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WHAT ’S IN YOUR TEACHING GUIDE
This Teaching Guide has three purposes:
➤ to give the teacher tools for focusing on the content of the session in the Study Guide.
➤ to give the teacher additional Bible background information.
➤ to give the teacher variety and choice in preparation.
The Teaching Guide includes two major components: Teacher Helps and Teacher Options.

Teacher Helps
Bible Background

Teaching Outline

The Study Guide is your main
source of Bible study material.
This section helps you more fully
understand and
interpret the Scripture text.

provides you with an outline
of the main themes in the
Study Guide.

Teacher Options
The next three sections provide a beginning, middle, and end
for the session, with focus paragraphs in between.

Focus Paragraphs
are printed in italics at the top of the page because they
are the most important part of the Teaching Guide. These
paragraphs will help you move your class from “what the text
meant” to “what the text means.”

You Can Choose!
There is more material in each session than you can use, so choose the options from each section
to tailor the session to the needs of your group.

Prepare Before the Session
Read the session for today in the Study Guide. Then read the options in this Teaching
Guide, placing checkmarks beside the activities you plan to include. After you have decided
which options to use, gather the appropriate materials.
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GROWING WHAT YOU’VE SOWN
AND EVEN WHAT YOU HAVEN’ T

Bible Background
An acquaintance of my wife
lived with her elderly mother
in a small town. Many of the
townspeople held proudly to their
Eastern European heritage. My wife once
said to her, “It must be good for your
mother to have so many friends from the
Old Country here with her.” “Not really,”
was the reply. “Our families didn’t much
care for each other when they lived in
Eastern Europe, so we avoid each other
here, too.” I suppose her sentiment is
logical: Why bother developing new feuds
when you can just import the old ones?
An inherited set of friends and enemies
was also the norm in Jesus’ day. The
family into which one was born separated
the “good people” from the “bad people”
ahead of time, and everyone expected you
to accept and abide by the divisions
(Malina and Rohrbaugh, 103).
Understanding these conflicts offers a
clearer perspective on Matthew’s view of
God’s kingdom. The parable of the wheat
and the weeds is the first in a series of
parables Jesus told to explain the
kingdom of God. We tend to think of
God’s kingdom as a peaceful place, but
for Matthew it was always under attack
from the kingdom of evil (Boring, 292).
In the parable of the wheat and the weeds,
the enemy sows weeds (representing the
kingdom of evil) among wheat (representing the kingdom of God).

Matthew 13:24-30

Like many of Jesus’ parables, the
struggle between good and evil stemmed
from what scholars call the “honor and
shame code” of Jesus’ day, which stressed
maintaining one’s honor and the honor
of one’s family (Gowler, 70). One example
of maintaining honor was to hold
grudges against your family’s enemies
and support your family’s friends. When
Jesus crossed social lines and began to
associate with sinners, he stepped on a
land mine labeled “shame and honor.”
Jesus made many enemies by being a
friend to all.
As Jesus struggled to cultivate a spirit
of friendship and acceptance that
extended across traditional barriers, he
sometimes must have felt like a farmer
trying to grow crops in a dry and dusty
land. He often used the example of a seed
trying to grow as an image of God’s
kingdom. In fact, the parable of the wheat
and the weeds is sandwiched between two
other parables about seeds. Our parable
comes immediately after Jesus tells of
seeds trying to survive in different types
of soil. The parable of the wheat and the
weeds is also about opposing forces. Then
comes a short parable about a mustard
seed, which assured victory of God’s
kingdom through the image of a tiny seed
becoming a large bush.
The wheat, unlike the mustard seed,
has to struggle to grow. Though the
farmer sows good seed, an enemy comes
in and sows conflict. In 13:36-43, Jesus

identifies the sower as “the devil,” but
in the parable itself the enemy is not
identified. When the weeds appear, the
workers predictably respond, “Clear
out the weeds.” However, as with most of
Jesus’ parables, there is a surprise twist. In
this case, the surprise is that the farmer
tells the workers to wait before they weed.
C. H. Dodd believes the surprise in a
parable is the key to its power. The twist
in the story introduces a “strangeness”
that stimulates “active thought” (Gowler,
7). The “strangeness” in this parable is the
unpredicted response of the farmer. His
statement confronts the hearer with a
decision. According to Adolph Jülicher,
these moments of decision are when
parables guide us “gently upwards from
the easy to the difficult” (Gowler, 3-4).
The story beckons its hearer to trade in
the predictable for the surprising, to
trade in the kingdom of earth for the
kingdom of God.
Verses 36-43 offer an interpretation
that goes beyond the original parable.
Matthew, more than the other Gospel
writers, explains Jesus’ stories ( Jeremias,
85). The explanation carries forward the
idea of the two kingdoms struggling
against each other, and the interpretation
of the parable ties it closely to the final
victory of God’s kingdom, the harvest “at
the end of the age” (13:39). One might be
tempted to relish the outcome, when
“those people” will get what they deserve.
However, the primary thrust of the
parable is that “those people” are not
always easy to spot; in fact, if we are not
careful, we may meet the enemy and
discover it is us.
Repeatedly, Jesus tried to help people
resist focusing on the faults of others (see
Lk 15:25-32; 18:9-14; Mt 18:21-35).
Although subtle, the lesson of this
parable conveys a message: We don’t have
to be self-righteous to judge others too
quickly. Sometimes the combination of
good motives and impatience is enough
to cause us to hurt a good plant when all
we meant to do was get rid of a weed.
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Introduction: The parable of the wheat and
the weeds is about discerning good from
evil. The people of Matthew’s day were
keenly aware of the struggle between God’s
kingdom and lesser realms. Jesus tells his
followers to reject sinfulness, but he also
cautions them to be careful in ascribing
guilt to others.
I. The Seeds (Mt 13:24-25)
A. The kingdom of heaven is like a sower
who sows good seed (v. 24).
B. Secretly, a villain sneaks in and sows
weeds (v. 25).
II. The Weeds (Mt 13:26-28a)
A. The weeds appear at the same time the
plants begin to grow (v. 26).
B. The slaves question their master about
the source of the weeds (v. 27).
C. The master responds, “An enemy has
done this” (v. 28a).
III. Two Responses to the Weeds (Mt
13:28b-30)
A. The wrong response: tear out the
weeds (v. 28b).
B. The right response is threefold (vv. 2930):
1. Be patient, lest the wheat be
destroyed while removing the weeds.
2. Allow time for things to sort
themselves out.
3. At the appropriate time, the master
will judge and mete out punishment.
IV. Application
A. Why are we tempted to rush to
judgment?
B. What forms of evil are hard to
distinguish from good?
C. How do we remain patient and trust
God?

A Way to Begin
This session is the first of six based on the parables of Jesus. The first story, like
other parables in the study, intends to nudge us upward in our understanding of
what it means to be part of the kingdom of God. Your role as teacher is also one of
nudging learners upward until they are ready to address the key question for this session: What is
the believer’s role in the struggle between good and evil? Jesus used parables to
engage his listeners, capturing their attention with a story drawn from familiar experience.
Capturing attention, however, was not the real goal. Jesus’ goal was to refocus attention upward
toward kingdom matters.

❍ Parable Preview

On a table, place objects representing
each of the six parables in this unit:
Session 1—Garden weeding tool or glove
Session 2—Seed packet or envelope
labeled “kudzu seed”
Session 3—Paper with ninety-nine hash
marks at the top, one mark at the bottom
Session 4—Dollar bill or stack of play
money from game
Session 5—Dictionary with the word
“obedience” marked and highlighted
Session 6—Oil lamp or book of matches
Assign Bible references for the six
parables to individuals or teams (see Table
of Contents for Scriptures). Ask readers to
select from the display an object related to
their parable and briefly describe the
parable to the group and tell why the item
they chose is appropriate.
Read aloud Matthew 13:24-30. Using
the background material, discuss the
conflict between the good and bad seed.
Then, to refocus the conversation upward,
state and discuss the central question:
What is the believer’s role in the struggle
between good and evil?

Questions

➤ In a society with clear rules for
distinguishing “good” people from
“bad” people, how did Jesus break the
rules?
➤ Do believers today need to make such
distinctions? Why or why not?
➤ How are believers to discern between
good and evil?

❍ Good Versus Evil

Ask how many have heard the expression
“It’s a good thing.” After discussion,
explain that today’s Bible study focuses
on a parable in which Jesus dealt with the
conflict between the good and bad in life.
Lead the group to list evidence of
this conflict in our world (war vs. peace,
prejudice vs. tolerance, etc.). As group
members suggest ideas, write them on a
chalkboard. Relate the conflict to the lives
of individuals (greed vs. generosity,
humility vs. pride) and to the larger
society.
Ask learners to scan the printed list
with this question in mind: What is the
believer’s role in the struggle between
good and evil? Guide discussion by
asking: How is the choice between good
and evil different for believers and nonbelievers? What standards are believers to
use in choosing between good and evil?
Under what circumstances might a
believer be called upon to make a judgment about the goodness or evil of
another individual?
Explain that Jesus often addressed
difficult questions through parables.
Paraphrase the statement of C. H. Dodd
describing the power of a parable to
capture the hearer’s attention and
stimulate thinking about its deeper
meaning.
Read aloud Matthew 13:24-30, asking
learners to keep in mind two questions:
(1) How did Jesus capture the attention of
his listeners and (2) What “good versus
evil” conflict is found in the parable?

Teaching Guide
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A Way to Explore Scripture
Jesus’ parables could be described as deceptively simple. The parable of the good seed
versus the bad seed captured the attention of listeners whose lives revolved around
the cycles of planting, cultivating, and harvesting. Are the lives of those you teach more
likely to revolve around cycles of workdays and weekends or around calendars, car pools, and
childcare? Can a parable from an agricultural setting still resonate in a fast-paced urban setting?
The teaching of Jesus, like the Bible itself, is timeless in its application. The struggle between good and evil is also timeless. Your role is to help learners discover the true meaning of
the parable and its requirements for their lives. The approaches described below will help you lead
the study. Base your choice on the unique personality of your class.

❍ Parable Readings

Enlist two volunteers to present the
parable as a modern dramatic reading.
(Setting: Church hallway after monthly
business meeting)
Member 1: That benevolence committee
report really surprised me. So much
money was spent!
Member 2: Well, I’m new in the church. I
guess we helped a lot of people.
Member 1: Do you think we’re being
careful about who we help? What if some
of those people didn’t deserve our help?
Member 2: Hmm. I suppose some people
are just looking for a handout.
Member 1: Maybe we need rules. You
know, standards for who really deserves
our help.

Questions

➤ What mistake in judgment did the
servants in the parable make? How is
that similar to the judgment made by
Member 1?
➤ What influence is Member 1 having on
Member 2?
➤ In the parable, who was ultimately
responsible for the success or failure of
the crop?
Conclude with this statement from
the background material: “We don’t have
to be self-righteous to judge others too
quickly. Sometimes the combination of
good motives and impatience is enough
to cause us to hurt a good plant when all
we meant to do was get rid of a weed.”
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❍ Who’s In Charge?

Drawing on your study of the background
material, guide the group in studying the
parable setting and text. Focus on the
tension between the servants’ easy
solution to the problem (pulling up the
weeds) and the master’s more difficult
solution (cultivating all the plants until
the time is right).
Remind the group of the old story of
the farmer who, in response to a friend’s
comment that “You and God have done a
great job here,” replied, “You should have
seen it when God had it by himself!”
Compare the all-too-human desire to be
“in charge” to Jesus’ teaching in this
parable. Emphasize the difference
between the role of the servants (us) and
the master (God).
Ask group members to suggest
guidelines for making snap judgments.
Discuss typical ways people in our society
make quick judgments about others (age,
race, physical attractiveness, speech,
clothing, etc.). Contrast those ways with
these conclusions from the background
material:
• This parable does not ask us to be blind
to sin. It calls us to a spirit of humility as
we look at others.
• In this parable, as in others, Jesus tried
to help people focus on something
besides the faults of others.
• In a world with clear rules for sorting
out good people and bad people, Jesus
often broke the rules.

A Way to End
An appropriate way to end this session is to focus on a beginning. With the Christmas
story fresh in their minds and another new year just underway, adults in your class
will be looking ahead. Two ways to conclude this session are described below. One is a
personal approach designed to help an individual believer respond to Jesus’ teachings. The second is
a group approach to help you lead the class in evaluating ways to respond as a group. Remember
that Jesus’ teaching always included both words and actions. The response of
believers, whether individual or group, must also include both words and actions. This last segment
of your Bible study session is a call to action.

❍ More or Less Resolutions

Ask learners to suggest
ways to complete this
statement: Through the
parable of the good and
bad seed, Jesus was teaching us to be less
_____ and more _____. Suggestions could
include being less judgmental and more
accepting, or less self-righteous and more
humble.
Hand out the Resource Kit page and
explain its use. Learners will create resolutions like the following two examples:
• In my private spiritual life:
I resolve to be more _______ and less
_______.
• In my family relationships:
I resolve to be more _______ and less
_______.
Assure class members that this is personal
exercise, with no sharing of resolutions.
Allow learners time to complete their
resolutions.
Close the session by leading the group
in a time of directed, silent prayer. Give
directions such as these, pausing after
each statement:
• Pray for a greater sense of God’s presence in your spiritual life.
• Pray that God will strengthen your
resolve to be more Christlike in your
relationships with your family.
• Pray that God will use you to demonstrate God’s love in your everyday
contacts with others.
• Pray that God will help you to be more
faithful in your church life.
• Pray that God will increase your awareness of those in need.

• Finally, pray that God will grant you
humility and patience as you use your
words, your actions, and your witness to
glorify God. Amen.

❍ Class “Hotline”

Remind the group that Jesus always
demonstrated love with both words and
actions. Write your telephone number
and/or e-mail address where the group
can see it. Explain that you’re offering
your number as a “hotline” for class
members to call when they discover a need
the class could meet. If others volunteer
to help, add their numbers to the list.
Lead members to consider ways they
could work together to provide help to
someone in need. Use these questions to
guide discussion.

Questions

➤ What is the January weather like in
your area? Are there people in need
because of the cold?
➤ Homeless shelters and other agencies
operate year-round. Are volunteers
needed?
➤ Are you located near a medical center?
Could family members of patients use a
break or a sympathetic listener?
➤ Does your local newspaper publish a
list of volunteer needs? Are you
overlooking opportunities?
Although detailed plans for helpful
projects cannot be made in the few
remaining minutes, identifying one or
more opportunities is a realistic goal.

Teaching Guide
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2
Lesson

Bible Background
The parables of the mustard
seed and the yeast are brief
stories. Surprisingly, the
economy of Jesus’ words allows
for numerous interpretations. In such
cases, Mary Ann Tolbert believes it is the
reader’s responsibility to help complete
the parable by wrestling with it long
enough to settle on a meaning (Gowler,
24). The Sermon on the Mount (Mt 5–7)
aids in understanding these parables. In
each parable, the kingdom of God is
central. Like the sermon, the parables
about seed and yeast turn upside down
the concept of power.
Jesus’ brief stories underscore the
power of the seemingly insignificant. A
man dismissed as unimportant by many,
Jesus understood that power often resides
in unlikely places. It is easy for us to
overlook just how much Jesus would have
resembled a mustard seed in the eyes of
his world. His lack of worldly status,
however, did not keep him from boldly
proclaiming his message. Consequently,
the proclamation of this seemingly
common man yielded immeasurable
results. Like the mustard seed, his ultimate source of power came from beyond
himself. Even so, many still dismissed
him. In the verses following our text,
people ask, “Where did this man get this
wisdom and deeds of power? Is not this
the carpenter’s son?” (Mt 13:54-58). They

Teaching Guide

THE RISE
OF THE KINGDOM
Matthew 13:31-33

underestimated him, as one might underestimate a mustard seed or a bit of yeast.
Some argue that mustard seeds are
not the smallest seeds and that they
produce a bush, not a tree. However, this
tiny seed produces a plant that often
grows to a height of six feet, and in rare
cases up to nine or ten feet. Eugene
Boring makes the even more important
point: “The parable communicates
theology, not botany” (309). The theology
is tied to botany in that it teaches that the
kingdom has the power to grow dramatically. However, less apparent is the
meaning of the birds nesting in the bush.
Sherman Johnson notes that birds
nesting in a tree symbolize great
kingdoms (see Ezek 31:6) (416). Matthew
wrote to Jews who knew the Hebrew story
of the tree mentioned in Daniel, where
“the birds of the air nested in its
branches” (Dan 4:12). This tree
symbolized the doomed kingdom of
Nebuchadnezzar. By contrast, God’s
kingdom endures: the world’s empty
power as opposed to God’s eternal power.
Matthew logically pairs the parable of
the yeast with the parable of the mustard
seed. The yeast also brings about
dramatic yield—forty to fifty pounds of
bread (Stagg, 157). Like the mustard seed,
yeast has Old Testament connections. In
Genesis 18, Abraham tells Sarah to
prepare “three measures” of flour for
their guests. The story opens by “the oaks
of Mamre” where guests rest under a tree.

Unbeknownst to Sarah and Abraham,
these are sacred guests, and one of
God’s messengers promises that the
couple will have a son (Gen 18:10). This
son became the first step in Abraham’s
identity as “the ancestor of a multitude of
nations” (Gen 17:4).
George Buttrick captures the message
of both parables, saying, “The kingdom
works by contagion in day-by-day
friendship. No handclasp is in vain; no
word of witness fails of its purpose. Not
always can the revolution be seen, but it
moves on its course. It is irresistible. It
gives lightness and wholeness to the
world—till the whole [is] leavened” (418).
These parables challenge our assumptions about power and greatness. We pray,
“For thine is the kingdom, and the power,
and the glory,” but we often fail to see
the power and the glory in seemingly
insig-nificant things that are the pillars
of God’s kingdom. Paul described the
Christian faith as “foolishness to the
Greeks” (1 Cor 1:23). In truth, it sometimes looks like foolishness to us, too.
When we hear the word “power,” we are
much more likely to think of politics or
sports than we are to think of God.
Good news for us is that the power of
the seed and the yeast does not reside
within them anymore than it resides
within us. The greatest message is
ultimately not about the seed or the yeast,
but about the power of the soil and the
flour to make the most of the tiny items
entrusted to them. The miracle is about
the power of God. Joachim Jeremias
summarizes, “The modern man, passing
through the ploughed field, thinks of
what is going on beneath the soil, and
envisages a biological development. The
people of the Bible, passing through the
same plough-land, look up and see
miracle upon miracle, nothing less than
resurrection from the dead” (149).

Introduction: These parables teach us the
meaning of true greatness and power. Too
often, we see power only in the extraordinary. The power of God’s kingdom is often
revealed through the ordinary.
I. The Mustard Seed (Mt 13:31-32)
A. The kingdom’s comparison to the seed
(v. 31)
1. Note last week, when the kingdom
was compared to the sower (Mt.
13:24).
2. The seed has no power.
B. Nature of the kingdom’s power (v. 32)
1. Its size is deceptive.
2. It has the power to grow
exponentially.
3. It gives itself to serve others (the
birds).
4. It is a symbol of God’s enduring
kingdom (see the tree of Dan 4:12).
II. The Yeast (Mt 13:33)
A. There is an allusion to the “three
measures” of Genesis 18, where a
small act of kindness launched a great
movement.
B. The yeast, like the seed, has no power
unless it gives itself for use in a larger
process.
III. Application
A. What kinds of power do we
overestimate and underestimate?
B. What can we do to live by the
standards of God’s power?

Teaching Guide
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A Way to Begin
Every believer in your class represents a miracle of faith and the power of God. The
parables of the mustard seed and the yeast are stories of dramatic, transforming
miracles. Mustard seed, with the addition of soil, is transformed into a growing
plant. Yeast, with the addition of flour, is transformed into life-sustaining bread. Some of the
“miracles” who attend your class are in the steady growth phase of their spiritual lives. Their faith
is mature, sustaining them as people of God. Others are miracles waiting to happen. Their faith
and understanding are still maturing. As you lead your class in this parable study, you
can help provide the soil and flour, the nurturing spiritual environment, that
enables spiritual growth.

❍ Begin with Objects

Set before the group these four objects:
packet of seed, container of soil, packet
of yeast, and container of flour. Ask a
volunteer to pair the objects in the most
appropriate way (seed with soil, yeast with
flour). Mention that the pairing is
obvious, but important. Seed produces
nothing without soil; yeast produces
nothing without flour.
Explain that each pair of objects
represents a parable Jesus told. Briefly
review the parable from last lesson’s
session. Define parables as a teaching
method Jesus used to engage his listeners,
capturing their attention and refocusing
it on kingdom matters.
Ask one volunteer to read aloud
Matthew 13:31-32 and a second to read
Matthew 13:33. Explain that both
mustard seeds and yeast were relatively
insignificant items. However, the mustard
seed grew to great size and the yeast to
great quantity when placed in the proper
environments.
If Jesus’ parables were intended to
refocus attention on kingdom matters,
how do these two parables relate to the
kingdom of God? What are some
characteristics of a person considered
“great” by today’s society? What type of
environment is most likely to produce
such a “great” person?
On a chalkboard, print the session’s
central question: What is the nature of
Christian greatness? Explain that today’s
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Bible study is focused on spiritual
“greatness.”

❍ Begin with Conversation

Ask the gardeners in your group to name
some of their favorite plants. Then ask
cooks in the group to name their favorite
foods. Ask: What do you enjoy about
gardening or cooking? What motivates
you to garden or cook?
On a chalkboard, print the central
question: What is the nature of Christian
greatness? Ask learners to keep the
question in mind as you read aloud the
two parables for this session.
Read Matthew 13:31-33. Explain that
while both the mustard seed and the yeast
had great potential for growth, their
potential could only be realized in the
proper environment. Ask gardeners in the
group to identify the environment (soil)
needed to enable the mustard seed to
grow. Call on cooks to identify the
environment (flour) needed to enable
the yeast to grow. Discuss the potential of
the mustard seed to grow to great height
and the yeast to grow to great quantity.

Questions

➤ What are some characteristics of a
person considered “great” by today’s
society? What type of environment is
likely to produce such a person?
➤ What are some characteristics of a
“great” Christian? What type of
environment is most likely to produce
such a person?

A Way to Explore Scripture
“Be good” is the universal admonition of childhood. Anxious preschoolers are urged
by departing (and equally anxious) parents to “be good.” Years later, with separation
anxiety long replaced by the anticipation of independence, departing college freshmen
still leave anxious parents behind. The admonition to “be good” is no longer spoken or (parents
hope) no longer needed. Strong parenting is a daily effort throughout childhood to lay a foundation
for “being good.”
What does it mean to “be good” in a Christian context? Is the kingdom of God
only about goodness, or is there more? Jesus’ parables provide insights into the “more”
that is surely needed. The approaches described below are designed to help you guide your class in
this foundational study. Choose the one that fits your group, or blend elements of both for a
customized approach.

❍ Parable Teams

Form the group into two teams, one to
study Matthew13:31-32 and one Matthew
13:33. Give both teams the following
instructions.
1. Read the parable.
2. Select a “working” title for the parable.
3. Answer these questions:
• What potential for growth did the
element (seed or yeast) in your parable
have on its own?
• What provided the environment or
power that enabled growth?
• In a spiritual context, how is God’s
power represented in the parable?
• What are some ways God’s transforming
power is evidenced in the lives of
believers today?
4. Based on your study, select a final title.
Ask teams to share their work with the
group.
Read aloud Matthew 13:53-57. Discuss
the ways Jesus may have been perceived
by the people of his day. Focus on this
statement: They underestimated him, just
as one might underestimate a mustard
seed or a bit of yeast.
To help learners make a personal
application, read the statements below.
Follow each statement with this question:
How can God’s transforming power make
a difference in the speaker’s life?

• I can’t teach a Bible study class. I’m just
not good at public speaking.
• I’m uncomfortable visiting prospective
members. I never know what to say.
• Share my faith with a neighbor? We’ve
never even talked about church.
As time permits, ask learners to share
testimonies of ways God’s power has
enabled them to accomplish things they
could not have done on their own.

❍ Parable Study Sheets

Use the first portion of Parable Teams to
guide the group in studying the parables.
Give each learner the instructions
numbered 1-4.
Begin your study of the first parable
by asking learners to share their working
title. Use your personal study of the
background material to supplement
discussion as learners share their work.
Conclude the study by comparing the
final parable titles selected by learners
with the ones they first selected. Final
titles should reflect the true focus of the
parable: the transforming power of God
in the lives of believers. Use the same
approach to the study of the second
parable (Mt 13:33). Contrast the teaching
of the parables—that the transforming
power of God is sufficient for all times
and all situations—with contemporary
themes of self-reliance and group
strength.
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A Way to End
Adult Bible study classes have at least two things in common: their potential for
numerical growth and the potential of their members for personal spiritual growth.
As you conclude this parable study, remember that God is at work in your life as well
as in the lives of your class members. In God’s transforming power, you function as a growth agent
for both numerical and spiritual growth.
The two activities described below can help class members practice reaching
out to others in a spirit of Christian love. Those whose faith has matured over time should
find in these activities a natural expression of their commitment to represent Christ in the world.
For newer believers, it may be more challenging. Relying on God’s transforming power will enable
them to participate.

❍ A Hundred Handshakes

Introduce the activity by reading this
quotation from the background material:
“[God’s] kingdom works by contagion in
day-by-day friendship. No handclasp is in
vain; no word of witness fails of its
purpose” (Buttrick, 418).
Ask a volunteer to help you
demonstrate the power of a welcoming
handshake. Introduce the volunteer as a
first-time visitor to your church. Shake
the person’s hand in a friendly greeting,
and pretend to welcome him/her to your
church. Call on a second volunteer to
help you demonstrate an encouraging
handshake. Shake the person’s hand, this
time offering words of encouragement
(“I’m praying for you”; “I’m glad you’re
feeling better”). If some are less comfortable with handshakes, suggest that
symbolic handshakes work just as well.
The words of welcome or encouragement
matter most.
With the group, arrive at a one-week
“handshake quota” for each person that
would result in a total of a hundred
handshakes made before next Sunday.
(If your class is very small, you may wish
to reduce the number.) Discuss where
encouraging handshakes and words are
welcome and appropriate. While offering
words of encouragement and friendship
should be a natural practice for
Christians, it is easy to overlook the
potential of such expressions in Christian
witness.
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Commit to a follow-up on this activity
during the next session.

❍ Deliver Bakery Bread

Preparation: Before the session, purchase
several loaves of specialty bread.
Introduce the activity by showing the
bread and recalling Jesus’ reference to
himself as the “bread of life” ( Jn 6:35).
Explain that the loaves of bread are
waiting to be delivered to first-time
visitors to your church or class or to
individuals who need encouragement
from Christian friends.
Discuss with the group some possible
recipients of the bread, and ask for
volunteers to make the deliveries. Explain
that the purpose of the visit is simply to
express encouragement or welcome. The
visit should be friendly and brief and the
bread offered as a gift from the class or
the church. If the bread is being taken to a
first-time visitor to the church, consider
including a schedule of church activities.
Remind the group that Jesus used the
parable of the yeast to as a way to engage
his listeners with a story drawn from
familiar experience, then to refocus
attention on kingdom matters. Compare
that approach with the bread deliveries,
which offer a simple way to demonstrate
friendship and encouragement in Jesus’
name. The ultimate goal of introducing
Jesus as the “bread of life” can begin with
an everyday, familiar gift of a loaf of
bread.
Conclude the session with prayer.

3
Lesson

Bible Background
Matthew’s parable of the lost
sheep focuses on “outsiders”
who are inside the church.
Oddly, many church members are
not part of the “in crowd.” The disciples
open Matthew18 with a question about
the “in crowd”: “Who is the greatest in
the kingdom of heaven?” All that follows,
including the parable of the lost sheep,
revolves around the issue of real and
perceived greatness. Not surprisingly,
Jesus’ greatness is not found where you
would expect it.
Matthew’s parable of the lost sheep is
similar to the one found in Luke 15:1-7.
However, Luke’s parable is addressed to
the Jewish leaders who questioned Jesus’
habit of associating with sinners outside
the community of believers. Matthew’s
parable, on the other hand, addresses the
disciples. Put simply, Luke’s parable is
about people who don’t come to church;
Matthew’s is about not-so-faithful
churchgoers.
Your class members may notice
that verse 11 is missing in their Bible
translations. In the King James Version,
verse 11 reads, “For the Son of man is
come to save that which was lost.” This
verse is omitted in modern translations
for two reasons. First, the most ancient
and reliable New Testament manuscripts,
some of which were found after the KJV
was translated, do not contain this verse.
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Second, the last verse of the Zacchaeus
story (Lk 19:10) is very similar to
Matthew 18:11, so it appears an ancient
scribe added the verse to clarify
Matthew’s message (Boring, 375).
Before telling the story of the lost
sheep, Jesus begins his reply to the
question about greatness by encouraging
his followers to “become like children”
(Mt 18:3) and warning them not to
“despise” children (Mt 18:10). In Jesus’
day, children were valued no higher than
slaves (Coogan, NT 34). In our minds,
there seems little connection between a
child and a lost sheep, but in the New
Testament era, both were easy to neglect.
The emphasis on seeing the worth of
apparently worthless things continues
with the introduction of the shepherd. In
Jesus’ day, people did not hold shepherds
in high esteem. However, before the story
ends, Jesus establishes the shepherd as the
model to follow. In his Jewish religious
context, there is irony in a shepherd’s
bringing back something lost. Shepherds
were disrespected for not being able to
keep Sabbath laws, as Malina and
Rohrbaugh point out, but also for
neglecting their families and ignoring the
law by grazing their flocks on other
people’s land (118).
In our culture, which places a radical
emphasis on the individual, we can
easily assume the wisdom of going
after that one lost sheep. However, the
overwhelmingly rural listeners of Jesus’

day would have been more inclined to
wonder, “Why on earth would a shepherd do that?” Jesus commonly used
extreme examples to capture the radical
nature of the kingdom. Just as Jesus
challenges our common assumptions
about what is important, he challenged
what seemed to be commonsense practices in his own day (Gowler, 76).
To fully understand the parable’s
message about the value of lost sheep, we
need to extend our reading a few verses.
In 18:15, Jesus begins a lesson on what to
do “if another member of the church sins
against you.” He explains how to try to
reclaim an estranged sister or brother in
Christ. Don’t we sometimes ask ourselves
if it is really worth it to try to bring back
someone who has offended us? Why not
just let them go? This is the point at
which our world intersects with the
parable of the lost sheep. Not only is there
the issue of the other sheep arguing
against searching, but the lost sheep
seldom put the shepherd in a celebratory
mood upon finding it. When a sheep was
lost, it was common for it to drop where
it was and bleat loudly. When help finally
arrived, the sheep seldom cooperated, and
the shepherd usually had no choice but to
carry the sheep back to the flock (Malina
and Rohrbaugh, 118). We all have seen
Bible pictures of smiling shepherds
carrying docile lambs back home.
Apparently, the scene looked more like an
irate child being carried out of the toy
store!
This parable brings challenge and
assurance. The challenge is to go the extra
mile to bring home a wayward sister or
brother in Christ. The assurance is that
God goes that extra mile when we are lost
(see Isa 53:6).
Churches can be shining examples of
going the extra mile to welcome home a
lost sheep. People rejected (sometimes for
good reason) by employers, families, and
friends have sought and found sanctuary
at church. But not always.
Sometimes we are the lost ones.
Illness or other uncontrollable factors can
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Introduction: We are all tempted to take
for granted people whom God loves.
I. The Context (Mt 18:1-9)
A. The disciples’ question: “Who is greatest in the kingdom of heaven?” (v. 1).
B. Jesus’ answer: Be like a child and do
not lead astray “little ones” (vv. 2-9).
II. The Lost Sheep (Mt 18:10-14)
A. The lost sheep is valued as a child is
valued (vv. 10-11). Note the value of a
child in Jesus’ day.
B. Jesus assumes a good shepherd goes
after the lost sheep. Note that his
hearers would have assumed the
responsibility was to the ninety-nine (v.
12).
C. The shepherd tries to find the sheep
(vv. 13-14).
1. Note the “if,” for not all sheep are
found.
2. The comparative value of the one
over the ninety-nine illustrates God’s
love for people who continually
struggle over against the religiously
uptight.

lead us astray, but sometimes we choose
our wilderness and are haunted by guilt.
C. David Matthews, out of the experience
of his own moral failure, wrote Crashing
Without Burning. Having discussed the
pain of dwelling in an exile created by
one’s own actions, he writes of finding
grace after years in the wilderness (31).
Indeed there is grace in having an
extravagantly forgiving shepherd, as
David describes: “The vessel he was
making of clay was spoiled in the potter’s
hand, and he reworked it into another
vessel, as seemed good to him”
( Jer 18:4) (ix).

A Way to Begin
What does it mean to be part of a “flock” of believers? Who decides who is part of
the flock? Does the shepherd decide, or can the sheep nudge one another into or out
of the sheepfold? What would cause some sheep to wander away from the obvious
safety of the flock? Is today’s church a similar haven for believers? What, then, would cause some
believers to wander away from the fellowship of the church?
As you studied the background material for this session, did you see yourself in the role of the
shepherd? Adult Bible teachers are often primary contacts between the flock/church and believers
who identify less and less with life inside the sheepfold. Remember that even the first-century
shepherds had helpers. As you lead this study, keep in mind the shepherding
potential of those in your group.
The approaches described below are intended to help capture learners’ attention as they begin
their examination of what it means to be a shepherd/minister in Jesus’ name.

❍ Job Description for Shepherds

Note: A continuation of
this activity (“Job
Description for
Ministers”) is included in

A Way to End.
Hand out copies of the Resource Kit
page “A Shepherd’s Life.” Ask learners to
read the information and to write a brief
job description for shepherds.
As learners complete the assignment,
ask them to share portions of their job
descriptions with the group. Stress the
qualifications for a successful shepherd:
genuine concern for the sheep;
understanding of the sheep’s needs and
the possible dangers awaiting them
outside the flock; sense of responsibility
to the owner(s) of the sheep; willingness
to take risks in defense of the sheep.
An alternate approach to this activity
is to lead the entire group to write one job
description. Draw a vertical line to divide
the chalkboard. At the top of one section
write “Job Description for Shepherds.”
Leave the other section blank.
Using the information provided on
the activity sheet, lead the group in
writing a job description. As learners
dictate, list their suggestions on the
board.
Read aloud Luke 12:32. Explain that
the rest of the session will focus on the
blessings of being part of Jesus’ flock and

on this central question: How do we
respond to lost sheep within the church?

❍ Life Inside the Flock

Briefly recall the parables for the first two
sessions. Explain that this session’s Bible
study is based on the story of the lost
sheep. Ask members to recall pictures,
hymns, sermons, etc., that focus on Jesus
as a shepherd.
Drawing on information from the
activity sheet “A Shepherd’s Life” (see
Resource Kit), briefly describe the life of a
shepherd in Jesus’ day. Emphasize ways
sheep benefited from being part of a
shepherd’s flock: protection from predators; availability of food and water;
security; comforting presence of other
sheep.
Read aloud Luke 12:32. Ask the group
to consider benefits to believers of life as
part of Jesus’ flock. As learners dictate,
list their ideas on a chalkboard or large
sheet of paper. Listen for ideas such as
these: companionship/fellowship with
other believers; nurturing spiritual
environment; example of other believers;
guidance from pastor/shepherd and
others; group Bible study with its shared
insights and discipline; opportunities for
group worship and service; prayer and
support of fellow believers during times
of crisis.
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A Way to Explore Scripture
For most adult Bible study groups and teachers, the message of this parable has the
potential of hitting close to home. Are there members on your class roll who have not
attended for a long time? How concerned are other class members about these fellow
believers? How concerned are you? In the parable of the lost sheep, Jesus made it clear
how concerned God is over these “lost sheep.”
Both activities described below are designed to involve learners in using their Bibles to study
Jesus’ message in the parable of the lost sheep. Although your explanations will help facilitate
learning, it is always best to allow learners to discover truth, especially Bible truth, for themselves.

❍ Missing People

➤ How should other believers, acting as
shepherds/ministers, respond to those
who have wandered away?
➤ In what ways does your class function
as a haven (sheepfold) for believers?

Questions

❍ Parable Comparison

As context for verse 10, read Matthew
18:1-6. Emphasize verse 1, pointing out
that teachings in this study were directed
toward disciples.
➤ What does the passage teach about
arrogance and humility in God’s
kingdom?
➤ What examples can you cite of
arrogance or humility in churches
today?
Display sheets of colorful paper on
which you have printed: “escaped,” “broke
away,” “captured,” “restrained.” Ask the
group to listen for those words as you
read Matthew 18:12-13.
When learners hear none of the
displayed words, explain that the words
are missing because they are contrary to
the parable’s intent. The sheep neither
escaped nor broke away from the flock;
they wandered. The shepherd searched
diligently for the lost sheep, but when
they were found, the shepherd did not
have to capture or restrain them. The
sheep knew the shepherd’s voice and
returned willingly to the flock. Based on
your study of the background material,
discuss the behavior of the shepherd in
the parable. Guide learners to apply the
meaning of the parable to “missing
believers” today.

Questions

➤ What might cause a believer to wander
away from the flock/church?
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Explain that the parable of the lost sheep
is in Matthew and Luke. Ask learners to
mark in their Bibles both these passages:
Matthew 18:1, 10-14 and Luke 15:1-7. Use
these questions to compare the two parables: Who were Jesus’ listeners (Mt 18:1;
Lk 15:1)? Jesus spoke in response to what
question (Mt 18:1) or attitude (Lk 15:2)?
Based on your background study,
compare the “lost sheep” in Luke’s
account with the “lost sheep” in
Matthew’s. Compare the difference in
emphasis in the two parables. Ask: What
lesson did the religious leaders addressed
in Luke’s account need to learn? What
lesson did the disciples in Matthew’s
account need to learn?
To help learners apply the lesson,
remind the group of the central question:
How do we respond to lost sheep within
the church? Guide discussion, asking
learners to consider what reasons a
believer might have for staying away from
the flock/church and how other believers
should respond and minister to them.
Conclude the discussion by guiding the
group to consider ways in which your
class functions as a haven, or sheepfold,
for believers.

A Way to End
The activities described below offer two approaches to accepting
responsibility for ministering to believers who no longer participate
actively in the church or class. Continuing the shepherd/sheep analogy, one
activity focuses on individual responsibility; the other activity focuses on the responsibility of the
class.
Stress two important principles in the conclusion of this session: (1) The role of shepherd/minister is not limited to the church staff. Every Christian has a responsibility to minister. (2) The
atmosphere in a class need to be one of warmth and friendliness. Extending hospitality to returning
absentees, visitors, and new members, should be as natural as extending hospitality in one’s home.
If you used either “A Hundred Handshakes” or “Deliver Bakery Bread” to end last week’s
session, be sure to follow up on those activities as you conclude this session.

❍ Job Description for Ministers

At the top of a chalkboard, write “Job
Description for Shepherds/Ministers.” If
you used the “Job Description for
Shepherds” activity in A Way to Begin,
briefly review the qualifications listed for
a successful shepherd’s life. Lead learners
to consider how each of those qualifications might also apply to a successful
minister. Ask: How might a minister
demonstrate genuine concern for those
who have wandered away from the
church? How can a minister discover
special needs of those in need of
ministry? How can a minister avoid the
risk of being misunderstood?
Lead the group to begin writing the
job description for a successful minister.
List their ideas on the board. To stimulate
thinking, ask volunteers to read the Bible
verses listed below. Each verse identifies
one or more qualities that would equip a
believer to be an effective minister.
• Ephesians 4:32 (compassion,
forgiveness)
• Hebrews 13:1 (loving other believers)
• 1 Peter 4:10 (willingness to serve others)
• James 3:13 (wisdom, humility)
• James 5:16 (praying for others)
Conclude with the reminder that as
ministers, we are both the instruments
and the recipients of God’s grace. Read
Isaiah 53:6, and lead the group in prayer.

❍ Improving the Sheepfold

Bible study classes have a unique
opportunity to provide a safe haven where
a believer who has wandered away from
the church can be welcomed back into a
nurturing spiritual environment. Lead the
group in discussing these “Do/Don’t”
guidelines for maintaining and/or
improving that environment.
Do extend a warm welcome to long-time
absentees.
Don’t ask why they’ve been absent so long.
If returning to the class is an embarrassing,
there is less incentive to return. Guilt is
always a poor motivator.
Do make it easy to participate in class
discussions.
Don’t single out absentees to read
Scripture aloud or lead in prayer.
Do extend the welcome beyond Sunday
morning.
Don’t focus on what the absentee has
missed by not attending.
“We’re sorry you missed the Christmas
party/picnic in the park/class trip” are
sentiments best left unspoken. Such
statements often reinforce an absentee’s
feeling of being an outsider.
As you conclude, ask volunteers to
contact absentees enrolled in your class.
Pray for God’s help as you minister.
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Bible Background
Right before the parable of the
unjust steward, Peter asks
Jesus a leading question about
how many times he should forgive
a person (Mt 18:21). Just as the parable
of the lost sheep was prompted by the
question “Who’s the greatest in the
kingdom?” (18:1), the parable of the
unjust servant finds its context in another
question: “How often should I forgive?”
(18:21). Peter felt he had set the bar
reasonably high: “As many as seven
times?” (18:21). Jesus, however, increased
Peter’s number by the grace of the
kingdom: “seventy-seven times” (18:22).
In the parable, the extravagant grace
initially shown by the master (18:27)
carries forward this “seventy-seven times”
theme, but the story as a whole has
nothing to say about repeated forgiveness
( Jeremias, 97). By the end of the parable,
the master angrily condemns his hypocritical servant after forgiving him just
one time. Although the passage does not
align perfectly with Jesus’ response to the
question about forgiveness, both the
exchange with Peter and the parable make
the same point: God’s standards for
forgiveness are higher than our
standards.
The amount of money owed by the
characters in the parable is significant.
Some estimate that the first servant owed
the king fifteen years’ wages (Coogan, NT
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35). Eugene Boring has a higher estimate,
noting, “The annual tax for all of Herod
the Great’s territories was 900 talents per
year” (382). The crucial point is that the
servant would have been unable to repay
the debt, so it is surprising that he
requested more time rather than asking
the king to reduce or forgive the debt.
The king exceeded the servant’s request
for a delay, instead forgiving the debt
altogether. The debt owed by the second
servant was a fraction of what the king
forgave. It was roughly three months’
wages, because a denarius was a day’s pay
(Coogan, NT 35). When the second
servant asked for mercy, he used the exact
phrase the first servant used before the
king: “Have patience with me, and I will
pay you” (Mt 18:26, 29). This parallel
highlights the hypocrisy of the first
servant.
Although the literal subject of the
story is money, it is also about forgiving
sin. The Bible often uses the language
of forgiving debts when talking about
God’s mercy. However, we should not so
generalize the story that we completely
lose sight of the issue of money as we
apply the story’s message.
Indebtedness among the peasants of
Jesus’ day was widespread (Malina and
Rohrbaugh, 62-63), so the parable is more
than a hypothetical example to Jesus’
audience. There is a subtle message to the
working-class people, because the villain
of the story is one of them. Jesus

frequently railed against the powerful
who took advantage of the poor, but in
this story a slightly better-off person
takes advantage of a poor person, while
the example of generosity is the wealthy
king. This story shows us that Jesus did
not idealize the virtues of the poor. Jesus
no doubt meant it when he said, “Blessed
are you who are poor” (Lk 6:20), but he
never said, “Perfect are you who are poor.”
Those of us who may never have the
opportunity to forgive a huge debt are
not relieved of our responsibility to
forgive lesser sums and lesser offenses.
Christian greatness is about trying to
meet God’s standards more than it is
about our standard of living.
Matthew tells us that refusing to
forgive others can leave us forever
tortured and imprisoned. In reconciling
this idea with the Bible’s image of a God
of grace, we would do well to ask
ourselves why Jesus spoke as he did. Jesus
wanted to change hearts and minds, so he
used powerful language. The stakes are
high in this story. Two men could end up
in prison if there is no change of heart.
People get hurt when they deny others
mercy, so Jesus used graphic images
to underscore the gravity of such
encounters.
The end of the parable implores,
“Forgive your brother or sister from your
heart” (18:35). For Jesus, faith is about
transformation, not merely maintaining
proper appearances. True faith is rooted
deep in the heart; a veneer of religiosity is
no substitute. The unmerciful servant’s
problem was not that he failed to repay
the money; everyone is imperfect. He did
not lie to his master, and he even accepted
the grace offered him. His problem was
that the grace bestowed upon him, grace
he neither earned nor deserved, did not
affect how he lived. He did not show
similar mercy to those he encountered.
Your challenge in teaching this session is
not merely to help learners understand
the story, but to help them allow the story
to change their hearts and actions.

Introduction: The good news of this
parable is that God’s grace goes beyond
what people consider fair. The challenge is
to extend that same extravagant forgiveness
to others.
I. The Context: Peter’s Question about
Forgiveness (Mt 18:21-22)
A. Peter’s standard: “Seven times?”
(v. 21)
B. Jesus’ higher standard: “Seventyseven” (v. 22)
II. The First Slave’s Debt (Mt 18:23-27)
A. He owes the king a tremendous sum
(vv. 23-24). The sum is so great that
the servant has no hope of repaying it.
B. The servant and his family will be sold
by the king (v. 25).
C. The servant asks for the king’s
patience (v. 26).
D. The king takes pity and forgives the
debt (v. 27).
III. The Second Slave’s Debt (Mt 18:28-32)
A. The slave whom the king forgave
demands payment of a relatively small
debt by another slave (v. 28).
B. Using the exact words, this slave also
asks for mercy, but the forgiven slave
refuses (vv. 29-30).
C. The king learns of this and confronts
the forgiven slave about his hypocrisy
(vv. 31-32).
IV. The Consequences (Mt 18:34-35)
A. The king no longer shields the forgiven
slave from the consequences of his
debt (v. 34).
B. Jesus warns that neither will we be
shielded from the consequences of our
actions if we refuse to forgive (v. 35).

Teaching Guide

19

A Way to Begin
The parable of the unjust steward, focuses on lifestyle rather than rules. When
Peter asked a “rules” question, Jesus replied with a “lifestyle” parable. Living the
lifestyle of a believer involves not just one dramatic, initial choice, but a series of
less dramatic, everyday choices. These choices culminate in a lifelong commitment to follow Jesus’
example. Jesus’ standard of forgiveness is the emphasis of the parable for this
session.
Both activities suggested below focus on lifestyle choices. “Easy Questions, Hard Answers”
compares forgiveness with revenge. “Christian Credibility” uses a workplace illustration to
generate thought and discussion. If you teach young adults, this may be a good activity choice.

❍ Easy Questions, Hard Answers

Introduce the parable by printing Peter’s
question—“How many times should I
forgive?” (Mt 18:21)—on the board.
Explain that the parable for this session
focuses on Jesus’ hard answer to Peter’s
“easy” question.

Questions

➤ What makes it difficult to forgive
another person?
➤ Is it easier to forgive a family member
than to forgive a friend? Why or why
not?
➤ What part does forgiveness play in
relationships between coworkers?
➤ What are some examples of small acts
of revenge?
➤ What makes revenge appealing? Why is
forgiveness better?
➤ How can taking revenge damage family
relationships and friendships? How
can it damage relationships in the
workplace?
Read aloud Matthew 18:21,
identifying Peter’s hopeful answer to
his own question. In a culture where
people often interpreted religion as
keeping rules, Peter expected Jesus to
provide a rule, but Jesus offered a lifestyle
to follow. Living that lifestyle, with Jesus
as our example, is the focus of this
session.

❍ Christian Credibility

Discuss this situation with your group:
Coworkers and fellow church members
Amy and Terri had been friends for years
when everything changed. Amy received
a promotion that made her Terri’s
supervisor. Terri was happy for her friend,
but one worry kept nagging at her. Over
the years, Terri had confided many harsh
opinions to Amy, including opinions
about their then-supervisor, Spencer.
Would Amy disclose the secrets? Terri
didn’t have to wait long to find out.
Spencer’s suddenly chilly attitude and
constant criticisms convinced Terri that
Amy had revealed the secret opinions.
Although Terri wanted to maintain her
friendship with Amy, she was also hurt
and wanted to strike back. The emotional
turmoil quickly took a toll on Terri’s
work. She now refers to Amy as her
“former friend.”

Questions

➤ Is Terri being hasty in her judgment of
Amy? Is that a common problem in
relationships?
➤ Is forgiveness possible in this situation?
Who needs forgiveness? Why?
➤ What damage has already been done
to Terri and Amy’s “Christian
credibility”? How was the damage
caused? Can it be repaired?
Ask volunteers to read these “Christian
credibility” guidelines from Jesus:
Matthew 5:7-9; Luke 6:27-28, 31, 37.
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A Way to Explore Scripture
This is a dramatic parable! Pleas for mercy. Harsh punishments. Great generosity.
Great injustice. Few of your class members are likely to deal regularly with large debt
forgiveness. They are much more likely to deal with smaller situations where forgiveness
is needed but difficult. The larger application of the parable’s teaching is contained
in the central question: What is the difference between God’s mercy and ours?
The two activities described below approach Bible study in different ways. Developing “Character
Profiles” for the story’s main characters will help learners focus on the parable’s details, with less
time devoted to present-day application. The second activity, “Hypocrisy vs. Integrity,” devotes
approximately equal time to parable study and application. Choose the activity that best meets the
needs of learners in your group.

❍ Character Profiles

Ask a volunteer to read
aloud the parable for this
session, Matthew
18:23-35. Ask learners to
identify the main characters (king,
servant who owed a large debt, servant
who owed a small debt). Lead the group
to prepare a brief profile of each character
based on facts provided in the Bible
passage.
Distribute copies of the “Character
Profiles” handout provided in the Resource
Kit. If your group is large, consider
forming three teams, and assigning each
team one character to profile. If you have
a smaller number, you may prefer to lead
the whole group in profiling all three
characters.
Based on your study of the Bible
Background section, suggest information
that could be added to the profiles.
Emphasize the magnitude of the debt
forgiven by the king.

Questions

➤ What did the unmerciful servant
receive from the king?
➤ As Christians, how can we demonstrate
our gratitude for the debt God has
forgiven each of us?
➤ Why is a forgiving attitude a good
indicator of spiritual maturity?

❍ Hypocrisy vs. Integrity

Read aloud Matthew 18:21-35, pausing at
verses 26 and 29.
On a chalkboard, write the word
“hypocrisy,” and ask these questions:
• In what ways was the unmerciful servant
hypocritical?
• How did the king learn about the
servant’s behavior?
• Had the king not discovered the
unmerciful servant’s behavior, how
might his fellow servants have regarded
him?
• How can hypocritical behavior damage
the witness of a Christian today?
Write the word “integrity” on the
chalkboard. Ask these questions:
• How could the unmerciful servant have
behaved with integrity toward the one
who owed him money?
• Are Christians in today’s society held
to a higher standard of integrity by
nonbelievers? Why or why not?
Acknowledge the difficulty of trying
to live up to Jesus’ standards of behavior.
Read aloud Matthew 5:43-44, 46-48. Ask:
• What enables Christians to make the
kinds of lifestyle choices Jesus requires
of his followers?
• In what ways can Christians support one
another in following Jesus’ example?
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A Way to End
We’ve all heard references to Christians who “talk the talk” but don’t “walk the walk.”
Your challenge is to take learners to the “walking stage” in their
study of this familiar parable.
It is easy, even for Christians, to overlook the destructive effects of holding grudges and being
unwilling to forgive those who have offended or hurt them. The “Forgiveness Prayer Lists” activity
is designed to help learners confront their need to forgive and to be forgiven.
“Mercy Testimonies” provides an opportunity for learners to express gratitude for the mercies of
others. It also serves as a reminder of the influence they may have in the lives of those around them.

❍ Forgiveness Prayer Lists

Introduce this activity as one focused on
unresolved grievances and the power of
prayer. As you hand out paper, explain
that the activity is private.
Each prayer list will contain three
sections, one for each of the following
questions:
• Who are some people you need to
forgive?
• Who are some people who need to
forgive you?
• What are some things for which you
need to ask God’s forgiveness?
Ask learners to begin their prayer lists by
considering the first question. Read aloud
Luke 6:28. Point out the high standard in
the verse: forgiveness is not just for those
who would extend forgiveness to you or
who have corrected their behavior.
Allow a brief quiet time for prayer and
contemplation.
Continue to the next question. The
content of these prayers is more comprehensive, asking God to bless and guide
those you have listed, as well as to help
them forgive you. Far too often, such
prayers are focused only on repairing a
relationship and are as much a plea for
oneself as for the other person. These
prayers should also lead to actions such as
confessions and apologies.
Conclude with the last question.
If time is limited, learners could be
encouraged to answer this question at
home. Read aloud Luke 6:35-36. End the
session with a time of silent prayer.
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❍ Mercy Testimonies

Before the session, print the questions
listed below on a chalkboard. Nearby,
display a sheet of blank posterboard.
Introduce the activity with a personal
testimony of gratitude for an influential
person in your life, someone who showed
great mercy or encouragement to you at a
significant time. In your testimony,
address these questions:
• What is/was the person’s name?
• How did the person help you?
• How was your life changed by the
person’s help?
• How aware is the person of his/her
influence in your life?
• How has your awareness of how much
you benefited increased over time?
• Have you tried to show mercy to others
in the same way? If so, how?
Conclude your testimony by writing on
the posterboard a note of thanks and
signing your name. Encourage others to
do the same as a visual reminder of the
lasting influence of wise and merciful
friends and loved ones. Conclude the
session with a time of prayer, offering
thanks for the people whose mercy and
encouragement have enriched the lives of
those present.

5
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Bible Background
I once gave a homeless man a
ride to get something to eat.
On the way, he told me about
an argument he had the last time
he was in this fast-food restaurant.
Having dropped him off, I stopped next
door to make a bank deposit. Waiting in
line, I watched a police car zip into the
restaurant parking lot. The officers
emerged with my recent passenger in
handcuffs. Oddly, my story is similar to
Jesus’ situation as he tells the parable of
the two sons asked to work in a field. Just
as the man in my story had returned to
the site of a recent altercation, so does
Jesus as he tells this story.
As our story begins, it is Tuesday in
Jerusalem—soon after the triumphal
entry that marked Jesus’ dramatic
confrontation with religious leaders. That
visit had included the cleansing of the
temple. Not surprisingly, the temple
leaders showed him the door that day.
Now Jesus is back (for the last time), and
the chief priests and elders promptly
challenge his authority (Mt 21:23). He
responds first with a no-win question
about John the Baptist and follows with
the parable of two sons asked to work in
a field.
This parable offers little imagery or
symbolism. The identity of the characters
and the people to whom they are likened
offers focus. The story emphasizes the
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differences in the two characters, but note
their similarities: both are sons, and both
are identified with those who enter the
kingdom of heaven. The conflict hinges
on the order in which they enter the
kingdom, but we should not forget that
just as both are sons, both do enter
the kingdom. The acceptance of the
hypo-critical son has little significance
if we see ourselves in the role of the
“prostitutes and tax collectors,” since the
parable clearly elevates their place in the
kingdom. However, if we recognize within
ourselves some of the arrogance of the
chief priests and elders, then there is
grace in how the parable characterizes
them. While Jesus disapproved of their
conduct, the circle of God’s kingdom still
includes them.
Nevertheless, the pietistic leaders
would hardly see mere inclusion in God’s
circle as welcome news. They considered
themselves the insiders. Jesus utterly
rejected this view, relegating them to
the end of the line. Since Jesus so often
associated prostitutes with tax collectors,
they can become a bland category.
However, we must remember that in
Jesus’ day, the punishment for adultery
could be death (see Jn 8:1-11). Tax
collectors were notoriously corrupt
collaborators with the occupying
Roman Empire. Most considered them
a malignant force in the community, not
unlike we might perceive drug dealers
today.

Jesus stands in the prophetic
tradition of Nathan, who told King
David a parable that was like a mirror
revealing to David his sin (see 2 Sam
12:1-15). Jesus’ cleansing of the temple
was the pivotal event that would lead
to his crucifixion, yet we can easily
underestimate the importance of this
little story. Jesus had a day to cool off
after the uproar on Monday. Perhaps his
opponents expected a more temperate
Jesus on Tuesday. On this day, he turned
over no tables, but his parable was still an
act of absolute defiance.
Repeatedly, Jesus came back to his
point: “This people honors me with their
lips, but their hearts are far from me”
(Mt 15:8); “If you know these things, you
are blessed if you do them” ( Jn 13:17);
“Everyone then who hears these words of
mine and acts on them will be like a wise
man who built his house on rock” (Mt
7:24). In his kingdom, what you do is
important. The first son said the wrong
thing: “No, I won’t go to work in your
field.” However, he erased this mistake by
his actions—he worked after all. The exact
opposite is true of the second son, who
said the right thing but never put into
practice what he claimed to know. Again,
Jesus offers a call to get beyond outward
appearances and focus on what matters—
action.

Introduction: After Jesus cleanses the
temple, an action that solidifies the
religious leaders’ resolve against him, he
relates a seemingly simple story that was
equally insulting to the temple leaders. Still,
the parable allows grace for them in the
kingdom of heaven.
I. Events Leading to the Parable (Mt 21:123)
A. Jesus enters Jerusalem (vv. 1-11).
B. Jesus drives out the dishonest sellers
from the temple (vv. 12-17).
C. Jesus teaches a lesson about a fig tree
(vv. 18-23).
II. The Confrontation with the Leaders (Mt
21:23-27)
A. Jesus returns to the temple for the first
time since driving out the sellers.
B. The religious leaders challenge him:
“By what authority are you doing these
things?” (v. 23).
C. A debate ensues over John the
Baptist’s authority, and the leaders
refuse to give a clear answer to Jesus’
question (vv. 24-27).
III. The Parable of the Two Sons in the
Vineyard (Mt 21:28-30)
A. The first son refuses to work, but later
does (vv. 28-29).
B. The second son agrees to work, but
does nothing (v. 30).
IV. The Parable Applied (Mt 21:31-32)
A. The no-win question: “Which of the
two did the will of his father?” (v.
31a).
B. The reluctant answer: “The first” (v.
31b).
C. The hard message: The leaders are like
the second son; the sinners are like the
first and will enter the kingdom first (v.
31c).
D. The parable is tied back into the
leaders’ refusal to believe John the
Baptist (v. 32).
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A Way to Begin
Religious leaders of Jesus’ day were busy “looking busy.” Confronted with a new
message—“The kingdom is coming! Get busy!”—the chief priests and elders to
whom Jesus addressed this parable were too busy defending their status as
leaders to recognize the Messiah who now walked among them.
Today’s churches are often busy places. Signs announce special events; vans and buses filled with
youth or senior adults arrive and depart with much fanfare. We, the faithful, cherish our
“togetherness.” We are the insiders, and in that we have something in common
with the Pharisees of Jesus’ day.
Is our busyness sometimes misdirected? Can our insider status become so important to us that
including others in Christian fellowship loses its appeal? Can the right spiritual vocabulary
substitute for right spiritual action? How do we get beyond the superficiality of words and
appearances to the reality of righteous action?

❍ “Reality”: Key Word

On separate strips of paper, print each of
these words: “How can we move beyond
the superficiality of words and appearances to the reality of righteous action?”
Remove the word “reality.” Mix up the
remaining words and display them on a
wall. Show the strip of paper on which
you have written the word “reality.”
Explain that reality is the key word for
today’s session. Return the word “reality”
to the mix.
Ask volunteers to read the verses
listed below. Use the questions to guide
discussion after each verse.
Matthew 15:8
• How would you paraphrase the verse?
• In what superficial ways might
Christians claim to honor Jesus?
John 13:17
• To what “things” does Jesus refer? How
do we learn those things?
• What are some examples of the blessings
of acting on Jesus’ teachings?
Ask learners to rearrange the mixedup words in the correct order. When the
words are arranged in order, ask:
• What are some examples of superficial
words?
• How could over-concern for appearances
affect the Christian witness?

❍ Do You Hear What I Hear?

Introduce the session with the following
statements and discussion questions.
“My beliefs haven’t changed in forty years.
I’m a Bible-believing Christian who hasn’t
budged an inch.”
• Does Christian faithfulness require
never changing our minds? What new
spiritual insights have you gained?
“Those people just need to get right with
God.”
• Are we responsible for judging the
spiritual conditions of others? What is
implied by the term “those people”?
“That TV preacher is a real ‘man of God.’
I can tell just by listening to him!”
• How can words and appearances be
deceiving? Why is this a problem for
believers?
“Me, teach children in Sunday school?
I wanted to do something important.”
• Why might committee assignments be
perceived as more important than
teaching children? How important is
status in the life of the church?
Explain that the focus of today’s parable
study is the value God places on actions
rather than superficial words and
appearances.
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A Way to Explore Scripture
Good preachers know that good sermons require a continuing focus. Wandering too
far away from that focus leads to wandering minds in the pews. Good teaching, like
good preaching, also requires focus.
The parable in this study contains one tempting application that is not the focus. As you prepare,
and especially as you guide discussion during the session, keep this statement in mind: The parable
is not about the value of following through on a task. The focus of the parable is authority,
specifically God’s authority. The need for humble obedience to the authority of God
is the real application.

❍ Summarize with Titles

Use the activity and worksheet from the Resource
Kit in any of these ways:

• Individual Scripture search. Conclude by
asking learners to share their answers
and verse titles with the group.
• Team Scripture search. Form two teams.
Assign verses 23-27 to one team and
verses 28-32 to the other team.
• Group Scripture search. Using the worksheet as a guide, lead the entire group in
studying the passage. On a chalkboard,
list the verse titles the group suggests.
Regardless of the approach you choose,
your personal study of the background
material will enrich the study. For individual or team searches, add your personal
insights. If you select the group search
approach, include your insights as well.
If learners find title selection difficult,
suggest these possibilities: verse 23
(Confrontation); verses 24-27 ( Jesus’
No-win Question); verses 28-29 (Wrong
Answer/Right Action); verse 30 (Right
Answer/Wrong Action); verses 31-32
(Condemnation).
To summarize the study, discuss Jesus’
use of the parable as a mirror in which the
religious leaders could see their own spiritual condition. Expand the discussion to
include the parable as a mirror for the
spiritual conditions of today’s believers.
Emphasize the importance of obedience
to God through righteous actions rather
than superficial words and appearances.
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❍ Authority: Then and Now

Enlist a volunteer to read aloud Matthew
21:23-27. Ask others in the group to count
the number of times they hear the word
“authority.” Ask if anyone would like to
speculate on the subject of the passage.
Explain that the chief priests and
elders identified in the passage represented
the highest court of the Jews. Using
John the Baptist as an example, Jesus
questioned the leaders’ objectivity, not
their authority.
Read the parable in Matthew 21:2831a. Use these questions for discussion:
• By what authority does the father ask his
sons to work in the vineyard?
• Whose authority does the father in the
parable represent?
• What ways of responding to authority
were demonstrated by the sons?
• What response to God’s authority does
God honor?
Guide the group in a brief present-day
update of the parable, using a mother and
two daughters. Ask:
• How do parents teach children to respect
authority?
• What happens to families where words
speak louder than actions?
• How does God teach us to respect God’s
authority?
Read verses 31b-32. Based on the
background material, compare Jesus’
condemnation of the hypocritical
religious authorities with his extension of
mercy to those more aware of their sin.

A Way to End
The “Action Scriptures” activity is based on Scripture memorization, an often-overlooked
way of enriching an adult Christian’s spiritual life. The activity includes the natural
extension of memorization, committing to life what has already been committed to
memory. A brief follow-up of this activity is suggested for the next session.
The “Second Thoughts” activity concludes with a time of silent recommitment to and/or
reconsideration of previous ministry decisions. As you consider this activity, keep in mind
that one of your most important roles as a Bible teacher for adults is helping
prepare them to assume leadership and ministry positions in the church. Included
in the activity is discussion of ministry opportunities offered through your church. We sometimes
interpret voluntary service as something a person does for the church, rather than as an
opportunity to serve God through the church.

❍ Action Scriptures

On a chalkboard, print John 13:17: “If you
know these things, you are blessed if you
do them.” If you used the activity “
‘Reality’: Key Word,” recall the group’s
discussion.
Hand out blank cards or small pieces
of paper. Explain that you are asking each
person to make a three-part personal
commitment to take these actions:
• Memorize a verse of Scripture that
identifies a righteous action or pattern
of behavior required by God.
• Put the verse into practice during the
coming week.
• Watch for good examples on the part of
fellow Christians who are modeling the
behavior cited in the verse you chose.
Enlist two volunteers to alternate reading
the following verses: Mt 5:44; 10:32; Mk
12:30-31; Col 3:8-9; Eph 4:32; Phil 2:3-4.
Suggest that when learners hear the verse
they want to memorize and practice, they
write the reference on their blank card.
Explain that next Sunday you will ask
for comments about other Christians
learners they have observed modeling
Christlike behavior (Step 3), but that no
one will be asked to comment on his or
her own behavior. Close the session with
prayer.

❍ Second Thoughts

Ask learners what comes to mind when
they hear the phrase “on second thought.”
Ask: Are second thoughts usually better
than first responses? Why or why not?
Considering the parable, ask: What
might have motivated the first brother to
reconsider his original choice? What
could have prevented the second brother
from reconsidering his first choice?
Recall with the group the efforts made
in your church to enlist volunteers at the
beginning of the church year. Compare
the brothers’ behavior in the parable to
the behavior of Christians asked to serve
in church leadership positions. Ask: How
can ill-considered decisions affect the
ministries of the church? What part can
appearances play in decisions about
service? What motivates some church
members to take volunteer service more
seriously than others?
Discuss ministry opportunities
of-fered through your church. Emphasize
the church’s role in helping believers
answer the question: How do we get beyond
the superficiality of words and appearances to the reality of righteous action?
Conclude with a time of silent prayer
and commitment. Ask for recommitment
to ministry decisions already made, for
reconsideration of ministry opportunities
previously rejected, and for new insights
into ministry opportunities that could be
undertaken.
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Bible Background
Nowhere in the world of
sports is there a more captivating cat-and-mouse game than
the one between a pitcher and a
would-be base stealer. The pitcher
watches the runner out of the corner of
her eye. The runner studies the movement
of the pitcher, waiting for just the right
moment to make a dash for second. In
a sense, a base stealer is waiting and
watching, not wanting to miss the
opportune moment. She is also preparing, digging in her cleats in the right spot,
not too far from or too close to first base.
She is ensuring her readiness when the
moment to act comes.
This week’s parable is about being
prepared for the moment when God’s
spirit is ready to break into our lives.
Although the word does not appear in
this passage, the New Testament word for
the time ripe for God’s action is kairos,
“the right, proper, favorable time” (Bauer,
395). For example, when Jesus was
preparing for his triumphal entry into
Jerusalem, he told his disciples, “Go into
the city to a certain man, and say to him,
‘The Teacher says, my time [kairos] is
near” (Mt 26:18).
The parable of the ten virgins is
typical of Jesus’ parables in three ways.
First, it is common. It draws from common
images, in this case a wedding. Scholars
disagree on the degree to which our
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limited knowledge of ancient marriage
customs can help us understand the
story. Although he acknowledges that our
historical sources for understanding
weddings of that culture are scattered,
Joachim Jeremias identifies significant
traits that most historical wedding
accounts held in common: the use of
lamps in waiting and the delayed arrival
of the groom, who sometimes appeared
late at night (172). In first-century
Palestine, a time of waiting preceded the
wedding celebration. The groom first
prepared a home for the new couple,
normally near or attached to his father’s
home. A dramatic moment in the
wedding process was when the groom
went to the bride’s house and brought her
back to their new home (Malina and
Rohrbaugh, 148). One might compare
this to the modern tradition of carrying
a bride across the threshold, but in this
case a great banquet accompanied the
homecoming.
Second, the parable is simple. The
story is not complex, nor is the nature of
the faithful action. The only requirement
for being prepared was putting oil in
lamps. The simplicity of the virgins’
actions underscores Jesus’ straightforward approach to faith.
Third, putting the parable’s message
into practice may be simple, but it is still
challenging. This is almost universally
true of Jesus’ parables. In the case of the
unforgiving servant (Mt 18:23-35), what

could be simpler than forgiving
another’s debt once we have been
forgiven? Then again, what could be
harder? With the sons in the vineyard (Mt
21:28-32), what could be simpler than
following through on a promise to be
faithful in doing a father’s work? On the
other hand, what could be harder? Why
are these simple things hard to do?
Because we must do them faithfully, over
and over, on good days and bad.
The lesson plan for this session
proposes two excellent questions for
group discussion: How can we overcome
complacency with regard to God’s
kingdom? What is lacking when we turn
to God only in times of crisis? The
questions aptly identify what happens
when we, too, fail in the simple task of
adding oil: we become complacent, or we
don’t think to pray until the crisis time
comes. These questions are at the heart
of the parable of the ten virgins. Little
separated the wise virgins from the
foolish virgins. The fools were merely
complacent, lacking a disciplined faithfulness. It’s easy to see where they went
wrong. It’s also easy to see how much we
resemble them in their foolishness.
You have a marvelous opportunity
this week to remind your fellow learners
that we must be spiritually alert. We
speak often of not losing faith, or not
denying faith, or not failing to practice faith,
yet one of our greatest challenges is not
squandering faith. The “aha!” moments of
faith are fleeting. The kairos moment
appears and is gone. We can’t manufacture those times when God’s truth flashes
before us, but we can—we must—be
prepared for them when they come. In
this final session on the parables of Jesus,
we again see Jesus reminding us that the
kingdom is beyond our control. What is
within our control, however, is how
willing we are to receive it and how
prepared we are when it comes.

Introduction: Jesus tells a simple story to
convey the important message of being
prepared for God’s work in our lives and in
the world.
I. A Typical Parable
A. Common: The images come from
everyday life.
B. Simple: The story and the actions
required for faithfulness are easy to
understand.
C. Challenging: Maintaining our focus is
difficult.
II. The Message of the Parable (Mt 25:1-13)
A. The kingdom is like the expectation
surrounding a wedding celebration (v.
1).
B. Some are wise and some are foolish,
but it is not yet apparent why (vv. 2-4).
C. The bridegroom is delayed (v. 5).
D. The bridegroom (or kingdom) comes
unexpectedly (vv. 6-7).
E. The foolish maidens request help when
they realize they are unprepared, but
they receive none (vv. 8-9).
F. The door is shut to those wishing to
come in late. The apparent harshness
of this scene must be balanced against
the primary message about the
requirement to be prepared
(vv. 10-13).
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A Way to Begin
Any adult “tuned in” to modern society—via television, Internet, or cell phones—
also finds frequent encouragement to “tune out”—“you deserve a break”; “do
something for yourself ”; “do what you want to do”. Is there a place for spiritual
contemplation in all this “tuning in” and “tuning out”?
Jesus’ parable of the ten virgins emphasizes spiritual preparedness developed
through an ongoing, personal relationship with God. For the purposes of this parable
study, focus your attention on the ongoing aspect of a relationship with God. Does “ongoing” mean
regular, or can it also mean continuous? Is it possible to maintain a kind of continuous conversation
with God? Would that eliminate the need for more concentrated times of prayer and Bible study?
Personal spiritual growth begins with personal spiritual analysis. The study of this parable can
provide learners with motivation for analyzing their personal, spiritual relationship with God.

❍ Recharging Spiritual Batteries

Show the group an assortment of
batteries, discussing the most common
uses of each. Discuss the advantages of
rechargeable batteries. Compare the oilburning lamps referenced in this session’s
parable with today’s battery-powered
lanterns. Point out that whether the technology is primitive or modern, the need
to keep the lamp or lantern ready for use
is critical.
Introduce the analogy of recharging
spiritual batteries, asking: Why is it
important to maintain a close spiritual
relationship with God? How do daily
patterns of prayer and Bible study
contribute to such a relationship? How
does the influence of other believers
contribute? In what ways can the
atmosphere and fellowship of our class
encourage our individual spiritual
growth? How do you effectively maintain
a close spiritual relationship to God?
From the battery display, select a
rechargeable one. Compare the battery’s
need for an electrical power source in
order to recharge with the Christian’s
need for a spiritual power source.
Electrical power failures are common;
God’s power is always available. Explain
that the parable study for this session
emphasizes the need for ongoing spiritual
preparedness. Ask: How can we overcome
complacency with regard to God’s
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kingdom? What is lacking when we turn
to God only in times of crisis?

❍ Parable Pretest

(Coordinate this activity with the “Parable
Posttest” in A Way to Explore Scripture.)
Hand out sheets of paper, read the
parable, and tell learners you will ask five
multiple-choice questions about it. They
should write each answer beside the question number. During the Bible study,
discuss these questions, allowing for
comparison before and after the study.
1. Why are five of the maidens described
as “foolish”? (a) They were unprepared (b)
They fell asleep (c) A combination of both
2. Whom does the bridegroom represent?
(a) Jesus (b) John the Baptist (c)Matthew,
the Gospel writer
3. What does the marriage feast represent? (a) Anointing of the Holy Spirit (b)
Jesus’ birth (c) Jesus’ return
4. What is the significance of the bridegroom’s delay and sudden appearance? (a)
Uncertainty of the future (b) Uncertainty
of the time of Jesus’ return (c) Uncertainty
of human behavior
5. What do the lamps and oil represent?
(a) Practical preparation (b) Ritual preparation (c) Spiritual preparation

A Way to Explore Scripture
Everyday preparedness is the focus of this parable. If you used the
“Parable Pretest” to begin the session, you will want to select its companion activity,
“Parable Posttest,” to guide the parable study.
Both “Parable Posttest” and “Timely Discussion” offer a step-by-step approach to Bible
study. They also combine application with study of the text, rather than using application of
meaning as a conclusion. Because the wording in this parable varies from one Bible translation to
another, you may want to ask learners to compare wording in their Bibles. If time permits, consider
including a brief review of the parables studied earlier in this unit.

❍ Parable Posttest

(Coordinate with “Parable Pretest” in A
Way to Begin.) Organize the Bible study
around the same five questions used in
the pretest. Drawing on your study of the
Bible background material, add your own
insights to the comments below.
1. Why are five of the maidens described
as “foolish”?
All the maidens made the same advance
preparation, but only the wise maidens
prepared adequately for the passage of
time. As time passed, all fell asleep. When
the bridegroom suddenly returned, only
the wise maidens were prepared.
2. Whom does the bridegroom represent?
The bridegroom represents Jesus. Many
early Christians believed Jesus’ return to
be imminent. The parable contains a
reassuring message for concerned believers.
3. What does the feast represent?
The feast refers to Jesus’ return, a joyous
occasion for believers who, like the wise
maidens, must make adequate spiritual
preparation while time permits. Discuss
the nature of adequate spiritual
preparation in the context of Christian
life today.
4. What is the significance of the bridegroom’s delay and sudden appearance?
The obvious significance is the
uncertainty of the time of Jesus’ return.
However, the parable’s thrust is more
comprehensive. Read the central question:
What must we do to be prepared when
God acts? Discuss the implication of
faithfulness as necessary preparation.

5. What do the lamps and oil represent?
Spiritual preparation is compared to the
lamps and oil. Today’s believers must fill
their lamps with a relationship with God.
Use these questions to guide discussion.

Questions

➤ How can a believer’s relationship with
God mature over time?
➤ Is it possible to maintain an ongoing
conversation with God through prayer?
Why or why not?
➤ How would such a conversation affect
the need for more concentrated times
of prayer and Bible study?

❍ Timely Discussion

Read Matthew 25:1-13. Guide discussion
with these questions:
• How did the preparation of the wise and
foolish maidens differ? How was it the
same? (see v. 5.)
• How and when did the foolish maidens
appeal for help?
• What was the penalty for the foolish
maidens’ lack of preparation?
• How were the wise maidens rewarded for
their faithfulness?
Call attention to the central question:
What must we do to be prepared when
God acts? Remind learners that all the
maidens at first appeared to be faithful.
Only the passing of time revealed the
nature of true faithfulness. Ask:
• How is true faithfulness demonstrated?
• How does temptation undermine
faithfulness in slow, subtle ways?
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A Way to End
If healthy churches function like spiritual families, healthy adult Bible study classes
might function like spiritual “nuclear” families, smaller in size but still a family.
Both churches and Bible study classes provide a nurturing spiritual
environment for members. In addition, both churches and classes have spiritual
resources to share. Use “Provide a Spiritual Resource” to encourage your class to extend the
nurturing spiritual environment beyond your classroom.
“Kingdom Contracts” is designed to involve learners in both personal spiritual analysis and spiritual commitment. The contracts also provide a brief review of all six parables studied during this
unit. This can be a time-consuming activity, so be sure to allow time for it in your teaching plan.

❍ Kingdom Contracts

Hand out copies of the
“Kingdom Contract”
from the Resource Kit.
Using the contract as a
guide, briefly recall each parable to refresh
learners’ memories.
The questions on the contract are
the central questions for each session.
Each question is followed by a written
commitment to be made by the learner.
Discuss the questions as necessary,
recalling some of the learning activities
and actions taken as you studied the
parables. These discussions can help
learners focus on their personal spiritual
needs and the commitments they need to
make. Remind the group that spiritual
growth begins with spiritual analysis.
Allow time for learners to complete, sign,
and date their contracts. Encourage
learners to keep the contracts in their
Bibles for personal reference.
Drawing on the parable study for this
session, point out some of the ways the
atmosphere and fellowship of your class
can encourage individual spiritual
growth. Conclude the session with a time
of silent prayer. Make specific prayer
assignments (“Susan, please pray for
Mark”; “Jeff, will you pray for Karen?”).
Encourage learners to continue praying
for one another during the coming week.
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❍ Provide a Spiritual Resource

Guide your group to consider sharing a
spiritual resource in one of the following
ways or in a way that meets a unique need
in your church family.
• Provide a Bible study resource book.
Providing a nurturing spiritual environment for children is one of the most
important responsibilities of a church
family. Consider providing a resource
book for one or more children’s classrooms in your church after consulting
with the appropriate authority.
Placing a resource book in your
church library is another good way of
contributing to the nurturing spiritual
environment provided by your church.
Ask your pastor and/or experienced teachers for suggestions.
• Purchase and deliver a new Bible to a
homebound member of your church.
While an older Christian may cherish a
special Bible, there can also be great joy in
receiving a brand new Bible. Deliver the
Bible, inscribed with words of encouragement and signed by the class members,
and a current copy of your Formations
Learner’s Study Guide.
• Arrange for worship service tapes to be
mailed to college student members.
For college students living away from home,
being remembered by the nurturing
church family they love can be a spiritual
blessing. If your church regularly tapes
worship services, arrange to have the
students placed on the mailing list.

MORE OR LESS RESOLUTIONS
In my private spiritual life:
I resolve to be more ____________________ and less ____________________.

In my family relationships:
I resolve to be more ____________________ and less ____________________.

In my everyday contacts with others:
I resolve to be more ____________________ and less ____________________.

In my church life:
I resolve to be more ____________________ and less ____________________.

In my contacts with those I can help:
I resolve to be more ____________________ and less ____________________.

In my conversations and expressions of opinion:
I resolve to be more ____________________ and less ____________________.

(Name)

(Date)
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A SHEPHERD’S LIFE
The shepherd of first-century Palestine was a valuable
part of the rural economy. The nature of the job
required that a shepherd be both responsible and
caring. Because the average flock included one
hundred sheep, the daily task of finding water
and grass required considerable knowledge of
the local countryside. The shepherd was also
responsible for knowing what dangers (wild
animals, treacherous rock formations, etc.)
awaited any animal that wandered away
from the flock. A good shepherd anticipated
the needs and understood the behavior of
the animals under his care.
Sheep were totally dependent upon their
shepherd for security. Sheep were relatively
defenseless animals, no match for larger predators that
roamed the countryside. The familiar voice of their shepherd, who called to them during
the day, offered reassurance and stability. At night, several shepherds might combine their
flocks in the safety of one large sheepfold, often a large cave or a stone-walled enclosure
with the entrance guarded by the shepherds. In the morning, each shepherd called out to
his sheep, who recognized his voice and followed him. Other sheep waited for the sound of
their own shepherd’s voice.
Some shepherds were employed by a group of villagers, each of whom owned one or
more sheep. In the morning, a shepherd gathered all the sheep and led them to the
countryside to graze. In the evening, the shepherd returned the flock to the village.
While the shepherd’s life was relatively peaceful, it was also a life of solitude. Some
shepherds had helpers, but many worked alone. In the parable of the lost sheep, Jesus drew
on his listeners’ understanding of the shepherd as one who willingly endured the solitude
in order to provide the tender care his sheep needed.
John L. Gift, Life and Customs in Jesus’ Time (Cincinnati: The Standard Publishing Foundation).
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CHARACTER PROFILES
Read the parable of the unjust steward (servant) in Matthew 18:23-35. Using the questions
as guidelines, write a brief profile of each of the three main characters in the parable.
Include information you discover in your study of the Bible background material in your
Learner’s Study Guide.
King
• Did the king appear to be generous and forgiving toward his servants?
• Why do you think other servants felt they could report to the king on
the unjust steward’s lack of mercy?
• How did the king react when the unjust servant refused to extend to
another the forgiveness he himself had been granted?

Servant Who Owed a Large Debt
• The estimated value of the servant’s debt was equal to about fifteen
years’ wages. Why do you think the king was willing to lend such a
large amount of money in the first place?
• Do you think the servant really intended to repay the debt?
• Which of the servant’s actions reveal his true character?

Servant Who Owed a Small Debt
• The estimated value of this servant’s debt was equal to about one day’s
wage. Why do you think he approached another servant for a loan
rather than going to the king?
• Do you think he knew the king had forgiven the larger debt of his
fellow servant?
• Do you think he was surprised by his fellow servant’s refusal to grant
more time for repayment of the loan?

Page 35

SUMMARIZE WITH TITLES
Directions: Read Matthew 21:23-32. Answer the questions below.

Verse 23
• What characters are identified?
• What location is identified?
• How would you describe the atmosphere?
• What brief title would you give this verse?

Verses 24-27
• What new character is introduced?
• How did the people respond to John’s ministry (v. 26; see also Mt 3:5-6)?
• What brief title would you give these verses?

Verses 28-29
• What characters are introduced?
• What was the father’s instruction to the first son?
• How did the son first respond?
• What action did the son later take?
• What brief title would you give these verses?

Verse 30
• What was the father’s instruction to the
second son?
• How did the son answer?
• What action did the son later take?
• What brief title would you give this verse?

Verses 31-32
• What question did Jesus ask the chief
priests and elders?
• In the parable, who does the father
represent?
• Why did Jesus condemn the religious leaders?
• What brief title would you give these verses?
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Parable 1: Matthew 13:24-30
Question: What is the believer’s role in the struggle between good and evil?
Commitment: In my own struggles between good and evil, I commit myself to:

Parable 2: Matthew 13:31-33
Question: What is the nature of Christian greatness?
Commitment: Understanding that Christian greatness is realized only in the power of God, I
commit myself to:

Parable 3: Matthew 18:10-14
Question: How do we respond to lost sheep within the church?
Commitment: In my encounters with fellow believers, I commit myself to:

Parable 4: Matthew 18:23-35
Question: What is the difference between God’s mercy and ours?
Commitment: In my relationships with others, I commit myself to:

Parable 5: Matthew 21:28-32
Question: What is the relationship between good intentions and faithful actions?
Commitment: In my life as a believer, I commit myself to:

Parable 6: Matthew 25:1-13
Question: What must we do to be prepared when God acts?
Commitment: In my private spiritual life, I commit myself to:

(Name)

(Date)
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