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W
hat is a role model? A role
model is a person who in-
fluences, inspires, and mo-
tivates us—someone who
lives a life others admire.

Adults may give little thought to having
role models, but many have mentors—in-
dividuals whom they trust to guide them
forward. Usually, we think of children and
young people as those who need adult role
models. However, if we examine those who influence us most
and why, we will realize that they are people who stimulate
our thinking and provide us with important life lessons. A
well-known proverb says: “You are what you eat.” A variation
of this saying might be to state: “We are disciples of what [or
whom] we pay attention to.”1

Several teachers have shaped my think-
ing and deeply influenced my approach not
only to teaching and academia, but also to
life. While these individuals made a differ-
ence, my utmost role model is Jesus Christ,
the teacher par excellence.

Jesus as a Teacher
In the New Testament, the concept of

Jesus as a Savior is more prominent than His
portrait as a teacher. This fact, however, does not suggest that
the significance of the “teaching Jesus” is marginalized, and
this is reflected in an analysis of titles applied to Jesus. The most
frequent title used is “Lord” (kurios), applied to Him 83 times,
but the second most frequent is “teacher” (didaskalos or rabbi),
represented 56 times.2
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According to the research by Pheme Perkins, ancient liter-
ature mentions four types of teachers during Jesus’ time who
had adult followers: (1) philosophers; (2) sages; (3) inter-
preters of the Jewish law; and (4) prophets. He points out that
elements of Jesus’ teaching reflect features from all four of
these categories.3 While in recent decades gospel studies have
devoted significant attention to comparing Jesus with Cynic
teachers and charismatic itinerant preaching figures, the dif-
ferences are stronger than the similarities.4 The category of
teachers that comes closest to the picture of Jesus presented
in the Gospels is that of the Jewish rabbis. However, in spite
of a number of similarities with first-century rabbis, the dif-
ferences are so fundamental that Jesus could rightly be con-
sidered radically different in His teaching style and content.5

His unique contribution and far-reaching impact qualify Him
as the teacher par excellence.

Matthew’s Teaching Jesus
In the rest of this article, we will focus on Matthew’s por-

trait of Jesus as a teacher. This, more than the other canonical
Gospels, can be considered a teaching Gospel. In the early
church, it was the most beloved and the most quoted of the
four books.6 In Matthew, we find the most complete and sys-
tematic account of the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus.
As noted by Paul Minear, “The author of this Gospel was a
teacher who designated his work to be of maximum help to
teachers in Christian congregations.”7

The teaching character of Matthew’s Jesus surfaces in at
least two vital features:

1. The structure of the Gospel. The Book of Matthew is
shaped by a pattern of alternating discourses and narratives.
It presents five of Jesus’ major sermons—all focusing on the
central theme of His teaching and preaching: the kingdom of
God (chapters 5 to 7, 10, 13, 18, 24 to 25).8 Some have seen
in these five discourses parallels to the five books of Moses,
which are here delivered by the New Moses.9 The number of
instructional lessons is high in comparison to the other syn-
optic Gospels. 

2. The progression of educational formation. In the overall
flow of Matthew’s Gospel, we notice the following stages:
Jesus calls disciples; teaches them; sends them out in the field
to practice for some time, then teaches them again; they find
themselves in situations in which they are tested; and finally,
at the end of the Gospel, Jesus sends them out to continue
His teaching ministry.10

Lessons for Teachers
I would like to propose five distinctive lessons from Jesus’

practice and ministry of teaching that can be gleaned from His
sermons recorded in Matthew. While this is not a comprehen-
sive study of Jesus’ teaching methods, it reflects general les-
sons that surface in the study of Matthew’s instructional ma-
terials.11 These lessons are not limited only to the Book of
Matthew; some of them surface in the other Gospels as well. 

1. Jesus met people where they were; He was constantly
attuned to the life experiences of those around Him. As He
taught, Jesus did not begin with a systematic set of teachings

that were discussed in a certain time-frame. He did not have a
well-prepared syllabus from which every item had to be cov-
ered. Jesus was oriented toward the context in which people
lived: He began with the questions and life situations of His
audience. He capitalized on the well-known scenes and expe-
riences of His contemporaries. Such an approach gave His
teaching freshness and newness, making it different from the
teaching of the trained scholars of His time. One of the best il-
lustrations of this principle can be found in the Sermon on the
Mount (Matthew 5-7), which is considered one of the greatest
sermons in human history.12 The application of the principle,
however, surpasses this discourse, as is evident from the com-
ment of Alban Goodier: “He speaks of their everyday joys and
sorrows, the salt of their everyday meal; the village perched
up there on the hill above and the candlesticks in the win-
dows; their daily conversation with its oaths and loose lan-
guage; their household quarrels; the local thief; the local bor-
rower of money; the sun now beating down upon them, the
rain which had but recently ceased; the rust and moth which
were a constant trouble; their dogs, their fish, their eggs. . . .
He has said what he said in the language of their lives.”13

Since Jesus spoke to people in their language, in their sit-
uation, and considered their problems, it is no wonder that
the common people were attracted to Him. His approach was
a message itself that authentic religion is not only for the priv-
ileged or sophisticated, but should be understandable and
available for ordinary people, who in His time were despised
by the scribes as unable to comprehend really important and
complex issues. Jesus had an amazing capacity to explain the
most profound truths and issues in the language understood
by ordinary people. He normally avoided difficult, philosoph-
ical terminology and put His finger on the central issues chal-
lenging His audience. It was not only the content of His teach-
ing that attracted a crowd, but even more His personality, as
He accepted the people, loved them, and believed in them.14

2. Instead of abstract training, Jesus provided education
for life. He taught people how to think and how to live. His
education shaped the core values of His audience. It was an
“invitation to human intelligence and freedom,”15 and a call to
action! Matthew’s Gospel shows Jesus summing up religion in
this powerful and positive statement: “‘In everything do to oth-
ers as you would have them do to you; for this is the law and
the prophets’” (Matthew 7:12, NRSV).16 Jesus helped people to
see life with God’s eyes and cast a radical vision of reality: 

• In the Sermon on Mount (chapters 5-7), He redefined the
idea of happiness, suggesting that the happy person is the one
who is considered happy by God, not by the Romans or by
the local authorities. The eight macarisms (“‘Blessed are the
. . .’”) at the beginning of the sermon cast light on happiness
from the perspective of Jesus (the meaning of Greek makarios
is not only “blessed” but also “happy”): happy are those who
see their need and turn to God, and who demonstrate quali-
ties reflecting God’s character as meekness, mercy, purity, etc.
(Matthew 5:3-12).

• In the Missionary Sermon (chapter 10), He pointed out
His disciples’ responsibility for transmitting the values and
ideals of the kingdom so that people within their sphere of
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influence could be transformed and, as
a result, the world would become a bet-
ter place.

• In His Apocalyptic Sermon (chap-
ters 24 and 25), He called attention to
the history of the world heading toward
a purposeful end, making it necessary
to use wisely the God-given opportuni-
ties and live in light of the coming of
the parousia. 

3. Jesus fostered person-centered ed-
ucation, inspiring people to grow and
become better versions of themselves.
He was more concerned with the kind of
person one should be than with the
things one should possess. He believed
in people, saw potential in them, and
gave them sound directions they could
use to rebuild their lives. Jesus offered
people hope that their lives could be dif-
ferent; and this hope, along with the
sense of acceptance, gave them courage
to think and change.

Today, we live in an age of instant
learning in which information is eas-
ily accessible to students; therefore,
teachers are not necessary for trans-
mitting cognitive data. However, the
“students are searching for more
than a professional competence from
their teachers.”17 They are seeking to
discover what is real and also receive motivation and en-
couragement to enter boldly into unknown areas (at least
for them) by questioning. Parker Palmer rightly notes: “A
teacher, not some theory, is the living link in this episte-
mological chain. The way a teacher plays the mediator
role conveys both an epistemology and an ethic to the
student, both an approach to knowing and an approach
to living.”18

Reading the Gospels leads us to the conclusion that Jesus
was concerned with how to think, not just what to think. This
was unique to His approach in comparison with the teachers
of His time. His interactions with ordinary people inspired and
encouraged them to start thinking for themselves and making
their own decisions. That meant daring to question common
assumptions, examining the thinking behind the rules, and
forming an opinion regarding their relative importance. He
often inspired thinking by using parables and by introducing
questions that compelled His audience to actively participate.19

In the Gospel of Matthew, He raised the “what do you think”
questions five times (Matthew 17:25; 18:12; 21:28; 22:17, 42).
Examples of His other thought-provoking questions include:
“‘For if you love those who love you, what reward do you
have?’” (Matthew 5:46); “‘Why are you talking about having
no bread?’” (Matthew 16:8); “‘Who do you say that I am?’”
(Matthew 16:15). While Adventist teachers should not turn
away from teaching facts and theories (these are certainly

needed), they must teach more than a
body of knowledge or a set of skills.
Jesus wanted to see transformation in
people with whom He interacted: trans-
formation of their thinking and their
lives.

4. Jesus called attention to the im-
portance of honoring both established
truth and innovation. The discourse
on the Parables of the Kingdom (chap-
ter 13) is concluded by the following
statement: “‘Therefore every scribe who
has been trained for the kingdom of
heaven is like the master of a house-
hold who brings out of his treasure
what is new and what is old’” (Mat -
thew 13:52). In this text, Jesus an-
nounced a new principle for disciples of
the kingdom. The context of this ser-
mon implies that the “new” things refer
to the new teachings associated with
Jesus, while the “old” things signify the
teachings of the Torah. A disciple of
Jesus needs to discern the value of
both. While we rejoice in seeing new
things happening, established truth is
not to be left behind. A virtue of a dis-
ciple is to learn to appreciate the best
of both worlds and try to hold the two
together for a church that is in need of
both. Troy Troftgruben rightly con-

cludes: “Faithful ministry entails both a sense of the past as
well as vision for the future. Abrogating either of these threat-
ens the vibrancy of the whole. In teaching, proclaiming, and
ministering. . . .[L]eaders [are called] to be ‘masters’ of both
worlds, drawing on both old and new for the sake of serving
as discerning teachers.”20

5. Jesus stressed the importance of fostering community
where special status among the members has no significant
place. In biblical anthropology, human beings are not viewed
as isolated islands; they function in a context of relationships
of different types.21 Living in an individualistic culture, it is
easy to forget that the focus of attention is not on an individ-
ual, but on a community and on our contribution to it through
serving, as modeled by Jesus, our example (1 John 3:16). The
Master Teacher’s fourth and fifth sermons in Matthew’s
Gospel (greatness in the kingdom [chapter 18] and the apoc-
alyptic discourse [chapters 24 and 25]) highlight that we are
to treat others in the community according to the values mod-
elled by Christ. These sermons emphasize the values of hu-
mility, forgiveness, concern for others, acting with integrity,
treating people with dignity, and serving others. By putting
into practice all these values, we foster community. We should
not forget that Jesus directly associated Himself not only with
the so-called people of influence, but also with the “least”:
the least important, the least impressive, and the least recog-
nized, who in fact through their experience with Jesus as
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recorded in the Gospels have exerted untold influence through
Christian history. The bottom line is that we should treat stu-
dents with no less dignity, care, and grace than we would treat
Christ Himself.

Conclusion
Lin Norton defines four categories of teachers: (1)

Mediocre teachers tell their students what to do; (2) Good
teachers explain to their students; (3) Superior teachers
demonstrate to their students; and (4) Great teachers inspire
their students.22 The influence of a great teacher can never be
erased. Teachers shape the thinking and lives of young people
not only with the content being taught, but also through their
example. Therefore, an Adventist teacher has not only an aca-
demic task, but also a spiritual vocation. Regardless of our
area of expertise, Jesus’ example in teaching stands as an in-
spiring model in relating to students, as well as helping them
grow and see the world in a different light. 

This article has suggested five lessons from Matthew’s
portrait of the teaching Jesus, which serve as directions for
Christian teachers of our time in fulfilling their vocation: (1)
meeting the students where they are; (2) providing them ed-
ucation for life, instead of abstract training; (3) fostering per-
son-centered education by inspiring students to grow; (4)
honoring both established truth and innovation; and (5) fos-
tering community. Let’s follow the example of the Teacher
par excellence! 

This article has been peer reviewed.
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