
Notes on Matthew 17 : 24 – 27  ‘Jesus – a tale of the unexpected Gift’ 
 

  I’ve just finished Michael Palin’s account of his journey from the North 
Pole to the South Pole and the book, which is only 297 pages long, covers 
his 141-day long journey in 1991. He writes about travelling through the 
Soviet Union literally days before it collapsed as well as the vast contrasts 
he found in Africa and as I read it, I did wonder what material he hadn’t 
included. This is one of the craziest and oddest of stories you will find in 
the Gospels and how do you respond to it? Is it a literally true story, or is 
Jesus just saying rather ordinarily sell the first fish you catch and with that 
pay the Temple tax? Is it a story written as something illustrative to teach 
the early church? Such questions miss the point as the story asks us all 
“Do you have ears to hear what Jesus is saying whom the Father said, ‘this 
is my beloved Son, listen to him.” 
 
  Michael Palin notes the difference between a traveller and a tourist and 
as Christians we’re all travellers learning to listen to Jesus in the 
ordinariness of life itself. It is in such ordinariness do we encounter God’s 
living presence – whether it be walking, shopping, playing, chatting, 
reading, watching, working, travelling, serving, caring or loving – it is here 
that we are to listen to and obey Jesus. It is in the midst of such a life that 
we learn the value of the gift of silent prayer where we focus on 
ordinariness to learn to discern the presence of Jesus, such as even in the 
ordinariness of breathing itself. 
 
  This story is extra ordinary. It is as dull as filling out your tax form and 
though Jesus was exempt as a Rabbi, yet he still chose to pay because he 
knows the Temple is where the ordinary becomes extraordinary and Jesus 
did not yet want to cause a scandal; he would do lots of that on Palm 
Sunday when he cleansed the Temple. For Israel the Temple was their 
heart, their soul and their passion as here they enjoyed, were 
strengthened, delighted in and blessed by their identity as the People of 
God. For them it set them apart from all other peoples as they alone were 
able to worship and re-enter Israel’s story through the gift of sacrifice. 
When they gathered, they had an extraordinary sense of belonging to God, 
of the call to believe in him and to behave by living out the Law. The value 
of the Temple can be seen by the story Josephus tells of Jews passively 
resisting Pilate’s attempts to bring Roman Standards into the Temple by 
offering their necks to the soldiers to kill them instead of allowing the 
Temple to be desecrated. 
 
  This story is extraordinary because of Jesus’ scandalous claim that the 
Temple is no better than the Roman Emperor cult and the emperor’s claim 



to be the true Son of God and his demand that everyone to listen to him!! 
In sending Peter out to fish so as not to cause a scandal Jesus is 
scandalously redrawing Israel’s identity around himself. To follow him is 
to be a true son to God but if you don’t follow him then you are a stranger 
to God, or in other words, a gentile. But the Temple is also corrupt and 
Jesus as the Son of God will replace it with himself and it is this claim 
which will take him to the cross. This is why the Temple authorities 
challenged him about Palm Sunday in Matthew 21 verse 23, why he 
prophesied its destruction in Matthew 24 verse 2 and why he is accused of 
being able to rebuild it in three days in Matthew 26 verse 61. 
 
  This is a classic Jesus story of misdirection, because where are you 
looking? Are you looking at Jesus or the fish? Jesus points us to what is 
our greatest asset, though it could be a curse too, of our ordinary time. In 
the midst of the ordinariness of life are you ready for the ‘first fish’ where 
you discover just how precious you are to God as you know his goodness 
and provision in your life. In the midst of the ordinariness of life we are to 
know his extraordinary love in our lives where he transforms the 
ordinariness of what we are and do into something extraordinary. In the 
midst of the ordinariness of life, like Joseph and Daniel who turned prison 
into extraordinary place may we be ready to make the lives of all we meet 
extraordinary as we live out the riches of God’s we know in our lives day 
by day. 
 
Questions on Matthew 17 : 24 – 27  ‘Jesus – a tale of the unexpected Gift’ 

 
1. What strikes you most about this story here in Matthew 17?  
 
2. What do you think the difference is between being a tourist and a  
    traveller in our following of Jesus in our lives? 
 
3. What does ordinariness of life mean to you? What does it mean to you  
  to be a place where we encounter God’s living presence? 
 
4. Why is ‘Quiet Prayer’ so valuable in the midst of our ordinary lives? 
 
5. How was the Temple understood and treasured by ordinary Jews?  
 
6. Why is this story so scandalous? How does it describe Jesus attitude  
    towards the Temple and his replacing it with himself? 
 
7. What does it mean for us to know Jesus turning the ordinariness of  
    our lives into something extraordinary? 


