Notes for “The Chosen” series (Season 4) small groups
Pastor Barry Foster

The following notes offer some background information, brief explanations related to Scriptural
content and context, and suggestions for things to look for when viewing the episode. One
practical note: you may find that it is easier to understand what is being said if the captions are
turned on when viewing the show.

Episode 1 is 56 minutes long. If groups wish to break the episode into two parts, good stopping
points occur at the 21:52 or 25:07 marks.

Episode 1: “Promises”

Season 4 opens with a flashback to an earlier time—not to the Old Testament, but to
events covered in the first chapter of Luke’s gospel. We see Mary, visiting her relative Elizabeth
after having been visited by the messenger from God. There, she learns about Elizabeth’s
miraculous conception, which leads us to the birth of John the Baptizer.

The flashback brings John back into the focus of the story and prepares us for the event
which will set the tone for much of this season: Herod’s dinner, featuring Salome’s dancing,
ending with John’s execution. Several episodes will explore how his death profoundly impacts
the disciples and Jesus.

A second significant development involves Ramah’s return to the disciples, now with a
chance for she and Thomas to discuss the possibility of marriage. She has discovered an
intriguing option involving a special loophole for those with extenuating circumstances that is
recognized by the rabbis. (If you want to learn more about this rabbinical determination, see the
discussion at https://jwa.org/encyclopedia/article/marriage.) The mention of this loophole allows
the creators to bring in an interesting bit about Jewish marriage customs (and tease the audience
with some dramatic tension!) as well as to point out the way in which rabbinic legal reasoning
could get very convoluted. The legal point of the loophole appears to be based on genuine
rabbinic sources, though in the first century, the possibility that a woman could have discovered
this through her own efforts is hardly credible. Putting Ramah in this position, however, does
allow the show to continue to emphasize the role of women among Jesus’ disciples, something
that is helpful to remember.

This is a good reminder that “The Chosen” purposely attempts to bridge the gap between
the first century and our own. This episode, for instance, highlights several of the women of the
show (especially Ramah, Tamar, and Joanna, with the addition of two new characters, Herodias
and Salome). Focusing on the women, their interaction with one another, and their roles in the
developing story, allows the creators to write in a way that meets the expectations of
contemporary audiences for dramatic productions while keeping the story anchored in the
historical world of the first century.

One of the challenges for bridging that gap in this episode relates to Salome and her
dance. We get a glimpse of the life of dancers in our world today, imaginatively transported back
in time to a different culture. Don’t get hung up on the anachronisms, but allow your mind to
wonder a bit over a scene from the gospels that leaves a great many details to the imagination
(Mark 6:17-28). I’ll add this as well: “The Chosen” is probably more modest in their presentation
of Salome’s dance than what was the case in the actual event.




Another key development with some great spiritual lessons occurs in a conversation
between ‘Z’ and Judas. They discuss the differences between their old and new lives, having to
learn in new ways, letting go of things that no longer fit with Jesus. ‘Z’ points out that Jesus is an
unusual teacher, with different methods and goals. We also get a wonderful new parable
involving laundry—not actually in the Bible, but quite biblical in its understanding—that is worth
pondering (including some possible parallels with baptism).

Some things to look for:

1. Jesus’ response to John’s death was to tear his outer garment and to put ashes and dirt
on his head. This was a ritual sign of mourning that helped a person to express their sorrow
personally and publicly. Doing so signaled to others that a close friend, relative, or someone
important in your community had died and that you were in mourning. Others then knew how to
respond to you in culturally appropriate ways.

2. “Sitting shiva” was a customary ritual of mourning for Jews, one that is still carried out
today, though the customs have changed somewhat over the centuries. For seven days after the
person died, friends and family would come to the home of the family of the deceased to mourn
with them. Immediately after death, the body would be prepared for burial and transported to the
family tomb (or simply placed in a grave). During the week of mourning, family and guests
would gather in the home to grieve together, with occasional visits to the tomb to mourn
publicly. If possible, the mourners would remain in the home together for the entire week, though
some might only come during daylight hours. For an explanation of the modern practice, see
https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/shiva-customs/.

3. Zebedee prepares oil to be used for anointing in various prescribed rituals. The formula
for the oil is precisely measured; see the reference in Exodus 30:23-25. Note the assumption that
oil that is produced in a place that is closer to the Temple is deemed to be holier that oil that is
produced farther away. This is related to the principle built into the structure of the Temple that
holiness increases as one moves from outside the Temple into the inner courts of the Temple and
finally into the innermost room, the Holy of Holies.

Some questions to consider:

1. John’s death could easily be viewed as a tragedy or as an outrageous act of injustice;
both views could be justified and neither view is unwarranted or incorrect. (We see both in the
responses of the disciples). But Jesus frames his death in a different way: John fulfilled his
purpose. Although we cannot say that every person who dies fulfilled his or her purpose from
God, how does Jesus’ response help us when we view tragic or unjust events that result in
suffering or death?

2. At one point in the episode, Tamar is prevented from entering a house with the other
disciples. No explanation is given, but presumably it is because she is a Gentile. But are there
other considerations? Is it because she is a female, or because she is Egyptian (i.e., black)? Are
all three in mind? Something else? What does this action say about Jewish society in the first
century? What does it say to us today?

3. How is Judas portrayed in this episode? What drives him? What is he looking for?
What is hindering him as he attempts to follow Jesus?



