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A NOTE TO READERS

The Holy Bible, New Living Translation, was first published in 1996. It quickly became
one of the most popular Bible translations in the English-speaking world. While the NLT’s
influence was rapidly growing, the Bible Translation Committee determined that an addi-
tional investment in scholarly review and text refinement could make it even better. So
shortly after its initial publication, the committee began an eight-year process with the
purpose of increasing the level of the NLT’s precision without sacrificing its easy-to-
understand quality. This second-generation text was completed in 2004 and is reflected
in this edition of the New Living Translation. An additional update with minor changes
was subsequently introduced in 2007.

The goal of any Bible translation is to convey the meaning and content of the ancient
Hebrew, Aramaic, and Greek texts as accurately as possible to contemporary readers. The
challenge for our translators was to create a text that would communicate as clearly and
powerfully to today’s readers as the original texts did to readers and listeners in the ancient
biblical world. The resulting translation is easy to read and understand, while also accu-
rately communicating the meaning and content of the original biblical texts. The NLT is a
general-purpose text especially good for study, devotional reading, and reading aloud in
worship  services.

We believe that the New Living Translation—which combines the latest biblical scholar-
ship with a clear, dynamic writing style—will communicate God’s word powerfully to all
who read it. We publish it with the prayer that God will use it to speak his timeless truth
to the church and the world in a fresh, new way.

The Publishers
October 2007
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INTRODUCTION TO THE
NEW LIVING TRANSLATION

Translation Philosophy and Methodology
English Bible translations tend to be governed by one of two general translation theories. 
The first theory has been called “formal-equivalence,” “literal,” or “word-for-word” trans-
lation. According to this theory, the translator attempts to render each word of the original 
language into English and seeks to preserve the original syntax and sentence structure as 
much as possible in translation. The second theory has been called “dynamic-equivalence,” 
“functional-equivalence,” or “thought-for-thought” translation. The goal of this translation 
theory is to produce in English the closest natural equivalent of the message expressed by 
the original-language text, both in meaning and in style.

Both of these translation theories have their strengths. A formal-equivalence translation 
preserves aspects of the original text—including ancient idioms, term consistency, and 
original-language syntax—that are valuable for scholars and professional study. It allows 
a reader to trace formal elements of the original-language text through the English trans-
lation. A  dynamic-equivalence translation, on the other hand, focuses on translating the 
message of the original-language text. It ensures that the meaning of the text is readily ap-
parent to the contemporary reader. This allows the message to come through with immedi-
acy, without requiring the reader to struggle with foreign idioms and awkward  syntax. It 
also facilitates serious study of the text’s message and clarity in both devotional and public 
reading.

The pure application of either of these translation philosophies would create translations 
at opposite ends of the translation spectrum. But in reality, all translations contain a mixture 
of these two philosophies. A purely formal-equivalence translation would be unintelligible 
in English, and a purely dynamic-equivalence translation would risk being unfaithful to the 
original. That is why translations shaped by dynamic-equivalence theory are usually quite 
literal when the original text is relatively clear, and the translations shaped by formal- 
equivalence theory are sometimes quite dynamic when the original text is obscure.

The translators of the New Living Translation set out to render the message of the original 
texts of Scripture into clear, contemporary English. As they did so, they kept the concerns of 
both formal-equivalence and dynamic-equivalence in mind. On the one hand, they trans-
lated as simply and literally as possible when that approach yielded an accurate, clear, and 
natural English text. Many words and phrases were rendered literally and consistently into 
English, preserving essential literary and rhetorical devices, ancient metaphors, and word 
choices that give structure to the text and provide echoes of meaning from one  passage to 
the next.

On the other hand, the translators rendered the message more dynamically when the 
literal rendering was hard to understand, was misleading, or yielded archaic or foreign word-
ing. They clarified difficult metaphors and terms to aid in the reader’s understanding. The 
translators first struggled with the meaning of the words and phrases in the ancient context; 
then they rendered the message into clear, natural English. Their goal was to be both faithful 
to the ancient texts and eminently readable. The result is a translation that is both exegeti-
cally accurate and idiomatically powerful.

Translation Process and Team
To produce an accurate translation of the Bible into contemporary English, the translation 
team needed the skills necessary to enter into the thought patterns of the ancient authors 
and then to render their ideas, connotations, and effects into clear, contemporary English. 
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I N T R O D U C T I O N  T O  T H E  N E W  L I V I N G  T R A N S L AT I O N x

To begin this process, qualified biblical scholars were needed to interpret the meaning of 
the original text and to check it against our base English translation. In order to guard
against personal and theological biases, the scholars needed to represent a diverse group of 
evangelicals who would employ the best exegetical tools. Then to work alongside the schol-
ars, skilled English stylists were needed to shape the text into clear, contemporary English.

With these concerns in mind, the Bible Translation Committee recruited teams of schol-
ars that represented a broad spectrum of denominations, theological perspectives, and
backgrounds within the worldwide evangelical community. Each book of the Bible was as-
signed to three different scholars with proven expertise in the book or group of books to be
reviewed. Each of these scholars made a thorough review of a base translation and submit-
ted suggested revisions to the appropriate Senior Translator. The Senior Translator then re-
viewed and summarized these suggestions and proposed a first-draft revision of the base
text. This draft served as the basis for several additional phases of exegetical and stylistic
committee review. Then the Bible Translation Committee jointly reviewed and approved
 every verse of the final translation.

Throughout the translation and editing process, the Senior Translators and their scholar
teams were given a chance to review the editing done by the team of stylists. This ensured that
exegetical errors would not be introduced late in the process and that the entire Bible Trans-
lation Committee was happy with the final result. By choosing a team of qualified scholars
and skilled stylists and by setting up a process that allowed their interaction throughout the
process, the New Living Translation has been refined to preserve the essential formal ele-
ments of the original biblical texts, while also creating a clear, understandable English text.

The New Living Translation was first published in 1996. Shortly after its initial publica-
tion, the Bible Translation Committee began a process of further committee review and trans-
lation refinement. The purpose of this continued revision was to increase the level of precision
without sacrificing the text’s easy-to-understand quality. This second-edition text was com-
pleted in 2004, and an additional update with minor changes was subsequently introduced
in 2007.  This printing of the New Living Translation reflects the updated 2007 text.

Written to Be Read Aloud
It is evident in Scripture that the biblical documents were written to be read aloud, often in
public worship (see Nehemiah 8; Luke 4:16-20; 1 Timothy 4:13; Revelation 1:3). It is still the
case today that more people will hear the Bible read aloud in church than are likely to read it
for themselves. Therefore, a new translation must communicate with clarity and power
when it is read publicly. Clarity was a primary goal for the NLT translators, not only to facili-
tate private reading and understanding, but also to ensure that it would be excellent for pub-
lic reading and make an immediate and powerful impact on any listener.

The Texts behind the New Living Translation
The Old Testament translators used the Masoretic Text of the Hebrew Bible as represented
in Biblia Hebraica Stuttgartensia (1977), with its extensive system of textual notes; this is an
update of Rudolf Kittel’s Biblia Hebraica (Stuttgart, 1937). The translators also further com-
pared the Dead Sea Scrolls, the Septuagint and other Greek manuscripts, the Samaritan Pen-
tateuch, the Syriac Peshitta, the Latin Vulgate, and any other versions or manuscripts that
shed light on the meaning of difficult passages.

The New Testament translators used the two standard editions of the Greek New Testa-
ment: the Greek New Testament, published by the United Bible Societies (UBS, fourth re-
vised edition, 1993), and Novum Testamentum Graece, edited by Nestle and Aland (NA,
twenty-seventh edition, 1993). These two editions, which have the same text but differ in
punctuation and textual notes, represent, for the most part, the best in modern textual
scholar ship. However, in cases where strong textual or other scholarly evidence supported
the decision, the translators sometimes chose to differ from the UBS and NA Greek texts
and followed variant readings found in other ancient witnesses. Significant textual variants
of this sort are always noted in the textual notes of the New Living Translation.

Translation Issues
The translators have made a conscious effort to provide a text that can be easily understood
by the typical reader of modern English. To this end, we sought to use only vocabulary and
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language structures in common use today. We avoided using language likely to become 
quickly dated or that reflects only a narrow subdialect of English, with the goal of making 
the New Living Translation as broadly useful and timeless as possible.

But our concern for readability goes beyond the concerns of vocabulary and sentence 
structure. We are also concerned about historical and cultural barriers to understanding the 
Bible, and we have sought to translate terms shrouded in history and culture in ways that can 
be immediately understood. To this end:

We have converted ancient weights and measures (for example, “ephah” [a unit of ■

dry volume] or “cubit” [a unit of length]) to modern English (American) equivalents, 
since the ancient measures are not generally meaningful to today’s readers. Then in 
the textual footnotes we offer the literal Hebrew, Aramaic, or Greek measures, along 
with modern metric equivalents.
Instead of translating ancient currency values literally, we have expressed them in ■

common terms that communicate the message. For example, in the Old Testament, 
“ten shekels of silver” becomes “ten pieces of silver” to convey the intended 
message. In the New Testament, we have often translated the “denarius” as “the 
normal daily wage” to facilitate understanding. Then a footnote offers: “Greek a 
denarius, the payment for a full day’s wage.” In general, we give a clear English 
rendering and then state the literal Hebrew, Aramaic, or Greek in a textual footnote.
Since the names of Hebrew months are unknown to most contemporary readers, and ■

since the Hebrew lunar calendar fluctuates from year to year in relation to the solar 
calendar used today, we have looked for clear ways to communicate the time of year 
the Hebrew months (such as Abib) refer to. When an expanded or interpretive 
rendering is given in the text, a textual note gives the literal rendering. Where it is 
possible to define a specific ancient date in terms of our modern calendar, we use 
modern dates in the text. A textual footnote then gives the literal Hebrew date and 
states the rationale for our rendering. For example, Ezra 6:15 pinpoints the date 
when the postexilic Temple was completed in Jerusalem: “the third day of the 
month Adar.” This was during the sixth year of King Darius’s reign (that is, 515 b.c.).
We have translated that date as March 12, with a footnote giving the Hebrew and 
identifying the year as 515 b.c.

Since ancient references to the time of day differ from our modern methods of ■

denoting time, we have used renderings that are instantly understandable to the 
modern reader. Accordingly, we have rendered specific times of day by using 
 approximate equivalents in terms of our common “o’clock” system. On occasion, 
translations such as “at dawn the next morning” or “as the sun was setting” have 
been used when the biblical reference is more general.
When the meaning of a proper name (or a wordplay inherent in a proper name) is ■

relevant to the message of the text, its meaning is often illuminated with a textual 
footnote. For example, in Exodus 2:10 the text reads: “The princess named him 
Moses, for she explained, ‘I lifted him out of the water.’ ” The accompanying footnote 
reads: “Moses“  sounds like a Hebrew term that means ‘to lift out.’ ”

Sometimes, when the actual meaning of a name is clear, that meaning is included 
in parentheses within the text itself. For example, the text at Genesis 16:11 reads: 
“You are to name him Ishmael (which means ‘God hears’), for the Lord has heard 
your cry of distress.” Since the original hearers and readers would have instantly 
understood the meaning of the name “Ishmael,” we have provided modern readers 
with the same information so they can experience the text in a similar way.
Many words and phrases carry a great deal of cultural meaning that was obvious ■

to the original readers but needs explanation in our own culture. For example, the 
phrase “they beat their breasts” (Luke 23:48) in ancient times meant that people 
were very upset, often in mourning. In our translation we chose to translate this 
phrase dynamically for clarity: “They went home in deep sorrow.” Then we included 
a footnote with the literal Greek, which reads: “Greek went home beating their 
breasts.” In other similar cases, however, we have sometimes chosen to illuminate 
the existing literal expression to make it immediately understandable. For example, 
here we might have expanded the literal Greek phrase to read: “They went home 

Matt-FM.indd   xiMatt-FM.indd   xi 10/31/2008   1:15:46 PM10/31/2008   1:15:46 PM



I N T R O D U C T I O N  T O  T H E  N E W  L I V I N G  T R A N S L AT I O N x i i

beating their breasts in sorrow.” If we had done this, we would not have included
a textual footnote, since the literal Greek clearly appears in translation.
Metaphorical language is sometimes difficult for contemporary readers to under-■

stand, so at times we have chosen to translate or illuminate the meaning of a
metaphor. For example, the ancient poet writes, “Your neck is like the tower of 
David” (Song of Songs 4:4). We have rendered it “Your neck is as beautiful as the
tower of David” to clarify the intended positive meaning of the simile. Another
example comes in Ecclesiastes 12:3, which can be literally rendered: “Remember
him . . . when the grinding women cease because they are few, and the women
who look through the windows see dimly.” We have rendered it: “Remember him
before your teeth—your few remaining servants—stop grinding; and before your
eyes—the women looking through the windows—see dimly.” We clarified such
metaphors only when we believed a typical reader might be confused by the
literal text.
When the content of the original language text is poetic in character, we have■

rendered it in English poetic form. We sought to break lines in ways that clarify 
and highlight the relationships between phrases of the text. Hebrew poetry often
uses parallelism, a literary form where a second phrase (or in some instances a third
or fourth) echoes the initial phrase in some way. In Hebrew parallelism, the subse-
quent parallel phrases continue, while also furthering and sharpening, the thought
expressed in the initial line or phrase. Whenever possible, we sought to represent
these parallel phrases in natural poetic English.
The Greek term ■ hoi Ioudaioi is literally translated “the Jews” in many English trans-
lations. In the Gospel of John, however, this term doesn’t always refer to the Jewish
people generally. In some contexts, it refers more particularly to the Jewish religious
leaders. We have attempted to capture the meaning in these different contexts by 
using terms such as “the people” (with a footnote: Greek the Jewish people) or “the
religious leaders,” where appropriate.
One challenge we faced was how to translate accurately the ancient biblical text that■

was originally written in a context where male-oriented terms were used to refer to
humanity generally. We needed to respect the nature of the ancient context while
also trying to make the translation clear to a modern audience that tends to read
male-oriented language as applying only to males. Often the original text, though
using masculine nouns and pronouns, clearly intends that the message be applied
to both men and women. A typical example is found in the New Testament letters,
where the believers are called “brothers” (adelphoi). Yet it is clear from the content
of these letters that they were addressed to all the believers—male and female. Thus,
we have usually translated this Greek word as “brothers and sisters” in order to
represent the historical situation more accurately.

We have also been sensitive to passages where the text applies generally to 
human beings or to the human condition. In some instances we have used plural
pronouns (they, them) in place of the masculine singular (he, him). For example, a
traditional rendering of Proverbs 22:6 is: “Train up a child in the way he should go,
and when he is old he will not turn from it.” We have rendered it: “Direct your chil-
dren onto the right path, and when they are older, they will not leave it.” At times, we
have also replaced third person pronouns with the second person to ensure clarity.
A traditional rendering of Proverbs 26:27 is: “He who digs a pit will fall into it, and
he who rolls a stone, it will come back on him.” We have rendered it: “If you set a trap
for others, you will get caught in it yourself. If you roll a boulder down on others, it
will crush you instead.”

We should emphasize, however, that all masculine nouns and pronouns used to 
represent God (for example, “Father”) have been maintained without exception. All
decisions of this kind have been driven by the concern to reflect accurately the
intended meaning of the original texts of Scripture.

Lexical Consistency in Terminology
For the sake of clarity, we have translated certain original-language terms consistently, espe-
cially within synoptic passages and for commonly repeated rhetorical phrases, and within
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certain word categories such as divine names and non-theological technical terminology 
(e.g., liturgical, legal, cultural, zoological, and botanical terms). For theological terms, we 
have allowed a greater semantic range of acceptable English words or phrases for a single 
Hebrew or Greek word. We have avoided some theological terms that are not readily under-
stood by many modern readers. For example, we avoided using words such as “justification” 
and “sanctification,” which are carryovers from Latin translations. In place of these words, 
we have provided renderings such as “made right with God” and “made holy.”

The Spelling of Proper Names
Many individuals in the Bible, especially the Old Testament, are known by more than one 
name (e.g., Uzziah/Azariah). For the sake of clarity, we have tried to use a single spelling for 
any one individual, footnoting the literal spelling whenever we differ from it. This is espe-
cially helpful in delineating the kings of Israel and Judah. King Joash/Jehoash of Israel has 
been consistently called Jehoash, while King Joash/Jehoash of Judah is called Joash. A simi-
lar distinction has been used to distinguish between Joram/Jehoram of Israel and Joram/ 
Jehoram of Judah. All such decisions were made with the goal of clarifying the text for the 
reader. When the ancient biblical writers clearly had a theological purpose in their choice of 
a variant name (e.g., Esh-baal/Ishbosheth), the different names have been maintained with 
an explanatory footnote.

For the names Jacob and Israel, which are used interchangeably for both the individual 
patriarch and the nation, we generally render it “Israel” when it refers to the nation and 
“ Jacob” when it refers to the individual. When our rendering of the name differs from the 
underlying Hebrew text, we provide a textual footnote, which includes this explanation: 
“The names ‘Jacob’ and ‘Israel’ are often interchanged throughout the Old Testament, refer-
ring sometimes to the individual patriarch and sometimes to the nation.”

The Rendering of Divine Names
All appearances of ’el, ’elohim, or ’eloah have been translated “God,” except where the con-
text demands the translation “god(s).” We have generally rendered the tetragrammaton 
(YHWH) consistently as “the LH ord,” utilizing a form with small capitals that is common 
among English translations. This will distinguish it from the name ’adonai, which we ren-
der “Lord.” When ’adonai and YHWH appear together, we have rendered it “Sovereign H
Lord.” This also distinguishes ’adonai YHWH from cases where H YHWH appears with H
’ elohim, which is rendered “Lord God.” When YH (the short form of H YHWH) andH YHWH
appear together, we have rendered it “Lord God.” When YHWH appears with the term H
tseba’oth, we have rendered it “Lord of Heaven’s Armies” to translate the meaning of the 
name. In a few cases, we have utilized the transliteration, Yahweh, when the personal char-
acter of the name is being invoked in contrast to another divine name or the name of some 
other god (for example, see Exodus 3:15; 6:2-3).

In the New Testament, the Greek word christos has been translated as “Messiah” when the 
context assumes a Jewish audience. When a Gentile audience can be assumed, christos has 
been translated as “Christ.” The Greek word kurios is consistently translated “Lord,” except 
that it is translated “Lord” wherever the New Testament text explicitly quotes from the Old 
Testament, and the text there has it in small capitals.

Textual Footnotes
The New Living Translation provides several kinds of textual footnotes, all designated in the 
text with an asterisk:

When for the sake of clarity the NLT renders a difficult or potentially confusing ■

phrase dynamically, we generally give the literal rendering in a textual footnote. This 
allows the reader to see the literal source of our dynamic rendering and how our 
translation relates to other more literal translations. These notes are prefaced with 
“Hebrew,” “Aramaic,” or “Greek,” identifying the language of the underlying source 
text. For example, in Acts 2:42 we translated the literal “breaking of bread” (from the 
Greek) as “the Lord’s Supper” to clarify that this verse refers to the ceremonial prac-
tice of the church rather than just an ordinary meal. Then we attached a footnote to 
“the Lord’s Supper,” which reads: “Greek the breaking of bread.”
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Textual footnotes are also used to show alternative renderings, prefaced with the■

word “Or.” These normally occur for passages where an aspect of the meaning is
debated. On occasion, we also provide notes on words or phrases that represent a
departure from long-standing tradition. These notes are prefaced with “Tradition-
ally rendered.” For example, the footnote to the translation “serious skin disease”
at Leviticus 13:2 says: “Traditionally rendered leprosy. The Hebrew word used
throughout this passage is used to describe various skin diseases.”
When our translators follow a textual variant that differs significantly from our stan-■

dard Hebrew or Greek texts (listed earlier), we document that difference with a foot-
note. We also footnote cases when the NLT excludes a passage that is included in the
Greek text known as the Textus Receptus (and familiar to readers through its transla-
tion in the King James Version). In such cases, we offer a translation of the excluded
text in a footnote, even though it is generally recognized as a later addition to the
Greek text and not part of the original Greek New Testament.
All Old Testament passages that are quoted in the New Testament are identified by ■

a textual footnote at the New Testament location. When the New Testament clearly 
quotes from the Greek translation of the Old Testament, and when it differs signifi-
cantly in wording from the Hebrew text, we also place a textual footnote at the Old
Testament location. This note includes a rendering of the Greek version, along with
a cross-reference to the New Testament passage(s) where it is cited (for example, see
notes on Proverbs 3:12; Psalms 8:2; 53:3).
Some textual footnotes provide cultural and historical information on places, things,■

and people in the Bible that are probably obscure to modern readers. Such notes
should aid the reader in understanding the message of the text. For example, in Acts
12:1, “King Herod” is named in this translation as “King Herod Agrippa” and is iden-
tified in a footnote as being “the nephew of Herod Antipas and a grandson of Herod
the Great.”
When the meaning of a proper name (or a wordplay inherent in a proper name) is■

relevant to the meaning of the text, it is either illuminated with a textual footnote or
included within parentheses in the text itself. For example, the footnote concerning
the name “Eve” at Genesis 3:20 reads: “Eve sounds like a Hebrew term that means
‘to give life.’ ” This wordplay in the Hebrew illuminates the meaning of the text,
which goes on to say that Eve “would be the mother of all who live.”

As we submit this translation for publication, we recognize that any translation of the Scrip-
tures is subject to limitations and imperfections. Anyone who has attempted to communi-
cate the richness of God’s Word into another language will realize it is impossible to make a
perfect translation. Recognizing these limitations, we sought God’s guidance and wisdom
throughout this project. Now we pray that he will accept our efforts and use this translation
for the benefit of the church and of all people.

We pray that the New Living Translation will overcome some of the barriers of history, cul-
ture, and language that have kept people from reading and understanding God’s Word. We
hope that readers unfamiliar with the Bible will find the words clear and easy to understand
and that readers well versed in the Scriptures will gain a fresh perspective. We pray that
readers will gain insight and wisdom for living, but most of all that they will meet the God of 
the Bible and be forever changed by knowing him.

The Bible Translation Committee
October 2007
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WHY THE
LIFE APPLICATION STUDY BIBLE
IS UNIQUE

Have you ever opened your Bible and asked the following:

What does this passage really mean?■

How does it apply to my life?■

Why does some of the Bible seem irrelevant?■

What do these ancient cultures have to do with today?■

I love God; why can’t I understand what he is saying to me through his word?■

What’s going on in the lives of these Bible people?■

Many Christians do not read the Bible regularly. Why? Because in the pressures of daily 
living they cannot find a connection between the timeless principles of Scripture and the
ever-present problems of day-by-day living.

God urges us to apply his word (Isaiah 42:23; 1 Corinthians 10:11; 2 Thessalonians 3:4),
but too often we stop at accumulating Bible knowledge. This is why the Life Application
Study Bible was developed—to show how to put into practice what we have learned.

Applying God’s word is a vital part of one’s relationship with God; it is the evidence that
we are obeying him. The difficulty in applying the Bible is not with the Bible itself, but with
the reader’s inability to bridge the gap between the past and present, the conceptual and
practical. When we don’t or can’t do this, spiritual dryness, shallowness, and indifference
are the results.

The words of Scripture itself cry out to us, “But don’t just listen to God’s word. You must
do what it says. Otherwise, you are only fooling yourselves” (James 1:22). The Life Applica-
tion Study Bible helps us to obey God’s word. Developed by an interdenominational team
of pastors, scholars, family counselors, and a national organization dedicated to promoting
God’s word and spreading the gospel, the Life Application Study Bible took many years to
complete. All the work was reviewed by several renowned theologians under the director-
ship of Dr. Kenneth Kantzer.

The Life Application Study Bible does what a good resource Bible should: It helps you
understand the context of a passage, gives important background and historical informa-
tion, explains difficult words and phrases, and helps you see the interrelationship of Scrip-
ture. But it does much more. The Life Application Study Bible goes deeper into God’s word,
helping you discover the timeless truth being communicated, see the relevance for your
life, and make a personal application. While some study Bibles attempt application, over
75 percent of this Bible is application oriented. The notes answer the questions “So what?”
and “What does this passage mean to me, my family, my friends, my job, my neighborhood,
my church, my country?”

Imagine reading a familiar passage of Scripture and gaining fresh insight, as if it were
the first time you had ever read it. How much richer your life would be if you left each
Bible reading with a new perspective and a small change for the better. A small change
every day adds up to a changed life—and that is the very purpose of Scripture.
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WHAT IS APPLICATION?

The best way to define application is to first determine what it is not. Application is not
just accumulating knowledge. Accumulating knowledge helps us discover and understand
facts and concepts, but it stops there. History is filled with philosophers who knew what
the Bible said but failed to apply it to their lives, keeping them from believing and chang-
ing. Many think that understanding is the end goal of Bible study, but it is really only the
beginning.

Application is not just illustration. Illustration only tells us how someone else handled at
similar situation. While we may empathize with that person, we still have little direction
for our personal situation.

Application is not just making a passage “relevant.” Making the Bible relevant only helpst
us to see that the same lessons that were true in Bible times are true today; it does not show 
us how to apply them to the problems and pressures of our individual lives.

What, then, is application? Application begins by knowing and understanding God’s
word and its timeless truths. But you cannot stop there. If you do, God’s word may not
change your life, and it may become dull, difficult, tedious, and tiring. A good application
focuses the truth of God’s word, shows the reader what to do about what is being read,
and motivates the reader to respond to what God is teaching. All three are essential to
application.

Application is putting into practice what we already know (see Mark 4:24 and Hebrews
5:14) and answering the question “So what?” by confronting us with the right questions
and motivating us to take action (see 1 John 2:5-6 and James 2:26). Application is deeply 
personal—unique for each individual. It makes a relevant truth a personal truth and
involves developing a strategy and action plan to live your life in harmony with the Bible.
It is the biblical “how to” of life.

You may ask, “How can your application notes be relevant to my life?” Each application
note has three parts: (1) an explanation, which ties the note directly to the Scripture pas-
sage and sets up the truth that is being taught; (2) the bridge, which explains the timeless
truth and makes it relevant for today; (3) the application, which shows you how to take the
timeless truth and apply it to your personal situation. No note, by itself, can apply Scripture
directly to your life. It can only teach, direct, lead, guide, inspire, recommend, and urge. It
can give you the resources and direction you need to apply the Bible, but only you can take
these resources and put them into practice.

A good note, therefore should not only give you knowledge and understanding but point
you to application. Before you buy any kind of resource study Bible, you should evaluate the
notes and ask the following questions: (1) Does the note contain enough information to
help me understand the point of the Scripture passage? (2) Does the note assume I know 
more than I do? (3) Does the note avoid denominational bias? (4) Do the notes touch most
of life’s experiences? (5) Does the note help me apply God’s word?
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FEATURES OF THE
LIFE APPLICATION STUDY BIBLE

NOTES
In addition to providing the reader with many application notes, the Life Application
Study Bible also offers several kinds of explanatory notes, which help the reader under-
stand culture, history,  context,  difficult-to-understand passages, background, places, theo-
logical concepts, and the relationship of various passages in Scripture to other passages.

BOOK INTRODUCTIONS
Each book introduction is divided into several easy-to-find parts:

Timeline. A guide that puts the Bible book into its historical setting. It lists the key events
and the dates when they occurred.

Vital Statistics. A list of straight facts about the book—those pieces of information you
need to know at a glance.

Overview. A summary of the book with general lessons and applications that can be
learned from the book as a whole.

Blueprint. The outline of the book. It is printed in easy-to-understand language and is
designed for easy memorization. To the right of each main heading is a key lesson that
is taught in that particular section.

Megathemes. A section that gives the main themes of the Bible book, explains their
significance, and then tells you why they are still important for us today.

Map. If included, this shows the key places found in that book and retells the story of the
book from a geographical point of view.

OUTLINE
The Life Application Study Bible has a new, custom-made outline that was designed
specifically from an application point of view. Several unique features should be noted:

1. To avoid confusion and to aid memory work, the book outline has only three 
levels for headings. Main outline heads are marked with a capital letter. 
Subheads are marked by a number. Minor explanatory heads have no letter 
or number.

2. Each main outline head marked by a letter also has a brief paragraph below it 
summarizing the Bible text and offering a general application.

3. Parallel passages are listed where they apply.

PERSONALITY PROFILES
Among the unique features of this Bible are the profiles of key Bible people, including
their strengths and weaknesses, greatest accomplishments and mistakes, and key lessons
from their lives.
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F E AT U R E S  O F  T H E L I F E  A P P L I C AT I O N  S T U D Y  B I B L E x x

MAPS
The Life Application Study Bible has a thorough and comprehensive Bible atlas built right 
into the book. There are two kinds of maps: a book-introduction map, telling the story of 
the book, and thumbnail maps in the notes, plotting most geographic movements.

CHARTS AND DIAGRAMS
Many charts and diagrams are included to help the reader better visualize difficult 
 concepts or relationships. Most charts not only present the needed information but 
show the significance of the information as well.

CROSS-REFERENCES
An updated, exhaustive cross-reference system in the margins of the Bible text helps the 
reader find related passages quickly.

TEXTUAL NOTES
Directly related to the text of the New Living Translation, the textual notes provide 
 explanations on certain wording in the translation, alternate translations, and informa-
tion about readings in the ancient manuscripts.

HIGHLIGHTED NOTES
In each Bible study lesson, you will be asked to read specific notes as part of your 
 preparation. These notes have each been highlighted by a bullet (•) so that you can find 
them easily.
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MATTHEW



M A T T H E W
❘ ❘ ❘ ❘ ❘ ❘ ❘
Herod Jesus Escape Herod Return to Judea Jesus
the Great is born to Egypt the Great Nazareth becomes visits
begins 6/5 B.C. 5/4 B.C. dies 4/3 B.C. a Roman Temple
to rule 4 B.C. province as a boy
37 B.C. A.D. 6 6/7

VITAL STATISTICS

PURPOSE:
To prove that Jesus is the Messiah,
the eternal King

AUTHOR:
Matthew (Levi)

ORIGINAL AUDIENCE:
Matthew wrote especially
to the Jews.

DATE WRITTEN:
Approximately A.D. 60–65

SETTING:
Matthew was a Jewish tax collector
who became one of Jesus’ disci-
ples. This Gospel forms the
connecting link between the Old and
New Testaments because of its
emphasis on the fulfillment
of prophecy.

KEY VERSE:
“Don’t misunderstand why I have
come. I did not come to abolish the
law of Moses or the writings of the
prophets. No, I came to accomplish
their purpose” (5:17).

KEY PEOPLE:
Jesus, Mary, Joseph, John the
Baptist, the disciples, the religious
leaders, Caiaphas, Pilate, Mary
Magdalene

KEY PLACES:
Bethlehem, Jerusalem, Capernaum,
Galilee, Judea

SPECIAL FEATURES:
Matthew is filled with messianic
language (“Son of David” is used
throughout) and Old Testament
references (53 quotes and 76 other
references). This Gospel was not
written as a chronological account;
its purpose was to present the clear
evidence that Jesus is the Messiah,
the Savior.

AS the motorcade slowly winds through the
city, thousands pack the sidewalks hoping to
catch a glimpse. Marching bands with great
fanfare announce the arrival, and protective
agents scan the crowd and run alongside
the limousine. Pomp, ceremony, protocol—
modern symbols of position and evidences
of importance—herald the arrival of a head
of state. Whether they are leaders by birth or
election, we honor and respect them.

The Jews waited for a leader who had been promised centuries before
by prophets. They believed that this leader—the Messiah (“anointed
one”)—would rescue them from their Roman oppressors and establish a
new kingdom. As their king, he would rule the world with justice. Many
Jews, however, overlooked prophecies that also spoke of this king as a
suffering servant who would be rejected and killed. It is no wonder, then,
that few recognized Jesus as the Messiah.How could this humble carpen-
ter’s son from Nazareth be their king? But Jesus was and is the King of all
the earth!

Matthew (Levi) was one of Jesus’ 12 disciples. Once he was a despised
tax collector, but his life was changed by this man from Galilee. Matthew
wrote this Gospel to his fellow Jews to prove that Jesus is the Messiah and
to explain God’s Kingdom.

Matthew begins his account by giving Jesus’ genealogy. He then tells
of Jesus’ birth and early years, including the family’s escape to Egypt
from the murderous Herod and their return to Nazareth. Following Jesus’
baptism by John (3:16, 17) and his defeat of Satan in the wilderness,
Jesus began his public ministry by calling his first disciples and giving the
Sermon on the Mount (chapters 5—7). Matthew shows Christ’s authority
by reporting his miracles of healing the sick and the demon-possessed,
and even raising the dead.

Despite opposition from the Pharisees and others in the religious
establishment (chapters 12—15), Jesus continued to teach concerning
the Kingdom of Heaven (chapters 16—20). During this time, Jesus
spoke with his disciples about his imminent death and resurrection
(16:21) and revealed his true identity to Peter, James, and John (17:1–5).
Near the end of his ministry, Jesus entered Jerusalem in a triumphant
procession (21:1–11). But soon opposition mounted, and Jesus knew
that his death was near. So he taught his disciples about the future—
what they could expect before his return (chapter 24) and how to live un-
til then (chapter 25).

In Matthew’s finale (chapters 26—28), he focuses on Jesus’ final days
on earth—the Last Supper, his prayer in Gethsemane, the betrayal by
Judas, the flight of the disciples, Peter’s denial, the trials before Caiaphas
and Pilate, Jesus’ final words on the cross, and his burial in a borrowed
tomb. But the story does not end there, for the Messiah rose from the
dead—conquering death and then telling his followers to continue his
work by making disciples in all nations.

As you read this Gospel, listen to Matthew’s clear message: Jesus is
the Christ, the King of kings and Lord of lords. Celebrate his victory over
evil and death, and make Jesus the Lord of your life.



❘ ❘ ❘ ❘ ❘ ❘
Tiberius Pontius Jesus Jesus Jesus Jesus is
Caesar Pilate begins chooses feeds crucified,
becomes appointed his twelve 5,000 rises again,
emperor governor ministry disciples 29 and ascends
14 26 26/27 28 30

THE BLUEPRINT
A. BIRTH AND PREPARATION

OF JESUS, THE KING
(1:1—4:11)

The people of Israel were waiting for the Messiah, their king.
Matthew begins his book by showing how Jesus Christ was a
descendant of David. But Matthew goes on to show that God did
not send Jesus to be an earthly king but a heavenly King. His King-
dom would be much greater than David’s because it would never
end. Even at Jesus’ birth, many recognized him as a King. Herod,
the ruler, as well as Satan, was afraid of Jesus’ kingship and tried
to stop him, but others worshiped him and brought royal gifts. We
must be willing to recognize Jesus for who he really is and worship
him as King of our life.

B. MESSAGE AND MINISTRY OF
JESUS, THE KING (4:12—25:46)
1. Jesus begins his ministry
2. Jesus gives the Sermon on the Mount
3. Jesus performs many miracles
4. Jesus teaches about the Kingdom
5. Jesus encounters differing reactions

to his ministry
6. Jesus faces conflict with the

religious leaders
7. Jesus teaches on the Mount of Olives

Jesus gave the Sermon on the Mount, directions for living in his
Kingdom. He also told many parables about the difference between
his Kingdom and the kingdoms of earth. Forgiveness, peace, and
putting others first are some of the characteristics that make one
great in the Kingdom of God. And to be great in God’s Kingdom,
we must live by God’s standards right now. Jesus came to show
us how to live as faithful subjects in his Kingdom.

C. DEATH AND RESURRECTION
OF JESUS, THE KING
(26:1—28:20)

Jesus was formally presented to the nation of Israel but was
rejected. How strange for the King to be accused, arrested, and
crucified. But Jesus demonstrated his power, even over death,
through his resurrection and gained access for us into his Kingdom.
With all this evidence that Jesus is God’s Son, we, too, should
accept him as our Lord.

MEGATHEMES

THEME EXPLANATION IMPORTANCE

Jesus Christ,
the King

Jesus is revealed as the King of kings. His
miraculous birth, his life and teaching, his
miracles, and his triumph over death
show his true identity.

Jesus cannot be equated with any person
or power. He is the supreme ruler of time
and eternity, heaven and earth, humans and
angels. We should give him his rightful
place as King of our lives.

The Messiah Jesus was the Messiah, the one for whom
the Jews had waited to deliver them from
Roman oppression. Yet, tragically, they
didn’t recognize him when he came
because his kingship was not what they
expected. The true purpose of God’s
anointed deliverer was to die for all people
to free them from sin’s oppression.

Because Jesus was sent by God, we can
trust him with our lives. It is worth every-
thing we have to acknowledge him and give
ourselves to him, because he came to be
our Messiah, our Savior.

Kingdom of God Jesus came to earth to begin his
Kingdom. His full Kingdom will be realized
at his return and will be made up of
anyone who has faithfully followed him.

The way to enter God’s Kingdom is by
faith—believing in Christ to save us from
sin and change our lives. We must do the
work of his Kingdom now to be prepared
for his return.



Teachings Jesus taught the people through sermons,
illustrations, and parables. Through his
teachings, he showed the true ingredients
of faith and how to guard against a fruit-
less and hypocritical life.

Jesus’ teachings show us how to prepare
for life in his eternal Kingdom by living
properly right now. He lived what he taught,
and we, too, must practice what we preach.

Resurrection When Jesus rose from the dead, he rose in
power as the true King. In his victory over
death, he established his credentials as
King and his power and authority over evil.

The Resurrection shows Jesus’ all-powerful
life for us—not even death could stop his
plan of offering eternal life. Those who
believe in Jesus can hope for a resurrection
like his. Our role is to tell his story to all
the earth so that everyone may share in his
victory.

M A T T H E W 4

✵K E Y P L A C E S I N M A T T H E W

Jesus’ earthly story begins in the town
of Bethlehem in the Roman province
of Judea (2:1). A threat to kill the infant
king led Joseph to take his family to
Egypt (2:14). When they returned, God
led them to settle in Nazareth in Galilee
(2:22, 23). At about age 30, Jesus was
baptized in the Jordan River and was
tempted by Satan in the Judean wilder-
ness (3:13; 4:1). Jesus set up his base
of operations in Capernaum (4:12, 13)
and from there ministered throughout
Israel, telling parables, teaching about
the Kingdom, and healing the sick.
He traveled to the region of the Gada-
renes around Gadara and healed two
demon-possessed men (8:28ff); fed
over 5,000 people with five loaves and
two fish on the shores of Galilee near
Bethsaida (14:15ff); healed the sick
in Gennesaret (14:34ff); ministered
to the Gentiles in Tyre and Sidon
(15:21ff); visited Caesarea Philippi,
where Peter declared him to be the
Messiah (16:13ff); and taught in Perea,
east of the Jordan (19:1). As he set out
on his last visit to Jerusalem, he told
the disciples what would happen to him
there (20:17ff). He spent some time
in Jericho (20:29) and then stayed in
Bethany at night as he went back and
forth to Jerusalem during his last week
(21:17ff). In Jerusalem he would be
crucified, but he would rise again.



A. BIRTH AND PREPARATION OF JESUS, THE KING (1:1—4:11)
Matthew opens his Gospel with a genealogy to prove that Jesus is a descendant of both
King David and Abraham, just as the Old Testament had predicted. Jesus’ birth didn’t go
unnoticed, for both shepherds and wise men came to worship him. The Jewish people were
waiting for the Messiah to appear. However, after he was born, the Jews didn’t recognize him
because they were looking for a different kind of king.

The Record of Jesus’ Ancestors (3/Luke 3:23-28)

1 This is a record of the ancestors of Jesus the Messiah, a descendant of David* and of
Abraham:

2 Abraham was the father of Isaac.
Isaac was the father of Jacob.
Jacob was the father of Judah and his brothers.

3 Judah was the father of Perez and Zerah (whose mother was Tamar).
Perez was the father of Hezron.
Hezron was the father of Ram.*

4 Ram was the father of Amminadab.
Amminadab was the father of Nahshon.
Nahshon was the father of Salmon.

5 Salmon was the father of Boaz (whose mother was Rahab).
Boaz was the father of Obed (whose mother was Ruth).
Obed was the father of Jesse.

6 Jesse was the father of King David.
David was the father of Solomon (whose mother was Bathsheba, the widow of Uriah).

7 Solomon was the father of Rehoboam.
Rehoboam was the father of Abijah.
Abijah was the father of Asa.*

8 Asa was the father of Jehoshaphat.
Jehoshaphat was the father of Jehoram.*
Jehoram was the father* of Uzziah.

9 Uzziah was the father of Jotham.
Jotham was the father of Ahaz.
Ahaz was the father of Hezekiah.

10 Hezekiah was the father of Manasseh.
Manasseh was the father of Amon.*
Amon was the father of Josiah.
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1:1 Greek Jesus the Messiah, son of David. 1:3 Greek Aram, a variant spelling of Ram; also in 1:4. See 1 Chr
2:9-10. 1:7 Greek Asaph, a variant spelling of Asa; also in 1:8. See 1 Chr 3:10. 1:8a Greek Joram, a variant
spelling of Jehoram; also in 1:8b. See 1 Kgs 22:50 and note at 1 Chr 3:11. 1:8b Or ancestor; also in 1:11.
1:10 Greek Amos, a variant spelling of Amon; also in 1:10b. See 1 Chr 3:14.

1:1
Gen 22:18
2 Sam 7:12-14
1 Chr 17:11
Pss 89:3-4; 132:11
Isa 9:6; 11:1
Matt 22:42
John 7:42
Rom 1:3
Gal 3:16
Rev 22:16

1:2
Gen 21:3, 12;
25:26; 29:35
1 Chr 1:34

1:3
Gen 38:29-30
Ruth 4:12, 18-19
1 Chr 2:4-5, 9

1:4-5
Ruth 4:13, 17-22
1 Chr 2:10-12, 15
Heb 11:31

1:6
Ruth 4:17, 22
2 Sam 12:24
1 Chr 2:13-15

1:7-10
1 Chr 3:10-14

• 1:1 Presenting this record of ancestors (called a genealogy) was
one of the most interesting ways that Matthew could begin a book
for a Jewish audience. Because a person’s family line proved his
or her standing as one of God’s chosen people, Matthew began by
showing that Jesus was a descendant of Abraham, the father of all
Jews, and a direct descendant of David, fulfilling Old Testament
prophecies about the Messiah’s line. The facts of this ancestry
were carefully preserved. This is the first of many proofs recorded
by Matthew to show that Jesus is the true Messiah.

1:1ff More than 400 years had passed since the last Old Testa-
ment prophecies, and faithful Jews all over the world were still
waiting for the Messiah (Luke 3:15). Matthew wrote this book
to Jews to present Jesus as King and Messiah, the promised
descendant of David who would reign forever (Isaiah 11:1-5).
The Gospel of Matthew links the Old and New Testaments and
contains many references that show how Jesus fulfilled Old
Testament prophecy.

1:1ff Jesus entered human history when the land of Palestine
was controlled by Rome and considered an insignificant outpost
of the vast and mighty Roman Empire. The presence of Roman
soldiers in Israel gave the Jews military peace, but at the price
of oppression, slavery, injustice, and immorality. Into this kind
of world came the promised Messiah.

• 1:1-17 In the first 17 verses we meet 46 people whose lifetimes
span 2,000 years. All were ancestors of Jesus, but they varied
considerably in personality, spirituality, and experience. Some
were heroes of faith—like Abraham, Isaac, Ruth, and David.
Some had shady reputations—like Rahab and Tamar. Many
were very ordinary—like Hezron, Ram, Nahshon, and Akim.
And others were evil—like Manasseh and Abijah. God’s work in
history is not limited by human failures or sins, and he works
through ordinary people. Just as God used all kinds of people to
bring his Son into the world, he uses all kinds today to accom-
plish his will. And God wants to use you.
1:3-6 Matthew’s inclusion of four particular women (Tamar,
Rahab, Ruth, and Bathsheba) reveals his concern to do more
than relay historical data. These women raise both ethnic and
ethical questions. At least two of them were not Israelites by
birth and all four of them had reputations that could have made
them unmentionable in an ancestral tree. Yet this was the line
into which God’s Son was born. Jesus’ genealogy makes it clear,
not that there were a few disreputable people in his family, but
that all of them were sinners. God sent his Son as Savior of all
people—Jews, Gentiles, men, and women. No matter what the
sins of the people, God’s plan was never thwarted. It continues
to unfold. That plan includes you.



11 Josiah was the father of Jehoiachin* and his brothers (born at the time of the exile
to Babylon).

12 After the Babylonian exile:
Jehoiachin was the father of Shealtiel.
Shealtiel was the father of Zerubbabel.

13 Zerubbabel was the father of Abiud.
Abiud was the father of Eliakim.
Eliakim was the father of Azor.

14 Azor was the father of Zadok.
Zadok was the father of Akim.
Akim was the father of Eliud.

15 Eliud was the father of Eleazar.
Eleazar was the father of Matthan.
Matthan was the father of Jacob.

16 Jacob was the father of Joseph, the husband of Mary.
Mary gave birth to Jesus, who is called the Messiah.

17All those listed above include fourteen generations from Abraham to David, fourteen from
David to the Babylonian exile, and fourteen from the Babylonian exile to the Messiah.

An Angel Appears to Joseph (8)
18This is how Jesus the Messiah was born. His mother, Mary, was engaged to be married to
Joseph. But before the marriage took place, while she was still a virgin, she became pregnant
through the power of the Holy Spirit. 19Joseph, her fiancé, was a good man and did not want
to disgrace her publicly, so he decided to break the engagement* quietly.

20As he considered this, an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream. “Joseph, son of
David,” the angel said, “do not be afraid to take Mary as your wife. For the child within her
was conceived by the Holy Spirit. 21And she will have a son, and you are to name him Jesus,*
for he will save his people from their sins.”

22All of this occurred to fulfill the Lord’s message through his prophet:
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1:11
2 Kgs 24:14-16
1 Chr 3:15-16
Jer 27:20
Dan 1:1-2

1:12
1 Chr 3:17, 19
Ezra 3:2

1:16
Matt 27:17, 22
Luke 2:11

1:18
Luke 1:27, 35
Gal 4:4

1:19
Deut 24:1

1:20
Luke 1:35

1:21
Luke 1:31; 2:11, 21
Acts 5:31; 13:23
Heb 7:25

1:11 Greek Jeconiah, a variant spelling of Jehoiachin; also in 1:12. See 2 Kgs 24:6 and note at 1 Chr 3:16.
1:19 Greek to divorce her. 1:21 Jesus means “The LORD saves.”

1:11 The exile to Babylon occurred in 586 B.C. when Nebu-
chadnezzar, king of Babylon, conquered Judah, destroyed
Jerusalem, and took thousands of people captive.

• 1:16 Because Mary was a virgin when she became pregnant,
Matthew lists Joseph only as the husband of Mary, not the father
of Jesus. Matthew’s genealogy gives Jesus’ legal (or royal)
lineage through Joseph. Mary’s ancestral line is recorded in Luke
3:23-38. Both Mary and Joseph were direct descendants of David.

Matthew traced the genealogy back to Abraham, while Luke
traced it back to Adam. Matthew wrote to the Jews, so Jesus was
shown as a descendant of their father, Abraham. Luke wrote to the
Gentiles, so he emphasized Jesus as the Savior of all people.
1:17 Matthew breaks Israel’s history into three sets of 14 gener-
ations, but there were probably more generations than those
listed here. Genealogies often compressed history, meaning that
not every generation of ancestors was specifically listed. Thus,
the phrase the father of can also be translated “the ancestor of.”

• 1:18 Jewish marriage involved three basic steps. First, the two
families agreed to the union. Second, a public announcement was
made. At this point, the couple was “engaged.” This was similar to
engagement today except that their relationship could be broken
only through death or divorce (even though sexual relations were
not yet permitted). Third, the couple was married and began living
together. Because Mary and Joseph were engaged, Mary’s appar-
ent unfaithfulness carried a severe social stigma. According to
Jewish civil law, Joseph had a right to divorce her, and the Jewish
authorities could have had her stoned to death (Deuteronomy
22:23, 24).
1:18 Why is the Virgin Birth important to the Christian faith?
Jesus Christ, God’s Son, had to be free from the sinful nature
passed on to all other human beings by Adam. Because Jesus

was born of a woman, he was a human being; but as the Son
of God, Jesus was born without any trace of human sin. Jesus
is both fully human and fully divine.

Because Jesus lived as a man, we know that he fully under-
stands our experiences and struggles (Hebrews 4:15, 16).
Because he is God, he has the power and authority to deliver us
from sin (Colossians 2:13-15). We can tell Jesus all our thoughts,
feelings, and needs. He has been where we are now, and he has
the ability to help.

• 1:19 Joseph was faced with a difficult choice after discovering
that Mary was pregnant. Perhaps Joseph thought he had only two
options: divorce Mary quietly or have her stoned. But God gave a
third option—marry her (1:20-23). In view of the circumstances,
this had not occurred to Joseph. But God often shows us that
there are more options available than we think. Although Joseph
seemed to be doing the right thing by breaking the engagement,
only God’s guidance helped him make the best decision. But that
did not make it an easy decision. Consenting to marry Mary surely
cast doubt on his own innocence regarding the pregnancy, as well
as leaving them both with a social stigma they would carry for the
rest of their lives. Yet Joseph chose to obey the angel’s command
(1:24). When our decisions affect the lives of others, we must
always seek God’s wisdom and then be willing to follow through
no matter how difficult it may be.
1:20 The conception and birth of Jesus Christ are supernatural
events beyond human logic or reasoning. Because of this, God
sent angels to help certain people understand the significance
of what was happening (see 2:13, 19; Luke 1:11, 26; 2:9).

Angels are spiritual beings created by God who help carry out
his work on earth. They bring God’s messages to people (Luke
1:26), protect God’s people (Daniel 6:22), offer encouragement
(Genesis 16:7ff), give guidance (Exodus 14:19), carry out punish-



23 “Look! The virgin will conceive a child!
She will give birth to a son,

and they will call him Immanuel,*
which means ‘God is with us.’”
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†Isa 7:14; 8:8, 10
John 1:14
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1:23 Isa 7:14; 8:8, 10 (Greek version).

ment (2 Samuel 24:16), patrol the earth (Zechariah 1:9-14), and
fight the forces of evil (2 Kings 6:16-18; Revelation 20:1, 2). There
are both good and bad angels (Revelation 12:7), but because bad
angels are allied with the devil, or Satan, they have considerably
less power and authority than good angels. Eventually the main
role of angels will be to offer continuous praise to God (Revelation
7:11, 12).
1:20-23 The angel declared to Joseph that Mary’s child was
conceived by the Holy Spirit and would be a son. This reveals
an important truth about Jesus—he is both God and human.
The infinite, unlimited God took on the limitations of humanity
so he could live and die for the salvation of all who would believe
in him.

Jesus means “the Lord saves.” Jesus came to earth to save us

because we can’t save ourselves from sin and its consequences.
No matter how good we are, we can’t eliminate the sinful nature
present in all of us. Only Jesus can do that. Jesus didn’t come
to help people save themselves; he came to be their Savior from
the power and penalty of sin. Thank Christ for his death on the
cross for your sin, and then ask him to take control of your life.
Your new life begins at that moment.

Jesus would fulfill the prophecy of Isaiah, for he would be
Immanuel (“God is with us,” see Isaiah 7:14). Jesus was God in
the flesh; thus, God was literally among us, “with us.” Through
the Holy Spirit, Christ is present today in the life of every believer.
Perhaps not even Isaiah understood how far-reaching the mean-
ing of Immanuel would be.

JOSEPH

The strength of what we believe is measured by how much we are willing to suffer for those
beliefs. Joseph was a man with strong beliefs. He was prepared to do what was right, despite
the pain he knew it would cause. But Joseph had another trait: He not only tried to do what
was right, he also tried to do it in the right way.

When Mary told Joseph about her pregnancy, Joseph knew the child was not his. His
respect for Mary’s character and the explanation she gave him, as well as her attitude toward
the expected child, must have made it hard to think his bride had done something wrong. Still,
someone else was the child’s father—and it was mind-boggling to accept that the “someone
else” was God.

Joseph decided he had to break the engagement, but he was determined to do it in a way
that would not cause public shame to Mary. He intended to act with justice and love.

At this point, God sent a messenger to Joseph to confirm Mary’s story and open another
way of obedience for Joseph—to take Mary as his wife. Joseph obeyed God, married Mary,
and honored her virginity until the baby was born.

We do not know how long Joseph lived his role as Jesus’ earthly father—he is last men-
tioned when Jesus was 12 years old. But Joseph trained his son in the trade of carpentry,
made sure he had good spiritual training in Nazareth, and took the whole family on the yearly
trip to Jerusalem for the Passover, which Jesus continued to observe during his adult years.

Joseph knew Jesus was someone special from the moment he heard the angel’s words.
His strong belief in that fact and his willingness to follow God’s leading empowered him to be
Jesus’ chosen earthly father.

Strengths and
accomplishments

● A man of integrity
● A descendant of King David
● Jesus’ legal and earthly father
● A person sensitive to God’s guidance and willing to do God’s will

no matter what the consequence

Lessons from
his life

● God honors integrity
● Social position is of little importance when God chooses to use us
● Being obedient to the guidance we have from God leads to more

guidance from him
● Feelings are not accurate measures of the rightness or wrongness

of an action

Vital statistics ● Where: Nazareth, Bethlehem
● Occupation: Carpenter
● Relatives: Wife: Mary. Children: Jesus, James, Joses, Judas, Simon,

and daughters.
● Contemporaries: Herod the Great, John the Baptist, Simeon, Anna

Key verses “Joseph, her fiancé, was a good man and did not want to disgrace
her publicly, so he decided to break the engagement quietly. As he
considered this, an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream.
‘Joseph, son of David,’ the angel said, ‘do not be afraid to take Mary
as your wife. For the child within her was conceived by the Holy
Spirit’ ” (Matthew 1:19-20).

Joseph’s story is told in Matthew 1:16–2:23; Luke 1:26–2:52.



24When Joseph woke up, he did as the angel of the Lord commanded and took Mary as his
wife. 25But he did not have sexual relations with her until her son was born. And Joseph
named him Jesus.

Visitors Arrive from Eastern Lands (12)

2 Jesus was born in Bethlehem in Judea, during the reign of King Herod. About that time
some wise men* from eastern lands arrived in Jerusalem, asking, 2“Where is the new-

born king of the Jews? We saw his star as it rose,* and we have come to worship him.”
3King Herod was deeply disturbed when he heard this, as was everyone in Jerusalem. 4He

called a meeting of the leading priests and teachers of religious law and asked, “Where is
the Messiah supposed to be born?”

5“In Bethlehem in Judea,” they said, “for this is what the prophet wrote:
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• 1:24 Joseph changed his plans quickly after learning that Mary
had not been unfaithful to him (1:19). He obeyed God and
proceeded with the marriage plans. Although others may have
disapproved of his decision, Joseph went ahead with what he
knew was right. Sometimes we avoid doing what is right because
of what others might think. Like Joseph, we must choose to obey
God rather than seek the approval of others.
2:1 Bethlehem is a small town five miles south of Jerusalem.
It sits on a high ridge over 2,000 feet above sea level. It is men-
tioned in more detail in the Gospel of Luke. Luke also explains
why Joseph and Mary were in Bethlehem when Jesus was born,
rather than in Nazareth, their hometown.
2:1 The land of Israel was divided into four political districts and
several lesser territories. Judea was to the south, Samaria in the
middle, Galilee to the north, and Idumea to the southwest. Bethle-
hem of Judea (also called Judah, 2:6) had been prophesied as the
Messiah’s birthplace (Micah 5:2). Jerusalem was also in Judea
and was the seat of government for Herod the Great, king over
all four political districts. After Herod’s death, the districts were
divided among three separate rulers (see the note on 2:19-22).
Although he was a ruthless, evil man who murdered many in his
own family, Herod the Great supervised the renovation of the
Temple, making it much larger and more beautiful. This made
him popular with many Jews. Jesus would visit Jerusalem many
times because the great Jewish festivals were held there.
2:1, 2 Not much is known about these “wise men.” We don’t
know where they came from or how many there were. Tradition
says they were men of high position from Parthia, near the site
of ancient Babylon. How did they know that the star represented
the Messiah? (1) They could have been Jews who remained in

Babylon after the Exile and knew the Old Testament predictions
of the Messiah’s coming. (2) They may have been eastern astrol-
ogers who studied ancient manuscripts from around the world.
Because of the Jewish exile centuries earlier, they would have
had copies of the Old Testament in their land. (3) They may have
had a special message from God directing them to the Messiah.
Some scholars say these wise men were each from a different
land, representing the entire world bowing before Jesus. These
men from faraway lands recognized Jesus as the Messiah when
most of God’s chosen people in Israel did not. Matthew pictures
Jesus as the King over the whole world, not just Judea.
2:1, 2 The wise men traveled thousands of miles to see the king
of the Jews. When they finally found him, they responded with
joy, worship, and gifts. This is so different from the approach
people often take today. We expect God to come looking for us,
to explain himself, prove who he is, and give us gifts. But those
who are wise still seek and worship Jesus today, not for what they
can get, but for who he is.
2:2 The wise men said they saw Jesus’ star. Balaam referred to
a coming “star . . . from Jacob” (Numbers 24:17). Some say this
star may have been a conjunction of Jupiter, Saturn, and Mars
in 6 B.C., and others offer other explanations. But couldn’t God,
who created the heavens, have created a special star to signal
the arrival of his Son? Whatever the nature of the star, these wise
men traveled thousands of miles searching for a king, and they
found him.

• 2:3 Herod the Great was quite disturbed when the wise men asked
about a newborn king of the Jews because (1) Herod was not the
rightful heir to the throne of David; therefore, many Jews hated
him as a usurper. If Jesus really was an heir, trouble would arise.
(2) Herod was ruthless, and because of his many enemies, he was
suspicious that someone would try to overthrow him. (3) Herod
didn’t want the Jews, a religious people, to unite around a religious
figure. (4) If these wise men were of Jewish descent and from
Parthia (the most powerful region next to Rome), they would have
welcomed a Jewish king who could swing the balance of power
away from Rome. The land of Israel, far from Rome, would have
been easy prey for a nation trying to gain more control.

The text tells us that not only was Herod disturbed, but so was
everyone in Jerusalem. When Jesus was born into the world,
people immediately began to react. His presence did not soothe
and comfort most people; instead, it startled and disturbed them.
In some he awakened spiritual longings; in others, fear and insecu-
rity. Things have not changed that much. Jesus still disturbs
people. If it is true that God entered our world when Jesus was
born, we dare not sit idly by ignoring and rationalizing our inaction.
We must acknowledge Jesus as the rightful King of our lives.

• 2:4-6 The leading priests and teachers of religious law were
aware of Micah 5:2 and other prophecies about the Messiah.
Matthew repeatedly highlighted their knowledge and unbelief.
The wise men’s news troubled Herod because he knew that the
Jewish people expected the Messiah to come soon (Luke 3:15).
Most Jews expected the Messiah to be a great military and

2:1 Or royal astrologers; Greek reads magi; also in 2:7, 16. 2:2 Or star in the east.

THE FLIGHT
TO EGYPT
Herod planned
to kill the baby
Jesus, whom he
perceived to be a
future threat to his
position. Warned
of this treachery
in a dream, Joseph
took his family to
Egypt until Herod’s
death, which
occurred a year
or two later. They
then planned
to return to Judea,
but God led them
instead to Naza-
reth in Galilee.



6 ‘And you, O Bethlehem in the land of Judah,
are not least among the ruling cities* of Judah,

for a ruler will come from you
who will be the shepherd for my people Israel.’*”

7Then Herod called for a private meeting with the wise men, and he learned from them
the time when the star first appeared. 8Then he told them, “Go to Bethlehem and search
carefully for the child. And when you find him, come back and tell me so that I can go and
worship him, too!”

9After this interview the wise men went their way. And the star they had seen in the east
guided them to Bethlehem. It went ahead of them and stopped over the place where the
child was. 10When they saw the star, they were filled with joy! 11They entered the house and
saw the child with his mother, Mary, and they bowed down and worshiped him. Then they
opened their treasure chests and gave him gifts of gold, frankincense, and myrrh.

12When it was time to leave, they returned to their own country by another route, for God
had warned them in a dream not to return to Herod.

The Escape to Egypt (13)
13After the wise men were gone, an angel of the Lord appeared to Joseph in a dream. “Get up!
Flee to Egypt with the child and his mother,” the angel said. “Stay there until I tell you to
return, because Herod is going to search for the child to kill him.”
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political deliverer, like Alexander the Great. Herod’s counselors
would have told Herod this. No wonder this ruthless man took no
chances and ordered all the baby boys in Bethlehem killed (2:16)!
2:6 Most religious leaders believed in a literal fulfillment of all Old
Testament prophecy; therefore, they believed the Messiah would
be born in Bethlehem as foreseen by the prophet Micah seven
centuries earlier (Micah 5:2). Ironically, when Jesus was born,
these same religious leaders became his greatest enemies. When
the Messiah for whom they had been waiting finally came, they
didn’t recognize him.

• 2:8 Herod did not want to worship Christ—he was lying. This was
a trick to get the wise men to return to him and reveal the where-
abouts of the newborn king. Herod’s plan was to kill Jesus.
2:11 Jesus was probably one or two years old when the wise men
found him. By this time, Mary and Joseph were married, living in
a house, and intending to stay in Bethlehem for a while. For more
on Joseph and Mary’s stay there, see the note on Luke 2:39.
2:11 The wise men gave these expensive gifts as worthy acknowl-
edgement for a future king. Bible students have seen in the gifts
symbols of Christ’s identity and what he would accomplish. Gold
was a gift for royalty; frankincense was a gift for deity; and myrrh

was a spice used to anoint a body for burial. These gifts may have
provided the financial resources for the trip to Egypt and back.
2:11 The wise men brought gifts and worshiped Jesus for who
he was. This is the essence of true worship—honoring Christ for
who he is and being willing to give him what is valuable to you.
Worship God because he is the perfect, just, and almighty Creator
of the universe, worthy of the best you have to give.
2:12 After finding Jesus and worshiping him, the wise men
were warned by God not to return through Jerusalem as they had
intended. Finding Jesus may mean that your life must take a differ-
ent direction, one that is responsive and obedient to God’s Word.
In what ways has Jesus affected the direction of your life?

• 2:13 This was the second dream or vision that Joseph received
from God. Joseph’s first dream revealed that Mary’s child would be
the Messiah (1:20, 21). His second dream told him how to protect
the child’s life. Although Joseph was not Jesus’ natural father, he
was Jesus’ legal father and was responsible for his safety and well-
being. Divine guidance comes only to prepared hearts. Joseph
remained receptive to God’s guidance.

GOSPEL
ACCOUNTS
FOUND ONLY
IN MATTHEW

Passage Subject
1:20-24 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Joseph’s dream*

2:1-12 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . The visit of the wise men

2:13-15 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Escape to Egypt*

2:16-18 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Slaughter of the male children*

27:3-10 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . The death of Judas*

27:19 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . The dream of Pilate’s wife

27:52 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . The other resurrections

28:11-15 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . The bribery of the guards

28:19, 20 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . The baptism emphasis in the great commission*

Matthew records nine special events that are not mentioned in any of the other Gospels.
In each case, the most apparent reason for Matthew’s choice has to do with his purpose
in communicating the gospel to Jewish people. Five cases are fulfillments of Old Testament
prophecies (marked with asterisks above). The other four would have been of particular
interest to the Jews of Matthew’s day.



14That night Joseph left for Egypt with the child and Mary, his mother, 15and they stayed
there until Herod’s death. This fulfilled what the Lord had spoken through the prophet:
“I called my Son out of Egypt.”*

16Herod was furious when he realized that the wise men had outwitted him. He sent sol-
diers to kill all the boys in and around Bethlehem who were two years old and under, based
on the wise men’s report of the star’s first appearance. 17Herod’s brutal action fulfilled what
God had spoken through the prophet Jeremiah:
18 “A cry was heard in Ramah—

weeping and great mourning.
Rachel weeps for her children,

refusing to be comforted,
for they are dead.”*

The Return to Nazareth (14)
19When Herod died, an angel of the Lord appeared in a dream to Joseph in Egypt. 20“Get up!”
the angel said. “Take the child and his mother back to the land of Israel, because those who
were trying to kill the child are dead.”

21So Joseph got up and returned to the land of Israel with Jesus and his mother. 22But
when he learned that the new ruler of Judea was Herod’s son Archelaus, he was afraid to go
there. Then, after being warned in a dream, he left for the region of Galilee. 23So the family
went and lived in a town called Nazareth. This fulfilled what the prophets had said: “He will
be called a Nazarene.”

John the Baptist Prepares the Way for Jesus (16/Mark 1:1-8; Luke 3:1-17)

3 In those days John the Baptist came to the Judean wilderness and began preaching. His
message was, 2“Repent of your sins and turn to God, for the Kingdom of Heaven is

near.*” 3The prophet Isaiah was speaking about John when he said,
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2:14, 15 Going to Egypt was not unusual because there were
colonies of Jews in several major Egyptian cities. These colonies
had developed during the time of the great captivity (see Jeremiah
43–44). There is an interesting parallel between this flight to Egypt
and Israel’s history. As an infant nation, Israel went to Egypt, just
as Jesus did as a child. God led Israel out (Hosea 11:1); God
brought Jesus back. Both events show God working to save his
people.

• 2:16 Herod, the king of the Jews, killed all the boys under two
years of age in an obsessive attempt to kill Jesus, the newborn
king. He stained his hands with blood, but he did not harm Jesus.
Herod was king by a human appointment; Jesus was King by a
divine appointment. No one can thwart God’s plans.

• 2:16 Herod was afraid that this newborn king would one day take
his throne. He completely misunderstood the reason for Christ’s
coming. Jesus didn’t want Herod’s throne; he wanted to be king of
Herod’s life. Jesus wanted to give Herod eternal life, not take away
his present life. Today people are often afraid that Christ wants to
take things away when, in reality, he wants to give them real free-
dom, peace, and joy. Don’t fear Christ—give him the throne of
your life.
2:17, 18 Rachel had been the favored wife of Jacob, one of the
great men of God in the Old Testament. As such, she was consid-
ered the mother of a nation. From Jacob’s 12 sons had come the
12 tribes of Israel. Rachel was buried near Bethlehem (Genesis
35:19). For more about the significance of this verse, see the note
on Jeremiah 31:15, from which this verse was quoted.
2:19-22 Herod the Great died in 4 B.C. of an incurable disease.
Rome trusted him but didn’t trust his sons. Herod knew that
Rome wouldn’t give his successor as much power, so he divided
his kingdom into three parts, one for each son. Archelaus received
Judea, Samaria, and Idumea; Herod Antipas received Galilee and
Perea; Herod Philip II received Traconitis. Archelaus, a violent
man, began his reign by slaughtering 3,000 influential people.
Nine years later, he was banished. God didn’t want Joseph’s
family to go into the region of this evil ruler.

2:23 Nazareth sat in the hilly area of southern Galilee near the
crossroads of great caravan trade routes. The town itself was rather
small. The Roman garrison in charge of Galilee was housed there.
The people of Nazareth had constant contact with people from all
over the world, so world news reached them quickly. The people
of Nazareth had an attitude of independence that many of the Jews
despised. This may have been why Nathanael commented “Naza-
reth! . . . Can anything good come from Nazareth?” (John 1:46).
2:23 The Old Testament does not record this specific statement,
“He will be called a Nazarene.” Many scholars believe, however,
that Matthew is referring to Isaiah 11:1, where the Hebrew word
for “branch” is similar to the word for “Nazarene.” Or he may be
referring to a prophecy unrecorded in the Bible. In any case, Mat-
thew paints the picture of Jesus as the true Messiah announced
by God through the prophets; and he makes the point that Jesus,
the Messiah, had unexpectedly humble beginnings, just as the Old
Testament had predicted (see Micah 5:2).
3:1, 2 Almost 30 years had passed since the events of chapter 2.
Here John the Baptist burst onto the scene. His theme was “Repent
of your sins.” The people needed to repent—make a 180-degree
turn—from the kind of self-centeredness that leads to wrong
actions, such as lying, cheating, stealing, gossiping, taking revenge,
abusing, and indulging in sexual immorality. A person who turns
from sin stops rebelling and begins following God’s way of living
prescribed in his Word. The first step in turning to God is to admit
your sin, as John urged. Then God will receive you and help you
live the way he wants. Remember that only God can get rid of sin.
He doesn’t expect us to clean up our life before we come to him.
3:1, 2 John the Baptist’s Profile is found in John 1, p. 1749.
3:2 The Kingdom of Heaven began when God himself entered
human history as a man. Today Jesus Christ reigns in the hearts
of believers, but the Kingdom of Heaven will not be fully realized
until all evil in the world is judged and removed. Christ came to
earth first as a suffering servant; he will come again as king and
judge to rule victoriously over all the earth.
3:3 The prophecy quoted is Isaiah 40:3. Isaiah was one of the

2:15 Hos 11:1. 2:18 Jer 31:15. 3:2 Or has come, or is coming soon.



“He is a voice shouting in the wilderness,
‘Prepare the way for the Lord’s coming!

Clear the road for him!’”*
4John’s clothes were woven from coarse camel hair, and he wore a leather belt around his

waist. For food he ate locusts and wild honey. 5People from Jerusalem and from all of Judea
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greatest prophets of the Old Testament and one of the most quoted
in the New. Like Isaiah, John was a prophet who urged the people
to confess their sins and live for God. Both prophets taught that the
message of repentance is good news to those who listen and seek
the healing forgiveness of God’s love, but terrible news to those
who refuse to listen and thus cut off their only hope.
3:3 John the Baptist prepared the way for Jesus by preparing
others to welcome him. People who do not know Jesus need
to get ready to meet him. We can prepare them by explaining their
need for forgiveness, demonstrating Christ’s teachings by our
conduct, and telling them how Christ can give their lives meaning.
We can “clear the road for him” by correcting misconceptions that
might be hindering people from coming to Christ. Someone you
know may be open to a relationship with Christ. How are you help-
ing those around you to welcome Jesus?
3:4 John was markedly different from other religious leaders
of his day. While many were greedy, selfish, and preoccupied with

winning the praise of the people, John was concerned only with
the praise of God. Having separated himself from the evil and
hypocrisy of his day, John lived differently from other people to
show that his message was new. John not only preached God’s
law, he lived it. Do you practice what you preach? Could people
discover what you believe by observing the way you live?
3:4-6 John must have presented a strange image! Many people
came to hear this preacher, who wore odd clothes and ate unusual
food. Some probably came simply out of curiosity and ended up
turning from their sins as they listened to his powerful message.
People may be curious about your Christian life-style and values.
You can use their simple curiosity as an opener to share how
Christ makes a difference in you.
3:5 Why did John attract so many people? He was the first true
prophet in 400 years. He publicly blasted both Herod and the reli-
gious leaders, daring words that fascinated the common people.
But John also had a strong message for his audience: They, too,

HEROD

The Bible records history. It has proven itself an accurate and reliable record of people, events,
and places. Independent historical accounts verify the Bible’s descriptions and details of many
famous lives. One of these was the father of the Herodian family, Herod the Great.

Herod is remembered as a builder of cities and the lavish rebuilder of the Temple in Jeru-
salem. But he also destroyed people. He showed little greatness in either his personal actions
or his character. He was ruthless in ruling his territory. His suspicions and jealousy led to the
murder of several of his children and the death of his wife Mariamne.

Herod’s title, king of the Jews, was granted by Rome but never accepted by the Jewish
people. He was not part of the Davidic family line, and he was only partly Jewish. Although
Israel benefited from Herod’s lavish efforts to repair the Temple in Jerusalem, he won little
admiration because he also rebuilt various pagan temples. Herod’s costly attempt to gain
the loyalty of the people failed because it was superficial. His only loyalty was to himself.

Because his royal title was not genuine, Herod was constantly worried about losing his
position. His actions when hearing from the wise men about their search for the new king
are consistent with all that we know about Herod. He planned to locate and kill the child
before he could become a threat. The murder of innocent children that followed is a tragic
lesson in what can happen when actions are motivated by selfishness. Herod’s suspicions
did not spare even his own family. His life was self-destructive.

Strengths and
accomplishments

● Was given the title king of the Jews by the Romans
● Held on to his power for more than 30 years
● Was an effective, though ruthless, ruler
● Sponsored a great variety of large building projects

Weaknesses
and mistakes

● Tended to treat those around him with fear, suspicion, and jealousy
● Had several of his own children and at least one wife killed
● Ordered the killing of the baby boys in Bethlehem
● Although claiming to be a God-worshiper, he was still involved

in many forms of pagan religion

Lessons from
his life

● Great power brings neither peace nor security
● No one can prevent God’s plans from being carried out
● Superficial loyalty does not impress people or God

Vital statistics ● Occupation: King of Judea from 37 to 4 B.C.
● Relatives: Father: Antipater. Sons: Archelaus, Antipater, Antipas,

Philip, and others. Wives: Doris, Mariamne, and others.
● Contemporaries: Zechariah, Elizabeth, Mary, Joseph, Mark Antony,

Augustus

Key verse “Herod was furious when he realized that the wise men had outwitted
him. He sent soldiers to kill all the boys in and around Bethlehem who
were two years old and under” (Matthew 2:16).

Herod the Great is mentioned in Matthew 2:1-22 and Luke 1:5.

3:3 Isa 40:3 (Greek version).



and all over the Jordan Valley went out to see and hear John. 6And when they confessed their
sins, he baptized them in the Jordan River.

7 But when he saw many Pharisees and Sadducees coming to watch him baptize,* he
denounced them. “ You brood of snakes!” he exclaimed. “ Who warned you to flee God’s
coming wrath? 8Prove by the way you live that you have repented of your sins and turned
to God. 9Don’t just say to each other, ‘ We’re safe, for we are descendants of Abraham.’
That means nothing, for I tell you, God can create children of Abraham from these very
stones. 10Even now the ax of God’s judgment is poised, ready to sever the roots of the
trees. Yes, every tree that does not produce good fruit will be chopped down and thrown
into the fire.

11“I baptize with* water those who repent of their sins and turn to God. But someone is
coming soon who is greater than I am—so much greater that I’m not worthy even to be his
slave and carry his sandals. He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and with fire.* 12He is
ready to separate the chaff from the wheat with his winnowing fork. Then he will clean up
the threshing area, gathering the wheat into his barn but burning the chaff with never-
ending fire.”
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3:7
Matt 12:34; 23:33
Luke 3:7
John 8:44
Rom 5:9
Eph 5:6
Col 3:6

3:9
John 8:33, 37, 39
Rom 4:12

3:10
Matt 7:19
Luke 13:7
John 15:6

3:11
John 1:26-27,
31, 33
Acts 1:5; 2:3-4;
13:24; 19:4

3:12
Matt 13:30

were sinners and needed to turn from their sins. His words were
powerful and true. The people were expecting a prophet like Elijah
(Malachi 4:5; Luke 1:17), and John seemed to be the one!
3:6 When you wash dirty hands, the results are immediately
visible. But turning from sins (repentance) happens inside with
a cleansing that isn’t seen right away. So John used a symbolic
action that people could see: baptism. The Jews used baptism to
initiate converts, so John’s audience was familiar with the rite.
Here, baptism was used as a sign of repentance and forgiveness.
Turning from sins implies a change in behavior, turning from sin
toward God. Have you turned from sin in your life? Can others see
the difference it makes in you? A changed life with new and differ-
ent behavior makes your repentance real and visible.
3:6 The Jordan River is about 70 miles long, its main section
stretching between the Sea of Galilee and the Dead Sea. Jerusa-
lem lies about 20 miles west of the Jordan. This river was Israel’s
eastern border, and many significant events in the nation’s history
took place there. It was by the Jordan River that the Israelites
renewed their covenant with God before entering the Promised
Land (Joshua 1–2). Here John the Baptist calls them to renew
their covenant with God again, this time through baptism.
3:7 The Jewish religious leaders were divided into several
groups. Two of the most prominent groups were the Pharisees
and the Sadducees. The Pharisees separated themselves from

anything non-Jewish and carefully followed both the Old Testa-
ment laws and the oral traditions handed down through the centu-
ries. The Sadducees believed the Pentateuch alone (Genesis—
Deuteronomy) to be God’s Word. They were descended mainly
from priestly nobility, while the Pharisees came from all classes
of people. The two groups disliked each other greatly, and both
opposed Jesus. John the Baptist criticized the Pharisees for being
legalistic and hypocritical, following the letter of the law while
ignoring its true intent. He criticized the Sadducees for using reli-
gion to advance their political position. For more information on
these two groups, see the chart in Mark 2, p. 1617.
3:8 John the Baptist called people to more than words or ritual;
he told them to change their behavior. “Prove by the way you
live that you have repented of your sins” means that God looks
beyond our words and religious activities to see if our conduct
backs up what we say, and he judges our words by the actions
that accompany them. Do your actions match your words?
3:9, 10 Just as a fruit tree is expected to bear fruit, God’s people
should produce a crop of good deeds. God has no use for people
who call themselves Christians but who live otherwise. Like many
people in John’s day who were God’s people in name only, we are
of no value if we are Christians in name only. If others can’t see our
faith in the way we treat them, we may not be God’s people at all.
3:10 God’s message hasn’t changed since the Old Testament:
People will be judged for their unproductive lives. God calls us to
be active in our obedience. John compared people who claim they
believe God but don’t live for God to unproductive trees that will be
cut down. To be productive for God, we must obey his teachings,
resist temptation, actively serve and help others, and share our
faith. How productive are you for God?
3:11 John baptized people as a sign that they had asked God to
forgive their sins and had decided to live as he wanted them to
live. Baptism was an outward sign of commitment. To be effec-
tive, it had to be accompanied by an inward change of attitude
leading to a changed life—the work of the Holy Spirit. John said
that Jesus would baptize with the Holy Spirit and fire. This looked
ahead to Pentecost (Acts 2), when the Holy Spirit would be sent
by Jesus in the form of tongues of fire, empowering his followers
to preach the Good News. John’s statement also symbolizes
the work of the Holy Spirit in bringing God’s judgment on those
who refuse to turn from their sins. Everyone will one day be
baptized—either now by God’s Holy Spirit or later by the fire
of his judgment.
3:12 A winnowing fork is a pitchfork used to toss wheat in
the air to separate grain from chaff. The grain is the part of the
plant that is useful; chaff is the worthless outer shell. Because
it is useless, chaff is burned; grain, however, is gathered.

JESUS
BEGINS HIS
MINISTRY
From his childhood
home, Nazareth,
Jesus set out to
begin his earthly
ministry. He was
baptized by John
the Baptist in the
Jordan River,
tempted by Satan
in the wilderness,
and then returned
to Galilee. Between
the temptation
and his move to
Capernaum (4:12,
13), he ministered
in Judea, Samaria,
and Galilee (see
John 1–4).

3:7 Or coming to be baptized. 3:11a Or in. 3:11b Or in the Holy Spirit and in fire.



The Baptism of Jesus (17/Mark 1:9-11; Luke 3:21-22)
13Then Jesus went from Galilee to the Jordan River to be baptized by John. 14But John tried
to talk him out of it. “I am the one who needs to be baptized by you,” he said, “so why are you
coming to me?”

15But Jesus said, “It should be done, for we must carry out all that God requires.*” So John
agreed to baptize him.

16After his baptism, as Jesus came up out of the water, the heavens were opened* and he
saw the Spirit of God descending like a dove and settling on him. 17And a voice from heaven
said, “This is my dearly loved Son, who brings me great joy.”
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Mark 1:9-11
Luke 3:21-22
John 1:31-34
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3:17
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Isa 42:1
Matt 12:18; 17:5
Mark 9:7
Luke 9:35

THE PHARISEES
AND SADDUCEES
The Pharisees
and Sadducees
were the two
major religious
groups in Israel
at the time of
Christ. The
Pharisees were
more religiously
minded, while the
Sadducees were
more politically
minded. Although
the groups
disliked and
distrusted each
other, they
became allies in
their common
hatred for Jesus.

Name

PHARISEES

SADDUCEES

Positive Characteristics

● Were committed to obeying all
of God’s commands

● Were admired by the common
people for their apparent piety

● Believed in a bodily resurrection
and eternal life

● Believed in angels and demons

● Believed strongly in the law
of Moses and in Levitical purity

● Were more practically minded
than the Pharisees

Negative Characteristics

● Behaved as though their own religious
rules were just as important as God’s
rules for living

● Their piety was often hypocritical,
and their efforts often forced others
to try to live up to standards they
themselves could not live up to

● Believed that salvation came from
perfect obedience to the law and
was not based on forgiveness of sins

● Became so obsessed with obeying
their legal interpretations in every
detail that they completely ignored
God’s message of mercy and grace

● Were more concerned with appearing
to be good than obeying God

● Relied on logic while placing little
importance on faith

● Did not believe all the Old Testament
was God’s Word

● Did not believe in a bodily resurrection
or eternal life

● Did not believe in angels or demons
● Were often willing to compromise their

values with the Romans and others
in order to maintain their status and
influential positions

3:15 Or for we must fulfill all righteousness. 3:16 Some manuscripts read opened to him.

“Winnowing” is often used as a picture of God’s judgment. Unre-
pentant people will be judged and discarded because they are
worthless in doing God’s work; those who repent and believe
will be saved and used by God.
3:13-15 John had been explaining that Jesus’ baptism would
be much greater than his, when suddenly Jesus came to him
and asked to be baptized! John felt unqualified. He wanted
Jesus to baptize him. Why did Jesus ask to be baptized? It was
not for repentance for sin because Jesus never sinned. “We
must carry out all that God requires” refers to accomplishing
God’s mission. Jesus saw his baptism as advancing God’s
work. Jesus was baptized because (1) he was confessing sin
on behalf of the nation, as Nehemiah, Ezra, Moses, and Daniel
had done; (2) he was showing support for what John was
doing; (3) he was inaugurating his public ministry; (4) he was
identifying with the penitent people of God, not with the critical
Pharisees who were only watching. Jesus, the perfect man,
didn’t need baptism for sin, but he accepted baptism in obedient
service to the Father, and God showed his approval.
3:15 Put yourself in John’s shoes. Your work is going well,
people are taking notice, everything is growing. But you know
that the purpose of your work is to prepare the people for
Jesus (John 1:35-37). Then Jesus arrives, and his coming
tests your integrity. Will you be able to turn your followers over
to him? John passed the test by publicly baptizing Jesus. Soon

he would say, “He must become greater and greater, and I must
become less and less” (John 3:30). Can we, like John, put our
egos and profitable work aside in order to point others to Jesus?
Are we willing to lose some of our status so that everyone will
benefit?
3:16, 17 The doctrine of the Trinity, which appeared later in
church history, teaches that God is three persons and yet one
in essence. In this passage, all three persons of the Trinity
are present and active. God the Father speaks; God the Son is
baptized; God the Holy Spirit descends on Jesus. God is one,
yet in three persons at the same time. This is one of God’s
incomprehensible mysteries. Other Bible references that speak
of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are Matthew 28:19; John
15:26; 1 Corinthians 12:4-13; 2 Corinthians 13:14; Ephesians
2:18; 1 Thessalonians 1:2-5; and 1 Peter 1:2.



HOW TO USE THIS BIBLE STUDY

It’s always exciting to get more than you expect. And that’s what you’ll find in this Bible
study guide—much more than you expect. Our goal was to write thoughtful, practical,
dependable, and application-oriented studies of God’s word.

This study guide contains the complete text of the selected Bible book. The commentary 
is accurate, complete, and loaded with unique charts, maps, and profiles of Bible people.

With the Bible text, extensive notes and features, and questions to guide discussion, Life
Application Bible Studies have everything you need in one place.

The lessons in this Bible study guide will work for large classes as well as small-group
studies. To get everyone involved in your discussions, encourage participants to answer the
questions before each meeting.

Each lesson is divided into five easy-to-lead sections. The section called “Reflect” intro-
duces you and the members of your group to a specific area of life touched by the lesson.
“Read” shows which chapters to read and which notes and other features to use. Additional
questions help you understand the passage. “Realize” brings into focus the biblical princi-
ple to be learned with questions, a special insight, or both. “Respond” helps you make con-
nections with your own situation and personal needs. The questions are designed to help
you find areas in your life where you can apply the biblical truths. “Resolve” helps you map
out action plans for that day.

Begin and end each lesson with prayer, asking for the Holy Spirit’s guidance, direction,
and wisdom.

Recommended time allotments for each section of a lesson are as follows:

Segment 60 minutes 90 minutes
Reflect on your life   5 minutes 10 minutes
Read the passage 10 minutes 15 minutes
Realize the principle 15 minutes 20 minutes
Respond to the message 20 minutes 30 minutes
Resolve to take action 10 minutes 15 minutes

All five sections work together to help a person learn the lessons, live out the principles,
and obey the commands taught in the Bible.

Also, at the end of each lesson, there is a section entitled “More for studying other
themes in this section.” These questions will help you lead the group in studying other
parts of each section not covered in depth by the main lesson.

But don’t just listen to God’s word. You must do what it says. Otherwise, you are only
fooling yourselves. For if you listen to the word and don’t obey, it is like glancing at your 
face in a mirror. You see yourself, walk away, and forget what you look like. But if you look
carefully into the perfect law that sets you free, and if you do what it says and don’t forget 
what you heard, then God will bless you for doing it ( James 1:22-25).
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L E S S O N  1
FAMILY TREE
MATTHEW 1:1-17

1 Briefl y describe a time when you met someone you considered very
important.

2 How did this meeting affect you positively or negatively?

Read the introductory material to Matthew, Matthew 1:1-17, and the following
notes:

❒ 1:1 ❒ 1:1-17 ❒ 1:16

3 What is the main purpose of the Gospel of Matthew?

RRRRR
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L E S S O N  1  8 8

4 How far is it from Jerusalem to Caesarea Philippi? What town or city is about
that far from where you live? (Use the map “Key Places in Matthew” in the intro-
ductory material.)

5 There are four women besides Mary mentioned in Jesus’ genealogy. Why do
you think they were included in this list of fathers?

6 Why was it important for Matthew to include a list of Jesus’ ancestors in
his Gospel?

The purpose of the Gospels is to give us a clear picture of Jesus so we can get
to know him better. They tell us who he is, what he came to do, and what he
wants us to do. Matthew’s unique snapshot gives us a picture of Jesus the King.
By the time you reach the end of the Gospel of Matthew, your knowledge of
Jesus should be deeper, your picture of him should be clearer, and your under-
standing of what he wants you to be and do should be more mature. In the end,
if you are willing, you will know him better, too.

7 Roughly how many times have you read the Gospel of Matthew all the way
through?  ❒ Never ❒ Once ❒ A couple of times ❒ Quite a few times
❒ Many times

8 Which of the fi ve Megathemes (from the introductory material) are you most
interested in understanding better?

RRRRR
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8 9 L E S S O N  1

9 Briefl y describe how you would like your understanding of Jesus to change.

10 In what specifi c ways do you think you would be different if you knew Jesus
better than you do right now?

11 What will you do this week to get to know Jesus better?

12 Throughout the coming week, pray that God will enable you to benefi t from
your study of Matthew by helping you to understand yourself and Jesus better.

A Which of the Old Testament people in Jesus’ family tree do you recognize?
What do you know about them? Which people would you like to learn more
about?

B Use the timeline and the Blueprint outline in the introduction to fi gure out the
length of time covered in each of the main sections of Matthew. How did Jesus
spend most of his time during his ministry? What does his example say about
our priorities? How might you adjust your priorities?

RRRRR
MORE
for studying
other themes
in this section

Matt-SG.indd   89Matt-SG.indd   89 10/31/2008   1:41:29 PM10/31/2008   1:41:29 PM



L E S S O N  1  9 0

C Several titles and names for Jesus are used in the introductory material.
Which one means the most to you? Why?

D What was the world’s political situation at the time of Jesus’ birth? What
longings did this create in God’s people? How did God address those longings?
What longings or desires does our world’s present situation create in you? Which
of God’s provisions meets your desires most?
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