
THE DIFFICULT WORDS OF JESUS 
A  BE GINN ER ’S  GUID E  TO  HI S  MO S T P ER P LE XIN G TE A CH IN GS  

Session 1 Questions 
1. When you hear or read a Bible passage you find difficult, what do you tend to do? 

 

2. Amy-Jill Levine (“AJ”) suggests, “Since the name ‘Israel’ traditionally means ‘to wrestle with 

God’ we do well to wrestle with passages that confuse and disturb us … that have and can 

continue to harm.” How comfortable do you feel “wrestling” with the Bible, and why? 

 

3. According to AJ, “The Bible is less a book of answers than a book that helps us ask the right 

questions. Do you agree? Why or why not? 

 

4. “In no case,” writes AJ, “will we fully understand what a Scripture means.” How do you 

respond to her assertion? 

 

5. Is interpreting the Bible as an ancient text, shaped by beliefs and experiences often different from 

our own, at odds with reading it as God’s inspired and authoritative Word? Why or why not? 

Mark 10:17-31 
1. What does Mark tell us about the man who asks Jesus his question? What are your impressions 

of him? 

 

2. AJ notes the different Gospels describe the man in this story in different ways. Matthew calls him 

young (19:20-22). Luke says he is a “very rich” (18:23) “ruler” (18:18) – a person “with economic 

or political influence.” How, if at all, does your opinion of the man change based on the details 

you know about him? 

 

3. AJ cites several examples of how the title “teacher” for Jesus in Mark “tends to come with a 

sense of doubt or limitation,” and that for Mark’s Jesus, “the most important teaching” is the 

“doing.” She contrasts this picture of teaching-by-example in Mark with Matthew’s long teaching 

discourses, such as the Sermon on the Mount. How important is Jesus as “teacher” for you, and 

why? 

 

4. How do you react to the question the man asks Jesus? AJ finds the man’s question “selfish and 

perhaps morbid,” and notes, “Self-advocacy is a good thing, as long as we are careful in 

determining what we need, when, and for or from whom.” Which requests for ourselves do you 

think it is appropriate to bring before God or Jesus? Are there any that you think are 

inappropriate? Why? 

 



5. AJ wonders: “What would we ask Jesus, if we had the chance to pose a question?” 

 

6. “Following Torah,” writes AJ, “is not a checklist; it is a lifestyle … One does not ‘earn’ eternal 

life …” Instead, following God’s Law helps us make good choices about living. Why is it 

important that Christians reject, as Jesus did, the “checklist mischaracterization of God’s 

commandments? When, if ever, have you seen Christians adopt some other kind of “checklist” 

for “earning” eternal life? 

 

7. AJ points out that Jesus, in Mark’s story, replaces the commandment against “coveting” with a 

commandment against “defrauding”: “Covet is an attitude; defraud is an action.” Why do you 

think Jesus makes this shift in this situation? How do his words reflect God’s concern for people 

who are socially and economically vulnerable in such Scriptures as Leviticus 19:13 and 

Deuteronomy 24:14-15? 

 

8. How relevant is the commandment against fraud in society today? “One modern way of 

understanding that question,” suggests AJ, “is to ask, ‘Do we know where our privilege comes 

from?’” How would you respond regarding the source of whatever social and economic 

advantages you enjoy? 

 

9. AJ also notes Jesus, unusually, lists God’s commandment about honoring parents last, rather 

than first of the commandments about treating other people. What might explain Jesus’s choice? 

AJ says, “piling up wealth is not the best way of honoring one’s parents.” What are better ways, 

do you thin, of using wealth to honor our parents? 

 

10. Only in verse 21 “does Mark tell us that Jesus loved someone, and the object of this love is a man 

too attached to his money to commit to Jesus fully.” Why do you think Mark mentions Jesus’s 

love for this man? (In their versions of the story, Matthew and Luke do not.) What does Jesus’s 

response to this man teach us about the nature of love? 

 

11. “’Sell all you have’ cannot be an address for everyone,” writes of divesting.” As AJ points out in 

this chapter, not all Jesus’s earliest followers sold all they had. Why does Jesus tell this particular 

man to sell what he has and give the proceeds to people who are poor? How does the specificity 

of this instruction (e.g., “sell” vs. “give”; “give to the poor” rather than “give to God”) affect 

your response to it? 

 

12. Jesus does not say “trusting” wealth makes entering God’s kingdom hard, AJ points out, but 

“having” it (verse 23). Why is this so? What makes riches “the major block to the kingdom?” 

 

13. How do we know whether we are using our money for good or worshipping it as a god? How 

difficult can it be to discern the difference? 

 



Optional Questions 
These come from the “video discussion” section, so may not be in the book at all. 

1. Why does AJ say the rich man in Mark 10 also turns out to be poor? How does failing to do what 

Jesus asks impoverish us? 

 

2. AJ talks about how she wasn’t ready to give up her pink blanket when she went to kindergarten 

because it was her “support system” in much the same way this young man’s belongings are his. 

Have you ever had a “pink blanket”? What was it? When and how did you realize it was time to 

let it go? How did letting it go change you? 

 

3. AJ says each person who encounters God’s commandments must determine which are most 

difficult and important for them. Which commandments have you found most difficult and 

important, and why? 

 

4. To Torah and the gospel weren’t designed to make those who are rich feel comfortable, says AJ, 

but responsible: “to be generous, to be compassionate, and to be aware we need to take care of 

others because that’s what it means to be part of the family of God.” How “uncomfortable” does 

the gospel make you feel about your money and material possessions? Why? 

 

5. AJ speculates about what happens to the young man after his meeting with Jesus. If you were 

writing a “sequel” to this story, what would happen? How would it reflect ways in which your 

encounters with Jesus have (or have not) changed you? 

 


