the correct interpreter of the Law 
and the Prophets, signified by the figures of 
Moses and Elijah (v. 3).

Matthew further highlights the portrait of 
Jesus as the new Moses with the details of the 
high mountain (v. 1; see also 5:1; 15:29; 28:16), 
Jesus’ shining face (v. 2, like that of Moses after 
his encounter with God on Mount Sinai, Exod 
34:29), and the overshadowing cloud (v. 5, like 
that which signaled God’s presence with Israel 
in their sojourn to freedom, Exod 16:10; 19:9, 
etc.). Matthew specifically labels this experi-
ence a vision (v. 9), and the disciples react in continue
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be with you? How long will I endure you? Bring 
him here to me.” 18Jesus rebuked him and the 
demon came out of him, and from that hour the 
boy was cured. 19Then the disciples approached 
Jesus in private and said, “Why could we not drive 
it out?” 20He said to them, “Because of your little 
faith. Amen, I say to you, if you have faith the size 
of a mustard seed, you will say to this mountain, 
‘Move from here to there,’ and it will move. Noth-
ing will be impossible for you.”[21]

The Second Prediction of  the Passion
22As they were gathering in Galilee, Jesus said 

to them, “The Son of Man is to be handed over 
to men, 23and they will kill him, and he will be 
raised on the third day.” And they were over-
whelmed with grief.

Payment of  the Temple Tax
24When they came to Capernaum, the collec-

tors of the temple tax approached Peter and said, 
“Doesn’t your teacher pay the temple tax?” 
25“Yes,” he said. When he came into the house, 
before he had time to speak, Jesus asked him, 
“What is your opinion, Simon? From whom do 
the kings of the earth take tolls or census tax? 
From their subjects or from foreigners?” 26When 
he said, “From foreigners,” Jesus said to him, 
“Then the subjects are exempt. 27But that we may 
not offend them, go to the sea, drop in a hook, 
and take the first fish that comes up. Open its 
mouth and you will find a coin worth twice the 
temple tax. Give that to them for me and for you.”

much the same way as Daniel did to his apoca-
lyptic visions (Dan 8:17-18; 10:7-9).

The discussion about Elijah (vv. 9-13) re-
flects a debate about the correct interpretation 
of Malachi 4:5 (3:23 Hebrew), which speaks 
about the coming of Elijah before the Day of 
the Lord. For Christians this has taken place in 
the person of John the Baptist (see also 3:1-17; 
9:18-26; 11:1-19; 14:1-12).

17:14-20 The power of little faith
The tragic situation of a child who suffers 

from what is probably epilepsy (the Greek 
word sel∑niazomai literally means “moon-
struck”) becomes an occasion for further train-
ing for the disciples. The father’s plaintive 
“Lord, have pity” echoes the pleas of other 
sufferers in the Gospel (8:2, 5-6, 25; 14:30; 15:22, 
25; 20:30-31). While the disciples have been 
given the authority to cure every disease and 
illness (10:1), Matthew has not yet reported 
that they were ever able to do so (cf. Mark 6:13, 
30). Jesus’ harsh words for the disciples echo 
those of Moses as he voiced his exasperation 
with Israel (Deut 32:5). Jesus redirects the dis-
ciples away from focusing on what they lack, 
toward claiming and exercising the power they 
do have with their little faith (see also 6:30; 
8:26; 14:31; 16:8; 21:21-22). See 13:31-32 for the 
parable of the mustard seed.

17:22-23 Second prediction of the Passion
The reaction of the disciples to this second 

prediction of Jesus’ death and resurrection is 
not denial, as in 16:21-23, but overwhelming 
grief. Their progress in comprehension and 
 acceptance advances as they move with Jesus 
toward Jerusalem (contrast Mark 9:2).

17:24-27 The temple tax
This story is peculiar to Matthew’s Gospel. 

The issue is the payment of a yearly tax of a 
half-shekel that was obligatory for all Jewish 
males over twenty years old (Exod 30:11-16). 
This served for the upkeep of the temple, as 
well as a sign of solidarity among Jews both 
within Israel and in the Diaspora. Controversy 
over this payment may have stemmed from 
disapproval over the manner in which the 
money was used by the Sadducees or the 
shaming of those who were too poor to con-
tribute. Jesus’ exchange with Peter makes it 
clear that as children of God, whose house the 
temple is, they are exempt from taxes for the 
temple. Nonetheless, for the sake of not caus-
ing scandal, Jesus pays the money. The fantas-
tic detail of finding a coin in the mouth of a fish 
gives the story the air of a folktale.

continue
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CHAPTER 18

The Greatest in the Kingdom
1At that time the disciples approached Jesus 

and said, “Who is the greatest in the kingdom of 
heaven?” 2He called a child over, placed it in their 
midst, 3and said, “Amen, I say to you, unless you 
turn and become like children, you will not enter 
the kingdom of heaven. 4Whoever humbles him-
self like this child is the greatest in the kingdom 
of heaven. 5And whoever receives one child such 
as this in my name receives me.

Temptations to Sin
6“Whoever causes one of these little ones who 

believe in me to sin, it would be better for him to 
have a great millstone hung around his neck and 
to be drowned in the depths of the sea. 7Woe to 
the world because of things that cause sin! Such 
things must come, but woe to the one through 
whom they come! 8If your hand or foot causes 
you to sin, cut it off and throw it away. It is better 
for you to enter into life maimed or crippled than 
with two hands or two feet to be thrown into 
eternal fire. 9And if your eye causes you to sin, tear 
it out and throw it away. It is better for you to 
enter into life with one eye than with two eyes to 
be thrown into fiery Gehenna.

The Parable of  the Lost Sheep
10“See that you do not despise one of these 

little ones, for I say to you that their angels in 
heaven always look upon the face of my heavenly 
Father. [11] 12What is your opinion? If a man has 
a hundred sheep and one of them goes astray, will 
he not leave the ninety-nine in the hills and go in 
search of the stray? 13And if he finds it, amen, I 
say to you, he rejoices more over it than over the 

18:1-14 Greatness in God’s realm
The fourth great block of teaching concerns 

life in community. The first section (18:1-14) 
focuses on the need for humility and for the 
care of the most vulnerable. The second (18:15-
20) outlines a procedure for reconciling ag-
grieved members of the community, followed 
by a parable (18:21-35) about unlimited for-
giveness. While these teachings are addressed 
to “the disciples” (v. 1), the nature of the in-
struction is to those with leadership responsi-
bility, not to the “little ones.”

The designation “little ones” is a favorite 
Matthean term for Jesus’ disciples. It 
simultaneously denotes their subjection to 
outside forces that often oppose them 
and their status as servants rather than 
those who should “lord it over” others 
(Mark 10:42; cf. Matt 18:6, 10, 14, 42).

In the first part (vv. 1-5) Jesus teaches lead-
ers to cultivate humility by consciously iden-
tifying themselves with the concerns of the 
least important in the community. Children are 
certainly valued in families, but they are the 
most vulnerable and the least able to contribute 
to the sustenance of the group, at least until 
they are older. A second way to exercise humil-
ity is by showing hospitality toward those who 
are “nobodies” (v. 5). Lavishing care on them 
with the same attentiveness and openness that 
one would show to an important guest is the 
way of true leadership. Finally, leaders must 
be wary of putting any stumbling block (skan-
dalon, vv. 6-9) in the way of a “little one.” The 
consequences for doing so are dire. Matthew 
does not spell out precisely who the “little 
ones” are. They may be new converts or those 
whose faith is not yet strong. At 10:42 they are 
Christian missionaries. One’s treatment of “the 
least” is the basis for reward or punishment at 
the last judgment (25:40, 45).

A further lesson in prizing each of the “little 
ones” is presented in the parable of the shep-
herd who goes to extraordinary lengths to re-

cover a lost sheep (vv. 10-14). Christian leaders 
are to emulate God’s care for Israel (Ps 23; Isa 
40:11) and Jesus’ compassion for people who 
are “like sheep without a shepherd” (9:36). 

continue
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ninety-nine that did not stray. 14In just the same 
way, it is not the will of your heavenly Father that 
one of these little ones be lost.

A Brother Who Sins
15“If your brother sins [against you], go and 

tell him his fault between you and him alone. If 
he listens to you, you have won over your brother. 
16If he does not listen, take one or two others 
along with you, so that ‘every fact may be estab-
lished on the testimony of two or three witnesses.’ 
17If he refuses to listen to them, tell the church. If 
he refuses to listen even to the church, then treat 
him as you would a Gentile or a tax collector. 
18Amen, I say to you, whatever you bind on earth 
shall be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose 
on earth shall be loosed in heaven. 19Again, 
[amen,] I say to you, if two of you agree on earth 
about anything for which they are to pray, it shall 
be granted to them by my heavenly Father. 20For 
where two or three are gathered together in my 
name, there am I in the midst of them.”

The Parable of  the Unforgiving Servant
21Then Peter approaching asked him, “Lord, 

if my brother sins against me, how often must I 
forgive him? As many as seven times?” 22Jesus 
answered, “I say to you, not seven times but 
 seventy-seven times. 23That is why the kingdom 
of heaven may be likened to a king who decided 
to settle accounts with his servants. 24When he 
began the accounting, a debtor was brought be-
fore him who owed him a huge amount. 25Since 

They are not to be like the shepherds that 
 Ezekiel (34:12) denounces for placing their own 
welfare above that of the “flock.” They are to 
seek out the “lost sheep of the house of Israel” 
(10:6). The emphasis in Matthew’s version of 
the parable is not on the repentance of the 
sheep (cf. Luke 15:7), but rather on the urgent 
task of the shepherd who follows God’s will 
and experiences great joy in finding the lost 
(vv. 13-14).

18:15-20 A process for reconciliation
This section presents steps to be taken in 

the community when one member sins against 
another. The first step is direct confrontation, 
begun by the one who is offended (v. 15) and 
approaches the other with a willingness to 
 forgive. The best-case scenario is that this first 
confrontation brings about the needed repen-
tance, and then reconciliation results. If it fails, 
however, the next step is to involve one or two 
others from the community (v. 16). The aim is 
to establish the truth, relying on impartial wit-
nesses or facilitators. If this does not work, then 
the matter is brought before the whole com-
munity (ekkl∑sia, “church,” used only here and 
in 16:18 in the Gospels). If that fails, then the 
person is to be treated like “a Gentile or a tax 
collector” (v. 17). It is not clear whether this 
means to exclude the person or to emulate 
Jesus’ practice of befriending such people (see 
8:5-13; 9:9-13; 11:19; 15:21-28).

Here Jesus may be advocating that Chris-
tians be willing to sit and break bread together, 
even while they are working toward resolving 
their differences. Note that Matthew does not 
indicate the nature of the offense. Such a strat-
egy would not work for every kind of sin. Note 
that the whole community has a role in binding 
and loosing offenses (18:18), and the whole 
body is involved in praying for reconciliation.

18:21-35 Forgiveness aborted
The process sketched above is lengthy and 

arduous. Peter asks Jesus how often you have 
to do all this—as many as seven times? In bib-
lical terms, seven is a perfect number, signify-
ing here an endless number of times. Jesus’ 
exhortation to forgive seventy-seven times (v. 
22) contrasts with the threat of Lamech, who 
vowed vengeance “seventy-sevenfold” (Gen 
4:24).

The parable plays out in three acts. In the 
first (vv. 23-27) a king decides to call in his 
“loan” (daneion), that is, the money due him 
from a slave who is a high-level bureaucrat 
(indicated by the amounts of money with 
which he deals, v. 24). This slave is evidently 
responsible for exacting tribute from other sub-

continue
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he had no way of paying it back, his master or-
dered him to be sold, along with his wife, his chil-
dren, and all his property, in payment of the debt. 
26At that, the servant fell down, did him homage, 
and said, ‘Be patient with me, and I will pay you 
back in full.’ 27Moved with compassion the master 
of that servant let him go and forgave him the 
loan. 28When that servant had left, he found one 
of his fellow servants who owed him a much 
smaller amount. He seized him and started to 
choke him, demanding, ‘Pay back what you owe.’ 
29Falling to his knees, his fellow servant begged 
him, ‘Be patient with me, and I will pay you back.’ 
30But he refused. Instead, he had him put in 
prison until he paid back the debt. 31Now when 
his fellow servants saw what had happened, they 
were deeply disturbed, and went to their master 
and reported the whole affair. 32His master sum-
moned him and said to him, ‘You wicked servant! 
I forgave you your entire debt because you begged 
me to. 33Should you not have had pity on your 
fellow servant, as I had pity on you?’ 34Then in 
anger his master handed him over to the torturers 
until he should pay back the whole debt. 35So will 
my heavenly Father do to you, unless each of you 
forgives his brother from his heart.”

VI: Ministry in Judea and Jerusalem

CHAPTER 19

Marriage and Divorce
1When Jesus finished these words, he left 

Galilee and went to the district of Judea across 

jects. He builds networks and works the sys-
tem to his and the king’s advantage. The king, 
in a pure display of power, wants to collect ten 
thousand talents, approximately six to ten 
thousand days’ wages. His purpose is to re-
mind the servant of his subservience. The 
slave’s response is exactly what the king 
wanted (v. 26). He does homage to the king and 
acknowledges his dependence and loyalty. The 
king is satisfied and returns him to his position. 
Word will spread both of the king’s power and 
his generosity.

In the second act (vv. 28-30) the forgiven 
bureaucrat replicates the king’s actions with 
his subordinates. This one owes him one hun-
dred times less than the amount he owed the 
king. The point is not the difference in amount 
but that both are unable to pay. Although the 
second underling responds in exactly the same 
way his master did to the king, the latter carries 
through his threats with a vengeance instead 
of forgiving the debt.

In the final part (vv. 31-34) the fellow ser-
vants report everything to the king, who be-
comes enraged. If his servant has understood 
the meaning of his previous actions, then he 
should have replicated them. If the slave wants 
loyalty, adulation, and recognition of his 
power, the king has shown him how to exact 
it. Instead, he has shamed the king by not imi-
tating him. He has said by his actions that the 
king’s method of exerting power is not effec-
tive. If the slave thinks that physical abuse, 
debasing another, and brutal imprisonment are 
the ways to gain power, then the king will 
show him just that. The conclusion (v. 35) was 
likely added by the evangelist.

As with all metaphors, the king is both like 
and unlike God. Unlike the monarch in the 
 parable, God does not work for his own self-
aggrandizement, but for the well-being of all 
creation. But like the king, God, through Jesus, 
has graciously forgiven all debt of sin (for 
which Jesus teaches the disciples to pray in 
6:12). The only response to such mercy is to let 
it transform one’s heart so as to be able to act 
with the same kind of graciousness toward 
 others. This kind of power is through vulnera-

bility and a willingness to forgo vengeance to 
work toward reconciliation. Those who do not 
learn to imitate godly ways in their dealings 
with one another will be treated by God in the 
way they have treated others.

19:1-15 Teaching on divorce and blessing 
of children

In his journey toward Jerusalem, Jesus 
takes the route along the eastern side of the 

continue
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the Jordan. 2Great crowds followed him, and he 
cured them there. 3Some Pharisees approached 
him, and tested him, saying, “Is it lawful for a man 
to divorce his wife for any cause whatever?” 4He 
said in reply, “Have you not read that from the 
beginning the Creator ‘made them male and fe-
male’ 5and said, ‘For this reason a man shall leave 
his father and mother and be joined to his wife, 
and the two shall become one flesh’? 6So they are 
no longer two, but one flesh. Therefore, what God 
has joined together, no human being must sepa-
rate.” 7They said to him, “Then why did Moses 
command that the man give the woman a bill of 
divorce and dismiss [her]?” 8He said to them, 
“Because of the hardness of your hearts Moses 
allowed you to divorce your wives, but from the 
beginning it was not so. 9I say to you, whoever 
divorces his wife (unless the marriage is unlawful) 
and marries another commits adultery.” 10[His] 
disciples said to him, “If that is the case of a man 
with his wife, it is better not to marry.” 11He an-
swered, “Not all can accept [this] word, but only 
those to whom that is granted. 12Some are inca-
pable of marriage because they were born so; 
some, because they were made so by others; some, 
because they have renounced marriage for the 
sake of the kingdom of heaven. Whoever can 
 accept this ought to accept it.”

Blessing of  the Children
13 Then children were brought to him that he 

might lay his hands on them and pray. The dis-
ciples rebuked them, 14but Jesus said, “Let the 
children come to me, and do not prevent them; 
for the kingdom of heaven belongs to such as 
these.” 15After he placed his hands on them, he 
went away.

Jordan River, as did most Jews, to avoid going 
through Samaria (v. 1). As at 16:1, rival reli-
gious leaders put a question to Jesus to test him 
(peirazø, as also 4:1, 3). Jesus’ teaching on not 
divorcing was already introduced in the Ser-
mon on the Mount (5:31-32). Now the question 

centers on whether there are any exceptions (v. 
3). The exchange is cast as a rabbinical debate, 
such as the one between the first-century rabbis 
Shammai and Hillel. The latter held that a man 
could divorce his wife even for spoiling a dish 
for him, whereas the former argued that only 
sexual misconduct was grounds for divorce.

In his reply Jesus first cites Genesis 1:27 and 
then Genesis 2:24, arguing that God’s intention 
from creation is for man and woman to remain 
united. Jesus’ opponents, also citing Scripture, 
come back with a text from Deuteronomy 24:1-
4, where Moses permits a man to divorce his 
wife by handing her a written bill of divorce. 
Jesus distinguishes between God’s positive 
command in Genesis, which reveals God’s in-
tent, and Moses’ concession to Israel because 
of their inability to achieve the ideal. As at 5:32, 
Jesus characterizes divorce as adultery, unless 
the basis for separating is porneia (v. 9). The 
meaning of this word is not certain. It may refer 
to sexual misconduct, such as adultery or mar-
riage to close kin, which was forbidden in Jew-
ish law (Lev 18:6-18; see also Acts 15:20, 29). If 
it is the latter, then the question concerns some 
Gentile converts who wished to become Chris-
tian but who were in such forbidden mar-
riages. Would they first have to divorce to enter 
the community?

The reaction of Jesus’ disciples reveals the 
radical nature of his teaching. “It is better not 
to marry” (v. 10) is akin to the hyperbole in 
18:8-9, which states that it is better to cut off a 
hand or foot or eye rather than cause a little 
one to sin. Jesus acknowledges that not all can 
accept this teaching. It has long been debated 
whether the saying in verse 12 refers to those 
who choose to remain celibate or to those who 
do not remarry after the death or divorce of 
a spouse. In Jewish tradition marriage was 
the norm, although some groups, such as the 
 Therapeutae and the Qumranites, evidently 
practiced celibacy.

The reason why a Christian might make 
such a choice is for the sake of the mission. 
Many widows in the early church chose to live 
together and to devote themselves to ministry 
rather than remarry (see Acts 9:39, which may 

continue
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The Rich Young Man
16Now someone approached him and said, 

“Teacher, what good must I do to gain eternal 
life?” 17He answered him, “Why do you ask me 
about the good? There is only One who is good. 
If you wish to enter into life, keep the command-
ments.” 18He asked him, “Which ones?” And 
Jesus replied, “ ‘You shall not kill; you shall not 
commit adultery; you shall not steal; you shall 
not bear false witness; 19honor your father and 
your mother’; and ‘you shall love your neighbor 
as yourself.’ ” 20The young man said to him, “All 
of these I have observed. What do I still lack?” 
21Jesus said to him, “If you wish to be perfect, go, 
sell what you have and give to [the] poor, and you 
will have treasure in heaven. Then come, follow 
me.” 22When the young man heard this statement, 
he went away sad, for he had many possessions. 
23Then Jesus said to his disciples, “Amen, I say to 
you, it will be hard for one who is rich to enter 
the kingdom of heaven. 24Again I say to you, it is 
easier for a camel to pass through the eye of a 
needle than for one who is rich to enter the king-
dom of God.” 25When the disciples heard this, 
they were greatly astonished and said, “Who then 
can be saved?” 26Jesus looked at them and said, 
“For human beings this is impossible, but for God 
all things are possible.” 27Then Peter said to him 
in reply, “We have given up everything and fol-
lowed you. What will there be for us?” 28Jesus said 
to them, “Amen, I say to you that you who have 
followed me, in the new age, when the Son of 
Man is seated on his throne of glory, will your-
selves sit on twelve thrones, judging the twelve 
tribes of Israel. 29And everyone who has given up 
houses or brothers or sisters or father or mother 
or children or lands for the sake of my name will 
receive a hundred times more, and will inherit 
eternal life. 30But many who are first will be last, 
and the last will be first.

refer to such a situation, and 1 Timothy 5:3-16 
for regulations regarding them). For women in 
Jesus’ day, his stricter teaching on divorce may 
often have served a compassionate end, safe-
guarding women from being cast aside for no 
good reason and from being placed in a vulner-
able position socially and economically. By the 
same token, painful decisions about divorce in 
a contemporary context must take into consid-
eration Jesus’ prime concern for the well-being 
of each person as a valued son or daughter of 
God in the community of believers.

In verses 13-15 the lens widens to the most 
vulnerable members in the family unit. When 
linked to the previous scene, Jesus’ blessing 
and prayer for the little ones recognize that 
they may be the ones who suffer most when 
the parents are contemplating divorce. A rea-
son why the disciples wanted to prevent the 
children from coming to Jesus is not given. In 
a pronouncement reminiscent of 18:3, Jesus 
speaks about their importance in God’s realm.

19:16-30 Discipleship and possessions
The exchange between Jesus and the rich 

young man and the ensuing discussion with 
the disciples speak soberly about the obstacle 
that possessions can pose for discipleship. In 
Matthew’s account (cf. Mark 10:17-31; Luke 
18:18-30), the rich man asks Jesus about doing 
good, one of the evangelist’s favorite themes 
(5:16; 7:17-19; 12:12, 33-35; 13:23, 24; 26:10). 
Keeping the commandments is a first step in 
doing good. The young man’s question, “Which 
ones?” rings false, since all the commandments 
must be kept equally. Jesus’ invitation to him 
to go beyond simply keeping the command-
ments and to “be perfect” (teleios, as also at 5:48) 
concerns becoming “whole” or “complete.” As 
at 5:48, this is not an invitation for a select few, 
nor is it presenting a contrast between Judaism 
and Christianity. In the Old Testament, al-
though riches are regarded as a sign of God’s 
blessing (Deut 28:1-14), there are also the same 
dire warnings about the corrosiveness of riches 
(Ezek 7:19; Amos 6:4-8; Prov 15:16).

In Matthew’s perspective, being a disciple 
of Jesus entails faithfulness to the Jewish Law 

as interpreted by Jesus, which demands radical 
attachment to him. It is as difficult for a rich 
person to do this as it is for a camel to squeeze 
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through the eye of a needle (v. 24). The popular 
interpretation that there was a gate so named 
in Jerusalem has no basis. Jesus’ response to 
the disciples’ astonishment (similarly, 19:10) is 
to refocus their attention on God’s initiative 
and power with them, enabling them to do 
what is good—the question with which the rich 
man began (v. 16). See also the beatitude of the 
poor in 6:3 and the admonitions that the heart 
lies where the treasure is (6:21) and that one 

cannot serve both God and mammon (6:24). 
The treasure to seek above all is the realm of 
God (13:44). The theme of reward for disciples 
runs throughout the Gospel (5:12, 46-47; 6:1-6, 
16, 18; 10:39-42; 25:21, 23, 34). Here the focus is 
eschatological. Disciples share in the glory and 
the final judgment by the Human One, as their 
self-emptying for God’s realm has prepared 
them to receive the eternal inheritance God 
wills for all.
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EXPLORING LESSON ONE

 1. How does the transfiguration of Jesus assure the reader of the Gospel that although Jesus 
has predicted that he will suffer and die, he is not rejected by God (17:1-13)?

 2. In Matthew, Jesus urges his followers to use the faith they have, even if it seems “little” in 
comparison to the task (17:14-20). In what area of your life might Jesus be asking you to do 
the same?

 3. How do Jesus’ disciples react differently to the second prediction of his passion than they 
did to the first (16:21-23; 17:22-23)? What might this mean?

 4. What are some of the lessons in leadership that Jesus teaches in 18:1-14? Have you seen 
examples of this type of leadership in the church, either among lay members or clergy?
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 5. After reading the recommended process for reconciling a sinner to the community (18:15-20), 
what is your opinion of this process? What are some of the ways you have found effective in 
resolving conflicts within a community such as a family, friendship, or parish?

 6. What are two possible interpretations of Jesus’ command to treat the unrepentant sinner 
“as you would a Gentile or a tax collector” (18:17; see also 8:5-13; 9:9-13; 11:19; 15:21-28)?

 7. Have you ever forgiven someone over and over (18:21-22)? If so, who did it change more, 
you or the person forgiven? In what ways?

 8. Jesus appears to contradict a provision of the Mosaic Law that allows for divorce (19:3-9; see 
Deut 24:1-4). What scriptural basis does Jesus use for his teaching about the permanence of 
marriage? (See Gen 1:27-28; 2:18-24.)
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 9. How would you explain Jesus’ teaching on discipleship and possessions in 19:16-30? 
Why might following Jesus require giving up wealth and possessions?

CLOSING PRAYER

Prayer
“This is my beloved Son, with whom I am well 
pleased; listen to him.” (Matt 17:5)

Lord Jesus, you are our Teacher, and we have listened 
closely to your teachings about humility, forgiveness, 
and the challenge of discipleship. Help us to live out 
these teachings in our lives, so we may love others with 
the love you have shown to us and willingly make the 
sacrifices you ask of us so we may follow you closely. 
Today we pray for all those who are part of our lives 
and in need of your loving care, especially . . .


