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BIBLE STUDY on Matthew 23 v 1 – 12
(For group use or adapted for individual use)
Icebreaker  (to warm up)

Brainstorm important themes that run through the whole Bible.  Once you have a list, which do you think are the most significant?
Looking at the text  (for exploration and understanding)

· For the context of this passage, look back at the last eight sections (NIV) since Jesus’ authority was questioned in 21 v 23.  Note the headings and the series of encounters that Jesus had with the religious leaders.

· Now look at 23 v 1 and note the movement towards Jesus telling the crowds and the disciples what he thought of the teachers of the law and the Pharisees.  How do you react to what Jesus says in v 2 – 3?

· Some people think that ‘Moses’ seat’ refers to an actual seat which was used by the leader of a synagogue.  Others think that the term is metaphorical and simply refers to religious authority dating back to Moses. You may like to look up Exodus 18 v 13 where Moses does indeed have a seat!

· Read verses 3 – 7 and see how what adjectives you can use to describe the Pharisee’s behaviour e.g. ‘hypocritical’ in v 3 (there are at least 4 descriptions of behaviour).

· A ‘phylactery’ was a box containing 4 Scriptural passages, worn on the arm or forehead. *
· Why do you think Jesus gives the instructions in v 8 – 10?

· Do you think v 11 means that the greatest person will be the one who becomes a servant or that it is a servant who becomes the greatest?!

· Look up other biblical references that are like verse 12 e.g. 1 Samuel 2 v 8, Psalm 18 v 27, Proverbs 3 v 34, Isaiah 57 v 15, Ezekiel 21 v 26, Luke 1 v 52, Luke 14 v 11.  Does this line of thinking qualify for one of the most important themes in the Bible?  Was it one of the themes you thought of in the icebreaker?
Applying it to ourselves  (for discussion)

1. The fact that Christians are ‘hypocrites’ is a common charge from people who are anti-Christianity or anti-church – how fair is this?

2. Do Christians have the equivalent of the behaviour of the religious leaders in v 3 – 7?

3. The NIV study Bible suggests that these verses should not be taken unreasonably literally!  What do you think?  What would a person who is showing proper humility be like?**
Action  (for thinking about)

Take time, individually, to think of one action or thought or change in attitude that you are going to take away with you.  Then move into prayer.

Optional further suggestions:

* If you want to look up these passages: Ex 13 v 1 – 10, 13 v 11 – 16, Deut 6 v 4 – 9, 11 v 13 – 21.

** You may like to draw or write a description separately and then compare ideas.
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Sunday in the lectionary:  Thirty-first Sunday in Ordinary Time YEAR A
For use in connection with the gospel for the thirty-first Sunday in Ordinary Time. 

Today is ‘All Saints’ Day when the church remembers all Christian believers who have died.

Call to Worship

‘Love the Lord, all you his saints.  The Lord preserves the faithful…’

Psalm 31 v 23a  (NRSVA)
Hymn StF 745 ‘For all the saints who from their labours rest’ by William How (1823 – 1897)
If eight verses is too many (!) omit verses 3 and 5.

Opening Prayers

Give thanks for all those you have loved and lost, especially those who died with Christian faith.

Old Testament Reading set for today: 1 Thessalonians 2 v 9 – 13

To think about

Briefly sum up for yourself(ves) what Paul is saying in each of these verses – and reflect on them.
Hymn StF 519 ‘Father, I place into your hands’ by Jenny Hewer (b 1945) 

This can be sung by pluralising where necessary e.g. ‘Father, we place into your hands’
Gospel Reading set for today: Matthew 23 v 1 – 12
Reflection  
Since the beginning of chapter 21 of Matthew’s Gospel, Jesus has openly clashed with the Scribes, Pharisees and Sadducees. At the beginning of today’s passage, Jesus turns to his disciples and the crowd and gives them a critique of their religious leadership in the strongest possible terms. This leads into a full-blown denunciation of Israel’s elite which begins after this passage ends. Is Jesus too hard on the Scribes, Pharisees and Sadducees?  Especially when he goes into the speech in the rest of chapter 23 which could be called a diatribe? Three things must be remembered. Firstly, Jesus was always using the rabbinic method of exaggeration and hyperbole. Secondly, the religious leaders had had a strong hold on the ordinary people for centuries – imposing both physical and spiritual burdens (of worry, unnecessary religious activity or restraint from normal activity, and guilt).  Thirdly, the leaders were being hypocritical and, lastly, they had rejected Jesus outright, not just ignored or downplayed him. In the exchanges in chapters 21 and 22, Jesus had given the leaders one last chance – but they had not taken it.  What can we take from all this today? We should certainly think about whether unnecessary burdens are sometimes placed on people today by their religious leaders. We should think also about whether we ourselves are dependent on thinking we will win God’s favour by carrying out certain religious practices or activities. Let’s celebrate the fact that our acceptance by God, our relationship with Jesus, and our receiving of the Holy Spirit is a total divine gift (‘amazing grace’) and is in no way dependant on our own actions – except to receive it again and again.

Hymn StF 440 ‘Amazing grace, how sweet the sound’ by John Newton (1725 – 1807)

Prayers of Intercession and Lord’s Prayer

We pray for our world…  for the church…  for our local community…  for families & friends…

Say the Lord’s Prayer…

Hymn StF 743 ‘Come, let us join our cheerful songs’ by Isaac Watts (1674 – 1748) 

Blessing

May the blessing of God: Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, be with us, and with all those whom we love and care for, this day and for evermore. Amen.

EXTRA RESOURCE FOR ‘All Souls’ day – 2nd November  

Hymn for ‘All Souls’ Day AND/OR a Memorial Service

Tune: Sine Nomine ‘For all the saints’

For those we’ve loved who’re on a higher plane,

we hold them dear until we meet again,

their memories live while moons – they wax and wane:

Alleluia, Alleluia!

Because they’ve lived, our lives have greater space,

the world has been a better, richer place,

they’ve fought the fight, they’ve run – and won the race:

Alleluia, Alleluia!

We come again to place them in God’s peace,

to God our loved ones, safely we release,

his love and power will never ever cease:

Alleluia, Alleluia!

The day will come when we will join the throng

of those we’ve loved who’ve left us and passed on,

and when we meet our God, we’ll sing this song:

Alleluia, Alleluia!
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