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Seek First the Kingdom 

The Kingdom of Heaven in the Gospel of Matthew 

 
Session One: Ash Wednesday 
 
Introduction to the Study   
 
Opening Prayer 

Grant us, Lord, not to be anxious about earthly things, but to love things heavenly; 
and even now, while we are placed among things that are passing away, to hold 
fast to those that shall endure; through Jesus Christ our Lord, who lives and reigns 
with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, for ever and ever. Amen. (Collect for Proper 
20, Book of Common Prayer, p. 234). 

 
Introduction to the Study 

This biblical study is planned for the period of Ash Wednesday through Easter 
Week 2017, though it could be used at any time as an eight-week series. The eight 
sessions are appropriate for either a small-group study, a congregational study, or 
for a person using the series at home. The questions for reflection can be used either 
as a guide for group reflection or as prompts for meditation or journaling for a 
person doing the study at home. 
 
One of the main purposes of the Gospel of Matthew is to serve as a guide for 
Christians in living fearlessly into the ways of Jesus Christ. The Kingdom of Heaven 
(Matthew’s characteristic way of speaking of the Kingdom of God) is the vision that 
anchors this teaching. Lent is a perfect season for aligning our lives with the 
purposes of the Kingdom of Heaven, as we prepare our hearts to receive the 
mystery of Resurrection at Easter. 

 
Introduction to Today’s Study  
 
If you were going to perform the Gospel of Matthew as a stage-play, you would need 
some very clever carpenters to create a three-tiered stage. 

 The middle layer would show the earth as we know it, populated in the setting 
of Matthew, with disciples and beggars, Sadducees and tax collectors, governors 
and lepers. There you would see the Sea of Galilee, small villages, Bethlehem, 
Jerusalem and the Temple Mount. 
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 Below this would be the place of the unfaithful dead, a dark place of regret and 
remorse. 

 And up above would be the realm of God, a place of light, peace, and loving 
relationship. 

 
In ordinary life, all that we see is the middle stage, the dramatic place where the 
creation unfolds over time. 

 One of the main purposes of the Gospel is to open up the other two invisible 
dimensions of human life, so that we can gain access to wisdom concerning the 
purposes of life, purposes that lie hidden in the mind and heart of God. 

 One of the most difficult aspects of the Gospel of Matthew is that it opens up the 
bottom tier (in Hebrew, called sheol), the place where a negative divine judgment 
results in pain and regret. The point of that lower stage is to help people see and 
feel the urgency of choosing to live by the reign of God in this very moment, 
without hesitation, among the commitments, people, and things of this world 
(the middle tier).  

 
This study begins on Ash Wednesday, a day for opening up our vision of life to include 
all of its dimensions, both material and spiritual. All of the Lenten season offers us the 
chance to live in this expanded view, to cultivate seeing not only with our eyes, but also 
with insight and wisdom. 
 
Historical Context of the Gospel of Matthew. While Matthew is compiled from earlier oral 
accounts, written sources, and experiences unique to Matthew’s church, scholars are 
mainly in agreement that the Gospel achieved the form we have it at some point 
between 80 and 90 CE (or AD), or about fifty to sixty years after the Crucifixion and 
Resurrection of Jesus Christ. It is thought that this church had witnessed and been 
scarred by the destruction of Jerusalem by Rome during the Jewish War of 66-70 CE 
(AD), and had fled to northern Galilee or southern Syria. To imagine what they had 
been through, you might call to mind the images of pulverized cities in Syria today, and 
the desperate flight of refugees for safety. Rome’s tactic in the destruction of Jerusalem 
was to obliterate the Jewish people, among whom were the early followers of Jesus. 
 
One of the remarkable characteristics of Matthew’s community is that they maintained 
Torah observance later in the first century than Paul’s churches or those of Mark or 
Luke, and they sustained the hope that they could convince the mainstream Jewish 
culture to accept Jesus and his teachings as authoritative. Their debates and outright 
hostility with the local synagogues in northern Galilee are evidenced in some of the 
harsh language in this Gospel in relation to Jewish leaders whom they had failed to 
convince. 
 
The Kingdom of Heaven. Under harsh Roman rule, both during the lifetime of Jesus and 
continuing later, when the Gospels were being written, the Jewish people developed the 
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sense that a great divide had opened up between God’s purposes and the purposes of 
those in power around them. 

 The purpose of an empire is to reap a financial harvest from its client states. 

 In the case of Palestine, Rome ruled by using the local elites (government leaders, 
literate professionals and wealthy landowners) to carry out the system of 
“harvesting” the wealth of Palestine to send back to Rome. 

No doubt, the Jewish people felt far from the purposes of God, far from the justice and 
righteousness of God, and powerless to do anything about it. 
 
But Jesus’ followers felt that in him they saw with their own eyes and touched with 
their own hands the living embodiment of God’s purposes for humankind. Jesus 
embodied God’s justice and righteousness. In Jesus, they saw what the rule of God 
would look like, a kind of living Torah. 
 

 
The Kingdom of Heaven (Matthew’s characteristic way of speaking of the 
Kingdom of God) is like a kind of blueprint of God’s intentions for the creation, 
and especially for the role of human beings in the well-being of the creation. 
 

 
 

 When Jesus speaks of the Kingdom of Heaven, he is opening a window into that 
world above this one in our stage-play. 

 Where Rome had forged a separation between the purposes of God and their way 
of ruling, Jesus makes the moral standards of the Kingdom of Heaven clear, and 
brings the Kingdom of Heaven near by embodying it, so that God’s purposes 
may be known and lived by ordinary human beings. 

 
Human beings do not create the Kingdom of Heaven. We do not help to bring it 
close. But God’s invitation to enter the Kingdom is as near as our breath, moment by 
moment. The purpose of this study is to help us see how to answer that invitation, 
how to be one of the places where the Kingdom has a chance to flow into our world, 
for the flourishing of all. 
 

 
Passages for Study 

 
[The background of this passage is that Jesus has been born in Bethlehem, and 
the family has fled to Egypt in order to escape the murder of young children that 
Herod the Great had ordered out of fear of the prophecy of the wise men, that 
one of these young children was God’s Messiah…] 
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When Herod died, an angel of the Lord suddenly appeared in a dream to Joseph in Egypt 
and said, “Get up, take the child and his mother, and go to the land of Israel, for those 
who were seeking the child’s life are dead.” Then Joseph got up, took the child and his 
mother, and went to the land of Israel. But when he heard that Archelaus was ruling over 
Judea in place of his father Herod, he was afraid to go there. And after being warned in a 
dream, he went away to the district of Galilee. There he made his home in a town called 
Nazareth, so that what had been spoken through the prophets might be fulfilled, “He will 
be called a Nazorean.” 
 
In those days John the Baptist appeared in the wilderness of Judea, proclaiming, “Repent, 
for the kingdom of heaven has come near.” (Matthew 2:19-3:2) 
 
Brief Comments on the Passage. When Matthew says, “In those days John the 
Baptist appeared,” he is referring to the same historical situation he has just 
described (the rule of Archelaus in Judea and Herod Antipas in Galilee), which 
extended into the ministry of Jesus as a young adult. It is in this political context 
that John the Baptist proclaims a completely different rule, the rule of God. 
 
After his baptism by John, Jesus is led by the Spirit into the wilderness [see the 
passage below], where he is tempted by the devil. The third temptation the devil 
puts before him involves the chance to rule over “all the kingdoms of the world,” 
if Jesus will only fall down and worship the devil. It may be that the people 
around Jesus considered the government of Herod Antipas and others to be in 
service to the devil (in contrast to ruling in service to God). But Jesus refuses to 
be bought off by riches or power or security. 
 
Again, the devil took him to a very high mountain and showed him all the kingdoms of 
the world and their splendor; and he said to him, “All these I will give you, if you will fall 
down and worship me.” Jesus said to him, “Away with you, Satan! For it is written, 
 ‘Worship the Lord your God, 
  and serve only him.’” 
Then the devil left him, and suddenly angels came and waited on him. (Matthew 4:8-11). 

 
Do not be misled by the fairy-tale quality of the three temptations—this passage 
is highly sophisticated in its portrayal of the spiritual dimensions of worldly 
power. In Jesus’ day as in ours, people are easily co-opted by appeals to our 
physical well-being, safety, and power. It is hard for a hungry person not to do 
whatever it takes to have food, or for a person in danger not to reach for safety, 
no matter who we have to bargain with to get these things. This is where the 
reality of the top-tier of the stage is so important. God’s rule is real. Are we 
willing to stake our lives on it? To live by its laws rather than those of the world 
around us? 
 



 5 

Now when Jesus heard that John had been arrested, he withdrew to Galilee. He left 
Nazareth and made his home in Capernaum by the sea…. From that time Jesus began to 
proclaim, “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven has come near.” (Matthew 4:12-13, 17). 
 
After the arrest and imprisonment of John the Baptist by Herod Antipas, Jesus 
picks up John’s provocative proclamation of the rule of God. In doing so, he 
shows that nothing earthly will keep him from the mission of making clear that 
the Kingdom is right here, a threat to Rome and consolation to all who are 
willing to live in right relationship with God and their neighbor. 
 

So what have we learned so far about the Kingdom of Heaven? 

 While the Kingdom has its origins with God in heaven, it is intended for the 
earth. 

 The Kingdom is a social reality. The Kingdom of Heaven is “God’s blueprint” for 
the earth, for how the creation may flourish when human beings and every other 
element of the creation are living in right relationship with God and one another. 

 The Kingdom is near, and the Kingdom is now. 

 As we try to live in such a way that we answer the invitation to enter into the 
Kingdom of Heaven, we may be tested by the lure of earthly power, security, 
and material well-being. But these things cannot actually deliver on their 
promises, because our true well-being lies in the purposes for which we were 
made by God. 
 

 
 
For Conversation and Reflection 
 
If you are participating with others in this study, the most important thing to do in the 
first session is get to know one another a little bit. The following questions may help 
you do that: 
 

1. What do you hope for from this study? Are there any ways in which you hope to 
be changed by engaging the scriptures in this way? 
 

2. When did you first hear about the Kingdom of Heaven, and what did you think 
it was? Has your understanding changed over time? 

 
3. What similarities and differences do you see between the historical context of 

Jesus and ours? Between the social status of Jesus and yours? 
 

4. Can you tell a story about a recent time (preferably in the last week) when you 
encountered the Kingdom in its social dimension, a time when there was a 
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surprising movement of reconciliation or self-giving for the good of someone 
else? 

 
5. Look back at the opening prayer. The prayer seems to assume that we are easily 

distracted by things that are merely passing. What are some of those things? 
What are the things that endure? Do you have any habits or practices that help 
you stay focused on the things that endure? 

 
6. During the next week look for instances when the Kingdom of Heaven is near, 

not merely in the beauty of the creation, but in a human interaction. What does it 
take to notice such things? What is the ongoing effect of what you encountered, 
on your life going forward? 
 
 

 


