Questions, Getting to the Heart of the Matter
Tim Bartee
Matthew 16:13, 15  When Jesus came into the coasts of Caesarea Philippi, he asked his disciples, saying, Whom do men say that I the Son of man am? …. He saith unto them, But whom say ye that I am? 

Did you ever stop and look closely at the number of times and the circumstances in which Jesus asked questions?  Jesus, the Master Teacher, was the most effective communicator ever, and every word He spoke was measured with great precision.  Jesus often asked questions, not so much for the answer, but there was often an ulterior motive or a deeper point that He wanted to expose.  Jesus asked a variety of questions and for a variety of reasons, such as, to discover what the disciples knew, to test the disciples’ faith, to check the honesty of the listener, to reason with opponents in a debate and to silence His opponents who sought to discredit Him.


If you have ever taught a class, at any level, where you asked questions, received feedback that brought good discussion and you left at the end of the class feeling that everyone benefited, you know the fulfillment that comes with teaching.  But if you have ever been on the other side of the spectrum where you desired to involve the class by asking questions and either received no answer or no participation, you know the silence of failure that is so loud it drowns out your enthusiasm to ever teach again. 

No one was better at incorporating questions into the teaching experience than Jesus.  Notice the question Jesus asked in Matthew 16:13, Whom do men say that I the Son of man am?  Simple enough, right!  The question was straight forward; nothing tricky about it, just think of the things you have heard over the past months, put it all together and give a basic word for word answer or put it in your own words. No analyzing, just the facts that have been discussed previously.  This could be considered a “reporting question.” One purpose of the question was to make sure they have retained the knowledge they had received earlier.  The student has heard the question, processed the information and then communicated it back to the teacher.   Some students had the “Ask me! Ask me!” look, while others looked the other way praying that they would not be called upon. Involving the entire class in a comfortable way is the goal of every teacher. 

The reporting question is important because we can gauge if the students are listening and comprehending what is being taught.  Each student has there own attention level and by asking questions we help bring everyone up to the same point as much as possible.  It is best to ask direct questions to a specific individual instead of opening it up or asking, “Do you get what I’m saying.”  The fact that the student has the potential of being asked a question raises their attention level. Is it proper to stop and ask, “Does anyone have any questions?”  Often students may not understand the principle well enough to feel comfortable asking a question publicly or they may be embarrassed because they feel that everyone else is getting it and they are not.  Because of this, we need to consistently stop and ask questions that will cause the student to continue to be interested in the lesson.


Jesus could have started the “lesson” with His disciples in this Matthew 16 passage by teaching about what others are saying about Him and how they are misinformed and have come to the wrong conclusions.  Jesus chose not to do this, He chose to ask them a question that would activate their mind and cause them to investigate the matter for themselves.  Sometimes students sit passively in a class from start to finish listening to our lectures, but Jesus accomplished two things by asking this first question, He learned what they knew and involved them in the process.


I wonder if the disciples felt pretty good after answering Jesus’ question, knowing that they gave the correct answer.  Every student feels that way after answering a question; it builds their confidence and engages them into the lesson.  Even adults enjoy the feeling of getting the correct answer.  Therefore, when we ask a question make sure that it is relevant and that it would be easy to answer.  


The first question Jesus asked was setting the stage for the real question that He had planned to ask them.  That question laid the foundation and opened the door to the primary purpose He was teaching this lesson,   But whom say ye that I am?  The second question Jesus asked was a “penetrating question.”  This question required the students (disciples) to remember the answers to the previous question, analyze that information, check it against their own knowledge, and then dig into themselves to discover their own personal perspective and their own commitment.  Again, the first question prepared the heart and the mind of the student to be able to process their opinion, the opinion of others and to come to a conclusion.  

Peter gives the answer straightforward and with confidence, “Thou art the Christ the Son of the Living God.”  Do you see the smile on Jesus’ face as He affirmed that Peter had answered correctly? What is the difference between good teaching and great teaching?  Good teaching uses the first type of question, reporting questions but great teaching takes it to the next step and asks the penetrating question.  What is the ultimate goal of your teaching?  Is it putting information into someone’s mind or is it helping them to search their hearts and to become more committed followers of Jesus.  Sharing information is a necessity in any teaching lesson but that information is only a means to a greater purpose, and that purpose is to get the student to search his soul concerning the things of God.  What’s the best way to get them to do that? Answer: Ask penetrating questions.     
