
Praise for Jesus Said WHAT?
Chris Kennedy tackles Jesus’ tough sayings with courage and clarity. Piqued curiosity 

about some of Jesus’ most challenging words is transformed into a deeper connection 
with the Savior of the world. If you crave a greater understanding of Jesus’ teaching, pick 
up this volume. You’ll walk away with a changed heart too.

—Rev. Michael W. Newman, president of the LCMS Texas District ,  
author of Hope When Your Heart Breaks and Getting Through Grief

The words of Jesus have been the focal point of discussion and debate since He said 
them! Chris takes teachings of the Savior that can be challenging or a cause for alarm 
and approaches them in a way that not only helps to find depth in their understanding 
and application but makes them approachable to all people. This book will be a blessing 
of knowledge and growth of the Christian’s life following Jesus.

—Pastor Ted Doering, Narr ative Luther an Church, Round Rock, Texas, 
author of Walking Together and coauthor of Myth of the Millennial

“Hate my family?” “Cut off my hand?” “What?” Parishioners and students of all 
ages always ask their pastors and teachers to untangle the startling statements of Jesus. 
With the rod of “Context is king” and the staff of “Scripture interprets Scripture,” Pastor 
Kennedy confirms that the Righteous One never preaches unrighteous behavior and 
comforts with the King of kings’ forgiveness and guidance. I’m placing Chris Kennedy’s 
Jesus Said What? next to my copy of William Arndt’s CPH classic, Bible Difficulties and 
Seeming Contradictions.

—Rev. Dr. David Coe, associate professor of theology and philosophy, 
Concordia University, Nebr aska, author of Provoking Proverbs

This book is such a welcome resource! Chris Kennedy hits head-on some of the 
most misunderstood sayings of Jesus with the clear purpose of coming to understand 
our Savior even better. This book both challenged and encouraged me. Chris does not 
shy away from providing some hard truths that we need to hear, yet he seasons them with 
grace—much like Jesus did. With thought-provoking questions at the end of each chapter, 
this book is an especially valuable mentoring resource for seasoned Christians to walk 
through with new Christians. Another great book from an insightful, Jesus-loving author!

—Donna Snow, founder and CEO of Artesian Ministries, 
author of more than twenty Bible studies
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This book is dedicated with love to my daughter, Emma. Emma, 
you are my joy and delight. As you grow up, I pray you’ll enjoy 
reading and learning from the Bible, especially Jesus’ words. 
Through His words, Jesus speaks to us. He teaches us and 
helps us to grow as His followers. Your mom and I thank the 
Lord for our precious little girl and want you to always know:  

You are beautiful, cherished, and dearly loved.
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FOREWORD

Jesus Christ, the most influential man ever to live, was known 
to bring two things into the world with Him: grace and truth 
(John 1:14). His grace carries us into an eternal relationship 

with Him. To be in a relationship with and follow after the most 
influential person ever to live is the opportunity of a lifetime. None 
of us deserve it.

But His truth? Well, that can be a bit more complicated.
Some of His truth is easy to receive; other aspects are challenging 

and confusing. Sometimes, honestly, what Jesus says just isn’t what 
we would expect Him to say.

One thing is undoubtedly true about the truth Jesus spoke: it 
always demanded a response. Sometimes the listeners were irate; 
sometimes crowds left astonished. But incredibly, the people you 
would expect to receive His truth often rejected it, while those who 
were supposedly far from God couldn’t get enough of His teachings.

So, how do you respond to the teachings of Jesus? How will you 
respond to Jesus?

Sadly, most of Western Christianity is content to receive a little 
bit of Jesus’ truth, but not all of it. We are content to call Jesus our 
Savior but resist His influence as Lord. When referencing God, the 
King James Version of the Bible uses the word Savior less than forty 
times, but the word Lord is declared nearly seven thousand times. Too 
many of us have gotten content with calling Jesus only our Savior.

The truth of Jesus offers us more than just a heavenly pass. He 
provides more than just a hope that things will be made right one 
day in the future. He provides a deeper, more fulfilling call to anyone 
who receives it. He offers us the opportunity to truly follow after 
Him. Today.

The truth about Jesus is that He does not offer an easy, safe, or 
comfortable life. His truth and the invitation to receive it will chal-
lenge anyone that would take up the call. To follow what He says 
always requires risk and courage. It means going against the ways 
of this world, looking odd, and even at times enduring persecution.
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And yet, for those who take up the call to follow Jesus, submit to 
Him as Lord, and take His words seriously, we find in the red letters 
of Jesus things the world can never provide: significance, meaning, 
longing, and purpose.

Chris Kennedy is a friend and ally in the faith. He is not content 
with a mediocre, shallow-at-best representation of Jesus. Instead, 
he is committed to helping others understand not only the grace 
of Jesus but the truth that Jesus brings as well. He wants all of us to 
step up into our God-given identities as both adopted children of 
God and faithful followers of Jesus. Chris does a masterful job of 
looking into some of the most challenging, most confusing teachings 
of Jesus and helping us see God’s truth in it all.

I am grateful for this work and will return to it time and time again.
So, may you be won over by Jesus’ grace. May you see that only 

Jesus has the words of eternal life. May you be challenged by His 
teachings. May you receive the invitation to believe in Jesus as your 
Savior and follow Him as your Lord. And may you be the greatest 
and fullest expression of Jesus that you can be.

Rev. Zach Zehnder, 
author of Red Letter Challenge;

teaching pastor,  
King of Kings Lutheran Church,  

Omaha, Nebraska
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PREFACE

Years ago, in the midst of frustrating professional struggles, 
I sought counsel from a leader in my church body. We met for 
lunch. I shared my problems with him. After emptying myself, 

I expected sympathy. Something along the lines of, “I feel bad for 
you. You’re in a uniquely difficult situation.”

Instead, the message I heard was essentially, “Stop complaining. 
Keep doing your job.”

The response took me by surprise. It wasn’t what I expected. But 
almost instantly, I knew it was what I needed to hear. I didn’t need 
to be coddled. I needed tough love—and tough love is what I got.

At the end of our time, still processing his words, I confessed, 
“Your response surprised me. I expected more sympathy. Instead, 
you were tough with me. How did you know that was the best way 
to talk to me?”

He replied, “God gave me a gift of discernment.”
No one possessed greater discernment than Jesus. Many times, 

His words are much tougher than we might expect. He was no 
teddy bear. If you read through His words in the Gospels, you’ll 
frequently discover a certain edge to them. To His opponents, He 
spoke sternly. To His disciples, He pulled no punches in teaching 
hard truths. To general audiences, He made blunt statements and 
articulated compelling truths in challenging ways.

In our culture of sound bites, it’s easy for Jesus’ words to be taken 
out of context and misunderstood.

 � Hate your father and mother? (Luke 14:26)
 � He came not to bring peace but a sword? (Matthew 10:34)
 � There’s an unforgivable sin? (Mark 3:29)
 � He expects us to be perfect like God? (Matthew 5:48)
 � Divorce and remarriage is adultery? (Mark 10:11–12)
 � Saying, “You fool!” can get you thrown into hell? (Matthew 

5:22)
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These are just a few of the difficult issues that come from Jesus’ 
words.

A couple of years ago, I preached a sermon series on the challeng-
ing words of Jesus. I also conducted a survey of my congregation 
to learn which of Jesus’ sayings they found especially troublesome 
or confusing. The chapters of this book are the top vote-getters, as 
well as a couple of verses that I chose.

This book is written for two groups of people. One group is 
those who have read Jesus’ words and been disturbed, upset, and 
even turned off by them. My prayer is that this book will help you 
to understand Jesus’ words in light of His grace and love and in 
their proper context.

The other group is those who are dealing with issues that Jesus 
addresses but are unaware of our Savior’s statements on these matters. 
Jesus offers practical guidance on so many contemporary issues. You 
don’t have to wonder, “What does God think about this issue?” As 
God’s Son, Jesus speaks with divine authority. In the Gospels, He 
weighs in on many matters of current interest. I pray that this book 
will provide guidance on deeply relevant matters.

Jesus doesn’t always tell us what we want to hear. But He always 
tells us what we need to hear. Through His words recorded in the 
Bible, He is speaking to you and me just as much as He was speaking 
to His original hearers. Every word He spoke, in fact, was an act of 
grace. The God of the universe did not have to communicate with 
us. He chose to. He chose to take on human flesh and speak into our 
lives. Even the hard words are a gift given to us in love.

Christopher Kennedy 
San Antonio, Texas 

March 2022





Rabbi, we know that You are a teacher come from 

God, for no one can do these signs that You do unless 

God is with him.

JOHN 3 :2
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1

“A Teacher Come 
from God”

I’ve been blessed with many wonderful teachers over the years. In 
seminary, one of my favorite professors was Dr. David Schmitt. He’s 
incredibly gifted as a teacher—an expert on his topic (preaching), 

organized, an engaging lecturer, an assigner of worthwhile reading 
material. But to me, his most impressive teaching quality was none 
of the above. What stood out most was his intuition about when a 
student had a question. I don’t recall ever raising my hand in his class. 
I didn’t have to. Dr. Schmitt observed facial expressions and could 
sense puzzlement midlecture. Dr. Schmitt: “Chris, you have a ques-
tion?” Me, stunned: “Yes, as a matter of fact, I did have a question.”

As a teacher, Jesus regularly stunned His students. More than 
reading their expressions, He could read their hearts. He “knew 
what was in man” (John 2:25). As the Creator in human flesh, Jesus 
knew His audience more intimately than any teacher before or 
since. Because of His unique insight into the hearts of His audience 
and divine perspective on all matters, Jesus was the most effective 
teacher ever. As Nicodemus rightly said, Jesus is “a teacher come 
from God” (John 3:2).
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T e a c h e r  a n d  P r o P h e T

Two titles best summarize Jesus as teacher. The first is, well, 
Teacher! People addressed Him this way:

 � The rich young man asked, “Good Teacher, what must I do to 
inherit eternal life?” (Mark 10:17).

 � From among a crowd, someone shouted to Him, “Teacher, tell 
my brother to divide the inheritance with me” (Luke 12:13).

 � The Pharisees demanded, “Teacher, rebuke Your disciples” 
(Luke 19:39).

 � The scribes conceded, “Teacher, You have spoken well” (Luke 
20:39).

 � A grieving Martha said to her sister, Mary, “The Teacher is 
here and is calling for you” (John 11:28).

Jesus affirmed this title when He said to His disciples, “You call 
Me Teacher and Lord, and you are right, for so I am” (John 13:13). 
But notice that He is more than a teacher. He is also Lord. To regard 
Him only as a teacher and not also as Lord is incomplete.

Along with Teacher, the other title that captures Jesus’ teaching 
function is Prophet. Luther’s Small Catechism teaches that Jesus 
occupies a threefold office: Prophet, Priest, and King. In His teach-
ings, His prophetic office is on full display.

At Jesus’ triumphal entry into Jerusalem on Palm Sunday, the 
crowds rightly said, “This is the prophet Jesus, from Nazareth of 
Galilee” (Matthew 21:11).

Many people think of a prophet as a fortune teller. Being God’s 
mouthpiece can involve telling the future—as God reveals it. Nathan 
the prophet did that when he predicted the calamity that would 
befall David’s house after the king’s sin against Uriah and Bathsheba. 
Isaiah and Ezekiel prophesied end-times events. Speaking about the 
future is one thing a prophet does, but not the only thing.

In the Bible, a prophet is one who speaks for God. Prophets spoke 
on God’s behalf to reveal sin and summon the people to repentance. 
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f o r  d i s c u s s i o n

1. Tell about a favorite teacher. What made the teacher
special?

2. What teaching techniques are most helpful for you?
How do you learn best?

3. Finish the sentence: The quickest way for a teacher
to lose my attention is . . .

4. What does it mean to you that Jesus is your Teacher?

5. What comes to mind when you hear the phrase “the
kingdom of God”?

6. When you pray, “Thy kingdom come,” in the Lord’s
Prayer, what are you praying for?

7. A key rule of biblical interpretation is that Scripture
interprets Scripture. Some parts of the Bible are
easier to understand than others. Which parts of
the Bible do you enjoy reading the most?

8. Which parts of the Bible do you find most confusing?




