Study Questions for Matthew 15:21-16:20; Mk 7:24-8:30 – Stranger Than Fiction
The Big Idea: Jesus ministers in surprising ways to unexpected people and trusts us to carry on this work.  
	I. Unlikely Blessings (Matt 15:21-39; Mark 7:31-37)
	Key Idea: Because of God’s compassion anyone with need, regardless of background or ability, can receive His blessings. 

	1. Read Matt 15:21-24. Where did Jesus go (v21)? Who did He encounter (v22) and what did she want (v22)? How did Jesus and the disciples respond at first (v23), and then what did He say (v24)? Why?
	Jesus went to the region of Tyre, a primarily non-Jewish area. There He encountered a woman that was of Syro-phoenician descent who was also a Canaanite. This is a significant description showing that she was as non-Jewish as one could get. She as Jesus, “Son of David”, to have mercy on her – no demands – because her daughter was cruelly demon-possessed. Jesus didn’t answer her at first and His disciples kept asking Him to send her away because she was shouting out after them. At that point He told her He had been sent only to the lost sheep of the house of Israel (anything else would be a bonus). This was true; the Father’s purpose in sending Jesus was to restore Israel to God. An extension of this purpose would be anyone who had faith in God as Abraham had, but the others – Gentiles – would get their opportunity after Israel had rejected Jesus. 

	2. Using Matt 15:25-28 what did the woman do next (v25) and what did Jesus say (v26)? How did she respond (v27) and what was His answer (v28)? What can we learn from this? 
	The woman next bowed down before Jesus and said “Lord help me”, but Jesus told her that it was not good to take the children’s bread and throw it to the dogs. The word Jesus used for “dogs” was a diminutive term meaning “little dogs”, rather than the mean, scavenger dogs that roamed the streets. Gentiles were normally considered to be dogs of the second kind to most Jews, but Jesus was more respectful than that. The woman then responded that even the little dogs feed on the crumbs that fall from their master’s table. Jesus affirmed that her entire approach indicated great faith, so He declared that her expressed desire would be granted. This story teaches us about faith – what genuine faith accomplishes and what it looks like. True faith accesses the power of God for a particular situation, but the result is not just a meeting of the need. Rather, true faith brings glory to God because it shows absolute dependence on Him for the meeting of that need. Thus, humility and faith are inextricably linked. The woman demonstrated her humility – she came to Jesus asking for mercy and she kept asking Him for mercy because she was desperate for Him to show His healing power towards her daughter. Also, she did not demand that He help her, but she placed herself in a position of humility that could receive His mercy if He chose to extend it. Faith, then, is demonstrates complete dependence on the object of faith (Jesus) and is desperate for the solution that He alone can bring. True faith doesn’t quit. 

	3. From Mark 7:31-37 what region did Jesus go to next (v31) and who was healed (v32)? How did He do it (v32, 33, 34) and what happened (v35)? What did Jesus tell him (v36) and what resulted (v36-37)?
	Jesus left the region of Tyre and headed south around the Sea of Galilee. He traveled through the Decapolis (ten Greek/Gentile filled cities on the eastern side of the sea). While He was there they brought to Him a deaf man who had difficulty speaking, and begged Him to lay His hand on him for healing. He took him apart from the multitude and put His fingers in his ears. Then, after spitting He then touched his tongue with the saliva, looked up to heaven with a deep sigh and said to him, “Ephphatha” (Aramaic for “be opened”). Jesus spoke in the everyday language of Jews, which was Aramaic, originally derived from the Syrian people who inhabited the land of Canaan. It had become the official language of the Persian empire who had ruled Israel, so it was prevalent in the time of Jesus. The result of this man’s healing – hearing and plain speech - was that although Jesus gave everyone strict orders to tell no one, they continued to proclaim it to all. The reason was that they were utterly astonished, saying, “He has done all things well – making even the deaf to hear and the dumb to speak.”

	4. In Matt 15:29-31 what was Jesus’ next stop (v29) and what happened when He sat down (v30)? What was the effect of this (v31)? 
	Jesus then walked on the eastern side of the Sea of Galilee and went up to the mountain. Great crowds came to Him, bringing their lame, crippled, blind, dumb, and those with other ailments. They laid them at His feet and He healed them. They all marveled as all of these people were restored and they glorified the God of Israel. Jesus obviously attributed His power to the Father. 

	5. From Matt 15:32-39 what need arose (v32) and what was Jesus’ desire (v32)? How did the disciples respond (33), what did He do (v34-36), and what occurred (v37-39)? What can we learn from this?  
	As before the need for the crowd (four thousand this time) to eat arose. They had been with Jesus for three days without food and He didn’t want to send them away hungry. The disciples, apparently learning nothing from the miracle of feeding the five thousand, asked Jesus where they would get enough loaves to feed that many. Jesus simply asked them how many loaves they had, probably to make them realize what a great miracle it would be, and to let them know that there were some resources. They told Him that there were seven loaves and a few small fish. This was enough for Jesus, so He told them all to sit down, took what they had and gave thanks, and then gave the food to the disciples, who distributed it among the crowd. They all ate and were satisfied, and they picked up enough fragments to fill seven large baskets. The principles that we can learn from this story is that God can take whatever we have and use it to accomplish the work He intends to do. It is not how adequate we are, but how dependent we are on Him who does the work. Another lesson from this is that we often have to be taught more than once to learn what God has for us to learn. 

	II. Unusual Signs (Matt 16:1-12; Mark 8:22-26)
	Key Idea: Jesus works uniquely with each person so that their individual needs can be met. 

	6. Look at Matt 16:1-4. Who tested Jesus (v1) and what was the test (v1)? Was this the first time (see Matt 12:38-40)? What did Jesus tell them (v4) and why (v3-4)? 
	The Pharisees and the Sadducees collaborated to test Jesus. This was significant because they were actually enemies, with the Pharisees believing the entire Old Testament and the Sadducees believing only the first five books. Also, the Sadducees did not accept much of the supernatural, or the resurrection of the dead. However, they were able to unite against a common enemy, Jesus. Their test was that He show them a sign from heaven (again). He answered them as He had the multitudes in Luke 12:54ff – they could discern the weather from the appearance of the sky, but could not discern the “signs of the times”. He was referring to His presence (the Messiah) among them as indicative of the kingdom having arrived. So, He told them that they only sign they would be given would be the sign of Jonah. He had earlier explained this as a prophecy of His resurrection after 3 days, but they probably would have understood this also as a sign of judgment. After Jonah “rose from the dead” out of the belly of the fish he prophesied judgment on Nineveh, leading them to repentance. In the case of these Jewish leaders, though, there would be no repentance. The sign, then, that Jesus gave would not be seen until after He had risen, and at that point they would have another opportunity to repent. Unfortunately, most of them wouldn’t utilize it.

	7. Using Matt 16:5-12 what was Jesus’ warning (v5-6) and what did the disciples think He meant (v7)? What was Jesus’ explanation (v8, 9-11, 12)? What was the leaven (v12)? Why?
	Jesus warned His disciples to watch out for the “leaven” of the Pharisees and Sadducees, which was their teaching (v12). Earlier He had identified their leaven as hypocrisy, which related to their teaching. They taught that they outward form was the most important aspect of being right with God, but their heart was not in concert with God’s. When the outside doesn’t match the inside then hypocrisy exists. It was important for the disciples to not fall into that trap because it failed to make one right with God. As the disciples heard Jesus, they thought the reference to leaven meant physical leaven (yeast); since they had brought no bread with them they thought He was warning them against eating the literal bread of these two groups. Jesus rather reminded them that having no bread was not an issue since He had miraculously provided bread for first five thousand, and then four thousand. This showed a lack of faith because they didn’t believe He could do this again. Faith builds on the facts of God’s fulfillment of His word, but it doesn’t activate itself unless it is applied to the next situation. So, they had the foundation for faith, but didn’t act on that foundation. Similarly, when God provides for us once, we must trust that He will provide again when we commit it to Him. 

	8. Read Mark 8:22-26. Who did Jesus heal next (v22) and what was unusual about how He did it (v23-24, 25)? What did Jesus tell the man to do (v26)? What does this story teach us? 
	Jesus encountered a blind man at Bethsaida next and was asked to “touch” him for healing. He led the man out of the village by hand and then spit on his eyes. He asked him if he saw anything and the man said he saw men walking about as trees. In other words his vision was blurry at best. So, Jesus then laid His hands on his eyes and his vision was completely restored. Jesus told him to go home without even going back to the village. As in most instances this healing was simply for the man, rather than to bring attention to Jesus or to build the kingdom. Jesus was not seeking glory for Himself, but rather was simply showing compassion. This story shows us that healing doesn’t always occur instantly; sometimes it is a process. Therefore, we must not give up if the solution/answer doesn’t immediately “work”. 

	III. Unexpected Prophecy                (Matt 16:13-20)
	Key Idea: Jesus’ plan was to build His church through His followers as they adhered to the truth about Him. 

	9. According to Matt 16:13-17 what was Jesus’ twofold question (v13, 15) and what was each answer (v14, 16)? Explain Peter’s answer (v16). How did he know this (V17)? 
	Jesus asked first of the disciples, “Who do men say that I am?” meaning, “What’s the word on the streets about my true identity?” They told Him that some thought He was John the Baptist (resurrected), while others thought Him to be Elijah, or Jeremiah, or one of the prophets (resurrected). Jesus then asked the disciples who they thought He was, and Peter said, “You are the Christ (Messiah), Son of the living God.” So, not only did Peter believe that Jesus was the long-awaited Messiah, but he also believed that Jesus was God in the flesh. The way that Peter knew this, according to Jesus, was by divine revelation. This is not something that a person can know by logic, but only as the Father in heaven reveals it. 

	10. Based on Matt 16:16-20 upon what “rock” would Jesus build His church (v16, 18)? What did He promise about the church (v18) and about Peter (v19)? What did this mean? What else did He say (v20)?  
	Peter’s name in the Greek language (“petros”) meant “a stone”, but it was upon this “rock” (“petra”), meaning a bed rock or large outcropping of rock that Jesus would build His church. The usage of two different words by Jesus shows that He did not intend to build His church on Peter (a stone), but on bedrock faith in Jesus. The nearest possible reference to “this” is Peter’s confession of Jesus as the Messiah, Son of God. It is upon this bedrock confession of faith that Jesus has built His church throughout the centuries, not Peter. Jesus promised that the gates of Hades would not withstand the onslaught of His church as they went into the “abode of the dead” to bring people into the Light. Hades was the evil place of death, corresponding to Paradise as the good place of death. All human beings are born into sin and death; therefore, those who come to know Christ come into life and light, being rescued from Hades. Furthermore, Jesus told Peter that he would hold the keys of the kingdom of heaven, so that whatever he loosed or bound on earth would be loosed or bound in heaven. The key to understanding this is twofold. First, Jesus’ promise is that everyone who professes Christ is not necessarily genuine; therefore, Peter, as the leading apostle and founder of the first church would affirm or not affirm the genuineness of their profession. Secondly, this affirmation or not would come by revelation from God (heaven). The tense of the verb, “bind”, is that whatever you bind (future) on earth shall have been bound (past) in heaven. So, Jesus is promising Peter that God would reveal to him the genuineness of each person’s profession of faith. This would be based on how accurately they believed the gospel – that salvation came through Jesus Christ alone, who is God come in the flesh, who died for our sins, was buried, and resurrected on the third day. Essentially we do the same today: we do not affirm someone’s salvation experience unless they believe these basics of the faith. Peter was given the authority to build the church on this confession of faith. 

	11. What unexpected or unusual things occur in this study? What was Jesus teaching about faith, grace, and the work He would leave behind?
	In this study Jesus healed a Gentile woman’s daughter, used His saliva to facilitate healing of both a deaf-mute and a blind man, and did many miracles in Gentile regions. He offered the unusual sign of Jonah as well – His resurrection, which would be a sign of His authenticity that would come after His life and death. He also unexpectedly promised to Peter that He would build His church on his confession of faith and that he would have authority to affirm or deny the genuineness of a person’s profession. Jesus was teaching that His disciples would build His church on faith in His identity and work. This would graciously be available to all who would come to Him, Gentiles as well as Jews.  


