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Learning outcomes:
Students should be able to demonstrate knowledge and understanding of, and critically evaluate:
• Jesus’ teaching on the Sabbath.
• Jesus’ teaching on the Kingdom of God.
• The significance of Jesus’ teaching in relation to contemporary Christian values. 

   TOPIC 3 – THE TEACHING OF JESUS
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The teaching of Jesus
The meaning and significance of Jesus’ teaching on the Sabbath
The Jewish authorities believed that the Sabbath was a special day of rest. The Jewish Sabbath takes place 
from Friday sunset until sunset on Saturday. The Hebrew Bible / Old Testament contains several passages 
which inform Jews that they should not do work of any kind on the Sabbath.

Genesis 2:2-3 By the seventh day God had finished the work he had been doing; so, on the 
seventh day he rested from all his work. Then God blessed the seventh day and 
made it holy, because on it he rested from all the work of creating that he had 
done.

Exodus 20:8-10 Remember the Sabbath day by keeping it holy. Six days you shall labour and do 
all your work, but the seventh day is a sabbath to the Lord your God. On it you shall 
not do any work, neither you, nor your son or daughter, nor your male or female 
servant, nor your animals, nor any foreigner residing in your towns.

Jeremiah 17:24 But if you are careful to obey me, declares the Lord, and bring no load through the 
gates of this city on the Sabbath, but keep the Sabbath day holy by not doing any 
work on it.

However, in the previous section Jesus the miracle worker, we considered how Jesus put human need before 
the strict Jewish Sabbath rules and healed people on the Sabbath day. Jesus’ teaching also made it clear to 
his followers that the Sabbath exists to help people, not burden them. Consider the account below.

JESUS’ ATTITUDE TO THE SABBATH (MARK 2:23-28)

• One Sabbath, Jesus and his disciples were walking through a cornfield and the disciples began to pick corn 
and eat it. The Pharisees were angry with their lack of respect for the Sabbath laws.

• However, Jesus referred to David, the great Jewish King. David and his men broke laws by eating the bread 
reserved for the priests when they were hungry. If David and his men could break the laws, why can’t 
Jesus’ disciples?

• The narrative ends with Jesus saying “The Sabbath was made for man, not man for the Sabbath. So, the 
Son of Man is Lord even of the Sabbath.” (Mark 2:27-28)

• Jesus wanted the Pharisees to understand that the Sabbath should not be an extra burden on people or 
make life more difficult for them. He also refers to his divine authority that allows him to change their 
Sabbath laws – Jesus is Lord of the Sabbath.

The meaning and significance of Jesus’ teaching on the Kingdom of God
Some Jewish people at the time of Jesus eagerly awaited a time when God would establish his Kingdom, a 
time when they would be free from Roman rule. 

Jesus’ idea of the Kingdom of God was different and his teaching doesn’t refer to a physical kingdom that 
could be pointed out on a map. Jesus’ teaching on the Kingdom of God refers to a society where God’s rules 
are followed and respected. Jesus taught that this Kingdom was not far away, and he wanted to prepare 
people for entry into the Kingdom of God. At the beginning of Mark’s Gospel, Jesus has just begun his 
mission in Galilee, and he proclaims “The Kingdom of God has come near. Repent and believe the Good 
News!” (Mark 1:15)

Jesus taught that to enter the Kingdom of God, people must behave in a certain way. Consider the following 
references from Mark’s Gospel:
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JESUS AND THE CHILDREN (MARK 10:13-16)

People were bringing little children to Jesus for him to place his hands 
on them, but the disciples rebuked them. When Jesus saw this, he was 
indignant. He said to them, “Let the little children come to me, and 
do not hinder them, for the kingdom of God belongs to such as these. 
Truly I tell you, anyone who will not receive the kingdom of God like 
a little child will never enter it.” And he took the children in his arms, 
placed his hands on them and blessed them.

• Children trust their parents and totally depend on them for survival. 
Likewise, to enter the Kingdom of God a person must display the same child-like qualities and show total 
trust and dependence on God.

• Some people believe that this account highlights the universal nature of the Kingdom of God. Everyone 
will be welcomed, even those who had no status or significance in Jewish society e.g. children, women, 
outcasts and Gentiles. 

ENTRY INTO THE KINGDOM (MARK 10:17-31)

In response to the request from the rich man about what he must 
do to inherit eternal life, Jesus replied that he must obey the 
commandments. The man had kept the commandments since he 
was a boy but that was not enough. Jesus demanded one more 
thing from him before he could enter the Kingdom of God:

“One thing you lack,” he said. “Go, sell everything you have and 
give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven. Then come, 
follow me.” (Mark 10:21)

The man went away sad because he couldn’t part with his wealth. The man’s wealth was a barrier to gaining 
entry to the Kingdom of God and he doesn’t have the child-like trust in God required for the Kingdom. Jesus 
then turned to his disciples and reinforced his point by saying “How hard it is to enter the kingdom of God! It 
is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for someone who is rich to enter the kingdom of 
God.” (Mark 10:24-25)

Many Christians today don’t take Jesus’ teaching literally and believe that Jesus has used hyperbole for 
emphasis or effect. However, Jesus’ message is still clear – God, not money, must be a person’s priority if 
they want to be part of God’s Kingdom. Jesus’ disciples have left everything for him and because they have 
sacrificed so much, they will be rewarded with “a hundred times” all they have left behind “and in the age to 
come eternal life.” (Mark 10:30)

THE GREATEST COMMAND (MARK 12:28-34)

A teacher of the law asked Jesus which of the commandments was 
the most important. Jesus’ response outlines two commandments 
– the command to love God and to love your neighbour:

The most important one, is this: ‘Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God, 
the Lord is one. Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with 
all your soul and with all your mind and with all your strength.’ 
The second is this: ‘Love your neighbour as yourself.’ There is no 
commandment greater than these.”

The teacher of the law agreed with Jesus and said that love of God and neighbour is more important than 
making sacrifices to God. Jesus responded: “You are not far from the Kingdom of God.” (Mark 10:34)
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The Parables of the Kingdom in Mark’s Gospel
In Chapter Four of his Gospel, Mark records how Jesus used 
several parables to teach about the Kingdom of God. Teaching 
using parables was very common at the time of Jesus as they 
were short stories and easily remembered. Parables are stories 
which make a comparison between two things. Jesus’ parables 
often use imagery from farming to teach about the Kingdom 
of God and therefore parables have been described as earthly 
stories with heavenly meanings. Parables forced people to think 
and try to work out for themselves the deeper meaning behind 
the teaching.

Consider the following parables and what they teach about the 
Kingdom of God:

THE PARABLE OF THE SOWER (MARK 4:1-20)

The Parable of the Sower is a unique type of parable called 
allegory. An allegory takes a much more detailed approach than 
ordinary parables and has more than one point of comparison 
within the story. The table below outlines the Parable of the 
Sower and the interpretation given by Jesus to his apostles.

Parable (Mark 4:3-8) Meaning (Mark 4:14-20)

A farmer went out to sow his seed. The farmer represents God, and the seed is his 
message.

Some fell along the path, and the birds came and 
ate it up.

Some people hear the word of God but it is 
immediately taken away by Satan (represented 
by the bird).

Some fell on rocky places, where it did not have 
much soil. It sprang up quickly because the soil 
was shallow. But when the sun came up, the 
plants were scorched, and they withered because 
they had no root.

Others hear the word and at once receive it with 
joy. But when trouble or persecution comes along 
they quickly give up their faith because it wasn’t 
deep enough.

Other seed fell among thorns, which grew up and 
choked the plants, so that they did not bear grain.

Some people hear the word of God but the worries 
of this world e.g. the desires for wealth and other 
things eventually become the priority in their 
lives.

Still other seed fell on good soil. It came up, grew, 
and produced a crop, some multiplying thirty, 
some sixty, some a hundred times.

Others hear the word, accept it and are dedicated 
to living life according to God’s message.

Many people understand this parable to be about the growth of the Kingdom of God. As the parable 
indicates, some people will never respond to the Good News and others will initially respond but give up. 
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However, there will always be those who do respond to Jesus’ message and because of these people, God’s 
Kingdom will continue to grow.

THE PARABLE OF THE LAMP ON A STAND (MARK 4:21-23)

He said to them, “Do you bring in a 
lamp to put it under a bowl or a bed? 
Instead, don’t you put it on its stand? 
For whatever is hidden is meant to be 
disclosed, and whatever is concealed is 
meant to be brought out into the open. 
If anyone has ears to hear, let them 
hear.”

This is a very brief parable and has 
one key point: those who want to be 
part of God’s Kingdom must not hide 
their faith. Jesus’ disciples must be a 
beacon of light to others through their 
teaching and how they live their lives. 
They should guide others towards the 
Kingdom of God.

THE PARABLE OF THE GROWING SEED 
(MARK 4:26-29)

He also said, “This is what the kingdom of God is like. A man scatters seed on the ground. Night and day, 
whether he sleeps or gets up, the seed sprouts and grows, though he does not know how. All by itself the soil 
produces grain – first the stalk, then the head, then the full kernel in the head. As soon as the grain is ripe, 
he puts the sickle to it, because the harvest has come.”

This is another parable with a very straightforward message – the Kingdom of God will grow and it is God, not 
humans who is in control of it’s growth. Followers of Jesus should spread the Good News. However, they must 
also trust God to bring about the Kingdom, in the same way that the farmer leaves the harvest to nature. 
Jesus’ followers may have been worried that there were no signs of God’s Kingdom in their lifetime so Jesus’ 
message that God’s reign will eventually come would have reassured them.

THE PARABLE OF THE MUSTARD SEED (MARK 4:30-32)

Again he said, “What shall we say the kingdom of God is like, 
or what parable shall we use to describe it? It is like a mustard 
seed, which is the smallest of all seeds on earth. Yet when 
planted, it grows and becomes the largest of all garden plants, 
with such big branches that the birds can perch in its shade.”

In this final parable from the fourth chapter of Mark’s Gospel, 
Jesus compares the Kingdom of God to a mustard seed. Both 
have small beginnings but over time experience great growth. 
The small seed could represent the Kingdom of God on Earth. 
However, like the seed, the Kingdom would eventually grow 
and spread across the world to include all of creation. The birds 
in this parable represent Gentiles so the Kingdom of God is 
universal in nature – all people will be welcome, not just the 
Jews. 
The significance of Jesus’ teaching for Christians 
today
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• Christians today value Sunday as a day of rest and for worshipping God. Many Christians attend Sunday 
worship and enjoy having time to relax and spend quality time with family and friends.

• Christians are inspired by Jesus’ teaching to love their neighbour and help the poor by donating money to 
charities and by volunteering to work for organisations fighting injustice.

• Jesus’ parables continue to inspire people today. Many Christians follow Jesus’ teaching outlined in 
the parable of the lamp and share their faith with others even when it involves putting their lives at risk 
because of persecution.

 
Is Jesus’ teaching still relevant?

Agree Disagree

Jesus’ teaching is the ‘Word of God’ and will 
always be relevant to Christians. There is nothing 
more important that the command to love God 
and neighbour.

This teaching is 2000 years old. Society has 
changed a lot in that time so Jesus’ teachings are 
out of date. They don’t deal with modern issues 
e.g. abortion.

If more people followed Jesus’ teaching society 
would be a better place. There would be less 
greed, people wouldn’t be as materialistic and 
there would be less poverty.

Jesus’ command to sell possessions and give to 
the poor is not practical or realistic. 

Jesus’ teaching on the Sabbath is very important. 
People do need a day of rest but should be able to 
carry out work that is necessary.

Society has become increasingly secular and 
some people today feel that they would be 
better off following the UDHR which deal with 
contemporary issues rather than outdated 
religious teaching.

TASKS
Answer the following questions:

1. Describe the conversation between Jesus and the rich man.

2. Explain why Jesus used a child as an example of faith?

3. Describe what happened to the seeds in the Parable of the Sower.

4. How did Jesus explain the meaning of the Parable of the Sower?

5. What can Christians today learn about the Kingdom of God from the parables you have studied?

6. “People should be prepared to give up everything for their faith.” Do you agree with this statement? Give 
reasons for your answer.

http://ccea.org.uk/biology/

