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 7 is 73 minutes long. It is difficult to break this episode up into two parts, but if groups
wish to do so, a possible stopping point occurs at the 46:58 mark (after Mary looks at Lazarus’
empty tomb).

Episode 7: “The Last Sign”

This episode is especially rich, with many points and ideas that could stimulate a lot of
discussion. The main Scriptural reference point is the story of Lazarus being raised from the
dead. John 11:1-16 covers the part that was included in the previous episode and carried over
into this episode. John 11:17-46 relates to the events of this episode.

We begin with another historical shift-but this time, it is to a point years in the future.
Persecution has made it necessary for the apostles and other Christians to be secretive, living in
hiding. There is a reference to the martyrdom of one of the Twelve (and allusions to others).
Legends about the deaths of the Twelve appear very early in church tradition. While those
traditions are not certain or completely reliable (there are some variations in some of the stories),
their age lends some credibility to the reports. At the very least, some of the details, such as the
location of Thomas’ death in India or the manner and place of Peter’s death, are likely to be true.

The theme that has been woven into each of the episodes this season comes directly to the
forefront in this one: Why are some healed and some not? The story explores both the question
itself and the emotional pain and the physical suffering of the characters who are asking the
question. Why doesn’t Jesus heal someone, especially someone who is one of his followers? Is
he showing favoritism when he heals one and not another? Does he only heal when it suits him
or when he wants to draw attention to himself?

A very significant aspect of this episode is the depiction of Jesus’ emotions. His
emotional pain is intense, deep, and filled with foreboding. Anguish and sadness run side by side
with determination and concern for others. (See Luke 9:51.)

Another key theme lies mostly in the background until near the end of the episode, though
it is clearly in the minds of the disciples: the plot to kill Jesus. The religious leaders in Jerusalem
clearly reject and hate Jesus, who is a threat to their status, authority, and power.

The character of Judas continues to move into a place of prominence. Although he is
sincerely excited about Jesus being the Messiah, his expectations and questions show that he
misunderstands the moment and situation, what is going on, and why Jesus is doing what he is
doing. To be fair, he is probably not alone on this point. He puts into words what many, if not all,
of them are feeling: what they are going through doesn’t really feel like glory. But the others
remain resolute in trusting Jesus when they don’t understand. We’re left to wonder if Judas is
doing the same.

One final note about Mary Magdalene. This episode presents Mary as composing a song
or poem which includes both her experience of coming out of darkness into light when she met




Jesus and when he suffered and then was raised from the dead. This should not be taken as
affirming the merit of a second-century Gnostic writing ascribed to Mary Magdalene (the so-
called “Gospel of Mary”), nor as giving legitimacy to the many legends that sprung up about
Mary. Rather, her poem is a creative vehicle for the writers to develop the themes and ideas on
which this episode focuses: light and dark, life and death, death and resurrection, salvation, pain
and suffering.

Some things to look for:

1. We have a lot of foreshadowing in this episode—hints at what will come later in the
episode, in the season finale, in future seasons, or just in the story of the gospel and the early
years of the church. Look for hints related to Mary Magdalene’s experience at the empty tomb,
Judas’ status as one of Jesus’ sheep, Thomas’ unbelief, and Jesus’ appearance to Thomas after
his resurrection. You might find others as well.

2. Note the references in the first scenes by Matthew and Mary Magdalene to Paul, the
church at Colossae, and Nympha (see Colossians 4:15). This is a good reminder that
communication among the early churches was something that was a priority for the apostles and
leaders of the church. Their interaction with one another and personal knowledge of individuals
in other Christian communities was far more extensive than we often realize. This strongly
supports the argument that the apostles concerned themselves with overseeing the consistency of
the churches’ doctrinal teaching and maintaining a coherent gospel message to which all of the
churches had access.

3. Look for some key Scriptural connections: Little James references Psalm 13; there are
several references to Isaiah 53, especially to verses 3-6.

4. “Lower Egypt” (mentioned as the place of the death of Little James) is the northern
portion of Egypt, especially along the Nile River, where there were many towns and large cities.

5. Matthew mentions that parchment was expensive. Only the rich could afford to possess
books or scrolls. (The Jewish community shared in the ownership of the scrolls of the Scripture
that were kept in the synagogue.) Reading books was normally done aloud, and often, to a group
gathered to hear it as a form of entertainment at a dinner or other gathering. The fact that the
church spread the gospel by writing it down, copying and translating it into other languages, and
distributing it as widely as possible, points to the high value they had for the written word of
God.

Some questions to consider:

1. “Jesus wept.” (John 11:35) is the shortest verse in the New Testament—and yet quite
powerful. Many have wondered why Jesus cried, and why John makes a point of noting it in his
gospel. The episode suggests several possibilities, which may not be mutually exclusive. Some of
those are: empathy for those who are grieving; sorrow for the suffering of Lazarus and his family;
grieving over those who misunderstand him and their lack of faith; grieving for the pain that his
followers will suffer, both that which is coming soon and that which will come for them later;
grieving for all that has happened to humankind through sin. Why do you suppose he wept?

2. How does the gospel hold together “the bitter” and “the sweet”?

3. If you were going to write a poem or a song or a story about your salvation experience,
what would some of the key thoughts or ideas or expressions be?



