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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 4 is nearly 66 minutes long. If groups wish to break the episode into two parts, the best
place is at the 34:15 mark, but another possibility is at the 26:40 mark. 

Episode 4: “Calm Before” 
After the shocking ending to the last episode, you may have been impatiently waiting for

this episode to see what comes next. (That’s usually a sign of a pretty effectively written
screenplay.) Our opening scenes, however, keep bringing heavy doses of irony to start us on the
next portion of this cinematic journey, which is, admittedly, a bit of a potpourri. 

First, we have a surprising reversal of fortunes for two characters. (One wonders if it will
be the last instance in this season–probably not.)

Second, we have a surprising non-reversal of fortunes, one that follows the last episode’s
tragic and unexpected death of a beloved character. A mournful funeral march to deliver
Ramah’s body to her family offers neither consolation nor satisfying resolution. Instead, there is
bitter recrimination, hateful accusations, and condemnation. Meanwhile, the disciples struggle
with the question on everyone’s mind: Why didn’t Jesus intervene to save Ramah or heal her
when she was dying? 

We also have a series of important, somewhat loosely connected stories and storylines.
The opening, for instance, quite dramatically and pointedly illustrates a statement that was
repeatedly made in the last episode: “I have not come to bring peace but a sword.” (Matthew
10:34).

In contrast to the death of Ramah, we have the story of the healing of the centurion’s son
(slave), which further confuses and angers the disciples (especially Thomas). Jesus, however,
points to the depth and the genuineness of Gaius’ faith, which contrasts with the lack of faith and
outright unbelief he has encountered among the Jewish leaders and some of the people (such as
Ramah’s father). You can find the story in the gospels in Matthew 8:5-13 and Luke 7:1-10.

Another key development is the culmination of the request of John and Big James to be
given pre-eminent status in Jesus’ kingdom. Their desire for outward honor starkly contrasts with
Jesus’ character and his mission. Their lack of understanding points to the bigger problem that all
of the disciples have–they expect a very different kind of Messiah than Jesus is offering to them.
And the bitter irony in Jesus’ response to their request to be seated at his right and left hand
provides a crucial bit of foreshadowing, which Jesus will attempt to communicate to his
followers as he describes what must happen to him (“You don’t know what you are asking. Can
you drink the cup I drink or be baptized with the baptism I am baptized with?”). Read the
account in Mark 10:35-45, or the parallel passage in Matthew 20:20-28 to see this in its context
in the gospels.

Some things to look for:



1. Roman law was extremely focused on justice. Roman military commanders and
governing officials had great authority, but it was not limitless. They were held accountable to
the law and to Caesar for violations of the law and punished severely if the infractions were
serious. Often, the severity of the punishment did not involve beatings or imprisonment–such
was possible, though if the ruler was a Roman citizen, he was exempt from crucifixion. But the
primary punishment was public humiliation, something that was devastating to a person’s social
status in an honor-shame society. The offending magistrate would be publicly denounced, his
crime announced, and he would be publicly shamed by stripping him of his rank, privileges, and
position, along with a substantial fine and/or reduction in income. The things that had brought
him promotion, honor, access to power, and wealth were removed, and he was discarded,
assigned to a lowly position at a miserable station somewhere far from his home and from Rome.
The loss was incalculable for someone who had spent his entire life building up his reputation
(and his wealth) in order to secure the favor of the emperor. The punishment of Quintus thus
offers us a glimpse into not only the workings of Roman law and military command, but into the
honor-shame culture which infused the law and the administrative institutions with the
assumptions that controlled everyone’s actions and expectations.

2. The description of the process of pressing olives to produce oil offers a timely and
interesting lesson for us to consider as we watch this season. Weights are placed on a pole which
is attached to the press. Increasing the weights compresses the olives within the press until they
are completely crushed. Only then do they produce the holy oil that may be dedicated to the Lord. 

Some questions to consider:
1. Jesus’ answer to the questions and accusations for not healing Ramah seems trite at

first. But it hides a deep wisdom that informs our faith if we choose to trust in God: “This is the
way of all things on earth . . . for now.” Does his answer give you hope? Or does it feel like he
has sidestepped the question and ignored your pain?

2. When Jesus commended Gaius for his faith in front of the disciples, was he just
making note of this for their benefit? Was he trying to stop the leaking faith of some of his
closest followers? Or was he doing something else?

3. As you think about the parable of the olive press or the lesson it offers us, have you
experienced crushing times that the Lord was using to produce something holy in you? Were you
aware of what was happening at the time or did you only realize it later?

4. When Peter suggests that Thomas consider taking a short time away, Thomas says, “I
just can’t. It’s too painful for me to be here, and yet, there’s nowhere else I’d rather be.” What
does this say about Thomas’ faith? Have you ever felt similar feelings? What did you do?

5. Do you see the irony in Jesus’ response to John and Big James, who wanted to be on
his right and left hands when he came into his kingdom? Do you suppose they saw it at the time
or only later? 


