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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 5 is 65 minutes long. If groups wish to break the episode into two parts, good stopping
points occur at the 43:05 or 32:15 marks. 

Episode 5: “Sitting, Serving, Scheming”
Our episode opens in a familiar location: the disciples are on the road, traveling. It is a

good reminder that Jesus spent a lot of his time in ministry walking from place to place.
Their traveling allows the writers to demonstrate for us what it would have been like to

actually do what Jesus taught his disciples. By Roman law, their legions could impress upon
anyone in the empire the burden of carrying their equipment for one mile. This was more than a
simple logistical solution: by forcing civilians to carry their gear, the Roman army reminded
everyone who was in charge and who was subjugated. Jesus takes the opportunity to show the
disciples a different way to live and to sow some seeds in the hearts of Roman soldiers as well.

We then come to a new location: Bethany, the home of Jesus’ friends, Lazarus, Mary, and
Martha. The story from Luke 10:38-42 is paired with Jesus’ parable of the vineyard owner
(Matthew 20:1-16). By including the disciples in the story, the demands on Martha’s hospitality
are highlighted. Watch for the interplay of the two passages on the themes of expectations, unfair
treatment of workers, and disproportionate rewards. Note also how Jesus compares serving him
and learning from him (praising both women, affirming the goodness of acts of hospitality, while
insisting on the supreme value of ingesting his teaching).

Throughout the episode, we are given glimpses into the inner workings, political
alliances, and maneuvering for positions and power among the Jewish religious leaders,
especially within the Great Sanhedrin (the supreme ruling council for the Jewish people). We
see, for instance: 

(a) The clash between Sadducees and Pharisees over which books were regarded as
sacred: Sadducees only recognized the Law of Moses, the Torah, while Pharisees acknowledged
the historical books, the prophetic books, and the psalms and wisdom literature.

(b) The disputes over certain beliefs: Sadducees denied a future resurrection or life after
death, the existence of the soul, and spirits; Pharisees affirmed them all.

(c) The dominating separation among the Pharisees between followers of Hillel (more
flexible on certain matters of the Law) and Shammai (more strict in his view of the Law).

(d) The inescapable web of political wrangling (jockeying for support of causes, gaining
influence and power through allegiances, bartering for favors, building a network of relationships
which can be leveraged later). It is tempting to suppose that the creators may be taking too much
from current political patterns in Western parliamentary/democratic governments and reading
that into the situation in the first century. But judging from the reports of historians recording
what went on in both the Roman Republic and Imperial Rome, I suspect that certain political
realities are timeless.



Some things to look for:
1. Joanna’s financial provision for the ministry (along with that of other women) is noted

in Luke 8:1-3.
2. The Roman legions were not only a peacekeeping and police force in the provinces.

They were a reminder of Roman domination and superiority. Humiliation of the subject peoples
was part of the job. Note how the Romans view the Jews, how they treat them and speak to them.
And note the responses of the Jews to the Romans, which are not at all surprising.

3. Two small scenes offer some foreshadowing of the future. (1) Jesus confides in his
mother, telling her of his concerns about the disciples’ inability to understand what he is saying
to them. (2) Jesus takes note of Lazarus trying to hide that he is in pain.

4. We briefly hear of some of Pontius Pilate’s more egregious actions which greatly
angered the Jews, and which brought him formal rebukes from Caesar. This leads some in the
Sanhedrin to attempt to use Pilate’s weakened position to their advantage. Historical sources
confirm some of Pilate’s failures in governance: Josephus, a Jewish historian, reports that Pilate
set up Roman standards (on which was the image of the emperor) in Jerusalem. Bringing idols
into the holy city antagonized the Jews, who fiercely and vigorously complained to the emperor.
He later appropriated funds from the Temple treasury to build an aqueduct, and violently
suppressed the subsequent protests by Jewish pilgrims. Both of these actions resulted in Pilate
being formally reprimanded by Caesar. (Antiquities of the Jews 18.55; 18:60; ca. 93 CE; Wars of
the Jews 2.169, 175; ca. 74-79 CE). Philo, another Jewish writer from the first century describes
Pilate as “by nature rigid and stubbornly harsh,” and, “of spiteful disposition and an exceeding
wrathful man.” He further references “the bribes, the acts of pride, the acts of violence, the
outrages, the case of spiteful treatment, the constant murders without trial, the ceaseless and most
grievous brutality” of which the Jews could accuse Pilate (See New Bible Dictionary, 939-40, for
more examples.) 

5. Judas’ misgivings and questions continue to grow. John 12:6 tells us that Judas, who
was responsible for the group’s finances, would regularly steal from the common purse they
used. The writers have suggested a way he might have become motivated to do so.

Some questions to consider:
1. Do you identify more with Mary or with Martha? How do you balance serving and

learning in your life?
2. Have you had opportunities in your life where you could choose to voluntarily do more

than you were forced to do (or can you imagine such opportunities)? Describe one or two. Were
you able to use the opportunity as a time to show God’s mercy or love to someone, or was it just
an endurance test or reluctant submission?

3. Do you find yourself thinking more about how following Jesus can help you in this life
than about how following Jesus can prepare you for life in the next world? What could flip that
for you?


