Matt 16:21-17:27; Mark 8:31-9:32; Luke 9:21-45 - Daily Study Questions – Valley of Despair

The Big Idea: We learn best when we our own understanding or ability is revealed as inadequate. 
	I. The Tragic Truth (Matt 16:21-27) 
	Key Idea: The truth of Jesus’ suffering and death is the basis of His call to us to give up our lives for Him. 

	1. Read Matt 16:21-23. What 4 things did Jesus begin to tell His disciples (v21)? What was Peter’s reaction (v22) and how did Jesus respond (v23)? Explain His answer. 
	About two and a half years into His ministry Jesus began to repeatedly tell His disciples the tragic truth about His death. He told them He would first go to Jerusalem, then suffer many things from the elders, chief priests and scribes, then be killed, and finally be raised up on the third day. Hearing this, Peter took Him aside and began to rebuke Him, telling Him that God forbid that anything like this should happen to Him. Indeed, it would never take place. Jesus replied for Satan to get behind Him, for he was a stumblingblock to Him. He also said that Peter (acting like Satan) was not setting his mind on God’s interests, but man’s. Jesus wasn’t saying that Peter was Satan, but that his words were in line with Satan’s plan to thwart the cross. He was pointing to Peter as a stumblingblock to Jesus as He chose to obey the Father’s plan. It was tempting on a human level for Jesus to want to avoid the cross, but there was no other way to redeem mankind. So, Jesus turned (with His back to Peter) and told “Satan” to get behind Him (see Matt 4:10). In telling him that his interests were not in line with God’s, but with man’s, He meant that in a fleshly sense Peter wanted to keep Jesus as He was, without suffering. While a noble thought, it was really self-centered because it was not the best for all mankind, nor was it the most glorifying to the Father. 

	2. Using Matt 16:24-27 what did Jesus say following Him required (v24) and why was it logical (v25-26)? What coming event underscored the importance of His words (v27, see also Mark 8:38)? 
	Jesus continued with His answer to Peter (and the rest), telling him that anyone who would walk in His footsteps would, like He, deny himself, take up his cross and follow Him. It is logical to sacrifice our lives for the One who can save us eternally, but in another way it is the only sensible thing to do. We cannot save ourselves by hanging on to this earthly existence, because all will one day come to the end of it. The only way to save our lives forever is to be willing to give our lives to the one who can save us forever. Jesus furthermore set the example of giving up one’s physical life so that his spiritual life will be saved. Since His impending death on the cross was the context for this instruction there was no doubt about what it meant to give up one’s life to save it. We must have a mental attitude that this physical life is insignificant compared to eternal life. 

	II. The Top of the Mountain              (Mark 9:1-13)
	Key Idea: Jesus’ transfiguration into glory on the mountain foreshadowed the soon-to-be establishment of His kingdom on earth. 

	3. From Mark 9:1-8 what was Jesus’ prophecy (v1)? What occurred next (v2-3), who appeared (v4), and why? How did this fulfill His prophecy? What did Peter say (v5-6) and how did God respond (v7-8)? 
	Jesus told His disciples that some of them would not taste death until they saw the kingdom of God after it had come with power. Since the transfiguration of Jesus occurred six days later, and it is recorded in the same literary context in Matthew, Mark and Luke, Jesus must have been referring to His transfiguration as the fulfillment of this prophecy. Of course it could have referred to the coming of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost (the kingdom came with power there) or it could have referred to the resurrection. It is certain that it did not refer to Jesus’ return since all of the disciples did die before that event which is still future. The transfiguration of Jesus from mortality to glory, with His garments becoming radiant and extremely white (unlike any “whiteness” on earth), was a depiction of the kingdom of God coming with power. Another aspect of this was the return of Moses and Elijah, showing that death had not defeated them, as will be seen when Christ’s kingdom is established on earth. We will all be in our glorified bodies when the kingdom is established, as Jesus, Moses, and Elijah were in this situation. Peter, trying to say something meaningful since he was awestruck, proposed that three tents (tabernacles) be set up for them, but he misinterpreted the significance of this event. The only focus of this “glory” was Jesus, not Moses or Elijah. They were there for Jesus, speaking of His coming departure from the earth (Luke 9:30-31), probably encouraging Him to continue on to the cross. God responded to Peter’s proposal by thundering, “This is My beloved Son, listen to Him.” At that moment they looked around and only Jesus was left. The point is that Jesus is preeminent, above all other spokesmen or leaders for God. He is the “only begotten Son who is in the bosom of the Father [who] has declared Him” (John 1:18). 

	4. In Mark 9:9-13 what did Jesus say (v9) and how did this affect His disciples (v10)? What else did they ask (v11) and what was Jesus’ answer (v12-13)? What did this mean? 
	When Jesus and the three disciples were coming back down the mountain He told them to not tell anyone what they had seen until after He had risen from the dead. His reference to rising from the dead caused them to wonder what He meant, showing that they had not really grasped this earlier when He had prophesied it (Mk 8:31). They also asked why the scribes said that Elijah must come first [before the establishment of the kingdom?]. Both of these questions show that they didn’t understand the relationship between Jesus’ death and resurrection and the establishment of the kingdom. Jesus told them that it was true that Elijah must first come and restore all things, but that Scripture also said that the Son of Man must suffer many things and be treated with contempt. The Elijah prophecy was in Mal 4:5 and He probably referred to Is 53 when speaking of the suffering Messiah. They had apparently overlooked the suffering Messiah while focusing on the kingly, warrior Messiah. Furthermore, Jesus told them that Elijah had indeed come and they had treated him however they wanted. Matt 17:13 said that they realized then that He had spoken to them about John the Baptist, who had fulfilled this prophecy in the role of a modern day Elijah. The Jewish leaders had rejected John, though, just as they had Jesus. 

	III. Teaching after Despair                 (Matt 17:19-27; Mark 9:14-27)
	Key Idea: We are most teachable when we realize our inability to accomplish God’s will in our own strength. 

	5. From Mark 9:14-18 what did Jesus encounter next (v14-15) and what did He discover (v16-18)? How did Jesus respond and why (v19)? 
	When Jesus returned to the other disciples they saw a large crowd gathered around them. When this crowd saw Jesus they were amazed (startled would also be a good translation) – probably because they had been having an argument with the disciples over the fact that they could not cast out the demon. When someone shows up that you have been talking about (not that I have ever done that) you are taken aback, which is probably what happened to the scribes who had been disparaging Jesus’ power over the demonic. The crowd (and scribes) had been telling Jesus’ disciples to cast out the demon but they were unable to do so. Jesus heard this and wondered aloud how long He would have to tolerate the unbelief of that generation. This was a reference, not to the disciples, but to the Jews. They were still wanting “proof” that Jesus was who He claimed and their unbelief is the reason that the demon wasn’t cast out. There was also a secondary reason that the disciples weren’t able to perform the exorcism, but Jesus deals with that a little later. 

	6. Read Mark 9:20-24. What happened (v20) and how did the father answer Jesus (v21-22)? What did Jesus say (v23) and how did the father respond (v24)? What does this teach us? 
	They brought the boy to Jesus and immediately the demon threw him into a convulsion on the ground. Jesus asked the father how long this had been happening and he told Him that the demon had tried to throw him into the fire and the water since childhood. He then asked Jesus if He could do anything to help them to please take pity on them. Jesus replied, “If you can!” implying that the question of His ability was not the issue (as apparently the discussion had been about). The real issue was that of faith because all things are possible to him who believes. This man then said “I do believe, help my unbelief.” This shows us that faith is in Jesus’ ability, not in the “formula” for faith. Some say if the word is just “declared” that it will come to be, but that is not what Jesus is saying. He is calling into question the man’s belief in His ability, not his certainty that Jesus will do it. We are to pray, believing that God can accomplish what we pray for, but we must then submit to His will, knowing that it is good whatever the answer. This man also gives a good example of how much faith is needed – even with a little faith God will be moved to action. We are all aware of our unbelief, but a little faith goes a long way with God. 

	7. Look at Mark 9:25-27 what did Jesus observe (v25) and what did this lead Him to do (v25)? What was the result (v26-27)? 
	Jesus saw that a larger crowd was gathering so He rebuked the unclean spirit, which made the man deaf and dumb, commanding the demon to come out of the man, never to return again. The demon then cried out, threw the boy into terrible convulsions one last time, and then came out of him. The boy lapsed into a comatose state, but Jesus raised him up by the hand and he got up. 

	8. In Matt 17:19-21 what was the disciples’ question (v19)? What was Jesus’ initial (20) and secondary (v21) answer? How should we apply these answers to our lives? 
	The disciples wanted to know why they could not cast out this demon out and He told them because of the “littleness” of their faith; if they only had faith the size of a mustard seed (one of the smallest in the garden) they could move a mountain (if it were God’s will). As Mark 9:29 says, this kind of demon – one with this power – cannot come out by anything but prayer. Many early manuscripts add “and fasting”, but the best manuscripts do not say this. Jesus’ point is not that if we will just get enough faith we can perform mighty miracles in our own strength; rather, His point is that if we will have enough faith to simply pray to the Father He will perform mighty miracles when they fall within His will. Prayer, in other words, is the greatest expression of our faith in God, not commanding or declaring certain things so that they happen. The faith is in God, not in our imagination or in a formula. 

	9. Using Matt 17:22-23 & Mark 9:30-32 what did Jesus reiterate (Matt 17:22-23) and why (Mk 9:30-31)? How did the disciples react (v23, Mk 9:32) and what does this show about them? 
	Jesus reiterated after this incident that the Son of man was going to be delivered into the hands of men who will kill Him and then be raised on the third day. His reason was specifically to make sure that the disciples understood what was about to happen, especially in view of the fact that they had been very confused earlier. When the disciples finally “got it” they were grieved, but still confused about the fact that it would happen – both His death and His resurrection. This shows that without the ministry of the Holy Spirit within it is impossible to overcome our preconceived notions and biases. They had ignored the prophecies about the suffering of the Messiah and apparently never realized that ultimately His suffering would lead to death. 

	10. Based on Matt 17:24-27 what was Peter asked and how did he handle it (v24)? From Jesus’ answer was he right (v25-26)? What other principle did Jesus teach him (v27)? 
	Peter was asked by temple agents if his Teacher (Rabbi) paid the annual temple tax equivalent to two days wages. Peter didn’t know, but said “yes” anyway, probably to defend Jesus. Unfortunately, he was wrong; Jesus, knowing what had happened even though He wasn’t present, spoke to Peter about this when he entered the house. He asked if the kings of the earth collected taxes from their family, or from strangers. Peter said, “Strangers”, and Jesus responded that the sons were exempt. In other words since He was God’s (the King’s) son He wasn’t required to pay the tax on the temple. He told him, however, that rather than offend them that Peter should go to the sea, catch a fish, and take the coin from his mouth and pay the tax with it. The coin was a “stater”, which was double the amount, so it would suffice for both Jesus and Peter. In this incident Jesus taught Peter that He was the Son of the King and that He didn’t need any defending. Peter needed to trust that Jesus could take care of Himself and he needed to be willing to suffer persecution for His sake. This should have prepared Peter for the Gethsemane incident and for the three denials, but obviously he didn’t take it to heart. 

	11. Recap the situations that Jesus uses to teach His disciples in this study and what they need to learn from each. Why do you think God uses difficult situations to lead us to change?  
	Jesus taught His disciples through His revelation of His impending death, through their inability to cast out a demon, and through their lack of understanding of who He really was. In His revelation of His coming death He wanted to prepare them to handle this by informing them that He also was going to be raised. They didn’t seem to receive this or understand it; all they could grasp was His statement that He was going to suffer and die. Later, though, they would remember that He said this and it would build their faith then. This is the value of taking in the Word; it will eventually bear fruit in our lives – it will not return void but will accomplish its purpose (Is 55:11). Through the disciples’ inability to cast out a demon Jesus wanted them to understand that if they just prayed to Him in faith that He would accomplish His will. It wasn’t a matter of their capability, but their faith in His capability through prayer. Finally, in the Transfiguration and the temple tax miracle Peter (probably representative of all the disciples) needed to understand that Jesus was the central focus because He was unique; He was the Son of God. They all needed to realize that even though He would suffer that it was a voluntary and temporary submission to man’s evil designs; in the end He would be victorious over evil men and over sin. 


