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About the Quarter
This quarter examines God’s call in stories from the New Testament. The greatest call came to 
Jesus; others led to the extension of Christian ministry into the known world. Unit I begins with 
Jesus’ heritage and spends time on the story of Jesus’ birth, including the witness of the Magi 
to Jesus’ call as the Messiah. John the Baptist’s call is studied also. The second unit looks at four 
events from Jesus’ ministry. Jesus’ receives a call to proclamation and ministry and expands his 
work by calling followers. Jesus’ ministries of healing and as intercessor are a focus. Unit III high-
lights women in ministry. From the Samaritan woman to Mary Magdalene to Priscilla and Lydia, 
women supported Jesus in his work and carried forth his teachings after the Resurrection.  
 

About the Writer
The Reverend Dr. Ronald Carlson served for 10 years as the Missional Church Strategist and 
Program Director for ABHMS prior to his 2018 retirement. Since his ordination in 1973, Ron 
has served as a youth minister, church planter, senior pastor, an intentional interim pastor, as 
well as a professor of evangelism and missional church studies at Central Baptist Theological 
Seminary. Post-retirement, Ron continues to minister as Visiting Professor of Missional Church 
Studies at Central Baptist Theological Seminary, Shawnee, KS, and as a consultant to congrega-
tions. His passion is to motivate and mobilize faith-communities to be engaged in God’s mission 
of transforming communities, seeking justice and multiplying mission by multiplying disciples. 
Along with his wife Zornitsa, Ron is involved locally and internationally with building cross-
cultural relationships and bridging social, cultural, and economic barriers. He has three adult 
children and one grandson. 
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Introducing the Scripture
One of the focuses of Matthew’s Gospel is Jesus and the 
relation of others to him, but it is a mistake to assume 
that Matthew is only a biography about the life and times 
of Jesus and those who came into contact with him. Mat-
thew intends to illustrate that God has a mission for the 
world and that God calls people throughout history to 
participate in that mission. God’s mission pervades Mat-
thew’s Gospel. Jesus’ birth, life, death, and resurrection 
are at the center of that mission. Though Matthew’s 
focus is on Jesus as the one called to be the Messianic 
King, Matthew takes special efforts to demonstrate that 
throughout history God has called people to participate. 

This Gospel begins with a genealogy of Jesus that 
traces back to Abraham. Matthew’s ge-
nealogy demonstrates God’s call to 42 
ancestors—some great and many insig-
nificant—to participate in that mission 
(Matthew 1:1-17).  

Examining the Scripture
MATTHEW 1:1-17. Matthew begins his 
Gospel with “An account of the gene-
alogy of Jesus the Messiah, the son of 

David, the son of Abraham.” This geneal-
ogy is deeply rooted in Israel’s history, one 
with which Matthew assumes his audience 
is familiar. It is comprised of three epochs: 
the Epoch of Abraham (1:2-6) to whom 
the Covenant was given; the Epoch of 
King David (1:6-11), the anointed King 
of Israel and his household; and the Epoch 
of the Babylonian Exile (1:11-16) with 
its hopes for deliverance by a new King or 
Messiah—Christos in Greek and Messiah in 
Hebrew. The Messiah is one called by God 
to deliver God’s people from the bondage of 
their exile and called to usher in God’s king-
dom. This Messiah is Jesus (1:16). 

Each of these three epochs contains 14 
selective names from Jesus’ family tree. This 
is probably a story-telling device that helped 

people remember the contents since initially the Gospels 
were primarily shared orally.

Matthew 1:1 introduces Jesus as the primary but not 
the only subject of this Gospel. The genealogy which fol-
lows is more than an interesting listing of a family tree: 
it is a deliberate attempt by Matthew to show that God’s 
mission on earth is historical, that God has enacted this 
mission through God’s people, and that Jesus’s birth is a 
continuation of this mission. 

This Messianic call introduced in the genealogy par-
allels the way Matthew ends his Gospel when the resur-
rected Jesus announces, “All authority in heaven and 
on earth has been given to me” (Matt. 28:18).

MATTHEW 1:2-17. Matthew’s geneal-
ogy of Jesus assumes that readers are fa-
miliar with the Hebrew Scriptures. The 
Hebrew Scriptures contain prophetic 
hope for the deliverance of Israel from 
oppressive foreign powers, a deliverance 
that would end in the just reign of the 
nation by the Messiah. Based on this 
assumed familiarity with the Hebrew 

SESSION 1 • DECEMBER 6, 2020

Called Through Heritage
SCRIPTURE: Matthew 1:1-17

KEY VERSE:  So all the generations from Abraham to David are four-
teen generations; and from David to the deportation to Babylon, 
fourteen generations; and from the deportation to Babylon to the 
Messiah, fourteen generations.  —Matthew 1:17

SESSION OBJECTIVES: 
•	 To	 reflect	 on	 how	 God	 works	 in	 history	 to	 bring	 about	 God’s	

Kingdom.
•	 To	examine	how	we	cooperate	with	God	to	accomplish	God’s	will	

on	earth.
•	 To	 understand	 how	 people	 from	 all	 backgrounds	 contribute	 to	

building	God’s	Kingdom.
•	 To	examine	Jesus’	background,	and	to	understand	how	that	back-

ground	legitimizes	his	role	as	messiah	and	savior.

The Messiah 
is one called 

by God to 
deliver God’s 

people.
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SESSION 1 • DECEMBER 6, 2020

scripture, it is safe to say that Matthew’s 
readers were most likely Jewish.

Matthew divides Jesus’ ancestry into 
three epochs of Israel’s history to dem-
onstrate that God called Jesus to be the 
Messiah in order to fulfill God’s cov-
enant promises to Israel.

MATTHEW 1:2-5: THE EPOCH OF 
ABRAHAM. Readers who know the 
stories of Abraham realize that Abraham 
was not just the father of Isaac; Abraham 
is the father (origin) of the whole of Isra-
el. It was to Abraham that the Covenant 
of God to God’s people was first given (Gen. 12:1-3). 
Matthew is deliberately letting his audience know that 
this is a Jewish Gospel and that the missional call and au-
thority of Jesus is rooted in this ancient covenant with its 
promises to Israel to be a great people and that through 
Israel all of the nations of the world will be blessed. 

MATTHEW 1:6-10: THE EPOCH OF KING DAVID. 
Stories about David abound in the Hebrew Scriptures. 
You may wish to read I Samuel 16 through the end of 
II Samuel, as well as I Kings 1-2:12 to become familiar 
with some of these well-known stories about this ances-
tor of Jesus. David was the second King appointed by 
God over Israel, and he was considered the greatest of 
Israel’s kings. The covenant, first given to Abraham, was 
also given to David when God promised that David’s 
son would also sit on this throne (II Sam. 7:12-16, Ps. 
89:29,36,37). This promise to David was often looked 
at by exiled and captive Israel as a Messianic hope of one 
day having a King who would deliver them from cap-
tivity and rule with justice. Matthew frequently makes 
references that tie Jesus to David to indi-
cate that Jesus, the “Son of David,” is the 
anointed heir to David’s throne (9:27, 
12:23, 15:22, 20:30, 21:9-11, 15, 
22:41-45). Matthew’s genealogy gives 
Matthew’s first piece of evidence that Je-
sus, the son of David, is the rightful king 
who will establish God’s reign of justice 
in the world. 

Matthew 1:12-16 frames Jesus’ 
genealogy within The Epoch of the 
Babylonian Exile: a dark epoch of his-
tory marked by captivity. This was a time 

when there was no leader, no son of Da-
vid to rule justly over Israel or to fulfill 
the covenant of Abraham. Matthew 
1:12-16 makes no reference to the end 
of the Babylonian captivity. Matthew 
doesn’t even make reference to the book 
of Ezra or the stories of Nehemiah who 
received permission to leave Babylon 
and return to the land of Israel to rebuild 
of the walls of Jerusalem. None of the 12 
genealogical names listed in this epoch 
served as leaders who deliver Israel from 
their captivity. For Matthew, up until Je-
sus, the captivity was ongoing. 

This oppressive period of Israel’s history was one with 
which early Jewish Christians could readily identify. 
Early Jewish-Christian communities lived under an op-
pressive Roman regime that forced all of Israel into exile 
by 70 AD. By continuing the genealogical line of Jesus 
through 12 of the 14 names during this oppressive ep-
och, Matthew shows that God had not forgotten God’s 
people during the exile, but that God had yet to call forth 
a king who would deliver and rule God’s people.

 
MATTHEW 12:16: A NEW EPOCH. According to 
Matthew’s genealogy of Jesus, God is bringing about a 
fourth epoch in Israel’s history, for God is once again act-
ing in a new way! There were 12 names listed in the gene-
alogy during the epoch of exile, none of whom delivered 
Israel once and for all, none of whom sat on the throne of 
David. But Matthew adds the 13th and 14th names to this 
list; those names are Joseph and Mary, “of whom, Jesus 
was born, who is called the Messiah!” (1:16). Matthew 
is showing his readers that the epoch of the captivity is 
coming to an end and that a new epoch has begun in the 

person of Jesus, the one called by God to 
accomplish God’s mission in a new way 
to the entire world. 

MATTHEW 1:2-17: LEARNING FROM 
A SECOND LOOK.  The genealogy in 
Matthew 1:2-17 at first reading seems 
relatively clear; Jesus is called by his heri-
tage to be the rightful heir to the throne 
of David and to be the one who fulfills 
the Covenant between God and Israel 
given to Abraham. But as the reader 
sifts through this genealogy with its 42 

It was to 
Abraham that 
the Covenant 

of God to 
God’s people 

was first 
given.

Jesus is 
called by 

his heritage 
to be the 

rightful heir 
to the throne 

of David.
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names, it becomes apparent that something additional 
and very important is to be learned from this three-epoch 
genealogy; Jesus, the Messiah, does not have a pure Jewish 
lineage! Matthew has made a point to bring in a number 
of non-Jews into Jesus’ ancestry! Matthew’s original au-
dience, largely Jewish, would have been surprised by the 
inclusion of Gentiles in Jesus’ genealogy. Matthew’s deci-
sion to include Gentiles in the genealogy likely raised a 
number of questions: Can it be that God has not only 
acted in history through Israel but that God has also 
included Gentiles in God’s mission? And can it be that 
God’s mission of deliverance and inclusion of people into 
the Messianic Kingdom of David was not and is not only 
for the people of Israel? And what should we make of the 
questionable character or reputations of some of Jesus’ 
ancestors—Jews and Gentiles, men and women? And, for 
us today: how can our communities of faith mirror the 
inclusion that God has demonstrated in history? 

MATTHEW 1:3-6. Among Jesus’ ancestors are four wom-
en (five when we include Mary in verse 16) all of whom 
fall short of exemplifying proper Jewish women’s behav-
iors. Nevertheless each was called to play a significant role 
in God’s ongoing mission in the world and each consti-
tutes a part in the heritage and Messianic call of Jesus.
 
MATTHEW 1:3. First there is the Canaanite woman, 
Tamar. In Genesis 38, Tamar gave birth to twin sons as 
the result of disguising herself as a prostitute and sleep-
ing with her father-in-law, Judah. Even with this scandal-
ous story, both her and her son Perez are part of Jesus’ 
pedigree. 

MATTHEW 1:5a. Next there is Rahab, another Ca-
naanite woman. Unlike Tamar, Rahab needed no dis-
guise! Rahab was a prostitute who 
helped Joshua’s spies scope out the city 
of Jericho ( Joshua 2:6) and helped 
them escape when they were about to 
be discovered. Rahab is in Jesus’ lineage 
because she married one of the Israelites 
named Salmon and had a son whom 
they named Boaz.  

MATTHEW 1:5b. Yet another birth 
from another questionable relationship 
with a Gentile enters into the story of 
Jesus’ rightful call to the throne of David 

as Israel’s Messiah! Boaz, the son of Rahab, also married 
a woman named Ruth, a Moabite who first shows up 
gleaning grain in Boaz’s field during the day and who lat-
er shows up under his blanket one early morning! Ruth’s 
son was named Obed, and Obed became the father of 
Jesse, who became the father of King David!

MATTHEW 1:6b. If Matthew intended to clean up the 
background account of Jesus’ claim to Messianic author-
ity, he might have left out these three Gentile women’s 
names and only mention their Jewish husbands. But 
he purposely doesn’t. To complicate things further, he 
points out who, of King David’s sexual partners, is the 
ancestor of Jesus. It is “the wife of Uriah the Hittite,” 
whom the readers would have known was Bathsheba. To 
frame Bathsheba’s relationship with King David in more 
recent terms, Bathsheba had every legitimate reason to 
join the #MeToo movement! II Samuel 11 and 12 elabo-
rate on the abusive details of this relationship which re-
sults in pregnancy and the birth of Solomon, David’s son 
who continues the lineage of Jesus’ family tree. We do 
not know if Bathsheba was a Gentile, but we do know 
that her husband was a Hittite.  

MATTHEW 1:12-16: A CLOSER LOOK. When read-
ing this genealogy, it is also significant to note what is 
missing from Jesus’ ancestral timeline, especially dur-
ing the Epoch of the Babylonian Captivity. As much as 
Matthew draws from the Hebrew Scriptures, he makes 
no reference to the Book of Ezra. Matthew seems to be 
saying that the current Jewish diaspora is a continuation 
of the Babylonian captivity. His timeline includes 14 
names, but he blatantly leaves out any reference to names 
associated with Ezra’s account of Nehemiah and the re-
building of the walls of Jerusalem. Thirteen generations 

lead up to Joseph, the assumed father 
of Jesus. But none of those named par-
ticipated in the deliverance of Israel from 
captivity. Why no leaders or Messianic 
prototypes are mentioned in this geneal-
ogy during the exilic period is not clear, 
but any audience familiar with the He-
brew Scriptures would note this omis-
sion. Most likely Matthew takes issues 
with the Pharisaic theology, one that 
blamed the current exile from Israel and 
the destruction of the temple on Israel’s 
disobedience of the purity and separatist 

Thirteen 
generations 
lead up to 

Joseph, the 
assumed 
father of 
Jesus.
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laws which forbad mixing with the Gentile world as in-
structed in Ezra 9 and 10. 

Matthew from the beginning to the end of his gospel 
is teaching that the mission to which Jesus was called in-
cludes Gentiles and Jews, and that the Christian Jewish 
community should do the same. The community of Je-
sus’ followers is an inclusive missional community called 
to continue the Messianic call of Jesus.

Applying the Scripture
It would be tempting to limit our lesson for today with 
the great declaration that Jesus is called by God to be the 
Christ, the Savior of Israel, and that Matthew begins his 
Gospel with a genealogy that attests to this authority. 
For certainly this genealogy of Jesus in itself attests to 
the legitimacy of Jesus as the one whom we are called to 
worship and serve as our divine leader. 

But Matthew’s genealogy of Jesus also teaches us that 
Jesus is the one called by God to bring a new covenant 
into the world; thus, fulfilling God’s promise to Abra-
ham that through the seed of Abraham all of the nations 
of the world—not just Israel—would experience God’s 
blessing. It also demonstrates that Jesus is the one called 
by God to bring God’s reign into the world, the “king-
dom of heaven,” a new kind of kingdom based in the 
historical promises of God. Matthew’s Gospel invites his 
readers to enter that new Kingdom of heaven and to re-
ceive the blessings of God’s covenant.

Jesus’ genealogy does more than attest to Jesus’ right-
ful genetic credentials to perform the mission of God. 
Matthew teaches that the life and ministry of Jesus calls 
people of great diversity to participate in the mission of 
God. This call includes Jews and Gentiles of all walks of 
life, some who are considered reputable and others who 
are not. Regardless of our backgrounds, we are invited 
to claim Jesus as our Messiah and to participate in his 
kingdom’s mission to the entire world.

From Matthew’s Gospel we can learn that the Messi-
anic call of Jesus has become the missional call of all who 
say “yes” to God’s invitation to participate in this new 
Kingdom. Participating in the reign of Christ means we 
become a part of a new, diverse, and inclusive commu-
nity. To what extent does our faith community embrace 
and represent this inclusiveness and diversity? 

Session Plans
These session plans are given as suggestions. The words 
AND, OR, or AND/OR between activities indicate alternate 

activities.  Choose activities best suited for your particular 
group and time schedule. Feel free to draw from the Jour-
neys student book for interaction and application questions.

GETTING READY FOR THE SESSION
•	 Read Matthew 1:1-17. Note that the passage dem-

onstrates the call of Jesus to be the Messianic King 
who brings God’s mission of healing and salvation to 
the world. Matthew explains how Jesus was the prod-
uct of his long biblical heritage. 

•	 Read Session 1 in this leader’s guide and in the stu-
dent book.

•	 Prepare for the activities by preparing in advance 
your “Family Tree” as an example and/or becoming 
familiar with the discussion questions related to peo-
ple’s interests in genealogies and the new DNA craze. 

•	 Have available Bibles and/or the printed texts of Mat-
thew 1:1-17 and sheets of paper for distribution which 
contain space for drawing a family tree from memory 
as well as the small group discussion questions.

•	 Prepare a visual outline of Matthew 1:1-17 by draw-
ing Jesus’ family tree. Divide the outline into the three 
epochs of Hebrew history as described in the leader’s 
guide “Examining the Scripture” section. 

•	 On the same visual outline draw a timeline of the four 
epochs of Old Testament history (dates are not nec-
essary). Include the Epoch of Abraham, The Epoch 
of David, The Epoch of the Exile, and the Epoch of 
Nehemiah’s return from Exile to Jerusalem described 
in the book of Ezra. 

BEGINNING THE SESSION
(10 MINUTES)

Family Tree from Memory Exercise 
•	 Ask participants to draw their family tree from mem-

ory beginning with their parents and going back as far 
as they can. You may want to show your family tree 
drawn from your memory as an example.

•	 Expect that some participants may have very little 
knowledge of their ancestry while others may have 
extensive knowledge.

•	 Ask the following questions for full group discussion 
or divide into teams: 
 º Over the past decade there has been an increased 

interest in DNA studies and cultural heritage. 
Why do think that is? 

 º What do you know of your family history? Does 
your family have a charted genealogy? If so:
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 Ƿ What motivated you to conduct this family his-
tory study?

 Ƿ What are some of the surprises in your ge-
netic line? How have you responded to those 
discoveries? 

 º How has your family history shaped your 
self-image?

AND
Introduce This Quarter’s Theme and Topic 
•	 Explain that Matthew begins his Gospel with the 

genealogy of Jesus as a means of demonstrating that 
God has called Jesus to be the Messianic King, and 
that Jesus comes from a long heritage diverse people 
who have participated in God’s mission to the world.

DEVELOPING THE SESSION
(35-40 MINUTES)

Read and Discuss Matthew 1:1-17 (20-25 Min.) 
•	 Ask participants to listen to the text being read and to 

note questions that enter their mind about the heri-
tage of Jesus as they listen. 

•	 Lead a discussion on Matthew 1:1-17 using these 
discussion questions or ones of your own.

•	 Following the reading of the text ask participants:
 º What entered your mind as you heard the geneal-

ogy of Jesus?
 º What might this text be telling us about who Jesus 

is?
 º Are there any surprises that you note when hearing 

this genealogy?
 º What might this genealogy be teaching us about 

who is qualified to participate in God’s mission?
AND/OR
•	 Show or distribute the visual aid you have drawn of 

Jesus’ family tree divided into the four epochs of He-
brew history.

•	 Ask participants to circle each familiar name on the 
tree (i.e. they have some knowledge of the Old Testa-
ment story about this person). After this exercise dis-
cuss the following:
 º To what extent does this knowledge demonstrate 

our familiarity with the Hebrew Scriptures (Old 
Testament)? 

 º What does this genealogy tell us about Matthew’s 
original audience’s familiarity with the Hebrew 
Scriptures? What does Matthew assume his read-
ers know?

•	 Continued Discussion: On the visual aid use a 
marker to circle the following names: Tamar, Rahab, 
Ruth and Boab, Bathsheba and Uriah. 

•	 Ask participants to briefly share anything they know 
about these people in Jesus lineage. Or if time allows, 
break into small groups in order to briefly look into 
the history of each of these people. Be prepared to 
briefly fill in information based on the leader’s guide, 
as well as the following biblical texts: Tamar (Gen. 
38); Rahab ( Joshua 2); Ruth and Boaz (Ruth 2-4); 
Uriah and Bathsheba (II Sam. 11 & 12).

•	 Following this brief research ask the following discus-
sion questions:
 º Why do you think Matthew includes these names? 
 º What does this genealogy with these circled names 

teach us about who God calls to participate in 
God’s mission to the world? 

 º To what extent does our faith community reflect 
the inclusion of diverse people into our fellowship 
and mission?

•	 If time permits, show your timeline, which includes 
a fourth Hebrew epoch, the Epoch of Nehemiah and 
the return from exile. Ask if participants think there 
might be something significant about not including 
any names in Jesus’ genealogy from this epoch? You 
may want to suggest that Matthew’s original readers 
were again in exile but that, unlike Matthew’s Gospel, 
the Book of Ezra called for strict and total separation 
of Jews and Gentiles.

CLOSING THE SESSION
(5 TO 10 MINUTES)

•	 Ask participants to form or remain in their small dis-
cussion groups. Have each small group close by par-
ticipants sharing one lesson they learned today about 
God’s call from Jesus’ lineage.

AND/OR
•	 Take a moment of silent reflection, ask each partici-

pant to recall two names of people from their past or 
in their family tree whom God has used to minister 
to them. One person can be someone who seemed 
like an unlikely person that God would use to be a 
blessing. Another person can be someone whose life 
seemed exemplary of a disciple of Jesus. 

•	 End with prayers completing the sentence, “I thank 
God for calling… (the ancestor’s or family member’s 
first name).”
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Introducing the Scripture
The story of the call of Mary and Joseph to be the parents 
of Jesus immediately follows a genealogy tracing Jesus’ 
origin, through Joseph, all the way back to Abraham the 
father of Israel and first recipient of God’s covenant(Gen. 
12:1-3).

Through this genealogy, Matthew teaches that God 
has a mission for the world, a mission to bless all families. 
Also, the genealogy shows that God, rather than acting 
alone, enacts this Divine mission through a variety of 
people who willingly respond to God’s call. It includes 
a number of Gentile people and families, and some indi-
viduals of questionable character. 

The genealogy of Jesus left off with 
an epoch of despair, the Babylonian 
Captivity, indicating that at the time 
of Matthew’s writing, Jews and Jewish 
Christians felt the oppression of exile 
forced upon them by the power of Rome. 
Believing that God has acted on Israel’s 
behalf in the past left these people with 
the hope that God would intervene once 
again to deliver them from oppression. 
Matthew’s gospel is intended to challenge 
the expectations of his Jewish-Christian 
readers. During the life of Jesus, and 

extending into the period following the de-
struction of Jerusalem and the temple in 70 
AD, the predominant hope among religious 
Jews was that God would save Israel from 
its oppressors. However, Matthew wants 
his readers to know that God was not only 
going to deliver captive Israel from bondage 
through a Messiah, this Messiah was going 
to bless the people of all nations – just as the 
covenant to Abraham had promised. But, as 
in the past, God would not act alone. God’s 
mission for the world would be carried out 
through people, including families, willing 
to say “yes” to God’s invitational call to par-
ticipate, no matter how large or small their 
role may seem. 

Examining the Scripture 
MATTHEW 1:18. The advent of Jesus presented an 
opportunity for Mary and Joseph a young,  unmarried 
couple, to say “yes” to God’s call to participate in God’s 
mission to the world. Their circumstances were anything 
but ideal! In fact, they seemed less than likely candidates 
to be the parents of the Messiah, the one who would de-
liver Israel and the world from bondage. Like some of 
the women in Jesus’ family tree (Tamar, Rahab, Ruth, 
Bathsheba) Mary’s pregnancy was outside of the norm. 
Indeed, it was not only questionable, it was unacceptable 

among devout Jewish women. She was 
engaged to be married to Joseph; it was a 
binding contract broken only by divorce. 
To become pregnant with someone oth-
er than her fiancée during this contract 
would have been considered adultery. 
Matthew reveals that they had not lived 
together, nor had they had a sexual rela-
tionship. Yet, Mary was pregnant with a 
child whom Matthew identifies as “Jesus 
the Messiah.” This questionable preg-
nancy, Matthew states, was actually the 
miraculous work of God’s Holy Spirit! 

SESSION 2 • DECEMBER 13, 2020

Called Before Birth
SCRIPTURE: Matthew 1:18-25

KEY VERSE:  “Joseph, son of David, do not be afraid to take Mary as 
your wife, for the child conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit. She 
will bear a son, and you are to name him Jesus, for he will save his 
people from their sins.”  —Matthew 1:20b-21

SESSION OBJECTIVES: 
To	demonstrate	that	Joseph’s	call	to	form	a	family	with	Mary	suggests:
•	 God	calls	us	to	give	hope	to	the	world	through	our	families.
•	 Our	families	needn’t	be	perfect	nor	traditional	to	give	hope	to	the	

world.
•	 Families	are	encouraged	 to	say	 “yes”	 to	God’s	call	 to	serve	and	

bless	others	even	if	doing	so	is	difficult	due	to	circumstance.

God’s 
mission for 
the world 
would be 

carried out 
through 
people.
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MATTHEW 1:19. Verse 19 gives a beautiful insight 
into the character of Joseph. Upon learning of Mary’s 
pregnancy, he was faced with a marital dilemma. On one 
hand, he knew that the child was not his, so if he stayed 
in the relationship he would have to accept the fact that 
he would live with an adulterous wife and an illegitimate 
child. On the other hand, he desired to live as the just 
or “righteous” man that he was, which meant he should 
divorce her. Engagement or betrothal in Jewish law was a 
binding contract, the man was called “husband,” and the 
contract could only be broken through divorce in a court 
of law. At the worst, adultery was punishable by death. 
At best, it resulted in shame. So faced with this dilemma, 
Joseph chose justice tempered with mercy. Rather than 
expose Mary to public disgrace, he planned to divorce 
her as privately as possible. 

MATTHEW 1:20-21. Just as Joseph had resolved 
himself to a just but merciful plan of action; an angel 
(messenger) of God appeared to him in a dream. The ap-
pearance of special messengers from God had occurred 
on a number of occasions in Hebrew history–usually 
with the purpose of redirecting a person’s actions so 
that God could act in an unexpected way. (Cf. Genesis 
21:17, 22:15, Numbers 22:22ff. Judges 2:1-5 as some 
examples.) This certainly was the case with Joseph. Jo-
seph was about to find out that God was acting in an 
unexpected way, and, that he, Joseph was called to play 
a role in God’s missional activity on earth! God inter-
rupted Joseph’s plan to divorce Mary.

The angel addressed Joseph as “son of David.” Jo-
seph, though not the biological father of Jesus, was of the 
house and lineage of King David. Matthew introduced 
his readers to commonly held two-fold 
expectation of the Messiah. The Messiah 
(“Christ” in Greek) would descend from 
Abraham, the father of Israel, to whom 
God’s Covenant promise was given. The 
Messiah would also be a son of King Da-
vid, who would act again in history to de-
liver Israel from the Babylonian captivity. 
The angel’s greeting to Joseph as “son of 
David” reminds Joseph, and the reader, 
that Joseph had an unlikely role to play 
in fulfilling this Old Testament hope and 
expectation of the reign of God.

Joseph was told not to be afraid to 
take Mary as his wife, because Mary’s 

pregnancy was an act of the Holy Spirit. Joseph is now 
given an opportunity to play a paternal role in the ac-
tions of God: 

•	 By marrying Mary, Joseph is thus saying “yes” to 
his call to participate in God’s mission. 

•	 By naming the child, he claims Jesus as his rightful 
child, and in doing so Joseph confirms the child’s 
purpose and identity. In many cultures, a person’s 
name identifies a person’s character or role in life. 
This was the case with the naming of Jesus by the 
angel, and subsequently by Joseph and Mary. The 
child is named “Jesus.” The name Jesus is the Greek 
translation of the Hebrew word Joshua which 
means “Yah… (the God of Israel) delivers or saves.” 
The child would have a unique calling and role 
to play in the ongoing history of Israel and in the 
world. He, Jesus (“Yah-saves”) would deliver his 
people from the bondage of their sins.

At this point of the birth-narrative, Matthew does 
not describe what this salvation would entail. Matthew’s 
genealogy indicates that salvation includes release from 
the power of socio-political oppression (the Babylonian 
Exile). The naming of Jesus also implies liberation from 
the power of sin as a spiritual oppression. Matthew will 
give further insights into the salvific mission of Jesus 
throughout his Gospel.

MATTHEW 1:22-23. The Advent of Jesus, including 
the strange circumstances surrounding Mary’s pregnan-
cy, was part of God’s action in history. Matthew refers 
to God’s previous promise of deliverance via the Angel’s 
quote of the prophet Isaiah 7:14. “Therefore the Lord 
himself will give you a sign. Look, the young woman 

(“maiden”) is with child and shall bear 
a son, and shall name him Immanuel.” 

You might notice that there is a dif-
ference between the NRSV’s interpre-
tation of Isaiah 7:14 and the words of 
the angel in Matthew 1:23 which read, 
“Look, the virgin shall conceive and 
bear a son, and they shall name him 
Emmanuel.” This is primarily because 
Matthew, who wrote his Gospel in the 
Greek language, quotes Isaiah 7:14 
from the Greek translation of the Old 
Testament, the LXX or Septuagint, 
rather than from the Hebrew text of the 
Isaiah scroll. While Matthew seems to 

By marrying 
Mary, Joseph 
is thus saying 

“yes” to 
his call to 

participate 
in God’s 
mission.
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support the idea of the virgin birth, it 
is not the central point of his story. The 
Gospel of Matthew is more focused on 
the actions of God taking place in this 
newborn Son.

“They shall name him Emmanuel.” 
The Angel, quoting Isaiah, gives a sec-
ond name to the child: Emmanuel. As 
with the name “Jesus” there is great significance to the 
name Emmanuel, for Emmanuel means “God is with us.” 
Matthew’s Gospel introduces Jesus as the One through 
whom God is present and acting in the world. Emman-
uel (God-with-us) implies “Yah-saves” ( Jesus) will be ac-
tive in the world, delivering God’s people from captivity 
and bondage to the effects of sin.

Matthew begins and ends the story of Jesus by making 
reference to the meaning of the name Emmanuel. Jesus, 
after his resurrection and at the conclusion of his earthly 
ministry, commissions his disciples to continue his mis-
sion in the world and to make disciples who are taught to 
do all that Jesus taught or commanded his disciples to do 
(Matthew 28:16-20). Jesus concludes his “Great Com-
mission” with the encouraging words, “Remember, I am 
with you always, to the end of the age.”

MATTHEW 1:24. Joseph’s encounter with the angel 
evidently came during his sleep. When he wakes up, he 
acts with intentional obedience to the Angel of the Lord. 
Joseph accepts his calling to be the father of the Christ 
and to do so by taking Mary to be his wife, in spite of the 
fact that he is not the biological father 
of Jesus. 

Matthew apparently has two agen-
das in writing his Gospel. One is to give 
a selected biography of Jesus. By giving 
accounts of Jesus’ life and ministry, Mat-
thew shows who Jesus is, what Jesus did 
and what Jesus taught. Matthew’s second 
agenda is spelled out in his concluding 
chapter, Matthew 28, when the resur-
rected Christ expands his mission to the 
entire world by commissioning his disci-
ples to multiply God’s mission by multi-
plying disciples who in turn are obedient 
to what Jesus taught and did. Matthew 
also teaches that God intentionally calls 
people of all walks of life to respond to 
Jesus’ invitation to be his disciples.

Matthew’s Advent narrative intro-
duces this twofold purpose by making 
two primary points. The Advent of Jesus 
is the result of a Divine initiative (it is an 
act of God), and the Advent of Jesus is 
earthed in humanity (it is reliant on the 
actions of people). On one hand, Jesus 
was fully human, and yet he was also 

fully divine, and thus uniquely called to bring salvation 
to the world. But as Matthew emphasizes throughout his 
Gospel, God, rather than acting alone, enacts this Divine 
mission through people who willingly respond to God’s 
call. The mission of God for the world was brought to 
the world through Jesus, but God calls people, includ-
ing families, to participate with Jesus in that worldwide 
mission. 

In this passage, God calls an engaged couple to become 
the parents of Jesus. It is tempting, when reading Mat-
thew’s account of Joseph and Mary, to idealize their rela-
tionships with each other, with their son and with God. 
In our contemporary society, when many people perceive 
“traditional family values” as threatened, we may be in-
clined to look for a perfect or ideal family role model in 
the “Holy Family.” We might go so far as to conclude that 
God mainly calls families to participate in God’s mission 
with one qualification–in order for families to participate 
in God’s mission, they must meet a maintain certain stan-
dard of excellence, like Joseph and Mary. 

It may surprise us therefore, to discover that families 
are not the primary focus of Matthew’s Gospel. In fact, 

Matthew highlights the participation of 
single people in God’s mission, including 
those who had lifestyles that would have 
been deemed “unacceptable” (Matthew 
19:11-12).

Furthermore, Matthew does not por-
tray Jesus’ family as ideal. Outside of the 
first two chapters, Matthew’s description 
of Jesus’ family is less than complimen-
tary! We hear nothing more of Joseph 
after chapter 2 except for a brief reference 
to him by Jesus’ hometown folks in Mat-
thew 13:54-57. And what we hear about 
Mary and the rest of Jesus’ family in chap-
ters 12 and 13 seems anything but ideal. 
In Matthew 12:46-50 we are told that 
while Jesus was speaking to the crowds, 
and coming into conflict with some of the 

Emmanuel 
means “God 
is with us.”

God 
intentionally 
calls people 
of all walks 

of life to 
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scribes and Pharisees, Jesus’ mother and brothers showed 
up, “wanting to speak with him.” Matthew makes refer-
ence to this family encounter in the context of his home-
town’s disbelief and rejection of his message. When Jesus 
is told that his family has arrived to speak with him, Je-
sus seems to place his family in the same category as the 
majority of people in his hometown–those of little belief 
and much misunderstanding! He responds to his family’s 
presence by asking, “‘Who is my mother, and who are 
my brothers?’ And pointing to his disciples, he said, 
‘For whoever does the will of my Father in heaven is my 
brother and sister and mother.’”

The Gospel of Mark paints an even less ideal picture 
of Jesus’ family and gives some insight into what Jesus’ 
family might have wanted to talk to Jesus about! Mark 
3:20ff says that Jesus’ family attempted to restrain Jesus 
because they thought that Jesus “had gone out of his 
mind!” 

Applying the Scripture
What can we learn about God’s mission to the world 
through the Advent of Jesus? 

•	Jesus,	the	one	called	by	God	to	initiate	the	Kingdom	
of Heaven on earth, is the focus of this Gospel, he is the 
bringer of salvation, the one through whom all of the na-
tions will be blessed. 

•	Though	Matthew’s	primary	focus	is	on	Jesus	as	the	
one who is called to enact God’s mission; Jesus does not 
act alone! God, throughout history, has and continues to 
call diverse people to participate in God’s mission. 

•	God’s	call	 includes,	but	 is	not	 limited	to,	 families,	
and those families need not be “traditional,” ideal or 
perfect to qualify! In fact, God calls “socially unconven-
tional” families like Joseph and Mary to serve his mission 
of love to the world. Mary’s pregnancy was question-
able. Theirs was hardly a “traditional family”! Their only 
qualification to play a part in God’s saving mission to the 
world was obedience to God by saying “yes” to God’s 
call, as complex and difficult as that may be.

•	Families	don’t	need	to	be	in	ideal	circumstances	to	
receive and respond to God’s call. God calls marginal-
ized, seemingly insignificant people living in extenuating 
situations to participate in God’s mission to the world! 
Matthew 12 indicates that a family’s faith and even obe-
dience to God will waver and fall short of perfection. Yet, 
people like Joseph and Mary can experience the blessing 
of playing a part in God’s mission, sometimes in the most 
unexpected ways. 

•	Though	God	calls	 families	 to	participate	 in	God’s	
mission; God’s mission is not limited to families. Even 
the family of Jesus would find itself on the outside circle 
of God’s call, missing out on the blessing of serving with 
Jesus (see Matthew 12 and 13). They appeared to be 
standing in the way of the mission of God’s liberation 
of all people. When this occurred, Jesus gave an assur-
ance to all who would follow him, “For whoever does 
the will of my Father in heaven is my brother and sis-
ter and mother,” (Matthew 12:50). God calls families 
to follow Jesus into God’s mission. Many of us may not 
be part of a traditional family structure, but we may have 
families that consist of friends or members of our church 
community. These families, too, are called to participate 
in the reign of God. Jesus’ invitation to become part of 
God’s family extends equally to all! 

Session Plans
These session plans are given as suggestions. The words 
AND, OR, or AND/OR between activities indicate alternate 
activities. Choose activities best suited for your particular 
group and time schedule.

GETTING READY FOR THE SESSION
•	 Pray: for guidance and a willingness to learn from 

Matthew 1:18-25.
•	 Read Matthew 1:18-25. Note how many assump-

tions you have about the details of this familiar Na-
tivity story. Note also which of these assumptions are 
challenged, confirmed or dispelled by the text.

•	 Read Session 2 in Journeys and this leader’s guide.
•	 Gather recorded excerpts of Christmas songs for the 

Name-that-Tune opening exercise. 
•	 Gather fun prizes (such as candy canes or small decora-

tions) for “winners” of the opening exercise. 

BEGINNING THE SESSION
(10 MINUTES)

•	 Open the session with a fun activity related to 
Christmas songs and family. You may start by play-
ing “Name-that-Tune” by playing excerpts from nu-
merous Christmas songs among which you have 
interspersed several songs about home and family 
at Christmas such as “I’ll be Home for Christmas,” 
“There’s no Place Like Home For the Holidays,” “Go-
ing Home for Christmas,” “Please Come Home for 
Christmas” and “Coming Home for Christmas.” 

OR
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•	 Begin the session by asking participants to name as 
many Christmas songs as they can think of that are 
about home or family.

•	 You may want to give prizes to “winners” of the ice-
breaker activity.

AND
•	 Following the opening activity, ask some open-ended 

questions about Christmas and families. You may ask 
participants to share their answers in groups of 2 or 3. 
Here are some suggestions:
 º How did your family celebrate Christmas, if at all? 
 º If you celebrated Christmas as a family, name a 

family traditions or ritual that you enjoyed. Name 
one you disliked. 

 º We sometimes refer to the ideal family Christmas 
gathering as a “Hallmark Christmas.” What are 
some of the idealistic family characteristics that 
come to mind with this expression?

 º How might such an expression be limiting in how 
it defines family?

DEVELOPING THE SESSION 
(30-35 MINUTES)

Read and Discuss Matthew 1:18-25 (15-20 min.)
•	 Before reading the text, instruct participants to lis-

ten closely to Matthew’s account of the Nativity. Ask 
them to identify any awkward Holy Family moments 
in the Nativity scene that Matthew paints in this 
passage.

•	 After the text has been read, ask participants to inter-
act with each other around the following questions:
 º What “Hallmark family Christmas” (ideal) mo-

ments did you identify in this story?
 º What awkward or less-than-ideal circumstances 

did you note in this story?
•	 Ask participants to read Matthew 1:18-25 a second 

time. 
•	 As you read, attempt to identify with the charac-

ters Joseph and Mary. Note their circumstances and 
be aware of what you might feel if you were in their 
situation.

•	 Discussion Questions:
 º What new insights did you gain from this second 

reading of the text? What surprised you?

 º If you were Joseph, what reasons would you have 
for rejecting and/or responding positively to the 
angel’s statement: “Joseph, son of David, do not 
be afraid to take Mary as your wife, for the child 
conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit.” Write 
your answers in two columns, one labeled “Reasons 
to Reject” and the other “Reasons to say ‘Yes!’”

 º If you were Mary, what would be your reaction to 
the names and their meanings the Angel instructs 
Joseph to give to your son? Remember there are two 
names ( Jesus and Emmanuel) given in this text.

 º What new perspectives about God’s call to Joseph 
and Mary have you gained from this study?

CLOSING THE SESSION
(5-10 MINUTES)

•	 Conclude this session by inviting participants to 
consider the call of God to families to participate in 
God’s mission. One or both of the following sets of 
questions can be used for this reflection.

•	 Take a moment to reflect on your own family. None 
of our families are perfect, and like some of the fami-
lies in Jesus’ lineage, your family may be living in less-
than-ideal circumstances or it may have fallen short 
of some preconceived “ideal” standard. Regardless of 
your circumstances, be aware of God’s call to you to 
be to be a blessing to others this season! Spend some 
time in silent reflection. Take notes on what enters 
your mind concerning ways you can be a blessing to 
others. 

AND/OR
•	 Take a few moments to remember families, whether 

they’re traditional or non-traditional, as flawed or 
ideal as they may be, whom God has used to be a 
blessing to your life. 
 º Who was a blessing to you? 
 º What was the blessing you received from them? 

•	 This week, write and send a Christmas thank you 
note expressing your gratitude for the way they 
blessed your life. 

AND
•	 Close with an invitation to participants to give one-

sentence prayers thanking God for one insight gained 
or lesson learned from this session.
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Introducing the Scripture
Matthew’s account of the magi empha-
sizes two major themes of this Gospel, 
both of which were previously intro-
duced in Matthew’s genealogy of Jesus 
Matthew 1:1-17 (see Lesson One of this 
series).  (1) Jesus fulfills the Old Testa-
ment hope for the Messiah, the rightful 
king in the line of David, who would 
“shepherd my people Israel,” (Matthew 
2:6).  (2) Jesus’ ministry also fulfills the 
prophetic hope of Isaiah 9:1-2 that Je-
sus would be “a light for the nations, 
that (God’s) salvation may reach to the 
end of the earth.” These two themes, 
dispersed by Matthew throughout his 

Gospel, are a prelude to the ending of Mat-
thew’s Gospel, Matthew 28:16-20, which 
gives the account of the resurrected Lord 
commissioning his followers to “Go there-
fore and make disciples of all nations, 
baptizing them in the name of the Father 
and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and 
teaching them to obey everything I have 
commanded you.”

Matthew assumes his readers are familiar 
with the Hebrew Scriptures (the Old Tes-
tament) which he frequently quotes with 
little explanation. The ministry of Jesus, 
throughout Matthew’s gospel, focuses on 
“the lost sheep of Israel.” These two features 
lead us to assume his audience is primarily 
made up of Jewish Christians. 

Though Matthew’s Gospel primarily fo-
cuses on Jesus’ ministry to Israel; Matthew 
inserts a number of stories about non-Jews, 
also called Gentiles, who demonstrate obe-
dient faith in God in spite of their ethnic 
and religious background. By including 

stories of the faith of Gentiles and their 
struggle to find acceptance, Matthew 
was challenging his Jewish Christian 
community to become more inclusive. 
But Such a transition does not come 
easily!

Examining the Scripture
MATTHEW 2:1-2. The magi story at-
tests on one hand to Gentile belief and 
inclusion into the kingdom of God; and 
on the other hand it exposes the surpris-
ing lack of faith of the Jewish religious 
establishment of the time. In this pas-
sage, magi from the east made pilgrim-
age to Jesus in order to pay homage to 

SESSION 3 • DECEMBER 20, 2020

Unexpected Responders to 
Holy Light
SCRIPTURE: Matthew 2:1-18

KEY VERSE:  On entering the house, they saw the child with Mary his 
mother; and they knelt down and paid him homage. Then, opening 
their treasure chests, they offered him gifts of gold, frankincense, 
and myrrh.  —Matthew 2:11

SESSION OBJECTIVES: 
The	purpose	of	this	four-week	series	is	to	focus	on	two	of	the	themes	
of	Matthew’s	Gospel:	
•	 God	is	working	in	history	to	bring	about	God’s	kingdom–but	God	

does	not	work	alone!	
•	 God	in	the	past,	the	present	and	the	future	calls	people	of	all	na-

tions	to	participate	in	God’s	kingdom	mission,	and	God	is	still	call-
ing	us	today.

In	this	session	we	will	discover	that:	
•	 The	call	of	God	transcends	human	prejudices	and	boundaries	of	

race,	nationalism	and	even	religion.	
•	 The	church	is	a	diverse	and	inclusive	community	that	reflects	God’s	

call	to	people	of	all	nations.
•	 Ethnic	exclusion	or	nationalistic	elitism	has	no	place	in	God’s	mis-

sion	or	in	the	church.	

The ministry 
of Jesus, 

throughout 
Matthew’s 

gospel, 
focuses on 

“the lost 
sheep of 
Israel.”
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him. On the other hand, Matthew points out the Jewish 
religious establishment’s surprising lack of faith in Jesus, 
as well as the hostility of powerful imperial figures like 
Herod toward him. 

Bethlehem according to I Samuel 16:1 was the birth-
place of King David. Judea was the name of the Roman 
province. Matthew mentions both Bethlehem and Judea 
in order to emphasize that Jesus came from the royal line 
of Judah. This heritage is contrasted with that of King 
Herod who was an Idumaean, not a Judean, a puppet 
king appointed by Rome and given the title “Herod the 
Great” and “King of the Jews.” Matthew’s early readers 
would recognize this contrast between Herod, the ille-
gitimate king of the Jews, and Jesus, who is identified by 
the magi as “King of the Jews,” (Matthew makes refer-
ence to this title of Jesus again in the account of Jesus’ 
arrest and crucifixion in 27:11, 29, 37).

By identifying Jesus birth as “In the time of King 
Herod,” Matthew approximates the time of the Nativ-
ity and of the arrival of the magi. Historians estimate 
Herod’s rule as ending at his death around 4 BC. Unlike 
Luke, Matthew does not mention how or why Mary and 
Joseph are in Bethlehem.

Matthew is the only Gospel to mention visitors from 
the East who came to Jerusalem enquiring about the 
birth of the King of the Jews. The term, to describe these 
foreign visitors is “magi” which comes from the Greek 
word, magia, the root word for magic and magician. This 
Gospel gives no reason to call magi “wise men” as the title 
has no such inference outside of their ability to discern 
the stars. Nor is magia a term that should be translated as 
“kings.” Elsewhere in the New Testament, the term magi 
means magician/sorcerer and has negative connotations 
(Acts 13:4-12; Acts 8:9-11).

Perhaps a better translation of the term magi would 
be “astrologers.” Matthew 2:2 demonstrates that their 
quest for Jesus came about through their 
reading of the stars; “For we observed 
his star at its rising and have come to 
pay him homage.” Matthew makes no 
mention of the magi outside of chapter 
2. Nor does Matthew speak negatively 
of these magi or their vocation. In fact, 
quite the opposite is true, for we are told 
that they traveled to Jerusalem to seek 
“the child who has been born King 
of the Jews” in order to pay “homage” 
to him (Matthew 2:2). As Matthew 

2:11-12 points out, their subsequent actions also dem-
onstrate the positive role they play in the early life of 
Jesus. 

MATTHEW 2:3-8. Accounts of Herod’s rule are any-
thing but complementary. As a puppet ruler appointed 
by Rome to the prefecture of Israel, Herod abused his 
authority and subjugated his own people. He was so cov-
etous of power and fearful of losing it that he was willing 
to execute anyone he perceived as a threat to his posi-
tion as “King of the Jews.” He even executed one of his 
sons whom he perceived to be a contender to the throne! 
Based on the report of the magi, Herod feared that Jesus 
would be such a threat. Matthew points out that Herod 
was not alone in his fear and opposition to Jesus. Mat-
thew makes reference to the fear of all Jerusalem with 
him 2:3. By “all Jerusalem” Matthew refers to the broad 
scope of ruling political powers of Judea’s capital city—
not the general population(similar to the way reporters 
refer to “Washington” when speaking of U.S. governing 
powers).

Herod called together “all the chief priests and 
scribes of the people” and “enquired of them where 
the Messiah was to be born” (v. 4). Drawing from the 
Prophets, these religious leaders state, “And you, Beth-
lehem, in the land of Judah, are by no means least 
among the rulers of Judah, for from you shall come a 
ruler who is to shepherd my people Israel,” (v. 6). The 
magi are led by astrology (the study of the conjunction 
of the planets and stars) to conclude that a great histori-
cal event has or was about to take place, the birth of a 
king, the Jewish Messiah. But Matthew points out that 
astrology was not the only guide for the magi. It was the 
Hebrew Scripture, combined with the astrological sign, 
which ultimately led the magi to Jesus. 

Perhaps Matthew is reminding his faith-community 
that God uses multiple types of knowl-
edge to point people to Jesus. The role of 
the church is to use the scriptures to give 
further knowledge of who Jesus is and to 
call others to participate in his mission. 

Matthew contrasts the faith and de-
votion of the magi with the reaction of 
the inner circles of Jerusalem’s religious 
and political authority. The foreign magi 
seek Jesus and are guided by both the star 
and the scriptures. The religious scribes 
and authorities have scriptural and 
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theological knowledge, but fail to act 
upon it. Matthew is revealing a surprise 
to his Jewish Christian readers: God is 
calling Gentiles, including those who 
have no knowledge of the Hebrew Scrip-
tures, to an obedient and devout faith in 
Jesus. In contrast, those who already had 
the scripture missed out on the blessing 
of participating in God’s Reign because 
they were more concerned with defend-
ing their “rightful” social-political po-
sitions rather than demonstrating an 
obedient faith by serving Jesus. 

MATTHEW 2:9-12. After the magi heard Herod’s re-
quest for Jesus’ location, they set out again on their jour-
ney to find the newborn King. Once again they saw the 
star that had prompted their pilgrimage. It wasn’t until 
after hearing the scriptures that they set out for Bethle-
hem. The reappearance of the star this time confirmed 
what the scriptures said. With that confirmation, the star 
now lead the magi to Bethlehem, where Jesus was. 

The magi had several responses at the climax of their 
pilgrimage. First when the star had stopped, “they were 
overwhelmed with joy.” This joyous reaction seems to 
be a prelude of the joy or blessing the Gentile nations 
would receive when God will give Israel “as a light to 
the nations, that my salvation may reach the end of 
the earth,” (Isaiah 49:6b).

Their second response was to enter the house and to 
see the child with Mary, his mother. It’s worth noting 
that in Matthew’s Gospel, Gentiles came to Jesus. Un-
like in Luke, Jesus does not enter the homes of Gentiles 
in Matthew’s Gospel. Matthew’s story demonstrates that 
Gentiles were interested in God’s salvation, and that 
Matthew’s faith community needed to develop a posture 
of acceptance in order to welcome them. Early Jewish 
Christians struggled with the inclusion of Gentiles. But 
Matthew shows that Mary and the child receive the magi 
into the house where they reside. To enter a house meant 
that hospitality was both extended and received. 

The third response of the magi was to bow before the 
child and offer “gifts of gold, frankincense, and myrrh” 
(v. 11). This demonstrates that the magi were persons of 
means who were able to present such valuable gifts, and 
that the gifts they presented the child were fit for a king. 
These magi foreigners honored the child as the Messiah. 

Verse 12 notes that the magi were warned in a dream 

by an angel not to return to Herod. The 
magi once again showed their obedi-
ence to God by going back to their own 
country via another road, rather than re-
turning to Jerusalem and betraying Jesus’ 
current location. 

MATTHEW 2:13-18 contains a tragic 
story seldom told during modern Christ-
mas celebrations or church pageantries. 
It is the account of a massacre of children 
in and around Bethlehem. Herod was so 

fearful of the magi’s news that he ordered the killing of 
all male children under two years of age in the Bethle-
hem region in an attempt to execute Jesus. This story is 
reminiscent of the story of Moses, an Israelite child pro-
tected by God during a similar mass execution perpetu-
ated by the Pharaoh (Exodus 2:1-10). Jesus, like Moses, 
was protected from harm as a child. An angel warned 
Joseph, the father of Jesus, to flee to Egypt to protect the 
child’s life.

Matthew’s Gospel brings into focus the danger of mis-
appropriated political power. The corrupting effects of 
power are on full display throughout Matthew’s Gospel 
as religious leaders collaborate with oppressive governing 
authorities to ignore or oppose God’s mission in Jesus. 

Applying the Scripture
Even today, Matthew’s account of the Nativity contains 
multiple lessons for us: 

• Ethnic exclusion or elitism has no place in the 
church; God’s call is without cultural boundary. Ethnic 
groups often assume their superiority over other nations 
or people groups. This often leads to a concern with the 
“purity” of the ethnic group, and subsequent exclusion 
of those “outside” the group. Ethnocentric groups may 
even build barriers against extending hospitality to out-
siders. However, Matthew’s gospel shows that such ex-
clusion has no place in God’s mission.

• God intends to bless all nations through the good 
news of the reign of Christ. Followers of Jesus are called 
to be a light to all and not just certain “favored” nations 
or ethnic groups. As Matthew points out in the story of 
the magi being received into the home where Mary and 
Jesus resided, hospitality is a primary means of being a 
light to outsiders. 

• Faith is not only based on what or how much we 
know; it is based on what we do with the information 
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we have been given. The magi had very little informa-
tion about Jesus when they set out on their pilgrimage 
to pay him homage. Nevertheless, they acted upon the 
knowledge that they did have. In contrast, the political 
and religious leaders, along with the scholars in Jerusa-
lem, were very knowledgeable about the scriptures, but 
they did not act on it. Therefore, they missed out on 
God’s blessings.  

• God uses a variety of ways to get our attention 
and to lead us on the journey to faith. Based on their 
astrological knowledge, the magi concluded that the 
birth of the Messiah had just taken place, or was about 
to take place. The magi were also directed by God in a 
dream (2:12) not to return to Herod. God can and often 
does use a variety means of inviting people to come to 
Jesus. When we listen to each other’s life stories we dis-
cover multiple and sometimes surprising ways God gets 
our attention and leads us to faith.  

Session Plans
These session plans are given as suggestions. The words 
AND, OR, or AND/OR between activities indicate alternate 
activities.  Choose activities best suited for your particular 
group and time schedule.

GETTING READY FOR THE SESSION
•	 Pray for guidance and a willingness to learn from 

Matthew 2:1-18.
•	 Read Matthew 2:1-18. Note how many assump-

tions you have about the details of this story, based on 
Christmas music, pageantry etc. Which ring true and 
which aren’t supported by this text? 

•	 Read Session 3 in Journeys and in this Leader’s Guide. 
Feel free to use the reflection questions found in Jour-
neys for group discussion.

•	 Prepare for the Activities.
•	 Have available Bibles and/or the printed texts of 

Matthew 2:1-18. Copies for distribution of the 
“Christmas Fact Check” sheets and group discussion 
questions.

•	 Bring the contents of a Christmas Nativity Set. You 
may want to bring a crèche with all of the traditional 
figures (animals, Mary, Joseph, shepherds, wise men, 
angels etc.) Or you may choose to bring supplies for 
individual participants or small groups to draw a Na-
tivity scene from memory. Include large sheets of pa-
per and coloring materials (crayons, markers, pencils 
etc.) 

BEGINNING THE SESSION 
 (15 MINUTES)

•	 Prayer: Open class with a brief prayer asking God 
to open our eyes to learn from the familiar stories of 
Jesus’ birth so that we might better honor him this 
Christmas season and throughout the New Year.

Christmas “Fact Check” Exercise Part I
•	 Ask participants to draw a Christmas Nativity Scene 

from their memory of the Christmas stories or ask 
participants to arrange the pieces of a Nativity set 
from their memory of the Christmas stories in the 
Gospels. The Fact Check Exercise may be more inter-
active when done as a group rather than individually. 
Tell participants to include as many details as they 
can in their scene.

•	 Read Matthew 2:1-18. Tell the participants to listen 
carefully to the text as it is read and to make note of 
any changes that they might want to make to their 
Nativity scene following its reading. What might they 
add, subtract or rearrange?

Christmas Story “Fact Check” Exercise Part 2 
•	 Instruct participants to look at the picture of the 

Nativity scene they have drawn or at the Nativity set 
which they arranged and ask the following questions: 
 º What surprised you in this story about the magi 

from the East who came to find Jesus? 
 º Having heard the text, which of your assumptions 

about this story ring true and which are not sup-
ported by the text? 

 º What changes would you make in this Nativity 
scene?

 º Matthew frequently uses stories to teach followers 
of Jesus how to go into the world and make disci-
ples of all nations (ethnic groups). What lessons do 
you think Matthew is trying to teach in this story?

DEVELOPING THE SESSION
(20-25 MINUTES) 

INTRODUCE THE TOPIC FOR THIS SESSION (5 MINUTES)
•	 Review for the class this quarterly’s examination 

of God’s call as portrayed in the stories of the New 
Testament. 

•	 Read or share in your own words this session’s 
objectives.

Discuss the Text (15-20 min.)
•	 Introduce the themes of Matthew 2:1-18 by using 

one of the following exercises given below. 
•	 Agree/Disagree Exercise: Introduce this exercise by 
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informing the class that you are going to make a series 
of statements. Participants should listen carefully to 
each statement. After making the statement they will 
be asked 3 questions: 
 º Do you agree or disagree with this statement?
 º Why do you agree or disagree?
 º What in Matthew 2:1-18 would support or con-

tradict this statement?
 Ƿ Christians should use political power and align 

themselves closely to national rulers in order to 
achieve and maintain their rights and advan-
tages in the nation.

 Ƿ Hospitality should only be offered to “our own 
kind of people.”

 Ƿ God uses various means, including non-Judeo-
Christian beliefs, to call people to faith.

 Ƿ Foreigners should not be trusted.
 Ƿ Jesus was a refugee because his parents fled to a 

foreign country in order to protect their child’s 
life.

 Ƿ God wants all nations to be blessed and not just 
one favored nation or people group.

 Ƿ Having great knowledge of the scriptures as-
sures having strong faith in God.

 º Spend time discussing reasons participants have 
for their “agree” or “disagree” answers. 

OR
Questions for Discussion and Reflection 
•	 Drawing from the student book associated with this 

session, break into small sharing groups to facilitate 
discussion by selecting from the following sets of 
questions:
 º Does your family keep any cultural traditions at 

Christmas to remind them of their ethnic or na-
tional origins?  Complete the sentence; “It just 
wouldn’t be Christmas without…”

 º Have you ever celebrated Christmas with people 
of a culture unlike your own? What did you like 
about their customs? What did you find difficult 
or challenging to accept?

 º We not only live in culturally pluralistic communi-
ties; we are increasingly living in religious and phil-
osophically diverse communities. It is very likely 
that Matthew’s original audience was a Jewish-
Christian ethno-centric church in a predominantly 
Gentile community also made up of multiple eth-
nic groups and numerous religions. With this pos-
sibility in mind reflect on the following questions:

 º What lessons about inclusion might Matthew be 
teaching ethno-centric churches in the story of the 
magi’s pilgrimage to find Jesus?

 º Is our church or faith-community comprised 
primarily of one ethnic group? If so, how does it 
respond to living in a pluralistic society? In what 
ways does it extend hospitality to foreigners and 
people of other cultures?

 º What might Matthew 2:1-12 teach us about living 
as 21st century Christians with religious and cul-
tural diversity?

 º Reflect on your spiritual pilgrimage. What initially 
caused you to enquire about Jesus? 

 º How has God used a people who are from a vastly 
different cultural group than your own to bring a 
blessing to your life?  When has God used people 
other than Christians to be a blessing in your life? 

CLOSING THE SESSION
(5-10 MINUTES)

•	 Recommend action steps this season: Choose one or 
more of the following action steps to practice what 
you have learned from the story of the magi:
 º In Matthew 2:1-12 we hear the story of how God 

used a star to call foreign astrologers to find Jesus 
and to honor him. 

 Ƿ This week take time to listen to peoples’ stories 
and, as you do, take time to listen to peoples’ 
stories and, as you do, take time to appreciate 
their stories in light of God’s mission in the 
world. 

 Ƿ Find ways to say thank you to people who have 
blessed your life, particularly those who are not 
Christians or those who are from a different 
cultural background than your own. 

 º Find a way that you can partner with someone 
from another nationality, ethnic group and/or re-
ligion to give a gift to someone or a group of people 
in need. Let this experience help build a cross-cul-
tural relationship around a common mission.

AND/OR
•	 Ask participants to reflect on the question: “What 

implications might the story of the magi have on your 
faith journey from here on out? 

•	 Conclude this session with a group prayer. Ask par-
ticipants to pray by completing the following sen-
tence: “I thank God for the birth of Jesus because...”
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Introducing the Scripture
All four Gospels give accounts of John the Baptist, a pro-
phetic figure who prepares the way for Jesus’ mission. All 
four Gospels record interactions between Jesus and John 
and/or with John’s disciples, but only the Synoptic Gos-
pels (Matthew, Mark, Luke) speak directly about Jesus’ 
baptism by John. In doing so, the Gospels both compare 
and differentiate the mission of John and that of Jesus. 
John is not the Messiah, but he is a voice who announces 
the Messiah. He calls the people of Israel to repentance 
and baptism in preparation to receive and follow the 
Messiah. In doing so, John points people away from him-
self to Jesus, the one who has priority over him. 

Clearly John played a significant role in the preparing 
the way, not just for Jesus and his mission, but also for 
early Christian communities as they pre-
pared to follow God’s mission in their 
own contexts and beyond. 

The emphasis each Gospel writer 
gives to John the Baptist may also serve 
to address a polemical issue in first cen-
tury Judaism and likely in Matthew’s 
faith-community. Undoubtedly John 
the Baptist had a large following, (Mat-
thew 3:5) particularly among the ordi-
nary Jewish community. He also had 
an inner circle of disciples. The Book of 

Acts reports that the early Christian dis-
ciples encountered John the Baptist’s faith-
communities during their early missionary 
endeavors. 

The Apostle Paul encountered two of 
John’s converts, Priscilla and Aquila, who 
evangelized by proclaiming John’s message 
(Romans 16:3). It’s likely, therefore, that 
there existed, alongside of the early church, 
communities of believers who followed 
John and his teachings. Some undoubtedly 
believed that John was the Messiah, others 
held him to be a great prophet. 

 In all likelihood, after John was execut-
ed, there were those followers who were 

disillusioned, not sure who or what to believe in. Like 
Matthew, each of the Gospels addresses this early theo-
logical controversy by differentiating the mission-role of 
John from that of Jesus. John is not the Messiah: John 
points the way to the Messiah. John was great but Jesus is 
greater.

Examining the Scripture
Matthew shows the significant role that John the Baptist 
plays in the life of Israel and in the ministry of Jesus. Mat-
thew also makes it clear that Jesus accepts John’s message 
and identifies himself with John’s baptism of repentance 
and renewal. Matthew’s account of John, therefore, 
serves to prepare those who hear or read this Gospel to 

better understand, profess and obedient-
ly practice the teachings of Jesus. 

Matthew 3:1-12 describes the minis-
try of John the Baptist in Israel prior to 
the baptism of Jesus and to the start of 
Jesus ministry. Matthew 3:13-17 focus-
es on the baptism of Jesus by John, dur-
ing which Jesus is commissioned to his 
Messianic mission in Israel. 

MATTHEW 3:1-6. These verses set the 
scene and historical context of John the 
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Called to Prepare the Way
SCRIPTURE: Matthew 3:1-12

KEY VERSE:  Prepare the way of the Lord, make his paths straight.  
—Matthew 3:3

SESSION OBJECTIVES: 
•	 To	discover	that	when	God	calls	people	to	God’s	mission,	God	of-

ten	first	calls	people	to	prepare	the	way	for	that	mission.	
•	 To	examine	three	preparatory	calls	to	God’s	mission	in	Matthew	3:	

the	call	of	John	the	Baptist,	the	call	to	the	people	of	Israel,	and	the	
call	of	Jesus	himself	to	God’s	mission.

•	 To	 examine	 our	 own	 barriers	 to	 participating	 in	 God’s	 mission,	
such	as	feelings	of	inadequacy.
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Baptist’s mission and purpose. “In those 
days” most likely refers to the early time 
period just before and during the com-
mencement of Jesus’ ministry. John the 
Baptist is introduced toward the begin-
ning of each Gospel (Mark 1:2ff, Luke 
3:1ff, John 1:6ff) as a significant figure 
who is an important prelude to the life 
and ministry of Jesus. 

This phrase, in those days, also points 
out the theological significance of the 
role of John the Baptist. John appears 
toward the beginning of each Gospel as 
a transitional figure who stands between 
an old and new paradigm of God’s ac-
tions in history. On one hand, John ap-
pears as the last of the Old Testament 
prophets (11:13). His appearance in the 
wilderness, his message calling Israel to 
repentance and his camel’s hair clothing 
are all reminiscent of the Old Testament 
prophets, especially the prophet Elijah 
(II Kings 1:8). Many expected Elijah 
would reappear in the final days to prepare the way for 
God’s final work of deliverance and salvation. 

But unlike the Old Testament Prophets, John is called 
to a new prophetic role. He is witness to the incarnation 
of the expected Messiah–the one who is about to usher in 
a new age of God’s salvation. John’s calling is to immedi-
ately prepare the people of Israel to receive and enter this 
new Messianic age; “the Kingdom of Heaven is at hand!” 

John worked in a time of the theological shift be-
tween the Old and New Covenant of God’s mission to 
the world. John the Baptist prepares the 
way for the new paradigm of God’s ac-
tions to deliver the world from the bond-
age of sin, but John himself does not live 
to enter into that new paradigm. John 
does not become a disciple nor is John 
a witness to crucifixion and resurrection 
of Jesus.  

Why does John have the title of “the 
Baptist”? This name was probably first 
ascribed to John by the multitudes who 
had gone out to hear him preach and to 
be baptized. Each gospel writer assumes 
that his readers are already familiar with 
this prophetic figure, even if their readers 

are not clear about John’s role and re-
lationship to Jesus. Matthew evidently 
felt that his readers, a primarily Jewish 
audience, were so familiar with John 
that they didn’t need any further intro-
duction. John was known for practicing 
baptism; but early Christians knew him 
for practicing two types: his highly un-
usual baptism of the multitudes of Israel 
who went out to hear him (more on this 
later), and his baptism of Jesus. 

“John the Baptist appeared in the 
wilderness of Judea.” Matthew identi-
fies the wilderness as the place where 
Old Testament prophecy would be ful-
filled; John the Baptist is the prophet 
spoken of by Isaiah when he said, “The 
voice of one crying out in the wilder-
ness; ‘Prepare the way of the Lord…’” 
This reference to Isaiah 40:3 indicates 
the role and message of John was fulfill-
ing the prophetic role described by Isa-
iah, the Old Testament prophet. Isaiah 

40:3-5 speaks of a prophet whose message will prepare 
captive Israel to leave Babylon and to return to the prom-
ised land of Palestine on a straight path. In Matthew 3, 
John is the one who is called Israel to prepare the way of 
the Lord. His task is to invite Israel to make the paths 
straight in order for Israel to receive the coming Messiah. 

John’s message to all who came out to hear him is 
summarized by Matthew as “Repent for the Kingdom 
of Heaven has come near.” This same message will be 
repeated by Jesus as he commences his ministry (4:17). 

Matthew uses the phrase Kingdom of 
Heaven throughout his Gospel whereas 
the other Gospels use the phrase King-
dom of God. It is a mistake to conclude 
that Matthew was more heavenly mind-
ed than earthly minded or that Matthew 
is teaching that John the Baptist was 
preparing people for heaven. For Jesus 
taught his disciples to pray, “Your king-
dom come, your will be done, on earth 
as it is in heaven.” According to John 
the Baptist, that Kingdom of Heaven 
has come near in the person of Jesus who 
will bring God’s heavenly reign to earth. 
Jesus is the one called to inaugurate that 
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Kingdom on earth through his life, min-
istry, death and resurrection. 

MATTHEW 3:7-10. How is Israel sup-
posed to prepare for this coming King-
dom? What makes the way straight for 
the new Messianic age? John calls people 
to “Repent.” Repentance, an important 
theme in Matthew, is introduced in the 
summary of John’s message (3:1). The 
Baptist elaborates its meaning in an in-
teraction with the religious leaders who 
come to him (3:7-16). The Greek word 
used by Matthew for “repent” is meta-
noeite which is the verbal command 
form of the noun, metanoia; a conjunc-
tion of two terms, meta and noia. Meta 
(like in metamorphosis) means to change dramatically 
or radically. Noia can be best translated as “mind.” In 
other words, to repent is to have a dramatic change of 
one’s mind-turning from one set of beliefs or values to a 
new one. 

This repentant change of mindset must be accompa-
nied by a coinciding change of behavior. The Baptist’s 
encounter with the Scribes and Pharisees demonstrates 
this call to metanoia. “Bear fruit worthy of repentance,” 
John says to these religious leaders. Repentance moves 
from old presumptions to fruitful behaviors fit for the 
coming Kingdom. 

Matthew states that many of the people were baptized 
by John, confessing their sins. But Matthew does not 
spell out what sins they confessed or what new behav-
iors were expected of them. Matthew’s Gospel goes on to 
focus on Jesus’ teachings about what repentance entails 
and what fruitful behavior looks like. In Luke’s Gospel, 
John’s answers are more explicit: one ought to be merci-
ful, honest and just in one’s actions toward others (Luke 
3:10-14). 

John the Baptist has a stark response 
to the religious leaders. But when he 
saw many Pharisees and Sadducees 
coming for baptism, he said to them, 
“You brood of vipers! Who warned 
you to flee from the wrath to come?” 
Drought-induced fires were common in 
the region where John preached. Vipers, 
(venomous snakes) sensing the coming 
fires, would flee the fields in front of 

the flames. John the Baptist likened the 
Pharisee and Sadducee leaders to those 
fleeing snakes. Like vipers, they sensed 
the coming fire of God’s judgment. 
Rather than repent, they sought to es-
cape by fleeing. 

John was certainly not complimen-
tary to the religious leaders who came to 
receive baptism! So what gives? Pharisees 
were the group of religious leaders that 
promoted both the study of the Law and 
careful adherence to it. They also taught, 
on the basis of Ezra and Nehemiah, that 
maintaining ethnic purity was essential 
to gain spiritual favor with God. There-
fore they separated themselves from 
Gentiles and those they considered sin-

ners. Sadducees were also religious leaders at the time of 
John the Baptist and Jesus. Unlike the Pharisees, these 
leaders were closely associated with Temple worship in 
Jerusalem. They were a priestly party and were inclined 
to collaborate with political powers in Jerusalem to 
maintain their positions as the religious elite in power. 
The destruction of the Temple in 70 AD followed by the 
Roman occupation of Israel meant the demise of this 
Temple-associated group. 

John the Baptist tells these religious leaders of Israel 
to “bear fruit worthy of repentance.” Matthew is show-
ing his readers that one may have correct beliefs, but cor-
rect belief without correct action is hypocrisy. Religious 
leaders, in this case the Sadducees and Pharisees, are es-
pecially accountable not only for what they teach but 
also for practicing a lifestyle of repentance. Profession of 
faith in God is legitimate only when it is accompanied by 
deeds that demonstrate faith in God. 

Additionally, John the Baptist tells the religious lead-
ers “do not presume to say to yourselves, ‘We have 
Abraham as our ancestor’ for God is able from these 

stones to raise up children to Abra-
ham!” Ancestry, even a pedigree going 
back to Abraham, the father of Israel, 
means nothing if it is not accompanied 
by obedience to God. God may reject 
those with proper lineage who do not 
bear fruit in their lives just as God could 
raise up followers out of stones. This pro-
phetic statement is a call for repentance 
from the religious establishment; but it 

Repentance 
moves from 

old presump-
tions to 
fruitful 

behaviors 
fit for the 
coming 

Kingdom.

Correct  
belief without 

correct 
action is 

hypocrisy.

Journeys Leader's Guide © 2020 by American Baptist Home Mission Societies. All rights reserved. 
This was purchased and downloaded from judsonpress.com. 

Not to be sold, copied or distributed in any manner.



 WINTER 2020–2021 • JOURNEYS LEADER’S GUIDE 21

DECEMBER 27, 2020 • SESSION 4

also hints at the forthcoming inclusion 
of Gentile believers into God’s mission. 

MATTHEW 3:11-12. Baptism with wa-
ter is the outward dramatic sign of such 
repentance. John’s baptism was highly 
unusual for Israel. Baptism by water for 
repentance was practiced primarily, if 
not exclusively, on non-Jews who con-
verted to Judaism. However, John was 
calling Jews to the baptismal waters of 
repentance as a step in preparing for the 
coming Kingdom. The people of Israel 
needed to be transformed as much as 
Gentiles in preparation for the coming 
Kingdom. 

“But one who is more powerful than 
I is coming after me; I am not worthy 
to carry his sandals,” (v. 11a). Though John seeks to 
prepare the way for this new-coming order, John is not 
the one who will inaugurate it. John is not the Messiah 
and he knows it! His role is to prepare the way for some-
one greater himself. He recognizes that his role is that of 
being a prophet in a period of transition. His ministry 
and his message are limited to pointing people toward 
a greater person and a greater epoch in salvation histo-
ry. In that role, John the Baptist calls people to prepare 
the way for the reign of God by being baptized with the 
baptism of repentance. But someone stronger is needed 
if the repentant baptized are going to resist continuing 
in their old way of life and live out the new ethics of the 
Kingdom of Heaven. John, with integrity, admits that 
he is not capable of giving this spiritual power. In fact, 
John confesses his own unworthiness to even carry the 
sandals of the one who is capable to fulfill this mission.

This more “powerful” one to whom John points will 
have a two-fold mission; “He will baptize you with the 
Holy Spirit and fire,” (v. 11b). John’s message and bap-
tism could lead people to repentance. 
But John’s message of baptism would not 
empower people to live fully repentant 
lives. Such lasting transformation would 
come into the world through Jesus, the 
one empowered to baptize people with 
the Holy Spirit. God’s Spirit enables peo-
ple to have a change of mind resulting in 
an ongoing change of behavior–King-
dom behavior. 

But Jesus would also have a second 
mission: in addition to giving the power 
to live a repentant lifestyle, the Spirit 
would bring fire-a cleansing judgment. 
John makes it clear that judgement is 
forthcoming in the new age. Jesus will 
bring God’s judgement, not John the 
Baptist., And that judgement will see 
to it that good fruit (grain) will be pre-
served and the chaff will be burned. 

Applying the Scripture
What would you do if you were John 
the Baptist? His role was not an easy 
one! He was caught in a time between 
the Old and the New Covenant, a spiri-
tual paradigm shift. Established ways of 
defining faith were questioned and new 

ways were yet to be defined. It is difficult to live in the 
chaos of such times, and even more difficult to bring a 
message from God to people who live in uncertainty.

During such a time, John was called to be a prophet, 
a difficult and dangerous calling. The role of the prophet 
was and is to preach a message from God to those who 
identify themselves as the people of God. That message 
is two-fold. On one hand a prophet’s message contains 
hope for the future, telling oppressed people that God 
will bring them to a better day. On the other hand, the 
prophet’s message confronts sinful and unjust practices 
that are keeping people from entering into that hopeful 
future-especially but not exclusively the actions of reli-
gious leaders. God calls prophets to speak God’s truth to 
power and to call those in power, along with their base of 
followers, to repent by having a radical change of mind 
that demonstrates itself in radical changes of behaviors. 
Such exposure of sin and injustice can be dangerous for the 
prophet, as John the Baptist would find out. John faced 
ridicule and rejection by the establishment, and even im-

prisonment and execution when his mes-
sage of repentance and behavioral change 
became a threat to political and religious 
authorities. Such authorities sought to 
maintain their positions of power. 

What lessons can Christian leadership 
learn from John the Baptist’s message of 
repentance? When we witness political 
and social injustice, are we willing to re-
pent from such practices ourselves? Are 
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we willing to voice a prophetic message 
even at the risk of losing popularity? 
When governmental or religious leaders 
perpetuate Biblical injustice, are we will-
ing to speak God’s truth to power? Are 
we willing to stand with those who do? 

John’s calling was also difficult be-
cause, though he called and prepared 
God’s people for a new and better day, 
John the Baptist would not be the per-
son who would bring in that new day. 
Like Moses, John the Baptist attempted 
to point Israel toward the promised fu-
ture, but he would not accompany Israel 
into it. We can learn from John’s example. There are times 
when we may be called to perform a task of preparing for 
a better future that we cannot bring about on our own. If 
God is calling you to begin or participate in a mission, do 
you avoid saying “yes” to that call because of your sense 
of inadequacy? Are our limitations and inadequacies an 
excuse not to participate, even in the startup of such a 
mission? Or, as John, do we recognize and rely on the 
Greater Power who will give us the strength to do what 
we knowingly cannot do on our own? Coming to terms 
with our weakness, inadequacies and even our confessed 
sins does not disqualify us from answering God’s call to 
participate in God’s Kingdom work. The power of God’s 
Spirit enables us to live out our “metanoia,” our change 
of mind that results in transformed behavior. 

Perhaps the biggest challenge for John was to draw 
people’s attention away from himself in order to point 
people to another, in this case Jesus, who was able to 
bring God’s promised future into being. Facing our limi-
tations is by no means easy! It’s tempting to cover over 
our weaknesses and to present a false image of perfection. 
But we can learn from John, who openly confessed his 
own inadequacy and his own unworthiness even to be 
a servant of the one to whom he would point. This was 
not a false humility; it was a true confession. This type 
of openness and humility is rare, even today. We live in 
a media-focused society that thrives on self-centeredness 
and self-aggrandizement. It’s tempting as Christians to 
fall into the trap of attention seeking rather than point-
ing away from ourselves and toward the work of Jesus.

Session Plans
These session plans are given as suggestions. The words 
AND, OR, or AND/OR between activities indicate alternate 

activities. Choose activities best suited for 
your particular group and time schedule. 
Feel free to adapt the suggestions to meet 
the needs and interests of your group.

GETTING READY FOR THE 
SESSION

•	 Pray for God’s guidance as you pre-
pare for this session. 

•	 Read Matthew 3 in its entirety but 
pay special attention to 3:1-12, the 
primary text of this session. Read this 
leader’s guide as well as session 4 in 
Journeys.

•	 Reflect on the role of John the Baptist as a prophet 
who prepared the way for the mission of Jesus. Reflect 
also on who came to John the Baptist. What did John 
ask of those who came? What was the relationship of 
John the Baptist to Jesus?

•	 Consider what lessons your participants might learn 
from Matthew 3:1-12 about preparing the way for 
God’s mission. Review the suggested applications in 
the “Applying the Scripture” section of this leader’s 
guide. Which applications seem the most challenging 
for you? Are there any applications in this text that 
you might add?

•	 Review the questions in the group discussion exercise 
you chose for your participants. Would you be will-
ing to share your answers as an example to give others 
permission to be open and honest in their responses? 
Keep in mind, however, that there are no correct or 
incorrect answers to this exercise. 

•	 Have available Bibles and hand-out discussion sheets 
for the group discussion exercise you choose. 

BEGINNING THE SESSION
(10 MINUTES)

•	 Ask three volunteers to each read out loud this week’s 
printed text, Matthew 3:1-12. In this way, the text 
will be read three times. 

•	 If you are using the “What-if ?” exercise, instruct 
participants to put themselves in the place of their as-
signed character/s; John the Baptist, the crowd, or the 
religious leaders.

•	 If you are using the “What can we learn?” exercise, 
ask participants to listen carefully each time the text is 
read and to make brief notes of lessons for individuals 
or the group as a whole.
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DEVELOPING THE SESSION 
(20-30 MINUTES)

What if ?
•	 Divide the participants into three groups or ask par-

ticipants to choose to identify with one of three char-
acters in Matthew 3:1-12 in order to reflect on the 
question, “What if you were one of these characters: 
John the Baptist; someone in the crowd; or one of the 
religious leaders that John confronts.

•	 Ask participants to listen closely to the text as it is 
read three times. Instruct them to identify as closely 
as possible to their character in an attempt to think, 
feel and respond as that character might in their en-
counter with John the Baptist.

•	 Distribute the appropriate set of discussion questions 
for each character. The following are example sets of 
questions for reflection which you may use as is or add 
to for group discussion.
 º What would you do if you were John the Bap-

tist? His role did not come easy. He was called to 
prepare the way for a new age of God’s activity on 
earth and he was called to point people toward 
Jesus, the one anointed by God to inaugurate this 
new mission. 

 Ƿ What about being John would you find the 
most difficult to do?

 Ƿ What would you find as the most rewarding?
 Ƿ How might you respond to the actions of the 

crowd?
 Ƿ What does it feel like to move the attention 

from yourself to someone you consider to be 
greater than yourself; in this case Jesus?

 º What would you do if you were one of the crowd? 
The crowds that came out to hear John were made 
up of people of various walks of life. Some were 
from Jerusalem, the capital city, and others were 
from rural areas such as from villages of Judea and 
agricultural settlements in the Jordan River Valley. 

 Ƿ Would you go out to hear John the Baptist 
in the wilderness or would you prefer to stay 
home? If so, why? If not, why not?

 Ƿ Would you more likely be one of the city people 
who came from Jerusalem; one of the small-
town people from Judea, or one of the agri-
cultural folks from a small settlement near the 
Jordan River? What do you prefer about each 
location? How might you respond to people in 
the crowd who are different than you? 

 Ƿ What about John’s message do you find as invit-
ing or hopeful?

 Ƿ What about John’s message is disturbing to 
you?

 Ƿ How did you react to John’s encounter with the 
religious leaders? What made you respond that 
way?

 º What would you do if you were one of the reli-
gious leaders? These leaders held influential and 
predominant positions of power and influence in 
Israel at the time of John the Baptist. The Pharisees 
oversaw Synagogue worship and focused on apply-
ing the Law of Moses to daily life. The Sadducees 
were a priestly group who associated with Temple 
worship and aligned themselves with the political 
power of Jerusalem. 

 Ƿ What would trouble you about John’s message? 
What would you find helpful?

 Ƿ What would it mean for you as a religious lead-
er to repent?

 Ƿ What might you learn about religious leader-
ship from John’s message?

OR
What can we learn from John the Baptist?
•	 Following are a set of questions for discussion either 

by the full group of participants or in small groups. 
These questions are meant to stimulate thought as 
well as help participants become familiar with the 
text. Choose from the following sets of questions to 
discuss. 
 º For you, what was the biggest lesson from this pas-

sage about John the Baptist?
 º What troubled you about this passage? Why?
 º We live in a media-focused society in which many 

thrive on self-aggrandizement. It’s tempting to 
fall into the trap of attention seeking (i.e. “How 
many likes have you had on your Facebook page?”) 
rather than drawing peoples’ attention away from 
ourselves to the mission of Jesus. What might John 
say to our church about the use of social media? 

 º There are times when you may be called to start, 
lead or participate in a mission which you feel in-
adequate to perform. If God is calling you to begin 
or participate in such a mission do you avoid say-
ing “yes” to that call out of a sense of inadequacy? 
Are our limitations legitimate excuses not to par-
ticipate in such a mission? How might John the 
Baptist answer this question?
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 º What lessons did John the Baptist hope Israel’s 
religious and political leaders would learn from 
his message? What lessons might he teach North 
American Christian leaders today? 

 º John the Baptist was a prophet who confronted 
acts of injustice by religious and political leaders. 
Is there a place for such a prophetic voice in the 
church today? How might John the Baptist re-
spond to this question? 

•	 Report out: If time permits, ask each group to give a 
brief report-out of each group’s discussion and discov-
eries from Matthew 3.

CLOSING THE SESSION
(5 MINUTES)

•	 Prayer: Ask participants to reflect on one or two in-
sights they have gained from John the Baptist’s call to 
prepare the way for the Kingdom of God. You may 
wish to invite participants to prayerfully share their 
insight with one other person. 

Looking Ahead: SPRING 2021

The JOURNEYS Spring 2021 issue is intitled “Prophets Faithful to God’s Covenant.” It in-
troduces the ministry of the Old Testament prophets.  God employs people who live among 
Israel and Judah to be spokespersons for God.  A formal representative of God, the prophet 
has a message meant to effect social change that conforms to God’s desired standards as pre-
scribed under the Law.  

Unit I, “Faithful Prophets,” has four sessions drawn from Exodus, Deuteronomy, Joshua, 
1 and 2 Kings and explores the reasons prophets were necessary in Israel’s history.  

Unit II, “Prophets of Restoration,” has four sessions, which reveal the compassion of God 
during the times in Israel’s history when the people continually forsook the ways of God. 

Unit III, “Courageous Prophets of Change,” has five sessions, which show the boldness of 
God’s prophets in 1 Kings, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and Jonah.  We welcome a new writer for Unit 
I, Ms. Peggy Griffin, and welcome back Rev. John Burton as writer for Units II & III.
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Introducing the Scripture
To understand Luke’s Gospel the reader must look both 
forward and backward. Luke looks back to the prophets 
of Israel and forward to the Acts of God’s Spirit through 
the church. Looking back to the Old Testament, the pro-
phetic voice of Isaiah informs the agenda 
of Jesus in this Gospel: Luke is a gos-
pel filled with good news for the poor, 
the sick and the oppressed. More than 
any other gospel, Luke draws from the 
prophets to advocate for the poor and 
the marginalized. 

Looking forward, this Gospel has 
the expanding mission of God’s Spirit 
among Gentiles in mind. God’s mission 
of justice, at first primarily directed to-
ward Israel, becomes the expanded mis-
sion of the multi-ethnic church in Acts. 

The Spirit of God who sends and empowers 
Jesus in the Gospel, is the same Spirit who 
sends and empowers the church in Acts to 
continue the mission of Jesus throughout 
the world. 

Examining the Scripture
Luke 4:14-22 serves as a very brief synopsis 
of the mission of Jesus, particularly his mis-
sion on behalf of the poor and oppressed. 
Everything in Luke 1:1–4:13 leads up to 
this significant passage by introducing the 
expectations of the liberating work of God 
through Christ. All that follows this pivotal 
passage fleshes out this core missional man-
date of Luke 4:16-20 by telling the narra-
tives of Jesus’ ministry and teachings.

LUKE 4:14-17. The presence and power 
of the Holy Spirit is an important theme in 
Luke’s Gospel and in the Book of Acts. At 
the beginning of Jesus’ life the Spirit of God 

enables his mother Mary, his aunt Elizabeth, his uncle 
Zechariah, and two elderly prophets Simeon and Anna 
to prophesy about Jesus and his mission (1:35, 41, 67 
and 2:25, 36). In 4:1, Luke states that Jesus, full of the 

Holy Spirit, returned from the Jordan 
and was led by the Spirit in the wil-
derness, where for forty days he was 
tempted by the devil. Here in 4:14 we 
see that when Jesus returned to Galilee 
he did so having been filled with the 
power of the Spirit. And, when announc-
ing his mission during his sermon in his 
hometown of Nazareth, Jesus begins 
with the words, “The Spirit of the Lord 
is upon me…” (4:18). It is significant to 
note that throughout Luke’s Gospel, the 
ministry of Jesus (healings, teachings, 

SESSION 5 • JANUARY 3, 2020

Called to Proclaim the Good 
News of the Kingdom of God
SCRIPTURE: Luke 4:14-44; Isaiah 61:1-2, 58:6

KEY VERSE:  “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, 
  because he has anointed me 
   to bring good news to the poor. 
 He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives 
  and recovery of sight to the blind, 
   to let the oppressed go free, 
 to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.”  

—Luke 4:18-19

SESSION OBJECTIVES: 
•	 To	identify	the	core	contents	of	the	social	gospel	Jesus	was	called	

to	proclaim	as	introduced	in	Luke 4:16-20	in	comparison	with	Isa-
iah	61:1-2.

•	 To	investigate	some	reactions	to	this	message	and	what	lay	behind	
the	mixed	responses.

•	 To	reflect	on	the	implications	of	Jesus’	solidarity	with	the	poor	as	
described	in	Luke 4:16-42	for	the	participants	today.
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deliverances) are all carried out by the 
power of the Spirit. Luke 9:1 and, sig-
nificantly, Acts 1 & 2 clearly indicate 
that this same Spirit who empowers Je-
sus’ mission is the authority and power 
who sends the church on its mission. 

Jesus inaugurated his ministry by 
teaching in the synagogues of Galilee. 
Synagogues served as social gathering 
places, places of worship, and places of 
instruction in the Hebrew Scriptures. 
God-fearing Gentiles were also frequent-
ly present. As the word spread about 
Jesus, people gathered in synagogues 
to hear him teach from the Scriptures. Initially Jesus 
received a positive response. After Jesus spoke in the 
synagogue of his hometown, Nazareth, “All spoke well 
of him and were amazed at the gracious words that 
came from his mouth” (4:22). As we will see in Luke 
4:28-30, this warm reception of Jesus’ message quickly 
turned into hostility; Why this change in atmosphere? 
What of the “gracious words” Jesus proclaimed were so 
inflammatory? 

LUKE 4:18-21. At first glance, Luke 4:18-19 is mere-
ly a direct quote taken from Isaiah 61:1-2 “The spirit 
of the Lord God is upon me, because the Lord has 
anointed me; he has sent me to bring good news to 
the oppressed, to bind up the brokenhearted, to pro-
claim liberty to the captives, and release to the prison-
ers; to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.”

When comparing the Isaiah 61:1-2 with Luke 4:18-
19 several differences become apparent. Some, when 
comparing the NRSV text to Luke’s rendition, are due 
to Luke’s use of the LXX (the Greek translation of the 
Old Testament) but there are two strik-
ing dissimilarities between Luke 4:18-
19 and Isaiah 61:1-2 no matter what 
translation you may use. One difference 
is the insertion in Luke 4:18 of a verse 
from Isaiah 58:6, “to let the oppressed 
go free.” The other difference is that in 
4:19 Jesus apparently intentionally left 
out a significant phrase from Isaiah 
61:2; “and the vengeance of our God”. 
These two alterations of Isaiah 61:1-
2 may explain in part why the friendly 
hometown audience at first spoke well 

of Jesus, but later became hostile towards 
Jesus’ proclamation. Let’s first examine 
the “gracious words” of Jesus’ proclama-
tion and why they were initially well re-
ceived. After doing so, we will ask “what 
went wrong”? 

Luke 4:16-30 spells out the core con-
tent of God’s mission which Jesus, by 
the power of God’s Spirit, was called to 
proclaim and to initiate. The purpose of 
Jesus’ mission, in his own words, is to 1) 
bring good news to the poor, 2) pro-
claim release to the captives 3) recover 
sight of the blind 4) let the oppressed 

go free, and 5) proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor. 
As you can see, this five-point sermon is filled with con-
tent and merits greater explanation. Certainly there is far 
more to be said in reference to each of these sermonic 
bullet points than what time allows for in this session. 
Likewise, Luke 4 does very little elaboration on Jesus’ 
abbreviated words. Why? Because this passage serves 
to introduce the rest of Luke’s Gospel which describes 
in greater detail the mission and ministry of Jesus and 
his disciples. It is in essence an introductory summary of 
Jesus’ mission which Luke elaborates on through his ac-
count of Jesus’ teaching and actions throughout the rest 
of his Gospel. 

The passage Jesus reads from Isaiah 61 was originally 
directed toward the people of Israel who were in exile 
and captivity in Babylon. Isiah’s words served as source 
of hope and restoration to be brought to Israel by God’s 
deliverer. Jesus’ audience was also in captivity. Much of 
Israel still lived in exile throughout the Roman Empire 
and those who lived in Israel did so under the bondage 
of Roman occupation. Galilee particularly consisted of a 

diverse population of Jews and Gentiles; 
and while numerous gentiles in Gali-
lee were on the lower levels of society, a 
number of non-Jews were more affluent 
and asserted their privileged positions 
of power over the Jewish inhabitants. 
This of course caused resentment on the 
part of the Jewish community towards 
its foreign occupants. Roman rule was 
harsh and subjugating. Isaiah 61 there-
fore gave members of the synagogue in 
Nazareth hope for liberation, and when 
Jesus concluded his message with the 
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words “Today this scripture has been 
fulfilled in your hearing,” the audience 
well understood that Jesus was applying 
the mandate of Isaiah 61 to his mission. 

What was this mandate and what did 
Jesus announce he was sent to proclaim 
and do? Drawing from Isaiah 61:1, 2, 
Jesus laid out a five-point manifesto: 

First, bring good news to the poor: 
This phrase may be a categorical expres-
sion which collectively includes the 
captives, blind and oppressed. As such, ‘the poor’ 
are all disadvantaged and marginalized—those who are 
completely dependent on God for their sustenance and 
therefore include the captives, the blind, and the op-
pressed. However, it is also quite likely that ‘the poor’ 
are one distinct category along with the captives, blind 
and oppressed. Regardless of one’s interpretation, it’s 
important to note that Luke does not spiritualize pov-
erty—though it has a spiritual dimension. For example, 
whereas Matthew in the Beatitudes reads “Blessed are 
the poor in spirit” (Matthew 5:3), Luke simply states, 
“Blessed are the poor” (Luke 6:20). Luke’s Gospel gives 
preferential treatment to the poor. God’s loves the poor 
and God’s plan is to turn the tables on the oppressive rich 
according to Luke’s gospel. (Luke 1:53, 3:10-14, 6:20 
and 24. 12:16-21, 16:19-31, 19:1-10).

Second, proclaim release to the captives: The term 
release (aphesis in Greek) has several meanings in Luke 
and Acts. In the context of quoting Isaiah, release of the 
captives refers to those who are literally 
in prison either as political captives in 
Babylonia or those who are in prison be-
cause of their debt. However, In Luke’s 
Gospel and in Acts, the term release 
most frequently refers to forgiveness or 
“remission” of sins (Luke 1:77; 3:3; 
Acts 2:38; 5:31; 10:43; 13:38; 26:18). 
Throughout the New Testament, sin is 
perceived as a captivating power result-
ing in bondage from which people and 
even nations need to be released. 

What then is the meaning of release 
of the captives in Jesus’ sermon? Jesus 
pronouncement should be taken as re-
ferring both the release of political and 
economic captives as well as the release 
of all people from the bondage of all 

expressions of sin and evil. God’s mis-
sion inaugurated by Jesus includes both 
socio-economic liberation and spiritual 
deliverance. 

Third, Recover sight to the blind: 
In Luke’s Gospel, Jesus restores sight to 
blind people as a sign of the new age 
(Luke 7:21, 18:35-40). In Luke 7:21 
Jesus tells John the Baptist’s disciples that 
one of the signs of Jesus being the Mes-
siah is that blind have recovered their 

sight. In 18:35-40, Luke tells the story of a blind man, 
forced to beg, sitting on the side of the road to Jericho. 
When Jesus heals him, he rejoices and follows Jesus. Sig-
nificant illness, in this case blindness, is frequently linked 
to impoverishment. The mission of Jesus recognizes this 
interrelation and therefore addresses both holistically. 

Fourth, Let the oppressed go free: When compar-
ing Isaiah 61 to Luke 4:18, 19 it is apparent that this 
phrase is inserted into the text which Jesus is reading. 
The phrase, let the oppressed go free, is from Isaiah, 
but it is found in Isaiah 58:6 and not 61:1,2. It was 
not uncommon for Rabbis, when reading a text, to in-
sert comments, sometimes even in writing. Remember, 
Jesus is reading this text with the intent of proclaiming 
his mission mandate. Jesus wants to be clear that his mis-
sion entails letting the oppressed go free. Thrauo, the 
Greek word translated ‘oppressed’ in the NRSV liter-
ally means ‘broken in pieces.’ In the context of Isaiah 
58:6, this brokenness refers to the oppressed social and 

economic state of people in bondage. 
Oppression in any form, including eco-
nomic subjugation, breaks people. Jesus 
liberates those who are broken socially, 
economically, or otherwise.

Fifth, to proclaim the year of the 
Lord’s favor: This phrase, taken directly 
from Isaiah 61:2, is a reference to the year 
of Jubilee. As a solution to the problem 
of perpetual poverty, The Law of Moses, 
according to Leviticus 25, taught that 
fifty years would be a “Year of Jubilee.” 
During Jubilee, confiscated property 
would be restored to families who had 
lost their land because of debt, debts 
were relinquished, and slaves and in-
dentured servants were set free. In short, 
all of Israel was given a socio-economic 
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reset. The year of Jubilee was a systemic means of elimi-
nating generational poverty along with economic dispar-
ity between the rich and the poor. Those who had gained 
from usury or other unfair practices were given the op-
portunity to repent under the Law of Moses. 

Nothing in the history of Israel indicates that the 
Year of the Lord’s Favor was ever fully implemented. But 
the Prophets made reference to it when addressing the 
sins of economic and social injustice. Isaiah 61 and 58 
clearly give hope for the liberation of Israel’s people in 
Babylonian captivity.

In Luke 4:20-21, Jesus applies this vision of good 
news to the poor and release for the captives to himself 
and his ministry. Having read the passage from Isaiah, 
he rolled up the Isaiah scroll, gave it back to the atten-
dant of the synagogue, and he began to say, “Today this 
scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing” (v. 21). 
The intent of the Year of Jubilee and the intent of Isaiah 
61 was the core of Jesus’ mission! The hope of Jubilee is 
the framework for the mission of Jesus, and Luke’s Gos-
pel frequently repeats that theme. Jesus moved on from 
Nazareth to Capernaum, and from there to a deserted 
place where the crowds found him. Chapter 4 ends with 
the statement “So he continued proclaiming the mes-
sage in the synagogues of Judea.” 

LUKE 4:22-30. Initially after hearing Jesus’ message, 
All spoke well of him and were amazed at the gracious 
words that came from his mouth. The mandate of Jesus 
sounded great. To people of low economic status and on 
the margins of society in Galilee, the hope of the Year of 
Jubilee resonated. But when these same people began to 
grasp the words that Jesus was teaching they turned from 
a welcoming audience to a mob ‘filled with rage,’ ready 
to throw Jesus off of a cliff (4:28-29). Luke’s explanation 
for this reversal in attitude serves as a prelude to the Pas-
sion and the reason for the rejection of Jesus in Jerusalem 
by the religious leaders and by the multitudes. So what 
went wrong? 

• What Jesus didn’t say: Isaiah 61:2, the text of Je-
sus’ sermon, includes a statement that Jesus in his read-
ing leaves out in Luke 4:18. Notice this comparison of 
the two texts: Isaiah 61:2 “to proclaim the year of the 
Lord’s favor, and the day of vengeance of our God.” 
Luke 4:19 “to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.” 
What’s missing becomes obvious to Jesus’ listening au-
dience. There is no reference to retribution! Jesus does 
not intend to bring vengeance on those who are behind 

the injustice which these people experience. Jesus seeks 
to bring justice without retribution because God’s salva-
tion is offered both to the oppressed and the oppressor. 
Those, including the rich who live unjustly, are given 
opportunity to repent; to have a change of mind which 
changes their behaviors. These are gracious words which 
the oppressed people in Nazareth were not ready to hear. 
It’s one thing to receive grace as a victim, it’s quite an-
other to extend grace toward those who are victimizers. 
But Jesus, even when on the cross, extended such grace 
without retribution by praying, “Father, forgive them; 
for they do not know what they are doing,” even on be-
half of his executors (LK 23:34).

• What Jesus did say (LK 4:23-27): After reading, 
and quite likely expounding on the Isaiah text, Jesus 
went on to confront his audience for wanting the ben-
efits of his mission exclusively for themselves. The crowd 
became angry when Jesus referenced the Old Testament 
prophets who ministered to poor and sick gentiles, such 
as a starving widow at Zarephath in Sidon and Naa-
man the Syrian who was healed of leprosy. Why should 
the despised Gentiles–the perceived cause of Israel’s op-
pression–receive God’s blessings rather than God’s retri-
bution! This did not sit well with the multitudes, and so 
they turned against him. 

Applying the Scripture
• The mandate of Jesus is the mission of the church. 
When seeking to apply Luke 4:14ff to 21st century life, 
we must first ask a crucial question: Is the mandate of 
Jesus’ mission encapsulated in Luke 4:18-20, the mis-
sional mandate of the church? And for that matter, is it 
the mandate of your faith community? Luke’s Gospel 
and the Acts of the Apostles give ample indication that 
Jesus passed on his mission to the church–our present 
congregations included. After his resurrection, Jesus 
appears to his disciples throughout a forty-day period, 
instructing and commissioning them to carry out his 
mission in the world with these words, “But you will 
receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon 
you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, in 
all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth,” 
(Acts 1:8). To be a witness of Jesus means to make 
known the message Jesus proclaimed, beginning with 
Nazareth and concluding in Jerusalem. The mission of 
the disciples of Jesus was to bear witness to that same 
message beginning in Jerusalem and continuing to the 
ends of the earth.
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• The Spirit of God Empowers the Church for 
God’s Mission. Throughout Luke and Acts we find 
references to the leading and work of God’s Spirit. The 
Spirit of God who filled Jesus with power (4:14) and 
who anointed Jesus to bring good news to the poor… 
(4:18-19) is the same Spirit of God which gave power to 
the disciples in Acts 1 and to the church in Acts 2. Too 
often churches limit the scope of their mission to bud-
gets and programs they believe they can afford, acting as 
though God’s mission in the world is solely dependent 
on church financial and human resources. We would do 
well to learn from Luke’s writing how crucial it is to rely 
on the Spirit of God when bearing witness to the mis-
sion of God. Jesus, the disciples, and the early church 
launched a world-transforming movement with few re-
sources. The same Spirit of God invites our churches to-
day to participate in this ongoing mission, regardless of 
our resources. When seeing the needs of our community, 
our first question should be “What is the Spirit of God 
calling us to do?” The second question then becomes 
“What resources do we currently have to begin?” As we 
venture into the mission to which we are called, God’s 
Spirit will not only empower us along the way, the Spirit 
will bring us the provisions needed to continue. 

• God’s mission includes solidarity with the poor 
both by service and by advocating for socio-economic 
justice on their behalf. The theologian and missiologist 
David Bosch writes, “If rich Christians today would only 
practice solidarity with poor Christians–let alone the 
billions of poor people who are not Christians–this in 
itself would be a powerful missionary testimony and a 
modern-day fulfillment of Jesus’ sermon in Nazareth.”1 
Luke 4 demonstrates that the essential components of 
mission include service and advocacy on behalf of the 
poor, the imprisoned, the sick, and the oppressed. Luke 
4 challenges us to go beyond merely “serving” those in 
need. We ought also to advocate on behalf of those we 
serve. Luke also challenges us to go beyond any precon-
ceived borders or social boundaries when doing so.

• All forms of injustice and evils are to be con-
fronted with love, not retribution. Luke calls for justice 
in the world; the same kind of justice spoken of by the 
prophets of the Old Testament. “Jesus highlights the fact 
that justice is for the poor and oppressed in all nations 
and that retribution has no place in the mission of God.”

Martin Luther King Jr. held that there are three re-
sponses to oppression: violence, passive resignation, and 
organized nonviolent resistance. Of the three, he held 

that nonviolent resistance is the most powerful weap-
on that oppressed people can use. Violence may result 
in a temporary victory, but inevitably it leads towards a 
pattern of further violence and retaliation. Passive res-
ignation acquiesces to injustice, allowing oppression to 
continue without opposition or resistance. But as King 
stated, organized non-violence directed toward injus-
tice “cuts without wounding–it ennobles the man who 
wields it. It is a sword that heals.”2 Luke 4:19 raises the 
question, “What does justice look like without retribu-
tion for Luke’s faith-community and for us today?” 

Session Plans
These session plans are given as suggestions. The words 
AND, OR, or AND/OR between activities indicate alternate 
activities. Choose activities best suited for your particular 
group and time schedule. Feel free to draw from Journeys 
for interaction and application questions.

GETTING READY FOR THE SESSION
•	 Read Luke 4:14-44, focusing on verses 14-22.
•	 Also read Session 5 in Journeys as well as in this Lead-

er’s Guide.
•	 Pray for guidance and a willingness to learn from 

Luke 4:14-22.
•	 Gather materials including:

 º 2 Large newsprint sheets: One titled “The Case of 
a Large Donation” and the other “Luke 4:18-19 
& Isaiah 61:1-2” 

 º Markers or Pens for group reporters to write on 
the newsprints or erasable markers to write on the 
board.

BEGINNING THE SESSION
(5-10 MINUTES)

•	 Start the session with a hypothetical case study 
exercise. 

•	 Write: “The Case of a Large Donation” on the board 
or newsprint.

•	 Inform participants that this is a hypothetical case 
study and give the following instructions: “Our Jour-
neys study group has just been given a gift of one 
million dollars. Our task is to make a list of recom-
mendations for what to do with the money.” 

•	 Divide into small groups of three to five people with 
the following instructions: “Your task is to make a list 
of five recommendations of what to do with the mon-
ey. You have five minutes to negotiate and determine 
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your list as a group. Elect a recorder to record your 
five top recommendations on the board or newsprint.

•	 Read the list of recommendations after each group 
has recorded their answers on the board or newsprint.

DEVELOPING THE SESSION
(30-40 MINUTES)

Introduce and Read the Text (5 min.)
•	 Explain to participants that Luke 4:16-20 summariz-

es the scope of Jesus’ message, not only in Nazareth but 
throughout Israel even in Jerusalem. Luke, more than 
the other Gospels, emphasizes the social mission of Je-
sus and the importance of both serving those in need 
and advocating on their behalf. Luke 4:18-20 draws 
from Isaiah 66:1-2 and Isaiah 58:6 to summarize the 
priorities of Jesus’ primary message and mission. 

•	 Invite participants to listen closely to Luke 4:14-22 
and to note what Jesus was “anointed” by God’s Spirit 
to proclaim and to do. Encourage participants to jot 
down their findings.

	AND
Discuss the Text (10-15 min.)
•	 Lead a discussion on Luke 4:16-20 using these ques-

tions or additional questions of your own:
 º What surprised you about the priorities of Jesus’ 

mission you heard in this text?
 º Were there common priorities between the recom-

mendation list we created and Jesus’ proclamation 
in Luke 4:16-20? What were they?

 º After hearing the text, what additions would you 
make to our “Large Donation” recommendation 
list? Why do you recommend these additions?

 º Would you make any subtractions on our list? 
Why or why not?

AND/OR
Comparing Isaiah and Jesus (20-25 mins.)
•	 Explain that Luke 4:18-19 is based on Isaiah 61:1-2. 

Isaiah proclaimed his prophecy to the people of Israel 
who were in captivity in Babylon. Jesus’ audience was 
likewise in need of hope and liberation from oppres-
sion. However, there are several differences between 
the Isaiah text and Luke 4:18-19. 

•	 Invite participants to read and compare Isaiah 61:1-
2 with Luke 4:18-19. You may distribute sheets 

of paper that are divided into two columns, one 
titled “Isaiah’s Proclamation” and the other “Jesus’ 
Proclamation.”

•	 Ask participants to identify the themes in Isaiah 
61:1-2 and Luke 4:13-40 by making a parallel list of 
the themes you find in each text. 

•	 Ask the following questions and/or add questions of 
your own.
 º What themes are common or very similar between 

the two passages?
 º What theme/s in Isaiah 61:1-2 is/are missing in 

Luke 4? Why do you think Jesus excluded this/
these statements?

 º What theme/s does Jesus add to the Isaiah 61 
passage? Why do you think Jesus made this/these 
addition/s?

 º What do you think Luke is trying to teach his 
readers about participating in God’s mission?

 º Are there any further additions or subtractions 
you would make on our priority list after making 
this comparison? 

CLOSING THE SESSION
(5-10 MINUTES)

•	 Explain that, according to Luke 4, the crowd who 
heard Jesus had a dramatic change of attitude from 
“being amazed at his gracious words” to wanting to 
throw him off of a cliff.

•	 Ask:
 º What do you think caused people to be “amazed at 

Jesus’ words”?
 º What do you find amazing?
 º What do you think caused the crowd to change 

their attitude?
 º What about Jesus’ message causes you to have a 

change of attitude?
•	 Close in prayer asking God to show you ways that 

you can practice Luke 4:18-19 priorities in your daily 
lives throughout this New Year.

NOTES
1. David J. Bosch, Transforming Mission: Paradigm Shifts in The-

ology of Mission (Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 2011), 118.
2. Martin Luther King Jr., Why We Can’t Wait (New York: New 

American Library, 2000), 12.
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Introducing the Scripture
The story recorded in Luke 5:1-11 marks a turning 
point in Jesus’ mission in two distinct ways:
•	 Jesus is teaching outside of the synagogue whereas 

previously he preached inside the local synagogues 
throughout Galilee.

•	 Up until this story, Jesus has traveled alone—preach-
ing the good news to the poor. But by the end of the 
story Jesus no longer travels alone–he is in the com-
pany of the first of his disciples.
Luke 5:1-11 also serves to introduce the theme of the 

call to discipleship. This is an important theme through-
out Luke and Acts, as a disciple is one who obeys the call 
to follow Jesus in order to participate in the mission of 
the Kingdom of God. 

Examining the Scripture
LUKE 5:1. Luke introduces the call of Peter, James and 
John to discipleship by describing their 
setting. In this scene we see Jesus stand-
ing by the lake of Gennesaret (an alter-
native name for Galilee). This story is a 
continuation of Jesus’ mission in Galilee 
which Luke begins to describe in Luke 
4:14ff. Throughout this mission, Jesus 
had been preaching the message of the 
“good news of the kingdom of God” 
(Luke 4:43). A capsule of that message 

is summarized in Luke 4:14-20, our study 
from last week, as a message of “good news 
to the poor.”  Up until this eventful day, 
Jesus “continued proclaiming the mes-
sage in the synagogues of Judea” (Luke 
4:44). But in this story Jesus is not in a lo-
cal synagogue. Rather, he is standing out-
doors beside the lake with a crowd pressing 
in on him to hear him speak. By now the 
multitudes had begun to recognize the 
uniqueness of his message; it was indeed 
the “the word of God” (5:1) and not just 
the pontification of one more circuit riding 
would-be-prophet.

LUKE 5:2. We are not told why Jesus is preaching out-
side of the synagogue in this local community, but we are 
told that he is not only standing with a crowd in the open 
air, he is also standing in the workplace of local business-
men and laborers washing and preparing their nets to dry. 

LUKE 5:3. Jesus asks one of the boat owners, Simon, for 
a favor—the use of his boat. This was a pragmatic request 
as the crowds on shore were pressing around Jesus mak-
ing it difficult for him to speak and be to be heard. If 
you have ever been on a guided tour with a large group 
of people, you can understand the difficulty confronting 
the crowd and Jesus. Those closest to the speaker are able 
to hear and see, while those in the back of the group have 
difficulty hearing. The logical solution was for Jesus to 
make use of what was at hand to amplify his voice and to 

be seen by the pressing crowd; an emp-
ty boat pushed out from the shore into 
open water would serve that purpose. 

Though it may not have been Luke’s 
intention, early Christians may have 
read this part of the story allegorically. 
A boat was one of the early Christian 
symbols and it—along with the sign of 
a fish—often served as a metaphor of 
the Church. If Luke did intend for the 

SESSION 6 • JANUARY 10, 2020

Called to Significance
SCRIPTURE: Luke 5:1-11

KEY VERSE:  Then Jesus said to Simon, “Do not be afraid; from now on 
you will be catching people.”  —Luke 5:10b

SESSION OBJECTIVES: 
•	 To	examine	Luke 5:1-12,	 the	story	of	 Jesus’	 call	 to	his	first	dis-

ciples,	in	the	context	of	Luke’s	Gospel.
•	 To	demonstrate	 that	 the	message	of	 Jesus	 (the	gospel)	 includes	

Jesus’	call	to	participate	in	his	mission.	
•	 To	consider,	 in	 light	of	 this	 text,	some	of	 the	significant	 implica-

tions	of	God’s	call	for	our	lives.

A disciple 
is one who 
obeys the 

call to follow 
Jesus.
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boat to be a symbol of the church, then 
Jesus’ actions foreshadowed one of the 
missional roles of the church: to serve as 
a vehicle for open and public proclama-
tion of the message of Jesus. Simon’s boat 
served this purpose as Jesus “sat down 
and taught the crowds from the boat.” 
This description bears a striking resem-
blance to Luke 4:20-21. In Luke 4, Je-
sus “sat down” to teach the people in the 
synagogue: in Luke 5 Jesus “sat down 
and taught” from the boat. Jesus con-
tinued to both teach in synagogues and 
in the open. When he taught in build-
ings, he often did so in homes and places 
outside of the confines of religious gathering places. Ac-
cording to Luke in Acts, this same pattern of teaching 
was continued by the Apostles as they preached, often 
times first in the synagogue and then also in homes and 
in open public places. 

Peter, who owned the boat, made his first appearance 
in Luke’s writing in this story. He is first called only by 
the name Simon (5:3-7) and later in the story (5:8) he 
is called by his full name, “Simon Peter.” Though Luke 
does not go into any detail as to how Simon receives his 
full name (cf. Mark 3:16; Matthew 16:18) it is appar-
ent that Simon receives his new name here in Luke when 
he begins to accept his call to be Jesus’ disciple (Luke 
5:8). Names in Hebrew society have meanings; they re-
veal the character of the person. Simon is the New Testa-
ment Greek form of the Hebrew name Shim›on, which 
means “he has heard”; revealing that Simon is one who 
listens. The name Peter is derived from the Greek Petros, 
meaning  “stone,” and thus indicates a solid foundation 
upon which to build (Luke 6:48).

LUKE 5:4. In this part of the story, Simon has lived up 
to his name; he has listened and heard Jesus’ message. But 
like the crowd (which no longer appears in this story) he 
has yet to respond to Jesus’ message. All of this is about 
to change however as Peter is asked what seems like a lu-
dicrous request on the part of Jesus: “Put out into the 
deep water and let down your nets for a catch.” This 
request seems ridiculous for several reasons. The most 
obvious has to do with the fact that the fishermen had 
worked unsuccessfully all night to catch fish. This was 
just a poor fishing day, they were tired, they had quit for 
the day, and further fishing wasn’t worth their effort. 

Second, he is asking Peter to go out into 
deep water during the day—an unlikely 
time to make a catch in deep water. Si-
mon, a professional fisherman, might 
have concluded that Jesus obviously 
didn’t know anything about commercial 
fishing! 

Simon’s response to Jesus’ request 
is notable in several ways. First, he ad-
dresses Jesus as “Master” (Epistatees in 
Greek). This title appears only in Luke 
where it is used exclusively by disciples 
and those who are about to be disciples 
(8:24, 45; 9:33, 49; 17:13). Epistatees is 
equivalent to the term Rabbi-a title Luke 

never uses for Jesus. It refers to one who communicates 
with authority. By addressing Jesus as Master, Simon is 
demonstrating that he has heard Jesus’ gospel message 
and is beginning to acknowledge Jesus’ authority. Never-
theless, he objects to Jesus’ request, showing that Simon 
at first respected Jesus’ message but questioned Jesus’ 
knowledge of fishing! 

The second interesting aspect of Simon’s response to 
Jesus’ request is that in spite of Simon’s skepticism, he 
obeys Jesus’ unreasonable request by answering, “Yet if 
you say so, I will let down the nets.” Simon may have 
simply been humoring Jesus, but he obeys, nonetheless. 

LUKE 5:6-7. As it turns out, there were more fish than 
their nets could handle! Luke does not call this part of 
the story a miracle, but it certainly went far beyond what 
Simon expected. Luke even gives interesting details to 
this unexpected phenomenon: there were so many fish 
the nets started to break. They had to signal their part-
ners for help and to bring a second boat; both boats were 
filled and they both began to sink! 

LUKE 5:8-10a. But when Simon Peter saw it, he 
fell down at Jesus’ knees, saying, “Go away from me, 
Lord, for I am a sinful man!” For he and all who were 
with him were amazed at the catch of fish that they 
had taken; and so also were James and John, sons of 
Zebedee, who were partners with Simon. Luke indi-
cates a progression towards obedient discipleship in this 
story. First, Simon, the listener, was impressed enough 
with Jesus’ message to call him “Master.” As a seasoned 
and experienced fisherman, Simon also respected Jesus 
by letting down his nets in deep water though he knew 

Names in 
Hebrew 

society have 
meanings; 
they reveal 

the character 
of the 

person.
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this action was unlikely to catch fish. 
Progressively, when Simon’s small steps 
of obedience proved miraculously pro-
ductive, the revelation of Jesus’ power so 
amazed Simon Peter that he was over-
come with fear and a sense of unworthi-
ness even to be in the boat with Jesus! 
Humbly recognizing Jesus’ power, “he 
fell down at Jesus’ knees.” He fearfully 
acknowledge and confessed his own sin 
and unworthiness even to be in the pres-
ence of Jesus whom he now addresses 
as Lord by saying, “Go away from me, 
Lord, for I am a sinful man!”

Others who were with Simon Peter 
also witnessed this act of God’s power, 
but not everyone actively responded to 
what they saw and heard. Of those who 
were amazed, only Peter, James and John, sons of Zebe-
dee are mentioned by name–and only these three broth-
ers who were among the crowd are later named among 
Jesus’ disciples. Of the three partners, Luke primarily fo-
cuses on Peter throughout this story. While Luke does 
not go as far as Matthew, who claimed that Peter was 
the head of the church (Mt. 16:18), Peter’s centrality in 
Luke’s gospel makes it clear that Luke perceives him as 
the leader of the disciples.

LUKE 5:10b. Then Jesus said to Simon, “Do not be 
afraid; from now on you will be catching people.” 
Jesus’ response to Peter’s actions and confession is sig-
nificant. Jesus had enough knowledge of Peter to have 
disqualified him from becoming his disciple. Peter was 
not a theologian or religious leader; he was a commercial 
fisherman who owned and worked his business with two 
other fishing partners. They were common and socially 
insignificant people living at Galilee’s economic margins. 
Nor was Peter a prime example of what it means to be a 
pious person; he identified himself as a sinful man at the 
time of his calling! 

Jesus didn’t deny any of Peter’s shortfalls. Instead, Je-
sus tells Peter “Do not be afraid!” There is no condem-
nation of Peter on the part of Jesus: rather than disqualify 
Peter, Jesus invites him to become a disciple. 

Jesus’ invitation to Peter, as well as to James and John, 
was framed in language they could understand-the lan-
guage of their occupation: “from now on you will be 
catching people.” This statement marks another pivotal 

point in Jesus’ mission. Up to this point 
in Luke’s story, Jesus had traveled alone 
preaching the good news of the King-
dom of God. But now Jesus invites oth-
ers to follow him and to share in his 
mission. The individual mission of Jesus 
becomes the corporate task of a faith-
community. And, one of the tasks of that 
faith-community was to grow by “catch-
ing people.”

Luke 5:11. The appropriate response 
to the message of the Kingdom of God 
is obedience to the call to discipleship. 
These fishermen heard Jesus’ message 
and experienced his power first; their 
response was to leave everything and fol-
low Jesus. 

Responding obediently to the call to discipleship was 
not as simple as it first may appear in this story. Through-
out his Gospel, Luke demonstrates the demands, costs 
and challenges of discipleship (Luke 9:23, 57-62). The 
disciples’ new role in life was to participate with Jesus in 
God’s mission, and they made their fair share of mistakes 
in doing so. Even Peter, the leader of the twelve disciples, 
failed at it multiple times and ultimately ended up deny-
ing Jesus during his trial in Jerusalem (Luke 22:54-65). 
The Acts of the Apostles continues to describe the vic-
tories and struggles of discipleship as followers of Christ 
spread the gospel throughout the known world. Most of 
the first disciples, like the Master they followed, would 
lose their lives in service. 

From the start, the fishermen’s call to discipleship pre-
sented an interesting challenge. Though not specifically 
asked to do so by Jesus, we are told that they brought 
their boats to shore and left everything to follow Jesus. 
Luke indicates that Peter, James and John are faced with 
an economic challenge when obeying the call to mis-
sion. Their fishing nets had just proven to be successful 
beyond imagination. The power of Jesus had made them 
prosperous. For these men, fishing was not a recreation. 
It was a business and way of life. Jesus did not offer them 
wealth and prosperity. In fact the opposite was true; the 
Son of Man and any disciple who followed him would 
“have no place to lay his head” (Luke 9:58). When 
these three fishermen answered Jesus’ call they left their 
business behind. This had to be difficult, leaving behind 
their livelihoods and the only way of life they had ever 
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known. Nevertheless, Peter, James, and John recognized 
their call to a cause so great that they “left it all behind” 
and followed Jesus to participate in the mission of the 
Kingdom of God.

Applying the Scripture
We can learn multiple lessons about discipleship from 
Luke’s Gospel and his book of Acts, for discipleship is 
a primary theme in both books. Here in Luke 5:1-11, 
Luke first introduces the theme of discipleship through 
telling the story of the call of Jesus’ first disciples, Peter, 
James and John. This is only one story of Jesus calling 
disciples; there are many more in scripture. It does not 
tell us everything we need to know about discipleship. 
Further, be aware that some participants who are famil-
iar with this story have been taught that Jesus’ call to Pe-
ter to “fish for people” is only about personal evangelism. 
From Luke 5:1-11, participants can gain insight and 
reflect on numerous topics related to God’s call to fol-
low Jesus. Among the topics to investigate and reflect on 
from this text are the following:

•	The	 settings	 in	which	 the	 gospel	 of	 the	Kingdom	
of God is to be proclaimed: Some participants may have 
a limited understanding concerning where the gospel of 
Jesus is to be communicated. For example, some might 
think gospel proclamation is only appropriate in the 
church building. But Luke 5:1-11 demonstrates that 
Jesus proclaimed the gospel both within and outside of 
places of worship. In this story we learn the importance 
of bringing the message to public places, including the 
workplace.

•	 Qualification	 for	 discipleship:	 Some	 participants	
may feel that only the highly qualified can be called by 
God to participate in Christ’s mission. Preconceived 
qualifications for ministry may vary among people in 
your study group. Luke 5:1-11 helps us realize that the 
first disciples did not meet a high standard. They were 
not theologically educated. They were laborers and small 
business owners. Peter in particular lacked faith and rec-
ognized himself to be a sinful person.

•	The	call	to	discipleship	is	the	beginning	of	a	call	to	
journey with Jesus into God’s mission. The decision on 
the part of Peter and his partners was not the end of their 
story, it was the beginning of their journey with Jesus 
which continued through his earthly ministry and ex-
tended after his ascension. Some participants may hesi-
tate in answering God’s call to something greater in their 
lives because they feel inadequately prepared. It is helpful 

for us to understand that in following Jesus into God’s 
mission our first step is to say “yes.” We will learn the rest 
along the journey. 

•	There	are	other	lessons	to	be	learned	from	this	pas-
sage, and your participants will also glean insights from 
this text. Facilitating questions and discussion focused 
on this story will aid in group discoveries and further 
enquire into the nature of the call to discipleship and its 
implications for the lives of your study group. 

Session Plans
These session plans are given as suggestions. The words 
AND, OR, or AND/OR between activities indicate alternate 
activities. Choose activities best suited for your particular 
group and time schedule. Feel free to draw from Journeys 
for interaction and application questions.

GETTING READY FOR THE SESSION
•	 Pray for God’s guidance as you prepare for this session.
•	 Read Luke 5:1-11 in its context. Become familiar 

with the storyline of this text and note the context 
that precedes and follows this narrative.

•	 Have Available 
 º Strips of newsprint and markers for each partici-

pant if you are using the “Breaking News Head-
lines” exercise.

 º Easily removable tape to attach the Breaking 
News Headlines to the board if you are using that 
exercise.

 º Bibles or printed copies of the text (NRSV pre-
ferred). Have at least five copies available for dis-
tribution for each of five study teams.

BEGINNING THE SESSION
(10 MINUTES)

Breaking News Headlines 
This exercise may be done by individuals or in small 
teams.
•	 Write the following words on the board on large 

sheet of newsprint: BREAKING NEWS!
•	 Distribute strips of newsprint, markers and a strip of 

easy remove tape to each participant or team. 
•	 Give the following instruction: “You are newsroom 

editors. A field-reporter has just handed you a written 
copy of his report. Your task is to create an appropri-
ate headline for this breaking news story.” 

•	 Distribute copies of Luke 5:1-11 or ask someone to 
read the text.
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•	 After reading the text; invite participants or teams to 
write their “headline” on the strip of newsprint and 
place it on the board or large newsprint.

•	 Read the Breaking News headlines or ask participants 
to read their headline.

•	 Discuss:
 º What part of Luke 5:1-11 is the focus of your 

headline?
 º Why did you focus on this aspect of the story?
 º Which other headline on the board particularly 

caught your attention? Why
OR

Summarize the Story
•	 Ask a volunteer to read Luke 5:1-11. 
•	 Discuss:

 º What did you find most intriguing about this 
story? 

 º If you were asked to summarize this story in one or 
two sentences what would you say?

DEVELOPING THE SESSION
(30 MINUTES)

The Call to Significance: 1 Story, 2 Perspectives 
•	 Invite participants to read Luke 1:1-11 from two 

perspectives; that of Jesus and Peter. This exercise can 
be conducted individually or in discussion groups. If 
you choose to use discussion groups, form two groups 
to investigate the text together. One group will read 
and discuss the text through the viewpoint of Jesus, 
and one through the viewpoint of Peter.

•	 Discuss the following questions:
•	 From the viewpoint of Jesus: 

 º Where is Jesus in this story?
 º Jesus observes his environment, what does he see? 
 º How does Jesus respond to the crowd that has 

come to hear him? 
 º What is Jesus’ message to the crowd and how does 

he communicate it?
 º At the end of this story, what does Jesus ask Peter, 

one of the fishermen, to do?
 º What steps does Jesus take and what requests does 

he ask of Peter that lead up to Jesus calling Peter to 
be his disciple?

 º Up until this event, Jesus traveled alone from town 
to town in Judea and proclaimed the good news 
of the kingdom of God in the synagogues. How 
does Jesus’ method of ministry change by the end 
of this story?

 º What have you learned about the call to disciple-
ship from reading this story through the perspec-
tive of Jesus? 

•	 From the viewpoint of Peter:
 º As this story opens, Peter is by the shore of the lake 

Gennesaret. Who else is by the lakeshore and why 
are they there?

 º Why is Peter by the shore? What is he doing and 
who is he with?

 º In this story, Jesus both asks and tells Peter to do a 
number of things. What all does Jesus ask and tell 
Peter to do, and how does Peter respond to each 
request? List the requests and note each of Peter’s 
responses.

 º If you were Peter, what reasons might you give for 
not complying with each of Jesus’ requests? Exam-
ple: Jesus enters Peter’s boat and asks Peter to go 
out a little ways from shore. Peter could have said, 
“We’re too busy working!” 

 º What have you learned about responding to the 
call to discipleship from reading this story through 
the perspective of Peter? 

CLOSING THE SESSION
(10-15 MINUTES)

•	 Invite participants to share their answers to the ques-
tion “What have you learned about responding to the 
call to discipleship from reading this story?” 

•	 Invite participants to reflect this week on this thought 
and question: Jesus called Peter to discipleship by us-
ing language Peter understood from his vocation as a 
fisherman- “Do not be afraid, from now on you will 
be catching people.” If Jesus were to come to your 
workplace and invite you to be his disciple by using 
the language of your vocation, what might he say to 
you?

•	 Pray asking God to enable us to say “yes” to God’s in-
vitation to be a disciple.
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Introducing the Scripture
Mark 2:1-12 is a story of Jesus healing and forgiving a 
paralytic man. The story serves as the apex of a series of 
Mark’s stories that demonstrate the authority of Jesus and 
people’s reactions—positive and negative—to his au-
thority. This succession of stories includes the following:
•	 Mark 1:21-22: The people of Capernaum were as-

tounded at the authority of Jesus’ teaching because it 
is a new and direct word from God unlike that of the 
Scribes, who preserved and copied what had already 
been stated in the Hebrew Scripture.

•	 Mark 1:23-27: The people of Caper-
naum were astounded at Jesus’ “new 
teaching” and his authority over evil 
spirits.

•	 Mark 1:29-45 gives multiple exam-
ples of Jesus’ authority to heal. 

•	 Mark 2:40-45 includes an additional 
story of Jesus healing leprosy, which 
demonstrates Jesus’ authority over that 
which is unclean and untouchable. 

In all of these examples people are 
amazed at Jesus’ words and actions of 

authority. The crowds overwhelm Jesus by 
bringing many people in need of God’s help 
and deliverance. 

In Mark 2:1-11 Jesus not only teaches 
and heals with authority; he also demon-
strates his authority to forgive sins. At this 
point, peoples’ responses are divided–some 
are amazed at Jesus’ authority, but the reli-
gious leaders are angered by it! This passage 
marks a turning point in Mark’s Gospel. 
From this point on, Mark records stories of 
increasing opposition to Jesus and his mis-
sion, including the opposition of religious 
leaders, which eventually leads to Jesus’ ar-
rest and crucifixion. 

Examining the Scripture
MARK 2:1-2. The setting for this story is in Jesus’ home-
town and possibly in his family’s house, or that of Simon 
Peter. Previously Jesus had taught in the synagogue there, 
and Mark records that the congregants “were astounded 
at his teaching, for he taught them as one having au-
thority, and not as the scribes,” (1:21-22). When he 
was last in Capernaum he healed the sick, delivered a 
man from an unclean spirit, and he even spoke a “new” 
word from God. All of his words and actions of author-

ity amazed the residents (1:21-34). 
The reputation of Jesus had spread 

throughout his hometown. When peo-
ple found out that he was home again 
in Capernaum, following his travels 
throughout Galilee (1:39), they crowd-
ed in to see and hear him (2:2a). Mark 
makes it known that the gathering was 
so large there wasn’t even room for the 
crowd in front of the door of the house. 

Mark 1:14 gives a one-sentence sum-
mary of the message Jesus preached: 
“The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom 
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Called to the Ministry of 
Healing and Forgiving
SCRIPTURE: Mark 2:1-12

KEY VERSE:  “Which is easier, to say to the paralytic, ‘Your sins are 
forgiven,’ or to say, ‘Stand up and take your mat and walk’?” 

 —Mark 2:9

SESSION OBJECTIVES: 
•	 To	examine	Mark 2:1-12,	the	story	of	Jesus	forgiving	and	healing	

the	paralyzed	man,	in	the	context	of	Mark’s	Gospel	with	the	intent	
of	investigating	the	story’s	implications	for	the	church	today.

•	 To	 associate	 liberating	 acts	 of	 healing	 and	 forgiveness	with	 the	
mission	of	Christ.

•	 To	make	evident	that	advocacy	on	behalf	of	others	is	an	act	of	faith.
•	 To	increase	awareness	that	God’s	mission	is	often	met	with	resis-

tance	including	resistance	from	the	religious	community.

Jesus not 
only teaches; 

he also 
demon-

strates his 
authority to 
forgive sins.

Journeys Leader's Guide © 2020 by American Baptist Home Mission Societies. All rights reserved. 
This was purchased and downloaded from judsonpress.com. 

Not to be sold, copied or distributed in any manner.



 WINTER 2020–2021 • JOURNEYS LEADER’S GUIDE 37

JANUARY 17, 2020 • SESSION 7

of God has come near; repent, and be-
lieve in the good news (gospel).” Mark 
1:39 says Jesus preached this message in 
the synagogues during his tour of Gali-
lee. Here, in Capernaum, Mark simply 
refers to this message spoken by Jesus as 
“the word” (2:2b). (This term for gos-
pel is used again in Mark 4:14 and 33 
in association with the message of the 
parables Jesus taught.) The central focus 
of the “word” Jesus taught was the King-
dom of God. For Mark, the Kingdom of 
God is not a place, nor is it an autocratic 
rule. The message of the Kingdom is one 
of God’s love, forgiveness, hope and lib-
eration. The ministry of Jesus with his disciples embod-
ies this Kingdom. Jesus’ word (gospel of the kingdom) is 
backed up by his actions of the kingdom. The authority 
of Jesus’ word is expressed through healings, spiritual de-
liverances, and multiple miracles. In this story, Jesus goes 
a step further and demonstrates that the word is also 
backed up by the action of forgiveness. 

MARK 2:3. Mark goes into quite some detail in order 
to highlight the obstacles that the paralyzed man and 
his friends overcame in order to bring him to Jesus. Four 
of the people carried him on a mat; they tried to get 
through the crowd both outside and inside of the door; 
they removed the shingles of the house roof; they dug a 
hole through the mortar underlayment and finally they 
lowered the mat through the hole in the roof ! Of all the 
stories of people bringing others to Jesus, this account is 
one of the most dramatic. It is the first of Mark’s stories 
that demonstrate the many obstacles (physical, social, fa-
milial, spiritual and religious)that stand between people 
and the liberation that Jesus promises. But such obsta-
cles can be and are broken through by the authority 
of Jesus and by the community of faith—in this case the 
friends who with great effort brought 
this man to Jesus. 

MARK 2:5. “When Jesus saw their 
faith,” he spoke and acted on behalf of 
the man in need. Jesus’ act of forgiveness 
and healing in this story is in response to 
the caring faith of others. (Stories with a 
similar theme are found in Mark 5:22ff 
and 9:14ff.) These friends comprised a 

small faith-community that practiced 
faith by overcoming multiple obstacles 
to bring their friend in need to Jesus. 
They demonstrated their faith by their 
actions. Later in Mark’s Gospel, simple 
acts of faith such as this are contrast-
ed with the anger and disbelief of the 
learned religious leaders.

Jesus’ statement, “your sins are for-
given,” is one of the boldest claims to au-
thority that Jesus makes in Mark’s gospel 
(Mk. 1:16-3:6).”Previously Jesus dem-
onstrated the authority of his word, his 
authority to heal, his authority over un-
clean spirits and his authority over lep-

rosy, which is considered unclean and untouchable. Jesus 
then makes another astounding pronouncement, “your 
sins are forgiven,” which demonstrates his authority to 
forgive sins. 

Jesus expresses the Kingdom of God in his words and 
actions, all of which liberate people from bondage. In 
forgiving people by his authority, Jesus liberates people, 
such as this man with paralysis. In forgiving people by 
his authority, Jesus liberates people from past sins, bodily 
ailments, and other oppressive forces. 

MARK 2:6-7. Unlike the multitudes who responded to 
Jesus with amazement, and certainly unlike the friends of 
this man who responded to Jesus with faith, the religious 
leaders respond to Jesus with anger. Jesus did not only 
assert that God can forgive sin; he himself had taken au-
thoritative action to forgive this man’s sin. This infuri-
ated the scribes. The questions which they raised were 
accusations leveled at Jesus, including blasphemy which 
was punishable by death. These questions and accusa-
tions mark the beginning of increased opposition toward 
Jesus by leaders in the religious community, which even-
tually leads to his arrest, trial and execution. 

MARK 2:8. Jesus was keenly observant 
of peoples’ actions and responses to his 
message and his ministry of liberation. 
Jesus had just observed the actions of car-
ing faith on the part of a small commu-
nity of friends of the man with paralysis; 
now, in contrast, he was observing in his 
spirit (intuitively) the rising opposition 
among a questioning group of scribes. 

The message 
of the 

Kingdom 
is one of 

God’s love, 
forgiveness, 

hope and 
liberation.

The religious 
leaders 

respond to 
Jesus with 

anger.
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Rather than shy away from the seeds 
of this opposition, Jesus reverses the ta-
ble by asking his opponents a penetrat-
ing question: “Why do you raise such 
questions in your heart?” Throughout 
the Gospels, the heart represents the 
center of either faith or disbelief, good 
or evil (Mark 7:21). The Gospels also 
consider the heart the center of one’s af-
fection and allegiance to God, allegiance 
that results in love for others (Mark 
12:29ff). By asking this question of the 
Scribes, Jesus is not only confronting 
their lack of love and allegiance to God, 
he is pointing out their lack of love for others, in this case 
the man with paralysis.  

Mark 2:9-11. “The Son of Man” is a phrase drawn from 
Daniel 7:13 and is used in Mark only by Jesus in refer-
ence to himself. In the context of Daniel 7:13-14, the 
Son of Man is a human incarnation of the Divine, one 
who would establish God’s rule on earth. The actions of 
the Son of Man on earth, therefore, are the actions of 
God on earth. The mission of God is on display in the 
Son of Man, Jesus on earth. One of those actions is to 
forgive sins. Such a claim could have easily been taken as 
blasphemous. 

Jesus claimed, as the Son of Man, to forgive sins. 
However, it is not easy to discern the forgiveness of sins, 
since it is not outwardly visible. It is one thing for people 
to hear Jesus say, “your sins are forgiven,” it’s another to 
actually see this forgiveness! But the act of healing, on 
the other hand, is visible. And so Jesus proves his author-
ity to forgive sin through a visible dem-
onstration of his authority to set this 
man free from his paralysis. He tells the 
man to stand up, take his mat and walk 
home! And the man, in faith and before 
the eyes of the crowd, does exactly what 
Jesus commands. The logical conclusion 
then would be that if Jesus’ mission is to 
liberate someone from physical paralysis, 
then he also has the authority to liberate 
someone from past sin. 

Mark does not clearly state that the 
man’s paralysis was the consequential 
result of his past sins. However, it is rea-
sonable to assume that Mark thought 

the man’s sin and illness were tied to-
gether in this case, since the prevailing 
view at the time was that illness was a re-
sult of sin, and since the man’s liberation 
from sin and paralysis occurred simulta-
neously.  The Gospels, however, do not 
associate all illness as a consequence of 
a person’s sinful past. For example, mul-
tiple healings take place in Mark’s gospel 
that are not associated with personal sin. 
Furthermore, John 9:1, clearly disassoci-
ates all forms of illness as resulting from 
sinful actions. Nonetheless, sin and the 
burden of guilt can have a devastating ef-

fect on one’s health and wellbeing, spiritually as well as 
physically. The mission of Jesus is to holistically liberate 
persons from all forms of oppression which hold them 
back from living their full God-given potential. 

Mark 2:12. The forgiven man was able to stand and 
walk. In doing so he demonstrated his faith and obedi-
ence to Jesus. By his obedient actions he also became a 
visible living witness to the liberating power and authori-
ty of Jesus, the Son of Man. In the beginning of this story, 
he is totally dependent on his friends for mobility and 
assistance. In faith, they brought him to Jesus, enabling 
him to do for himself what he had relied on others to do 
for him: act on his liberation and exercise his own faith. 
He became a sign that the Kingdom of God was at work 
in Capernaum. 

The crowd’s response to this visible sign of the king-
dom was to be amazed and to glorify God. This is the 
intended outcome of all of Jesus’ actions of forgiveness 

and liberation. 
Interestingly, Mark says that they 

were all amazed and glorified God. 
Does this emphasis on inclusion mean a 
change of heart on the part of the ques-
tioning Scribes? Perhaps it does. Jesus’ 
mission of liberation is directed toward 
all forms of oppression which keep peo-
ple in bondage including the oppression 
of restrictive religious rules and rigid 
interpretation of the Scriptures. (Mark 
2:23-3:6).

 Perhaps these religious leaders had a 
change of heart toward the Son of Man; 
their repentance is implied in this story 

Throughout 
the Gospels, 

the heart 
represents 

the center of 
either faith or 

disbelief.

The actions 
of the Son 

of Man 
on earth, 

therefore, are 
the actions 
of God on 

earth.
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but it is not clearly stated. Regardless, this passage intro-
duces a series of stories which attest to the increasing op-
position by religious leaders to Jesus’ liberating message 
of the Kingdom of God. Moreover, it is important to fac-
tor in that the religious establishment was also tangled 
up with Imperial Rome. It was not just the Jewish reli-
gious establishment, but also the religious and political 
forces at play. All this opposition leads to the cross.

Applying the Scripture
Some cautions need to be taken into consideration when 
presenting this lesson: 

•	The	story	of	Jesus	healing	the	paralytic	man	can	eas-
ily be misconstrued as teaching that all disability is the 
result of past sin in a disabled person’s life. Though Je-
sus heals this man after forgiving his sins, the point of 
this gospel story is to demonstrate the authority of Jesus 
over all powers that oppress humans. Jesus’ authority to 
heal this man is intended to demonstrate in a visible way 
(healing) that Jesus also has such authority over what is 
less visible (forgiveness of sin). This story is not intended 
to demonstrate that physical disability is caused by sin. 

•	Participants	in	your	group	may	vary	in	their	belief	
in miracles. Some may see this text as a literal demon-
stration that the church should openly practice what 
are considered to be charismatic gifts including the gift 
of miraculous healing. Others may interpret this story 
metaphorically which is intended to teach rather than 
as a historic event/action which should be replicated. 
Attempt to facilitate open dialogue among participants 
and allow for diversity in interpretation. At the same 
time, work toward enabling participants to find com-
mon ground on which to apply this text and its lessons 
to their lives of faith.

•	Some	participants	may	have	assumed	that	Jesus	and	
the writer of Mark’s Gospel were anti-Jewish or anti-reli-
gious. In this text, Jesus is critical of the Scribes who were 
Hebrew theologians and religious leaders; but notice 
what Jesus confronts–he confronts the attitudes (hearts) 
of these religious leaders and not their professions or 
religious affiliation. This text may help facilitate discus-
sion and thought around the question of when and how 
religious beliefs liberate and when and how they might 
oppress. 

Session Plans
These session plans are given as suggestions. The words 
AND, OR, or AND/OR between activities indicate alternate 

activities.  Choose activities best suited for your particular 
group and time schedule. Feel free to draw from Journeys 
the student book for interaction and application questions.

GETTING READY FOR THE SESSION
•	 Pray for God’s guidance as you prepare for this session.
•	 Read Mark 2:1-12 and session 7 in Journeys and this 

leader’s guide.
•	 Consider the numerous themes of this week’s Scrip-

ture and what this story of healing, forgiveness, belief 
and opposition might mean to your group members 
in their various walks of faith and service.

•	 Have available Bibles or printed texts, paper; pens or 
pencils; and either a board and chalk or markers and 
newsprint and markers.

BEGINNING THE SESSION
(10 MINUTES)

•	 Ask three volunteers to each read one section of to-
day’s scripture: Mark 2:1-5, 6-8, 9-12. 

•	 Following each section allow one minute for silent 
reflection on what was just read.

•	 Invite participants to write down one thought and/or 
one question that came to mind.

•	 Pray, asking God to speak to us through the study of 
scripture.

DEVELOPING THE SESSION
(35-40 MINUTES)

Faithful Friends (10-15 Min.)
•	 Invite participants to reflect on a time when faithful 

friends went out of their way or took extreme mea-
sures to advocate on their behalf.

AND/OR
•	 Invite participants to reflect on a time when they 

went out of their way or took extreme measures to ad-
vocate on behalf of a friend.

•	 Give opportunity for participants to share some of 
their extreme friendship experiences.

•	 Explain today’s session is not only about friendship, 
but friendship plays an essential part in today’s lesson. 

•	 Ask for a volunteer to re-read Mark 2:1-5.
•	 Discuss the following questions:

 º What thought or question entered your mind 
when you took a minute to reflect on Mark 2:1-5? 

 º What part did the friends play in the man’s healing?
 º What obstacles did they face in bringing this man 

to Jesus and how did they overcome them?
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OR
Part of a Team (10-15 Min.)
•	 Explain that very early in his gospel, Mark shows Jesus 

engaged in God’s mission. Mark also shows through-
out his Gospel that others participate as a team (small 
faith-community) with Jesus in his mission. Very sel-
dom if ever do we find Jesus or those who performing 
his ministry doing so alone. Some, like the disciples, 
travel as a team with Jesus. Others participate in Jesus’ 
mission in their hometown.

•	 Discuss the importance of doing God’s mission with 
others rather than individually.
 º What was the mission of this group of friends? 

What were they passionate about?
 º Why was it important for these friends of the para-

lyzed man to work as a team?
 º How did their friendship and teamwork demon-

strate their faith?
•	 Application: 

 º Who do I care about that is hurting and could use 
an advocate?

 º How far am I willing to go on behalf of this person?
 º Who can I call on to join me in advocating for this 

person?
AND

Facing Opposition (10-15 min.)
•	 Introduce the idea that this story marks a turning 

point in Mark’s Gospel. From here on Mark records 
stories of increasing opposition to Jesus and his mis-
sion, including opposition by religious leaders. This 
opposition eventually leads to Jesus’ arrest and cruci-
fixion. Mark’s gospel also warns the disciples that they 
too will face anger and opposition in the course of 
doing God’s mission (13:9-13). Mark 2:1-11 is the 
first story to introduce the anger and opposition that 
Jesus’ faced when he healed and forgave people. 

•	 Re-read or ask a volunteer to re-read Mark 2:6-8.
•	 Ask what thought or question entered participants 

minds when they reflected on Mark 2:6-8?
•	 Explain that Scribes were Biblical scholars who care-

fully transcribed the Hebrew Scripture. They believed 
strongly that the Law of Moses and correct doctrine 
must be carefully kept.

•	 Discuss:
 º Compare the actions of the friends of the paralyzed 

man with the reaction of the religious leaders.

 º What surprised you about the reaction of the 
Scribes to Jesus’ words of forgiveness to the para-
lyzed man?

 º What did the Scribes most object to?
 º Have you ever advocated on behalf of someone in 

need and faced opposition from religious circles 
for doing so?

 º What is more important to you: carefully keeping 
rules and formulas of belief or living according to 
the spirit of God’s love?

AND
Forgiveness and Freedom (5-10 Min.)
•	 Re-read or ask a volunteer to read Mark 2:9-12.
•	 Ask participants to share what thought or question 

entered their minds when they took a minute to re-
flect on Mark 2:9-12.

•	 Use the information from “Introducing the Scrip-
ture” to explain that this story appears to equate the 
man’s paralysis with past sin. However, the Gospels, 
including Mark, do not associate all illness with sin.

•	 Discuss Mark 2:9-12 by using some or all of the fol-
lowing questions.
 º In the time of Jesus, it was widely held that illness 

was the direct result of past sin in a person’s life. 
Is this what you think Jesus was trying to teach by 
healing the paralyzed man?

 º What power and authority does this story demon-
strate about Jesus?

 º Why would the religious leaders consider Jesus’ 
words to be blasphemy? 

 º The Scribes asked an interesting theological ques-
tion: “Who can forgive sins but God alone?” 
How would you answer this question? 

 º How does forgiveness set people free? In what 
ways can the knowledge of forgiveness have a heal-
ing effect on a person’s life?

CLOSING THE SESSION
(5 MINUTES)

•	 Read Mark 2:10-12.
•	 Invite participants to “glorify God” by sharing one 

thing they have witnessed that has amazed them 
about the power of Jesus. 
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Introducing the Scripture
The setting of John 17 is during the Last Supper and just 
before Jesus’ arrest, trial and crucifixion. It is the climax 
of Jesus’ farewell speech to his disciples, a speech that be-
gins with John 13:31 and ends in 17:25. John 13:31-
33 introduces Jesus’ last discourse to his disciples. Like 
a father to his children, Jesus announces his impending 
departure:  “Little children I am with you only a little 
longer.” Then beginning with John 13:34, Jesus gives his 
farewell speech to his disciples. Much like Moses’ fare-
well speech recorded toward the end of Deuteronomy, in 
John 14-17, Jesus speaks words that are intended to help 
his “family” after his departure. He commands them to 
love each other (13:34-35). He gives them reasons not 
to be troubled by his departure. He re-
minds them of his instructions and gives 
directives to keep the commandments 
he gave to them during his earthly minis-
try. He emphasizes the significant theme 
of maintaining family unity and he ex-
presses concern for future generations. 
Like Moses, who picked Joshua as his 
successor (Deuteronomy 31:23), Jesus 
announces a successor to carry out his 
instructions when he is gone–that suc-
cessor is the Advocate, the Holy Spirit 
(14:25ff). 

Ancient Hebrew farewell speeches 
commonly ended with a prayer (Cf. 

Deuteronomy 32). Jesus finalizes his fare-
well discourse with the prayer that is re-
corded in John 17. Most of the themes 
of his farewell address are included in his 
prayer. In this farewell prayer, Jesus prays 
for himself, for his disciples and for all those 
who come to know him through his disci-
ples’ word. 

Examining the Scripture
JOHN 17:1-5. Jesus’ prayer for himself is 
primarily a prayer for Glory. The Glory of 
God is the visible sign of the presence of 

God among God’s people in the world. In the Hebrew 
Scriptures, God’s Glory was made visible over the taber-
nacle as a cloud by day and a pillar of fire by night, lead-
ing God’s people during their wilderness journey to the 
Promised Land (Exodus 13). After the Hebrews occu-
pied and settled the Promised Land, God’s Glory filled 
the temple in Jerusalem (II Chronicles 7). Tragically, 
God’s Glory later left the temple and left Jerusalem when 
Israel turned away from God in disobedience (I Samuel 
4:21). 

John 1:1-14 identifies Jesus as the Word, the Word 
that became incarnate and brought God’s glorious pres-
ence to earth in human form. His mission was to reveal 

God’s Glory in such a way that people 
would come to know Jesus as the Son 
of God and through believing him they 
might have eternal life (John 20:31). 
John 17:1-8 picks up on this theme of 
Jesus’ mission. At the end of his minis-
try and just prior to his crucifixion (the 
hour has come) he prayed to God, “I 
glorified you on earth by finishing the 
work that you gave me to do. So now, 
Father, glorify me in your own pres-
ence with the glory that I had in your 
presence before the world existed.” As 
Jesus makes God’s Glory known in his 
earthly mission, he prays that God will, 
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Called as Intercessor
SCRIPTURE: John 17

KEY VERSE:  “I ask not only on behalf of these, but also on behalf of 
those who will believe in me through their word.”  —John 17:20

SESSION OBJECTIVES: 
•	 To	examine	the	contents	of	Jesus’	intercessory	prayer	in	its	context.
•	 To	 reflect	 on	 the	 purpose	 of	 praying	 both	 for	 ourselves	 and	 for	

others.	
•	 To	 encourage	 intercessory	 prayer	 for	 the	 church	 and	 for	 those	

whom	we	love.
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through the impending humiliation of 
the Passion, restore to Jesus the Glory he 
had in God’s presence before creation. 

JOHN 17:6-10. The primary mission 
Jesus accomplished was to reveal the 
name (character) of God to his disciples. 
Much of the world rejected Jesus and his 
mission. However, this small commu-
nity of believers received Jesus’ teaching 
as God’s word. Jesus had completed his 
task of instructing his disciples. He had 
made God’s name (character) known to 
them. They had come to obedient faith 
in God’s word as taught to them by Jesus. 
They now knew what they needed to know in order to 
be charged with their mission of representing Jesus in the 
world after his absence. 

JOHN 17:9-11. Jesus’ prayer now turns from himself to 
focus on the disciples as he prays on their behalf. Jesus 
knows that he will no longer be present with the disci-
ples to instruct them and to care for them as he had done 
throughout his earthly ministry. During their time with 
Jesus, the disciples had learned from Jesus’ teaching, they 
had participated in Jesus’ life-giving mission of sharing 
God’s love and forgiveness. With the exception of Judas, 
they had lived obediently (John 17:12). In doing so, the 
disciples had glorified Jesus. They had demonstrated that 
God’s Glory was present and in the world through Jesus’ 
works and words. 

JOHN 17:12-19. Jesus prays an intercessory prayer with 
at least three primary requests on behalf 
of his disciples:

•	He	prays	 for	 their	unity in his ab-
sence (17:11). The unity of the disciples 
demonstrates the same unity enjoyed by 
Jesus with God as Father. Such divine 
unity was a source of joy for Jesus, and 
Jesus wants this same joy to be complete 
among the disciples. The Father and Jesus 
were united in mission and purpose; this 
unity made God known to the world. Je-
sus prays for this same unity of mission 
and purpose among the disciples who are 
entrusted with carrying out God’s mis-
sion in the world in Jesus’ absence.

•	He	prays	 for	 their	protection in a 
hostile world (17:11-16). Jesus faced 
hostility when performing God’s mis-
sion of love in the world. His prayer re-
flects his expectation that the disciples 
would also experience persecution. He 
prays that the Father will protect them 
in the midst of persecution. Jesus does 
not ask God to remove them from per-
secution by taking them out of the world 
(17:15). However, he does pray that 
God will protect them from the effects 
of evil while undergoing persecution.

•	 He	 prays	 for	 their	 sanctification 
in their service as disciples (17:17-19). 

Sanctification is the process of increasingly living a life-
style in line with God’s will. Just as Jesus lived a pure life 
in his mission on earth, Jesus prays that the disciples will 
also live a Godly lifestyle in their mission. The word of 
truth (verses 17, 19) enables this process of learning and 
practicing a pure lifestyle of service. This word is a living, 
dynamically active word–just as Jesus, the living word, 
actively made God known to the disciples. The word of 
God is not static. The word does not make itself avail-
able in written scripture alone; we encounter the word 
through living and practicing the mission of Jesus. 

JOHN 17:20-24. Jesus prays for the future church, the 
faith community that will be brought about through 
the work and witness of the disciples. Unlike the com-
munity of disciples who had first-hand experiences in 
learning from and serving with Jesus, future followers 
of Jesus would not have this first-hand encounter. They 

would need to learn from the exemplary 
teaching and lifestyle of the disciples and 
not directly from Jesus himself. Jesus 
intercedes on their behalf. He prays for 
unity for future believers as he prayed 
for his disciples in 17:11. The unity for 
which he prays has two aspects. First, he 
prays for unity in continuing the mis-
sion of Jesus and the disciples. Second, 
he prays for unity among the commu-
nity members in what was to become an 
increasingly diverse church. This unity 
in mission will demonstrate the ongoing 
presence of God’s love and service in the 
world: “so that the love with which you 
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have loved me may be in them, and I in 
them” (17:26).

Applying the Scripture
Jesus’ intercessory prayer in John 17 can 
have a twofold application. First, it is a 
prayer on behalf of the disciples and the 
Church, both present and future. From 
this prayer, we can discover what God 
desires for the church throughout the 
ages. More specifically, we can learn what 
Jesus prayerfully desires of the church to-
day, including our church. 

We learn that Jesus desires unity for the Church. 
However, the proliferation of various Christian denomi-
nations (Baptist, Presbyterian, Methodist, Orthodox, 
Catholic, etc.) seems to indicate a lack of unity in the 
Church. Churches have been dividing from one another 
since the 11th century, when the Eastern Church and 
Western Church split in an event known as “The Great 
Schism.” Another great split occurred during the Prot-
estant Reformation, when Martin Luther delivered his 
Ninety-five Theses. Since then, there have been further 
denominational splits over doctrine, practice, and eccle-
sial polity. For some, this apparent disunity might be a 
stumbling block to participation in the Church. From 
the outside, or perhaps even from the inside at times, the 
Church may appear more as a place of bickering and hos-
tility than as a place of unity.

Jesus’ wish for the Church is unity. What might it 
mean to take Jesus’ prayer for unity in the Church se-
riously when there is so much disagreement and divi-
sion? In order to realize Jesus’ hope for the unity of 
the Church, we ought to look for com-
mon ground with those who practice 
in different denominations from our 
own. 

We would do well to meditate on the 
motto of the Moravian Church: “In es-
sentials, unity; in non-essentials, liberty; 
in all things, charity.” Most protestant 
denominations agree on the basics of 
faith. And yet sometimes we are tempted 
to let non-essentials become disruptors 
of our unity. A certain degree of liberty 
in non-essentials helps us to overlook 
our less important disagreements and 
stand together in Christ. 

In any case, charity stands as the most 
important virtue for building and main-
taining unity amidst differences. If we 
are charitable to one another, choosing 
to believe the best about each other and 
working to find common ground, then 
perhaps it will be easier to “be united in 
the same mind and the same purpose,” 
(1 Cor. 1:10) that is, to participate in 
God’s mission together.

John 17 also serves as a model for 
praying intercessory prayers on behalf 

of those whom we love, including the Church. In this 
prayer Jesus asks God for unity, protection, and purity 
of lifestyle (sanctification). He concludes his prayer with 
a benediction, asking God to show God’s love to those 
whom he loves, and asking that they will show God’s love 
to others. 

When we pray on behalf of others, these themes serve 
as a helpful framework for our prayers of intercession. 
Unity is not just something that we should desire for 
church denominations, it is also something we should 
desire for our interpersonal relationships. When we pray 
for our friends and family, we should examine the ways 
that we may grow in unity. Is there something standing 
in the way of our right relationships with our neighbors? 
If we bring it to mind in prayer, then God can begin to 
heal our disunity. 

Additionally, praying for the sanctification of loved 
ones helps us to recognize that God is working in and 
with them. It may bring liberty to our relationships by 
helping us feel less of a need to “control” the behavior 
of others. We remember that their faith journey is ulti-

mately in God’s hands. 
Last, praying for the other to experi-

ence the love of God and to show the 
love of God to others helps us remember 
that love is the most important principle 
in Christian discipleship. It is the begin-
ning and end of true relationship. Even 
if we feel that unity is disrupted, and 
even if we feel frustrated by another’s 
actions that are beyond our control, we 
can nonetheless function from a place 
of love. Unity, liberty, and charity (love) 
function as helpful virtues not only in 
Church politics, but also in interperson-
al relationships.
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Session Plans
These session plans are given as suggestions. The words 
AND, OR, or AND/OR between activities indicate alternate 
activities. Choose activities best suited for your particular 
group and time schedule. Feel free to draw from Journeys 
the student book for interaction and application questions.

GETTING READY FOR THE SESSION
•	 Pray asking for God’s guidance and for insights into 

this week’s text that will be helpful to the prayer lives 
of the participants.

•	 Read and become familiar with the contents of Ses-
sion 8 in the Journeys Student Book.

•	 Provide printed copies of the scriptural text.
•	 Have available several large sheets of newsprint or a 

board on which to write the phrase “When I first be-
gan to pray” and to make collective notes from class 
participation.

BEGINNING THE SESSION
(10 MINUTES)

When I First Began to Pray…
•	 Write the phrase “When I first began to pray…” on 

the board or newsprint.
•	 Ask participants to reflect on their first prayer experi-

ences by finishing the statement.
•	 Invite students to finish the statement by writing their 

thoughts on the newsprint.
AND/OR
•	 Invite participants to voluntarily share memories of 

their earliest payers. You may ask them to share their 
answers to the following questions.
 º Who first taught you about the meaning of prayer? 
 º Do you remember your first prayer? 
 º What did you say in the prayer? 
 º Did you ask for anything? What did you ask for? 
 º Did you pray for someone else? Who did you pray 

for?
AND
•	 Point out that this week’s lesson is about Jesus’ prayer 

of intercession. It is the prayer he prayed on behalf of 
his disciples just before his arrest, trial and crucifixion.

•	 You may wish to share that the objectives of this ses-
sion are:
 º to examine the contents of Jesus’ intercessory 

prayer in its context;
 º to reflect on the purpose of praying both for our-

selves and for others; and

 º to encourage praying intercessory prayers for the 
church and for those whom we love.

DEVELOPING THE SESSION
(30-40 MINUTES)

•	 Point out that a prayer of intercession is a prayer 
prayed on behalf of others. Jesus’ prayer of interces-
sion is on behalf of those he loved and who in turn 
loved him. 

•	 Inform the participants that Jesus’ prayer of interces-
sion consists of three parts and that in this class ses-
sion they will be examining each section separately.

AND/OR
The Prayer of Jesus for himself (5-10 Min.)
•	 Invite participants to listen closely to the first part 

of this prayer as recorded in John 17:1-5. Reflection 
questions will follow the reading.

•	 Ask someone to read John 17:1-5.
•	 Following the reading of verses 1-5 ask the following 

questions:
 º In the first part of his prayer (17:1-5) Jesus prays 

for himself. What does he pray for? Invite partic-
ipants to make a list of his requests or to volun-
tarily state out loud their discoveries. Record their 
answers on the board or newsprint as they share 
them.

AND/OR
Glorifying God (5-10 Min.)
•	 State that Jesus frequently mentions the word glorify 

in this part of his prayer. 
•	 Ask and briefly discuss the following questions:

 º Invite participants to look closely at verses 1-5 and 
see if they can determine what it means to glorify 
God. 

 º How did Jesus glorify God in his life and mission? 
 º What does Jesus ask for when he asks God to glo-

rify Jesus’ name? 
AND/OR

Jesus’ Prayer for Others (5-10 Min.)
•	 Remind participants that Jesus’ farewell prayer re-

corded in John 17:6-19 is a prayer on behalf of those 
whom he loves and those who in turn love him. 

•	 Ask for a volunteer to read John 17:6-19.
•	 Ask participants to make a list of what Jesus prays for 

on behalf others.
•	 After participants have made their list, ask them to re-

flect on this part of Jesus’ prayer. Following are several 
options for this time of reflection. Choose from the 
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following reflection questions to encourage examina-
tion and learning from the passage:
 º What surprised you in this part of Jesus’ prayer?
 º What request particularly caught your attention 

and why?
 º Were you to compose a prayer on behalf of those 

whom you love, who would it include? What 
would you ask God for on their behalf ?

AND/OR
Jesus’ Prayer for Future Generations (5-10 Min.)
•	 Introduce this section of Jesus’ prayer by reminding 

participants that in addition to praying for his dis-
ciples, Jesus prays on behalf of future generations of 
disciples–the Church. 

•	 Read or ask for a volunteer to read John 17:20-26.
•	 Reflect on the contents of this passage by asking some 

or all of the following questions for discussion:
 º When praying for the Church, what does Jesus ask 

God for?
 º What does Jesus mean by unity? 
 º What kind of unity exists between Jesus and God 

the Father?
 º Why should the church experience this same kind 

of unity?
 º Some people do not belong to a church because 

they believe churches are too divided. What rea-
sons would you give to such a person for partici-
pating in your church or faith community?

AND/OR
Unity, Liberty, and Charity (10-15 Min.)
•	 Ask participants to brainstorm a list of Christian 

denominations. They can do so in small groups or 

as a class. Record their answers on a whiteboard or 
newsprint.

•	 Ask what it might look like for the Church to express 
unity across denominational lines, or some of the fol-
lowing questions:
 º Is it a problem for you that there are so many de-

nominations? Why or why not?
 º What are things about which Christian denomi-

nations may reasonably disagree and yet still main-
tain unity?

 º What are some positive experiences you have had 
with Christians of other denominations? What 
have you learned from them?

 º Share the motto: “In essentials, unity; in non-es-
sentials, liberty; in all things, charity,” and express 
that this short phrase may be helpful for negotiat-
ing unity amidst differences.

CLOSING THE SESSION
(5-10 MINUTES)

•	 Sing “They Shall Know we are Christians by our 
Love.” Originally attributed to Peter Scholtes.

•	 Close with a prayer of your own or by reading the 
closing of Jesus’ prayer in John 17:25-26. If you close 
by reading verses 25-26 preface your reading by say-
ing, “Hear the words of Jesus’ prayer for the church.” 

•	 Were you to compose a prayer on behalf of future 
generations of those whom you love, what would you 
ask God for on behalf of the generation to come? 
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Introducing the Scripture 
In his book, Mission in the Gospels, R. Geoffrey Harris 
states, “The mission of Jesus and that of the Church is 
part of the one mission of God.”1 Throughout the Gos-
pel of Luke we discover many facets of Jesus’ mission as it 
is carried out in Israel, a mission empowered by the Spirit 
of God. In the book of Acts (also authored by Luke) we 
discover that the continuation and expansion of that 

mission has become the missional agenda of 
the Church. Empowered by the same Spirit 
who raised Jesus from the dead, the Church 
is empowered and anointed by God to be 
Christ’s witnesses “in Jerusalem, in all Judea 
and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth,” 
(Acts 1:8). Today’s passages of Scripture 
demonstrate in part both the continuity 
and the expansion of God’s mission to the 
world. In Luke’s Gospel, the mission of Je-
sus is almost entirely limited to the confines 
of Israel. Luke 2 introduces the missional 
call of Jesus through the voices of proph-
ets–historic and contemporary to Jesus–
and those prophetic voices include women 
and men. However, participation with Jesus 
in his mission, as described in the Gospel, is 
limited to a few sojourners with Jesus, both 
men and women. 

Almost as a parallel to Luke’s Gos-
pel, Acts 2 describes the anointing of the 
Church by God’s Spirit at Pentecost to ex-
pand the mission of Jesus beyond the con-
fines of Israel to the remote corners of the 
earth. No longer limited to a few sojourn-
ers, the mission is now to be shared by an 
increasing number of participants, women 
and men, young and old, who live in vari-
ous parts of the world. And, as Jesus and 
his mission were introduced by the pro-
phetic voices of women and men in Luke 
1 & 2; in Acts 2 the church and its mission 
is introduced by the prophetic voice of a 
Hebrew prophet and by the contemporary 

prophetic voices of women and men. The gospel in Acts, 
as a continuation of the gospel in Luke, has become even 
more inclusive in terms of both ethnicity and gender.

Examining the Scripture
LUKE 2:22-38. Before Jesus’ birth and at the beginning 
of his life, the Spirit of God was working to stir prophetic 

SESSION 9 • JANUARY 31, 2020

Prophesying Daughters
SCRIPTURE: Luke 2:25-38; Acts 1:12-14, 2:14-21, 21:8-9

KEY VERSE: There was also a prophet, Anna the daughter of Phanuel, 
of the tribe of Asher. She was of a great age, having lived with her 
husband seven years after her marriage, then as a widow to the age 
of eighty-four. She never left the temple but worshiped there with 
fasting and prayer night and day. At that moment she came, and 
began to praise God and to speak about the child (Jesus) to all who 
were looking for the redemption of Jerusalem.  —Luke 2:36-38

KEY VERSE:  No, this is what was spoken through the prophet Joel:‘In 
the last days it will be, God declares, that I will pour out my Spirit 
upon all flesh, and your sons and your daughters shall prophesy, 
and your young men shall see visions, and your old men shall dream 
dreams. Even upon my slaves, both men and women, in those days I 
will pour out my Spirit; and they shall prophesy. 

And I will show portents in the heaven above and signs on the 
earth below, blood, and fire, and smoky mist.

The sun shall be turned to darkness and the moon to blood, be-
fore the coming of the Lord’s great and glorious day. 

Then everyone who calls on the name of the Lord shall be saved.’  
—Acts 2:16-21

SESSION OBJECTIVES: 
•	 To	examine	Luke’s	 theme,	 in	 the	Gospel	and	Acts,	 that	 the	mis-

sion	of	 the	church	 is	 the	continuation	and	partial	 completion	of	
the	mission	of	Jesus.

•	 To	explore	the	egalitarian	call	of	God	to	all	people	to	participate	in	
the	ongoing	mission	of	the	resurrected	Christ.

•	 To	 recognize	and	affirm	 the	call	 of	women	 to	 fully	participate	 in	
our	 church’s	 mission,	 including	 exercising	 the	 gift	 of	 prophecy	
(preaching).
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voices that would announce the mission 
of Christ. His mother Mary, his aunt 
Elizabeth, his uncle Zechariah and an el-
derly man named Simeon are all moved 
by the Spirit of God to speak propheti-
cally about Jesus and his mission (Cf. 
Luke 1 & 2). 

In Luke 2:36, Anna is described as 
“also a prophet.” Luke gives a signifi-
cant amount of detail concerning Anna. 
Her name is the Greek equivalent of 
the Hebrew name Hanna and her con-
stant presence in the Temple where she 
devoted herself to prayer and fasting, is 
reminiscent of the prayerful dedication 
of her namesake, Hanna the mother of 
Samuel, the prophet who first anointed 
Saul to be King of Israel and later anoint-
ed King David. (I Samuel 1:2-18) Luke also gives her 
father’s name, Phanuel–which means “face of God”–and 
makes note of her lineage being from one of the north-
ern tribes of Israel, Asher. She was married for 7 years but 
became a widow. There is no mention of Anna having 
any children. She did not remarry but remained a widow 
to the age of 84 (or perhaps for another 84 years after her 
marriage). Anna’s significance, however, is more related 
to her missional call than to her heritage or even to her 
past. Her missional impact is centered in her devotion to 
prayer and fasting, and to her calling to be a prophet. As 
a prophet, she had insights into the things of God that 
others would easily overlook. Anna was present on the 
day that Mary and Joseph brought their firstborn, Jesus, 
to the Temple to offer a sacrifice. Upon seeing the baby 
Jesus, she exercised her spiritual gift and 
prophetic call; She came; and to praise 
God and to speak about the child to 
all who were looking for the redemp-
tion of Jerusalem (Luke 2:38). Luke 
does not give the full contents of her 
message except to say her sermon was di-
rected to all who were hopeful for Isra-
el’s liberation. This elderly widow served 
God’s purpose for her life; she was one 
of the first to make Jesus and his mission 
known. Her proclamation was not only 
directed toward the Holy Family, it was 
proclaimed to all the faithful who were 
in the Temple. 

Luke notes that there were two el-
derly people who played a prophetic role 
when the baby Jesus was presented by his 
parents at the Temple. Simeon, an elder-
ly male, pronounced a blessing on Mary, 
Joseph and Jesus; but more significantly 
he made prophetic statements (Luke 
2:29-35) to the parents concerning the 
messianic role Jesus would play; the child 
would one day bring both judgement 
and redemption to Israel and the Gen-
tile world. Simeon’s prophetic statement 
also predicted the consequential pain 
the parents would face resulting from 
Jesus’ Messianic mission. Simeon’s mes-
sage, though prophetically introducing 
the mission of Jesus, appears to be more 
intimately aimed at the Holy Family. 

In contrast, Luke does not record Anna’s prophetic 
message perhaps because hers is similar in content to 
Simeon’s. However, whereas Simeon’s message is more 
intimately and personally addressed to the family, Anna’s 
message is proclaimed to the broader congregation of 
devout Jews who have come to the Temple to worship. 
Hers is a message of hope and redemption, and she pro-
claims (preaches) it to the worshiping public. 

Acts 2:14-21. The prophetic role of women is once 
again highlighted by Luke in Peter’s first sermon, re-
corded in Acts 2:14-36. The setting for this lengthy 
sermon is the day of Pentecost; a religious spring har-
vest festival to which exiled Jews joined residents of Is-
rael to celebrate and to worship God in Israel’s capital 
city, Jerusalem. It was called Pentecost because it took 

place 50 days after the completion of the 
Passover. It was also called the Feast of 
the Harvest, because it marked the first 
harvest of grain in Israel and a time when 
“The First Fruits” were presented as an 
offering to God. Typically, this offering 
consisted of two loaves of bread made of 
the newly harvested grain. This feast also 
celebrated the occasion in which Moses 
was given the Law.

During this festival, the disciples were 
gathered as a small community evidently 
celebrating not only Pentecost but also 
the resurrection of Jesus, who had been 
crucified during the Passover. “Devout 
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50 days 
after the 

completion of 
the Passover.

Journeys Leader's Guide © 2020 by American Baptist Home Mission Societies. All rights reserved. 
This was purchased and downloaded from judsonpress.com. 

Not to be sold, copied or distributed in any manner.



48 JOURNEYS LEADER’S GUIDE • WINTER 2020–2021

SESSION 9 • JANUARY 31, 2020

Jews of every nation” were also gath-
ered in Jerusalem for the occasion (Acts 
2:5). Many of them were given the op-
portunity to witness a new Godly phe-
nomenon-one which Luke describes: 
“and suddenly from heaven there came 
a sound like the rush of a violent wine, 
and it filled the entire house where 
they were sitting. Divided tongues, as 
of fire, appeared among them, and a 
tongue rested on each of them. All of 
them were filled with the Holy Spirit 
and began to speak in other languages, 
as the Spirit gave them ability.”

The phenomena of the outpouring of 
the Holy Spirit needed explanation. At first, onlookers 
thought the followers of Jesus who had gathered together 
were either crazy or drunk (celebrating the holiday too 
much too early)! Consequently, Peter gives an explana-
tion to this action of God it is his lengthy first sermon.  
The text he quotes as the basis for his proclamation is 
from Joel 2:28-32. Luke does not record Peter’s entire 
sermon, but he does give highlights which serve not only 
to summarize his message, but also to highlight several 
themes related to the new age of God’s mission which had 
begun by virtue of the death and resurrection of Jesus and 
which now was passed on to the newly forming church.

  
Acts 2:17a: In the last days it will be, God declares, 
that I will pour out my Spirit upon 
all flesh.” The long-anticipated day, in 
which God was going to act on behalf of 
God’s people in a new way, had begun! 
The Spirit of God had been poured out, 
not only on a select few Hebrew proph-
ets as in times of old, but there and then, 
“on all flesh.” 

Acts 2:17b-18: and your sons and your 
daughters shall prophesy, and your 
young men shall see visions, and your 
old men shall dream dreams. Even 
upon my slaves, both men and women, 
in those days I will pour out my Spirit: 
and they shall prophesy.” Notice the 
inclusive nature of the new day and the 
expanding mission of Jesus in the world. 
His Spirit is not limited to a few or to 

one select nation, but now it’s inclusive 
of all flesh. And the primary sign of this 
new day of God’s mission in not just 
the phenomena of wind and fire; it is 
the consequential action of those upon 
whom the Spirit of God has been poured 
out. Men and women, slave and free all 
participate co-equally in God’s inclu-
sive mission. And though Peter does 
not limit participation in God’s mission 
to one single activity, he does highlight 
one missional action above others in this 
sermon: prophecy, which is telling forth 
the message of God’s liberation in Christ. 
Preaching the message of the new day of 

salvation, a day of liberation, is a primary missional activ-
ity, and this action was now given by God’s Spirit as a gift 
to both women and men, slaves and free. That action, in 
fact, is a sign (simeon in Greek) or mark of authenticity 
of the reign of God, the Age of the Spirit.

As a result of the outpouring of the Spirit and Peter’s 
address at Pentecost, the small gathering of Jesus’ follow-
ers suddenly becomes a crowd of no less than 3000 bap-
tized believers who share in the common life of a new 
faith community (Acts 2:41-42). This marks the begin-
ning of the church and its expanding mission. Though 
initially comprised of Jews from multiple exile na-
tions, this diverse community would soon be expanded 
throughout the known world to include Jew and Gen-

tile, all of whom would participate in the 
life-giving mission of Jesus by the power 
of God’s Spirit.

Applying the Scripture
Both in his Gospel and in the Book of 
Acts, the Apostle Luke is clear that the 
mission begun by Jesus through the 
power of the Holy Spirit has become 
the mission of the Church, empowered 
by the same Spirit of God. That mission 
is inclusive, bridging across ethnic, cul-
tural, social-economic and gender bar-
riers. Women and men alike are called 
by God’s Spirit to tell-forth the word 
of God. And though proclamation (or 
preaching) is not the only activity of 
God’s mission in the world, it is one of 
the most prominent activities carried 
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were filled 
with the 
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in other 

languages.

The small 
gathering 
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out in and by the Christian community. 
The fact that both men and women are 
called to preach is a sign that the Spirit 
of God is active in the world. This raises 
the question: to what extent does our 
faith community encourage, prepare and 
make way for our “sons and daughters” 
along with elderly men and women to 
proclaim the liberating message of Jesus?

Be aware that class participants may 
have various understandings of the role 
and meaning of prophecy and the pro-
phetic voice. For purposes of this lesson, 
prophecy refers to telling-forth the word 
of God more than to the popular under-
standing of prophecy as foretelling the future. The pro-
phetic voice, as used in the Scriptures, primarily addresses 
God’s people, instructing them and calling them to live 
a just and Godly lifestyle, corporately and individually. 
While some prophets primarily call for the correction 
of social injustice in society, others primarily direct their 
message to the faith community, the Church. The term 
“preach” can be a synonym to the word prophesy when 
used in either of these roles. 

Session Plans
These lesson plans are given as suggestions. The words 
AND, OR, or AND/OR between activities indicate alternate 
activities. Choose activities best suited for your particular 
group and time schedule. Feel free to adapt the suggestions 
to meet the needs and interests of your group.

GETTING READY FOR THE SESSION
•	 Read Luke 2:36-38, Acts 1:12-14; 2:16-21; 21:8-

9 as well as Session 9 in Journeys and in this leader’s 
guide.

•	 Have available Bibles, paper, pens or pencils, dry-
erase board and markers or newsprint and markers.

BEGINNING THE SESSION
(5-10 MIN.)

•	 Write “Women Who Have Impacted My Spiritual 
Life” on top of the board or newsprint.

•	 Invite participants to “Think of a woman or women 
whom God has used to bless you and to give spiritual 
direction in your life.”

•	 Invite participants to write these names on the board 
or newsprint.  

DEVELOPING THE SESSION
(35-40 MINUTES)

Discuss the Text (15-20 Min.) 
•	 Read or ask someone to read Luke 

2:25-38
•	 Use these questions or ones of your 

own to guide discussion:
 º What common characteristics do 

Anna and Simeon share?
 º Both Anna and Simeon are re-

ferred to as prophets. What pro-
phetic roles do each share?

 º What is the content of Simeon’s 
prophetic message?

 º Why do you think Luke includes
a more detailed summary of Simeon’s message but 
not Anna’s? 

 º How does Anna’s prophetic role differ from that 
of Simeon? Which of the two primarily functions 
as a public communicator and which of the two is 
more private?

AND
Discuss the Text (15-20 Min.) 
•	 Read or ask someone to read Acts 2:14-21.
•	 Explain the background setting for Peter’s sermon on 

Pentecost by drawing from the Acts 2:14-21 section 
of Examining the Scripture in this leader’s guide.

•	 Lead a discussion of Acts 2:16-21 by asking the fol-
lowing questions:
 º Did anything surprise you in this passage of Scrip-

ture? If so, what?
 º To whom does Peter preach this sermon? Who is 

present to hear what he has to say?
 º What are the main points of Peter’s sermon?

•	 Explain that Peter’s message is primarily based on 
Joel 2:28-32, a prophetic text that anticipated the 
new Messianic age when God would bring redemp-
tion into the world, not only for Israel but for all na-
tions. On that day, God’s Spirit would be poured out 
on all flesh empowering the people of God to carry 
out the mission of God in the world.   

•	 Continue the discussion of the text by asking the fol-
lowing questions:
 º What signs does Peter give to indicate that the new 

age of God’s salvation has come into being?
 º When God’s Spirit is poured out, who is included 

in this blessing?

The prophetic 
voice, as 

used in the 
Scriptures, 
primarily 

addresses 
God’s 

people.
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 º What activities will God’s people do that show 
God has acted as God promised in Joel 2:28-32?

AND/OR
•	 Explain that one of the signs that God’s new day of 

redemption has come to the world is the multiplica-
tion of God’s mission through the call of women and 
men, old and young, to participate in the mission of 
the resurrected Lord in the world. 

•	 Divide participants into small discussion groups. 
•	 Invite each group to re-read the Scripture passages 

related to this lesson: Luke 2:25-38, Acts 2:14-21.
AND/OR

Evidence of the Spirit in our Church (5-10 Min.)
•	 Provide each group with a large sheet of newsprint 

with the heading “Evidences of the Spirit of God.” 
Divide the sheet into two columns. Label one column 
“In the Text” and the second column “In our Church.”

•	 Invite each group to identify the activities of God’s 
people that are described in today’s Scripture texts 
and to list them in the column labeled “In the Text.”

•	 Invite each group to identify corresponding ac-
tivities that are evident in the ministry of their faith 
community. 

•	 Discuss the following questions or those of your own:
 º What women and men from our congregation 

have been called to proclaim a prophetic voice to 
our congregation or in our community?

 º What are we doing or what can we do to encour-
age our daughters and sons to be engaged in God’s 
mission, including publicly proclaiming the mes-
sage of Christ?

 º To what extent do we engage our elderly members, 
both women and men, in God’s mission to our 
community and beyond? 

 º What measures can we take to encourage and en-
able our young and old to “dream dreams and to 
see visions” of God’s activities in our world?

•	 End the small group discussion by asking each group 
to make a list of “Daughters and Sons” from the 
church who have been called and/or who appear to 
be called to the mission of a prophet.  

CLOSING THE SESSION 
(5-10 MIN.)

Prayers of Thanksgiving
•	 Refer participants to their list of women’s names who 

have impacted their lives with a blessing or a message 
of Godly instruction.

•	 Invite participants to complete this sentence. “I thank 
God for      (person’s name)      because she/he….”

OR
Prayers for Our Daughters and Sons
•	 Invite participants to choose a name from the “Sons 

and Daughters” exercise list. Attempt to assign or in-
clude each name on the list.

•	 Invite participants to spend a moment in prayer on 
behalf of each person on the list. 

•	 Encourage participants to pray for that person 
throughout the week.

NOTE
1. R. Geoffrey Harris, Mission in the Gospels (Eugene: Wipf & 

Stock, 2004), 114.
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Introducing the Scripture
The Gospel of John is unique when compared to Mat-
thew, Mark and Luke (also known as the Synoptic Gos-
pels). John’s Gospel contains narratives not told by the 
other writers and it frequently eliminates other stories 
and sayings of Jesus which appear in the Synoptic tradi-
tion. Even John’s order of events in the life and ministry 
of Jesus appear to be less sequential. For numerous rea-
sons his gospel has been regarded a “spiritual gospel” and 
considered to be the most theological and philosophical 
of the gospels. John is certainly one of the most poetic 
and reflective accounts of the life, teachings and mission 
of Jesus.

The framework for understanding John’s Gospel is laid 
out for his readers in the poetic prologue found in John 
1:1-18. Much could be said about this esoteric prologue 
with its description of Jesus as the preexisting Word, and 
certainly theologians have discussed and debated John’s 
understanding of the divine nature of Jesus and his role 
in the creation of the world. But for the purpose of this 
lesson we will primarily approach John’s Gospel from the 

perspective of Jesus’ mission (what he came 
to do) in the world and from the standpoint 
of Jesus’ call to others to participate in that 
mission. 

Examining the Scripture
John 4:1-42 contains the account of a 
woman in Samaria whom Jesus encountered 
at the village well of Sychar, a story famil-
iar to many Christians. This story in and of 
itself has much to teach us about Jesus and 
how he calls others to be his witnesses. But 
it is best understood when contemplating 
John’s prologue; particularly as summarized 
in John 1:10-14. 

 The story of the Samaritan woman in 
John 4 illustrates what John is saying in his 
prologue, particularly in 1:10-14. In the 
first three chapters of this gospel, those who 
encounter Jesus receive him in various ways. 
Some, particularly followers of John the 

Baptist, leave John to follow Jesus (John 1:35-51) Oth-
ers, such as the religious authorities, opposed Jesus, es-
pecially after he cleansed the Temple of Jerusalem of the 
unscrupulous money changers and corrupt merchants 
selling sacrificial animals (John 2:13-22). Opposition to 
Jesus’ mission would ultimately culminate in his arrest 
and crucifixion. 

John 2:23-25 refers to a multitude of other people 
who, though they appreciate Jesus’ signs and actions, are 
tenuous in their commitment to him and his mission. In 
John 3:1-21, on religious leader named Nicodemus ad-
mires Jesus, but follows him secretly rather than openly.  

JOHN 4:1-6. Having been criticized and rejected by 
certain Jewish religious leaders (“his own”) Jesus delib-
erately takes his disciples into the foreign territory Sa-
maria, which Jewish religious leaders purposely avoided. 
Samaritans were considered heretics and traitors of Israel 
because of their intermarriage and mingling with Gen-
tiles extending all the way back to the great Hebrew exile 

SESSION 10 • FEBRUARY 7, 2020

Called to Evangelize
SCRIPTURE: John 1:10-14, 37-51; John 4:25-42 

KEY VERSE: Many Samaritans from that city believed in him because 
of the woman’s testimony, “He told me everything I have ever done.” 
So when the Samaritans came to him, they asked him to stay with 
them; and he stayed there two days. And many more believed be-
cause of his word. They said to the woman “It is no longer because 
of what you said that we believe, for we have heard for ourselves, 
and we know that this is truly the Savior of the world.” 

 —John 4:39-42

SESSION OBJECTIVES: 
•	 To	 discover	 that	 God	 calls	 people	 from	 diverse	 backgrounds	 to	

communicate	the	good	news	of	Jesus.
•	 To	recognize	that	often	those	who	are	marginalized	or	seemingly	

the	 least	 likely	candidates	 for	mission	can	prove	 to	be	 the	most	
effective	in	leading	others	to	Jesus.

•	 To	reflect	on	how	we	invite	women	and	men	from	the	“fringes”	of	
society	to	receive	and	participate	in	God’s	mission.
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into Babylon. In Samaria, Jesus and his disciples enter 
the town of Sychar where, to the amazement of the dis-
ciples, Jesus was well received! 

JOHN 4:4-8. When Jesus reached the small Samaritan 
town of Sychar, he came to the location of a deep well, 
known as the Well of Jacob. Jesus sat down at the well. 
His disciples, on the other hand, left him alone as they 
headed out for provisions (4:8)  which was no easy task 
considering Jewish dietary laws.

JOHN 4:7. The disciples may have been out of their com-
fort zone in Samaria, but Jesus pushes things a step fur-
ther. He, a Jewish rabbi, meets and asks to be served by a 
Samaritan woman.  It would not have been acceptable for 
Jesus to be seen alone in public with a woman. Even more 
scandalous is the fact that this Samaritan woman was evi-
dently of ill repute even in her own town, as is evident by 
the fact that she came to the community well during the 
mid-day when other citizens tended not to draw water. 

JOHN 4:9-26. What’s more, Jesus carries out a personal 
and theological discussion with this woman and ulti-
mately reveals to her that he, Jesus, is the long-awaited 
Messiah! This interchange between Jesus and the Samar-
itan woman is very interesting and contains numerous 
insights into the nature and mission of Jesus. Here are 
a few possible insights to be gleaned from verses 9-26:

JOHN 4:9.  Jesus did not let these historic cultural and 
religious differences between him and the Samaritans in-
terfere with his willingness to cross boundaries in order 
to bring his life-giving message to this woman and to her 
village.

JOHN 4:7. Jesus begins the dialogue with the Samaritan 
woman from a place of vulnerability by first making a 
request of her; he is thirsty and he asks her to draw some 
water for him because he has no means of drawing water 
for himself. Later in this dialogue, the woman’s ability to 
offer water for Jesus’ need (thirst) provides Jesus the op-
portunity to address to the woman’s needs and the spiri-
tual gifts Jesus can offer to her.

JOHN 4:10-15. Jesus uses both his need and his imme-
diate context as a springboard for sharing insights into 
the gift of God’s life-giving salvation. The woman thinks 
that Jesus is speaking about a physical water source, but 

Jesus is in fact speaking about a spiritual one (living wa-
ter). However, Jesus does not ridicule this misunder-
standing. Rather, he shows her respect and allows her to 
process what he has said. As a result, the woman in turn 
addresses Jesus as “Sir” (Kyrie in Greek), a title of respect 
which can also be translated as Lord. Their dialogue 
moved the woman closer toward trust and faith in Jesus 
as the one who brings God’s gift of life into the world. 

JOHN 4:16-18. Jesus moves the conversation from 
broad spiritual insights to the specific circumstances of 
the woman. He does so by asking the woman to call her 
husband; to which she responds, “I have no husband.” 
Her response may have served as an attempted coverup 
of the fact that she was currently living with a man out-
side of marriage. Or the woman may have interpreted the 
situation as an encounter with a possible male suitor as 
it was common for single men or envoys for single men 
to encounter potential mates at the community well. 
Regardless of the woman’s understanding, Jesus demon-
strates God’s unconditional love and acceptance of this 
woman by revealing what she herself holds back–she is 
correct in saying she has no husband. Jesus discloses to 
her; “You have had five husbands, and the one you 
have now is not your husband. What you have said 
is true!” In Jewish tradition, a person was only allowed 
to marry three times. This was likely the case among Sa-
maritans also. Jesus demonstrates his knowledge of this 
woman’s life-situation, one in which she was either high-
ly victimized or intentionally immoral. Regardless, Jesus 
continues his respectful life-giving dialogue with her 
which leads her to a deeper understanding of who Jesus 
is, as she declares, “Lord, I see that you are a prophet.”

JOHN 4:19-26. The dialogue between the woman and 
Jesus turns from the highly personal (the woman’s rela-
tionship with numerous men) to the theological… “Our 
ancestors worshiped on this mountain, but you say 
that the place where people must worship is in Jeru-
salem…”  John does not treat this switch of conversation 
as a diversion on the part of the woman or as an attempt 
to sidetrack Jesus from the topic of her personal sin (the 
issue that “really matters”) to a “less significant” debate 
over theological differences (places of and the nature of 
true worship).

Rather, the woman’s enquiries about the place of wor-
ship and the differences between Jewish and Samaritan 
understanding of the Messiah indicate that to her Jesus, 
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the man with whom she is speaking, is a person sent from 
God. He is a prophet, and therefore one to be respected 
and listened to for spiritual insight and advice. In Sa-
maritan theology, as well as in Hebrew understanding, 
the role of a prophet is to proclaim God’s will both on a 
personal and corporate or national level. 

One might conclude that the personal and corporate 
nature of morality are inseparable, which may be one rea-
son Jesus does not see her apparent switch in topics from 
the personal to the spiritual or theological as a diversion 
but rather as a springboard toward leading her into a 
greater level of faith and understanding of worship, Je-
sus’ divinity, and the salvific work of God.

JOHN 4:21-24. Jesus responds to the woman’s declara-
tion (“Lord, I see you are a prophet.”) and enquiries 
(“Our ancestors worshiped on this mountain, but you 
say that the place where people must worship is in Je-
rusalem.”) with several straight-forward responses.

•	He	acknowledges	the	religious	differences	between	
Jews and Samaritans. 

•	He	reiterates	and	supports	the	Jewish	tradition.
•	He	proclaims	a	new	day	in	which	these	theological	

differences between geographical locations of worship 
will no longer matter. 

•	And	he	 introduces	 this	new	age	of	worship:	 “But 
the hour is coming, and is now here, when true wor-
shipers will worship the Father in spirit and truth, for 
the Father seeks such as these to worship him. God is 
spirit, and those who worship him must worship in 
spirit and truth.” This new age, says Jesus, has already 
begun in the world, even though its fulfillment is yet to 
come. True worshipers of God are not limited to either 
Jews or Samaritans but consist of all who worship God 
in spirit and truth. 

JOHN 4:25. The woman said to him, “I know that 
Messiah is coming” (who is called Christ). “When he 
comes, he will proclaim all things to us.” The theologi-
cal dialogue with Jesus leads the woman to acknowledge 
Jesus as the Christ, God’s anointed one who makes God 
known to the world. Samaritans and Jews had a different 
understanding of the nature and role of the Messiah. For 
Jews, the Messiah was understood primarily in terms of 
a kingly figure who would rule on the throne of David. 
Jewish understanding of the Messianic role also stemmed 
from the Hebrew Canon which included the writings 
of the prophets. Samaritan scripture, like the Hebrew, 

contained the Pentateuch (the five Books of Moses), but 
not the Hebrew Prophets. Therefore, Samaritans framed 
the Messianic role in terms of a prophet (Taheb), a re-
storer, a giver of the law like Moses who would come in 
the new age. 

JOHN 4:26. Jesus said to her, “I am he, the one who 
is speaking to you.” This is an astounding revelation in 
several ways. First, Jesus, who has not explicitly revealed 
his identity to any in Israel, makes a clear declaration of 
who he is to a Samaritan woman, and one on the margins 
of her society at that. Second, Jesus reveals his identity in 
terms of Samaritan theology; he is the messiah-prophet: 
a new teacher of the law who delivers personal and na-
tional transformation. His way enables people to wor-
ship God in spirit and truth.

JOHN 4:27-30 reflects on three different responses to 
Jesus in the context of his conversation with the woman 
at the well. 

JOHN 4:27. The disciples were amazed to find Jesus un-
conventionally speaking with the woman. But they do 
not ask any questions as to why Jesus is doing so, what 
the woman wants, or what Jesus or the woman might 
need. It seems that they just avoid the topics, probably 
out of astonishment or embarrassment.

JOHN 4:28. The woman, on the other hand, becomes a 
witness to Jesus among the people in the Samaritan town. 
She leaves her water jar at the well and goes back to her 
town with an invitation to others to meet this prophet of 
God’s unconditional love: “Come and see the man who 
told me everything I have ever done!” She also raises a 
question – one which reveals her growing understanding 
of who Jesus is: “He cannot be the Messiah, can he?” 

In response to Jesus, the woman goes to the village 
where she extends an evangelistic invitation to “Come 
and see..” This invitation is reminiscent of that of Jesus 
to the first disciples (John 1:39) and of Philip to his 
brother Nathanael (John 1:46) and reflects John’s pro-
logue in chapter 1 with its emphasis on seeing/behold-
ing God’s glory through seeing Jesus-the one who makes 
God known. 

In 4:39-42, the woman’s witness proved fruitful in 
this Samaritan village, “Many Samaritans from that 
city believed in him because of the woman’s testimo-
ny…” Whereas John’s Gospel relates numerous stories 
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of theologically astute Jews who have difficulty coming 
to faith (for example Nicodemus in John 3), this narra-
tive depicts the receptiveness to the gospel by Samaritan 
villagers from another belief system. They declare to the 
woman, in the presence of the disciples and Jesus, “It is 
no longer because of what you said that we believe, for 
we have heard for ourselves, and we know that this is 
truly the Savior of the world.”

JOHN 4:31-38. Jesus uses his interaction with the wom-
an at the well as a teaching opportunity for his disciples. 
In several ways, Jesus’ conversation with the disciples 
parallels the conversation he had just had with the wom-
an. His conversation with her started with the topic of 
water and lead to spiritual truths concerning “living wa-
ter” and the one who brings it. His conversation with the 
disciples begins with food and leads to spiritual truths 
about Jesus’ mission as doing “the will of him who sent 
me and to complete his work” as his food. His con-
versation with the woman results in her return to town 
in order to invite others to come to Jesus and to see for 
themselves. 

Jesus’ conversation with the disciples ends in admon-
ishing them to recognize the receptivity to his mission 
in Samaria, a readiness which would soon make itself 
evident as the residents of the community come to meet 
Jesus for themselves.

Applying the Scripture
The contents of John 4:7-45 proved to be shocking to 
Jesus’ disciples, and was probably equally shocking to 
John’s first readers. But this interesting narrative serves 
to illustrate what John’s Gospel states in the prologue: 
He came to what was his own, and his own people did 
not accept him. But to all who received him, who be-
lieved in his name, he gave power to become children 
of God… (1:10-12). The story of the woman at the well 
exemplifies Jesus’ care for those on the margins of society, 
and typifies those who come to faith and find fulfillment 
in Christ. 

But this is not just another “conversion story” be-
cause the narrative does not end with the woman’s assent 
to faith. This woman is an example of Jesus coming to 
someone who in turn is sent out to others. She gives tes-
timony to her faith, raises questions in their minds and 
brings others to encounter Jesus. This narrative also con-
tains instructive materials for disciples of Jesus. Not only 
are followers of Jesus to see him for who he is, followers 

of Jesus are called to be astute observers of receptivity of 
others in each context in which we share the faith. Like 
the woman at the well, we are called to see Jesus and then 
to go and tell the news to our communities. We must pay 
attention to who seems receptive. God has such persons 
in every context.

Session Plans 
These session plans are given as suggestions. The words 
AND, OR, or AND/OR between activities indicate alternative 
activities. Choose activities best suited for your group and 
time schedule. Feel free to adapt the suggestions to meet 
the needs and interests of your group.

GETTING READY FOR THE SESSION
•	 Read John 1:10-14; 37-51; John 4:25-42 Notice 

the theme of Jesus as the one who makes God visible 
and the importance of seeing who Jesus is and the 
work of God which he does in the world. Also note 
the “invitation” to come and “see” that is apparent in 
John 1:37-51 and 4:25-42. Note to whom Jesus re-
veals himself in these passages and their responses.

•	 Read Session 10 in Journeys and the contents of this 
Leader’s Guide.

•	 Bring poster paper and marking pens or prepare a 
writing board with the heading “The Ideal Church 
Planter” if you are using this exercise.

BEGINNING THE SESSION 
(10 MINUTES)

•	 Raise the Question: If you were to choose a candi-
date to start a new church in a community, what char-
acteristics would you look for in choosing that church 
planter?

•	 Record the various responses in a column on the left 
side of a board or sheet of poster paper that you have 
titled “The Ideal Church Planter.” 

OR
•	 Ask participants to reflect on instructions and warn-

ings they might have received as a child or youth. 
 º Where were the community gathering places and 

which groups of people gathered there? 
 º Was there a gathering place or part of the commu-

nity that you were warned to avoid? 
 º Was there a religious population dissimilar to your 

own that you were advised to avoid? 
 º Why do you think you were warned to avoid these 

places or this group of people?
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•	 Invite someone to read John 4:7-42.

DEVELOPING THE SESSION
(20 MINUTES)

Church Planter (10-15 Min.)
•	 If you introduced the session with the characteristics 

of the ideal church planter, ask participants to list 
the characteristics they noted of the woman who met 
Jesus at the well in John 4:7-42. Record the group’s 
answers in a column on the right side of the poster-
paper or board.

•	 Discuss the similarities and differences between the 
group’s characteristics listed in the left column from 
the characteristics recorded in the right column. 

•	 Ask: 
 º “What surprised you about the characteristics of 

the woman in this story?”
 º Why would or wouldn’t you have chosen her to be 

the first person to bring the message of Jesus to this 
community?

 º Why do you think Jesus chose this woman to be 
his first witness to Samaria?

OR
Bad Company (10-15 Min.)
•	 If you introduced this session with the exercise con-

cerning places and people you were advised to avoid 
in your youth or childhood, discuss the following 
questions.
 º What surprised you about Jesus’ encounter with 

the woman in Samaria? 
 º Why was the woman in this story surprised that 

Jesus asked her for water?
 º Why were the disciples surprised to find Jesus 

speaking with her?
 º What was the reaction of the people in the com-

munity to the woman’s account of her interaction 
with Jesus?

 º If you had known who this woman was and what 
she was telling the community about Jesus, what 
would have been your reaction and why might you 
have reacted that way?

 º Did anyone cross either religious or cultural bor-
ders to communicate the good news of Jesus to 
you?

 º What might you learn about crossing religious, 
cultural and/or ethnic barriers when communicat-
ing the Christian message from this story? 

AND
Additional Insights (5 Min.)
•	 Share with the group some of the insights from this 

Leader’s Guide into John 4:7-42. 
•	 Ask participants to share additional insights and dis-

coveries they have made from this passage.
AND/OR

John’s Prologue (5-10 Min.)
•	 Read or ask someone to read the prologue to John’s 

Gospel, John 1:1-18.
•	 Instruct participants to listen carefully to the pro-

logue passage, and as they listen to it being read, take 
note of ways that the story of the woman in Samaria 
illustrates what John is talking about in the prologue 
passage. For example: the woman sees and invites oth-
ers to see Jesus (cf. 1:14 and 4:29)

AND
Spiritual Awakening (5-10 Min.)
•	 Invite participants to reflect on their own story in 

comparison to the story of the woman at the well. You 
may want to ask questions such as the following or 
develop questions of your own.
 º How would you compare your initial spiritual 

awakening, or first encounter with God, with that 
of the woman in this story?

 º What about your spiritual journey do you most 
want to share with others?

 º Are there any groups of people with whom you are 
most apt to share your “testimony”?

 º Was there a woman or man who “introduced” you 
to Jesus by telling his or her story? What about 
their story impacted your life or caused you to 
want to see and hear more about Jesus?

CLOSING THE SESSION
(5-10 MINUTES)

•	 Point out that John’s Gospel teaches that Jesus came 
to make God, who is Spirit, known “in the flesh,” i.e. 
in very human terms. 

•	 Ask participants to reflect on what they have learned 
about God from this lesson.

•	 Close the session with one-sentence prayers that ac-
knowledge what participant has seen or learned about 
God from this study. Give the opportunity for partic-
ipants to voluntarily share their one sentence prayers 
with the group.  
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Introducing the Scripture
The story of the resurrected Jesus’ appearance to Mary 
Magdalene can be found in various versions including 
Matthew 28:9-10; the appendix to Mark’s Gospel in 
Mark 16:9-11 and in John 20:10-18; the primary fo-
cus of this lesson. According to Luke 8:1-3 and Mark 
15:40-41, Mary, along with several other women, were 
participants in Jesus’ ministry; serving as those who 
provided material support for his Galilean mission. It’s 
interesting to note that when Mary’s name occurs with 
the names of other women who served Jesus, her name 
always occurs first. This would seem to indicate that she 
played a significant role in the ministry of Jesus and in 
the life of the early church. Her surname (Magdalene) 
indicates that she was from Magdala, which is located on 
the eastern side of the Sea of Galilee near Capernaum. 
Prior to her life of devotion and service to Jesus and his 
ministry she suffered from demonic oppression (accord-
ing to Luke, she had seven demons). Jesus liberated her 
(Luke 8:2). Contrary to popular opinion, there is no 
scriptural indication that Mary Magdalene was the same 
Mary who anointed Jesus’ feet (Luke 7:36-50; Matthew 
26:6-13; Mark 14:3-9; John 12:1-8).

Examining the Scripture
Matthew, Mark and Luke all name two or three wom-
en who come to the tomb of Jesus after the crucifixion. 

SESSION 11 • FEBRUARY 14, 2020

Mary Magdalene: A Faithful 
Disciple
SCRIPTURE: Mark 15:40, 16:1-9; Luke 8:1-3; 
John 20:1-2, 10-18

KEY VERSE:  Soon afterwards he went on through cities 
and villages, proclaiming and bringing the good news of 
the kingdom of God. The twelve were with him, as well 
as some women who had been cured of evil spirits and 
infirmities; Mary, called Magdalene, from whom seven 
demons had gone out, and Joanna, the wife of Herod’s 
steward Chuza, and Susanna, and many others, who pro-
vided for them out of their resources.  —Luke 8:1-3

KEY VERSE:  There were also women looking on from a dis-
tance: among them were Mary Magdalene, and Mary the 
Mother of James the younger and of Joses, and Salome. 
These used to follow him and provided for him when he 
was in Galilee; and there were many other women who 
had come up with him to Jerusalem.  —Mark 15:40-41

KEY VERSE:  Then the disciples returned to their homes. 
But Mary stood weeping outside the tomb. As she wept, 
she bent over to look into the tomb; and she saw two an-
gels in white, sitting where the body of Jesus had been 
laying, one at the head and the other at the feet. They 
said to her, “Woman, why are you weeping?” She said to 
them, “They have taken away my Lord, and I do not know 
where they have laid him.” When she had said this, she 
turned around and saw Jesus standing there, but she did 
not know that it was Jesus. Jesus said to her, “Woman, 
why are you weeping? Whom are you looking for?” Sup-
posing him to be the gardener, she said to him, “Sir, if 
you have carried him away, tell me where you have laid 
him, and I will take him away.” Jesus said to her, “Mary!” 
She turned and said to him in Hebrew, “Rabbouni!” 
(which means Teacher). Jesus said to her, “Do not hold 
on to me, because I have not yet ascended to the Father. 
But go to my brothers and say to them, ‘I am ascending 
to my Father and your Father, to my God and your God.’” 
Mary Magdalene went and announced to the disciples, 
“I have seen the Lord’”; and she told them that he had 
said these things to her.  —John 20:10-18  

SESSION OBJECTIVES: 
•	 To	explore	the	account	of	Mary	Magdalene’s	personal	

journey	of	faith	as	recorded	in	the	Gospels,	particularly	
in	the	Gospel	of	John;

•	 To	identify	the	relationship	of	both	loyalty	and	faith	to	
Christian	discipleship.

•	 To	recognize	that	each	person’s	faith-journey	is	unique.	
•	 To	encourage	participants	to	explore	their	understand-

ing	of	Jesus	and	the	impact	their	encounters	with	Jesus	
have	on	their	expression	of	faith.
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LUKE 24:10 also references “other wom-
en” who accompany Mary Magdalene on 
Easter morning but who are unnamed. 
However, John 20 names only Mary Mag-
dalene in his account of the empty tomb. 
This focus on Mary seems to indicate that 
John intends his readers to pay particular 
attention to her Easter story, the story of 
one who was seeking the body of the cru-
cified Jesus but unexpectedly encountered 
the resurrected Lord instead.

LUKE 8:1-3. This passage notes that Je-
sus carried his ministry throughout sev-
eral cities and villages “proclaiming and bringing the 
good news of the kingdom of God.” The twelve disci-
ples were with him, but they were not the only people in 
Jesus’ company as he embarked on this mission. In Luke 
7 we find that Jesus healed and delivered a number of 
people; now in chapter 8 we discover that some of those 
who have been touched personally by Jesus’ acts of deliv-
erance have joined Jesus and the disciples in his ongoing 
mission as his supportive followers. Mary Magdalene’s 
name is mentioned first among those women ( Joanna, 
Susanna, and many others) whom Luke names as those 
“who provided for them out of their resources.”

MARK 15:40-41 describes the mission of Jesus has led 
him, his disciples and the supportive group of women 
through Galilee to Jerusalem. But Mark describes anoth-
er chapter in the life of Jesus and these who had provided 
for him in Galilee. The scene that Mark paints is that of 
the crucifixion; and those who used to 
follow Jesus and provided for him when 
he was in Galilee were now looking on 
from a distance as they witnessed the 
crucifixion of Jesus. Mark likewise men-
tions three women by name: Mary Mag-
dalene, Mary the mother of James, and 
Salome. Again, as in Luke, Mary Magda-
lene’s name appears first in the list. This 
indicates that she played a significant 
role in the mission of Jesus and most 
likely in the early mission of the church.

JOHN 20:11-14. Mary remains outside 
the tomb, after Peter and the other disci-
ple have left. She wept and bent over to 

look into the tomb. John seems to indi-
cate that Mary was not just grieving the 
death of Jesus; she wept because she as-
sumed that his corpse was stolen, and she 
grieved the injustice of its absence. Even 
when she sees two angles in white, sit-
ting where the body of Jesus had been 
lying, one at the head and other at the 
feet, she remains focused on the absence 
of Jesus’ body. The position of these two 
angelic figures may have been reminis-
cent of the two cherubim who adorned 
the Arc of the Covenant described in Ex-
odus. These figures neither offer comfort 

nor encouragement. Rather, the angels confront Mary 
with a question; “Woman, why are you weeping?” But 
Mary is so grieved by the absence of the crucified body of 
Jesus that she can only reiterate the cause of her distress, 
“They have taken away my Lord, and I do not know 
where they have laid him.” In her grief over the absent 
body, she seems oblivious to the presence of angels. She 
seems to lack hope.

20:14-15. Mary’s grief also keeps her from initially rec-
ognizing the resurrected person of Jesus. When she had 
said this [to the angels] she turned around and saw Je-
sus standing there, but she did not know that it was 
Jesus. Jesus then asks her the same question posed by 
the angles; “Woman, why are you weeping?” But Jesus 
adds another question: “Whom are you looking for?” 
It is likely that John includes this second question in this 
narrative as a question also posed to the readers of this 

gospel. Throughout this gospel, John 
describes the work, words and earthly 
ministry of Jesus in order to make God 
known. John writes, “No one has ever 
seen God. It is God the only Son, who 
is close to the Father’s heart, who has 
made him know,” (John 1:18). Jesus 
asks, “Who are you looking for?” The 
answer is, “God!”

Even though Mary had previously en-
countered the presence of God in Jesus 
and his ministry (including his ministry 
to deliver her from demonic oppres-
sion), she was about to encounter God 
in an even greater way: through the pres-
ence of the resurrected Lord.
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Supposing him to be the gardener, 
she said to him, “Sir, if you have car-
ried him away, tell me where you have 
laid him, and I will take him away.” 
Again, Mary proves courageous in her 
loyalty to the person and ministry of Je-
sus. She is so determined to reclaim the 
body of her crucified leader that she risks 
telling a gardener! But her courageous 
determination is misdirected, for the 
person she assumes to be the gardener is 
actually the resurrected Jesus. 

JOHN 20:16. Jesus said to her, “Mary!” and it is in 
hearing Jesus call her by her name, that Mary comes to 
realize that she has encountered the resurrected Jesus. 
Turning to Jesus she responds by saying to him, ‘Rab-
bouni!’ (which means teacher). 

JOHN 20:17. Once Mary recognizes who Jesus is, Jesus 
gives her instructions and sends her on a mission. First, 
Jesus tells her, “Don’t hold (touch) me, because I have 
not yet ascended to the Father.” This instruction or pro-
hibition is interesting, particularly since later in chapter 
20, the resurrected Jesus instructs Thomas to touch him 
and to feel his wounds (20:27). Why this contradiction? 
Perhaps because Mary’s faith would not grow if she were 
to hold on to the Jesus she knew in the past, the pre-
resurrected Jesus. In contrast, Thomas needed to touch 
the wounds of Jesus to move him forward in his faith. 
In either case, Jesus desires his followers to move beyond 
limitations. This expectation is pronounced by Jesus in 
John 14:12 “Very truly, I tell you, the one who believes 
in me will also do the works that I do and, in fact, will 
do greater works than these, because I am going to the 
Father.” 

JOHN 20:17-18. Rather than allow 
Mary to remain at the tomb, the resur-
rected Lord gives Mary a new mission 
assignment; “But go to my brothers 
and say to them, ‘I am ascending to my 
Father and your Father, to my God and 
your God.’” She is charged with spread-
ing the good news of the resurrection to 
the disciples and informing them that 
the resurrected Jesus is in the process of 
ascending to God the Father. 

This is a significant pronouncement, 
for Jesus in John 14 spells out the im-
portance of his ascension and the con-
sequent promise of sending the Holy 
Spirit. By proclaiming this, Mary is in-
forming the followers of Jesus that the 
power of the resurrection will result in 
the ongoing ministry of Jesus through 
his faithful followers. Once again, Mary 
demonstrates her loyalty and dedication 
to Jesus, for Mary Magdalene went and 
announced to the disciples, “I have 

seen the Lord’”; and she told them that he had said 
these things to her.

Applying the Scripture
Being a truly committed follower is often difficult, but 
there are people who show consistent loyalty no matter 
what happens. How do you show your loyalty and faith-
fulness to Jesus? Mary Magdalene demonstrated her 
unwavering discipleship and loyalty to Jesus throughout 
his earthly ministry through her actions. But beyond her 
devotion to the pre-resurrected Jesus, Mary also exempli-
fied progressive growth in her loyalty, culminating in a 
faith that came through her personal encounter with the 
resurrected Lord.

Mary began her faith-journey as a recipient of Jesus’ 
ministry of deliverance. Luke 8 introduces Mary by say-
ing she was called Magdalene, from whom seven de-
mons had gone out. The number seven is often used 
symbolically to indicate a full or complete number. In 
other words, Mary suffered greatly from her oppression. 
Many Christians begin their faith journey after personal-
ly experiencing the ministry of Jesus. Mary’s experience, 
however, should not be considered normative for all who 

come to faith. Nonetheless, Mary’s story 
can serve as a reminder of our own initial 
personal encounter with the gospel. Like 
Mary, we may have had a life need or an 
oppressive life circumstance that first at-
tracted us to the message of Jesus.

Mary, we are told in Luke 8 and 
Mark 15, not only benefited from Je-
sus’ ministry, but she also became a ma-
jor supporter of Jesus’ ministry. Along 
with other women, she used to follow 
him and provided for him (and the 
disciples) when he was in Galilee. In 
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other words, Mary moved from being a 
beneficiary of Jesus’ mission to become 
a sojourner and supporter of Jesus’ mis-
sion. Jesus did not perform his mission 
alone as a superhero. Rather, he gathered 
a community of followers that included 
men and women, the twelve disciples 
and other supporters. Mary’s name 
stands out among those supporters. 
The call to Christian faith goes beyond 
the invitation to receive the benefits of 
Christ’s ministry; it includes the invita-
tion to support and accompany Jesus in 
this mission of God to others.

Mary, in her faith journey, experi-
enced the trauma of witnessing Jesus’ ex-
ecution on a Roman cross. Mark says that 
among the people at the crucifixion there 
were also women looking on from a 
distance: among them were Mary Mag-
dalene, and Mary the Mother of James 
the younger and of Joses, and Salome. 
The personal life journey of faith leads 
followers of Jesus to reflect on the meaning of the cross, 
the severity of injustice and the reality of death. It is one 
thing to be loyal to Jesus through the positive experience 
of ministry. It is quite another to remain faithful in the 
face of persecution, the presence of evil and death. 

Mary remained loyal to Jesus after his death but be-
fore she encountered the resurrected Jesus, her loyalty 
was limited to an understanding of the Jesus of her past. 
She should be commended for her courage to commem-
orate the body of Jesus whom she expect-
ed to find in the tomb. After all she did 
the risky thing of going to the cemetery 
in the dark. And when she discovered 
the body was missing, she did all that she 
could think of doing to locate that body. 
However, our past experiences with Jesus 
should not prevent us from being open 
to new discoveries about God in the 
walk of faith.

Mary discovered that there was much 
more to Jesus than what she had experi-
enced during his ministry on earth. But 
that discovery did not come automatical-
ly. She was so intent on finding the body 
of the Jesus she had known in the past 

that she was oblivious to the signs around 
her that God was acting in a new way. 
Her understandable fixation on the past 
kept her from seeing the two messengers 
of God who sat in the tomb and who 
asked her whom she was looking for!

Most people would have been as-
tounded to see two angelic beings: Mary’s 
concern was only focused on finding the 
missing body! When she turned and saw 
Jesus for the first time since his crucifix-
ion, she remained blind to the new reality 
of resurrection hope. Assuming Jesus to 
be a gardener she again demanded to find 
the body of a dead Jesus and to reclaim 
it. It isn’t until Jesus called Mary by name 
and that got her attention. In hearing her 
name, Mary for the first time recognized 
the resurrected Jesus. She is confronted 
with a new and unexpected reality. How-
ever, even then she wanted to limit Jesus 
and perhaps limit herself to the past. And 
so, Jesus told Mary, ““Don’t hold on to 

me, because I have not yet ascended to the Father.”
Twenty-first century Christians live in a world shaped 

by modernity. Therefore we often revert to a limited and 
rationalistic understanding of faith. It’s easier to focus on 
what Jesus taught “back then” than to listen to the voice 
and call of the resurrected Lord to the church in our cur-
rent day. It’s tempting to be bound by budgets, strategic 
planning limited resources and “the way we did things in 
the past” when ministering to a current world in need. 

But the resurrected Lord does not want 
us to cling to the past. The resurrection 
calls us to respond to God’s invitation to 
live life in the power and realization of 
the presence of the resurrected Christ–
the one who overcame death and who 
has given the church His Spirit so that 
the church can do even greater works 
than Jesus did in his ministry on earth 
(John 14:12).

Session Plans
These session plans are given as sugges-
tions. The words AND, OR, or AND/OR 
between activities indicate alternate activi-
ties. Choose activities best suited for your 
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particular group and time schedule. Feel free to adapt the 
suggestions to meet the needs and interests of your group. 

GETTING READY FOR THE SESSION
•	 Read Mark 15:40, 16:1-9; Luke 8:1-3; John 20:1-

2; 10-18.
•	 Also read Session 11 in Journeys and in this Leader’s 

Guide. 
•	 If you are using the activity “Charting my Faith Jour-

ney” you may wish to prepare a timeline of Mary’s 
faith-journey based on the events described in the 
Applying the Scripture section of this leader’s guide. 
You may use a sheet of poster paper, a chalk or white-
board, or a means of visual projection, such as a Pow-
erPoint slide to do so.

•	 Provide bibles or printed texts for distribution of Mark 
15:40, 16:1-9; Luke 8:1-3; John 20:1-2; 10-18 

BEGINNING THE SESSION 
(10 MINUTES)

•	 Discuss the following: There have been numerous 
novels, plays, movies and musicals written and per-
formed that feature Mary Magdalene as one of the 
characters. If you were to describe Mary based on 
these productions how would you describe her? 

•	 Explain that today’s lesson focuses on Mary Magda-
lene as described in the Gospels of Mark, Luke and 
John, each of which describes her as an example of 
what it means to be a faithful disciple of Jesus. Invite 
the group to see what you can discover together about 
discipleship from a woman who has captured so many 
people’s imaginations.  

•	 Pray or ask someone to pray for insights into the 
meaning of discipleship that will strengthen faith and 
service to Jesus. 

DEVELOPING THE SESSION
(30 TO 40 MINUTES)

•	 Distribute the scripture texts that are a part of this 
lesson. Ask participants to read Mark 15:40, 16:1-9; 
Luke 8:1-3; John 20:1-2; 10-18

•	 Divide the class into study groups and ask each small 
group to assign a recorder.

•	 Provide each group with either of the following 
assignments: 

Create a Composition: “I am Mary” (20-30 Min.)
•	 On the basis of these texts compose a description of 

Mary of Magdalene from her self-perspective.

 º Limit your resource for describing Mary to the 
contents of the assigned Gospel passages. 

 º Be creative in your composition. Write a poem, or 
compose a song or a letter.

 º Title or begin your composition with the phrase 
“I am Mary.”

•	 Share your group’s composition with the entire class.
•	 Discuss as a class:

 º What did you learn about faith from this exercise?
 º What insights did you gain about discipleship?
 º Did your perspective of women and ministry 

change or become strengthened in any way? If so, 
share what you have discovered.

OR
“Mary and My Faith-Journey” (20-30 Min.)
•	 Explain each person’s faith journey goes through 

stages of growth and change, faith and doubt. Mark 
15:40, 16:1-9; Luke 8:1-3; and John 20:1-2, 10-18 
give us insights into the faith-journey of Mary Magda-
lene, a faithful disciple of Jesus. Though her story isn’t 
normative for all who follow Jesus, there are insights 
into her journey of faith that may help modern day 
Christians understand our own path of discipleship.

•	 Divide participants into teams to trace Mary’s faith-
journey from the texts.

•	 Read or ask someone to read Mark 15:40, 16:1-9; 
Luke 8:1-3; John 20:1-2; 10-18

•	 Ask the teams to create a linier timeline of Mary’s 
faith-journey with Jesus.

•	 Instruct participants to identify as many of Mary’s 
encounters with Jesus as they can find in today’s texts 
and to write a three- or four-word description of each 
encounter at the top of the timeline.

•	 Ask the teams to briefly describe Mary’s response to 
each encounter and to write a brief description of her 
response under the line.
For example: Delivered from 7 demons.
     Follows and supports Jesus’ mission

AND/OR
Mary’s Faith Journey Timeline (20 Min.)
•	 Create and present your own timeline for a portion 

of Mary’s faith-journey timeline based on today’s 
scripture texts. You may want to draw from the back-
ground information given in this leader’s guide to 
highlight certain events such as:
 º Jesus delivers Mary from 7 demons
 º Mary joins other women and the disciples in fol-

lowing and supporting Jesus’ mission
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 º Mary is present at the crucifixion
 º Mary goes to the tomb early in the morning
 º Mary sees and hears two angels
 º Mary hears and sees Jesus

•	 After presenting each of Mary’s experiences ask par-
ticipants to describe Mary’s response.

•	 Ask the teams to briefly describe Mary’s faith re-
sponse to each encounter. Then ask participants to re-
spond to the question, “If you were Mary, how would 
you have responded and why?”

CLOSING THE SESSION
(10 MINUTES)

•	 Encourage participants to create their own faith-
journey timeline during this week. 

•	 You may allow some time for participants to begin 
this exercise by asking them to reflect back on and re-
cord their first or earliest encounters with Jesus and 
their initial response. 

•	 Conclude with a prayer asking the Spirit of the Risen 
Lord to guide you this week in your faith-journeys. 
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Introducing the Scripture
The Book of Acts, along with numerous letters written 
by Paul to early churches, frequently refers to women 
and men who are engaged in ministry or who support 
the early mission of the Church. Most frequently, indi-
vidual names are mentioned, and those lists of names 
include males and females who played significant roles 
in starting new churches, serving newly establishing 
churches, and significantly providing various forms of 
support to the mission of the early church. The scriptural 
passages which this session focuses on are unique in that 
they reference a married couple–Priscilla and Aquila–
who served with the Apostle Paul in the mission of start-
ing new churches, serving newly established churches, 
as well as providing material support for the mission of 
Paul and for the early church. 

Examining the Scripture
What do we know about Priscilla and Aquila? Their 
names always appear together. Acts 18:1-2 is one of 
six references to this couple. (See also Acts 18:18, 26; 
Rom 16:3; 1 Cor 16:19; and 2 Tim 4:19.) Though 
their names always appear together, Aquila’s name only 
appears first in reference to the tent-making career and 
once in reference to their home. On the other hand, 
Priscilla’s name appears first in every reference to their 
mission as “co-workers” with Paul. The term co-worker 
is sunergagon in Greek, which is a title Paul reserves 
for those who share in his Apostolic ministry. In con-
temporary terms, this is not a “lay-ministry” couple; 
this title indicates they were more like an apostolic 
missionary clergy-couple. Most likely, the name order 
indicates that Priscilla was the preeminent person in 
the work of ministry and Aquila was preeminent in the 
business trade.

As co-workers they experienced difficult and even 
life-threatening circumstances together. This included:

SESSION 12 • FEBRUARY 21, 2020

Called to Minister
SCRIPTURE: Acts 18:1-26; Romans 16:3-4;
1 Corinthians 16:19; 2 Timothy 4:19

KEY VERSE:  After Paul left Athens and went to Corinth. 
There he found a Jew named Aquila, a native of Pontus, 
who had recently come from Italy with his wife Pris-
cilla, because Claudius had ordered all Jews to leave 
Rome. Paul went to see them, and, because he was of 
the same trade, he stayed with them, and they worked 
together—by trade they were tentmakers.  —Acts 18:1-3

KEY VERSE:  After staying there (Corinth) for a consid-
erable time, Paul said farewell to the believers and 
sailed for Syria, accompanied by Priscilla and Aquila. 
At Cenchreae he had his hair cut, for he was under a 
vow. When they reached Ephesus, he left them there, 
but first he himself went into the synagogue and had a 
discussion with the Jews. When they asked him to stay 
longer, he declined; but on taking leave of them, he 
said, “I will return to you, if God wills.” Then he set sail 
for Ephesus.

Now there came to Ephesus a Jew named Apollos, 
a native of Alexandria. He was an eloquent man, well 
versed in the scriptures. He had been instructed in the 
Way of the Lord; and he spoke with burning enthusiasm 
and taught accurately the things concerning Jesus, 
though he knew only the baptism of John. He began to 
speak boldly in the synagogue; but when Priscilla and 
Aquila heard him, they took him aside and explained 
the Way of God to him more accurately.  

—Acts 18:18-21, 24-26

KEY VERSE:  Greet Priscilla and Aquila, who work with me 
in Christ Jesus, and who risked their necks for my life; 
to whom not only I give thanks, but also all the churches 
of the Gentiles.  —Romans 16:3-4  
SESSION OBJECTIVES: 
The	selected	scriptures	with	their	account	of	Paul’s	shared	
ministry	 of	 inclusion	 with	 Priscilla	 and	 Aquila	 demon-
strates	that	Christ’s	mission	is	multiplied	when:
•	 disciples	are	multiplied,	
•	 women	and	men	participate	co-equally	 in	God’s	mis-

sion	or	service,	and	when

•	 women	 and	men	 use	 their	 abilities	 or	 professions	 to	
share	in	the	support	God’s	mission.
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•	 Racial-ethnic	 discrimination,	 anti-
Semitism in particular. Note that the rea-
son they left Rome to come to Corinth 
was “because Claudius had command-
ed all the Jews to leave Rome” (Acts 
18:2). 

•	 Riots	 in	 Ephesus,	 which	 were	
launched against Paul who was accused 
of teaching a false religion, or at least a 
religion that did not have Roman ap-
proval (Acts 19:23-41).

•	They	“risked their necks” for Paul 
(Rom 16:3-4). In other words, they put themselves in a 
situation where they could have died for Paul. We don’t 
know when this occurred (perhaps during the riot in 
Ephesus described in Acts 19:23-41), but Paul was ex-
tremely thankful for this ministry-couple as can be seen 
in his greetings at the end of his letter to the church in 
Rome.

They shared their profession and worked together 
as a couple. In this way, they supported their minis-
try through their business. “They were tentmakers by 
trade” (18:3). The fact that Aquila’s name occurs first 
in reference to this trade may indicate that he was the 
principle craftsperson in this business relationship. But 
clearly this was a shared enterprise. However, not only 
did they share this means of making income with each 
other, they willingly shared their trade with the Apostle 
Paul–who also was a tentmaker by trade. Collaboration, 
not competition, proved to be an economically viable 
way to support and expand the mission.

They proved to be life-long friends and ministry part-
ners of Paul. When Paul came to Corinth, he met Pris-
cilla and Aquila and joined them in their tent-making 
business (18:3). When Paul is near death and writing 
his final letter to Timothy in Ephesus, he urges Timothy, 
“Greet Priscilla and Aquila,” (2 Tim 4:19).

They traveled with Paul, joining him in establishing 
new faith-communities. But they also remained behind 
in order to build and nurture the new missional faith-
community once started. For example, when Paul’s min-
istry was complete the first time he went to Corinth, he 
“set sail for Syria, and with him Priscilla and Aquila… 
And they came to Ephesus, and he left them there” 
(Acts 18:19).

They taught others in the way of faith diplomati-
cally. This included Apollos whom they taught “the way 
of God more accurately” (18:26). After Paul left them 

in Ephesus, Priscilla and Aquila heard 
Apollos speaking in the synagogue, but 
his knowledge of the truth was deficient. 
Priscilla and Aquila diplomatically took 
him aside in a private setting and shared 
vital insights. Apollos received their 
words, traveled to Achaia, and flour-
ished in his ministry there.

They used their homes for church 
meetings. A church met in their house in 
Ephesus (note 1 Cor 16:19, Paul’s greet-
ing from Ephesus), and a church also 

met in their home in Rome once they came back to that 
city out of exile (Rom 16:5).

Applying the Scripture
Priscilla and Aquila can serve as models for the call to 
minister in numerous ways. Some possible applications 
to be drawn from their example are as follows:

•	God	calls	both	women	and	men	into	ministry.	As	
a woman, Priscilla demonstrates that gender does not 
determine the nature of the call to ministry. Priscilla, 
along with numerous women named in the New Testa-
ment, played a significant role in the early mission of the 
church. As this lesson series demonstrates this included 
the prophetic role of preaching, the apostolic role of 
starting new churches, the evangelistic role of proclaim-
ing the gospel of Jesus and the teaching role of educating 
church leaders.   

•	 The	 “tent-making	 ministry”	 of	 Paul,	 Aquila	 and	
Priscilla continues to serve as a model for partially self-
supported ministry today. Sometimes referred to as “bi-
vocational ministry,” partially or fully self-supported 
ministry is clearly modeled in the Acts 18 passage.

•	Priscilla	and	Aquila	may	serve	as	a	model	for	shared	
ministry by married couples. Priscilla and Aquila shared 
in a common livelihood (making tents). They shared 
their livelihood with Paul. They shared in Paul’s ministry 
together as a couple. Their example on one hand should 
not be taken as prescriptive for couples when consider-
ing God’s call to ministry; however, it does set a prec-
edent and an example for clergy couples and laity alike 
who share a common call to shared ministry.

•	Sometimes	the	call	to	ministry	is	distinct	from	one’s	
vocation. At times a person’s vocation serves as the mate-
rial means of support that allows a person to carryout 
their call to ministry. 

•	What	other	possible	applications	do	you	draw	from	

Gender 
does not 

determine 
the nature 

of the call to 
ministry.
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the example of the ministry of Aquila 
and Priscilla?

Between Priscilla and Aquila, it seems 
that Priscilla was the dominant voice in 
ministry while Aquila took the lead in 
“tent-making.” To some, it may seem odd 
that a woman exercised spiritual lead-
ership. But Priscilla provides a striking 
example of the way that Jesus’ mission 
includes both women and men. Priscilla 
even helped to correct and inform Apol-
los, a man teaching in a synagogue. Typical 
gender roles at the time might have made 
this awkward or possibly even offensive. 
But from what we are told in the Scrip-
tures, Apollos became a better follower 
of Christ and fellow participant in God’s 
mission because of her intervention. If 
the work of Jesus is inclusive and crosses cultural and soci-
etal boundaries, then we can expect to depart from social 
norms in order to advance God’s mission in the world.

Aquila spearheaded the “tent-making” aspect of their 
ministry. They supported themselves with this practi-
cal activity, and even collaborated with Paul. Today, 
the term “tent-making ministry” is frequently used to 
describe those ministers and missionaries who support 
their ministry through practicing another vocation or 
through employment that is not church-related. “Bi-vo-
cational ministry” is another term frequently used to de-
scribe ministries that are primarily or partially supported 
through working in the marketplace. Sometimes “tent 
making” refers to a method of Christian mission which 
intentionally includes working in marketplaces or within 
culture in order to have greater contact with people out-
side of church or Christian circles. 

Tent-making ministries have advan-
tages as well as drawbacks. On the one 
hand, “tent-making” ministries can give 
the minister more credibility in a com-
munity. Through a productive and prac-
tical trade, the minister is a contributing 
member of a society. It may even provide 
natural opportunities for a minister to 
connect with others in ways that offi-
cial church programs couldn’t. On the 
other hand, “tent-making” ministries 
take time and attention away from more 
“official” ministry. Becoming skillful in 

a trade takes time and energy. Any time 
invested in mastering a trade is time not 
spent studying the scriptures, prepar-
ing to preach or teach, or ministering to 
those in need. Priscilla and Aquila had 
to work hard to maintain their practi-
cal tent-making endeavor alongside their 
ministerial call to build up the Church. 

Priscilla and Aquila model what 
teamwork and collaboration can mean, 
both in a marriage and as partners in 
ministry. Priscilla brought gifts of teach-
ing, preaching, and church planting, and 
Aquila brought the practical know-how 
of tent making. It would have been easy 
for Aquila to become jealous of his wife 
and her prophetic gifts. However, the 
fact that he remained supportive and 

worked hard alongside her indicates that the two had a 
singular mission: to follow God’s call together. 

Their mission was so singular that it led them to risk 
their own lives for the sake of the gospel. Their commit-
ment to God’s mission was not casual, nor was it oppor-
tunistic. A casual Christian would not put in the work, 
day in and day out, of making tents in order to support a 
difficult ministerial path. And, if they were in it for op-
portunistic motivations, clout or fame, for example, they 
certainly would not have risked death! There are plenty 
of ways to gain esteem without putting your life at risk. 
No, Priscilla and Aquila were committed to God’s mis-
sion above all else.

Whether pushing the boundaries of cultural ac-
ceptability or working hard to establish a bi-vocational 
ministry, Priscilla and Aquila demonstrate that the call 
to participate in God’s mission often looks different 

than the established norms around us. 
They did whatever it took, even risking 
their own lives, to support Paul’s mis-
sionary activity and engage in their own 
church-planting and church-supporting 
work.

Session Plans
These session plans are given as sugges-
tions. The words AND, OR, or AND/OR 
between activities indicate alternate activi-
ties. Choose activities best suited for your 
particular group and time schedule.
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GETTING READY FOR THE SESSION
•	 Read Acts 18:1-26, Romans 16:3-4; I Corinthians 

16:19; 2 Timothy 4:19, and session 12 in Journeys 
and this leader’s guide.

•	 Gather supplies including two index cards per par-
ticipant, poster-size paper and markers.

•	 Familiarize yourself with the questions in the Devel-
oping the Session section of this leader’s guide. 

BEGINNING THE SESSION
(5 TO 10 MINUTES)

•	 Welcome participants and distribute two blank in-
dex cards to each person.

•	 Ask participants to write on one of the cards the 
names of a married couple whom they consider to be 
a role model of shared mission or ministry. 

•	 Write a few words which describe their mission/min-
istry and why they chose this couple as a role model.

•	 Invite participants to share their answers. Depending 
on the size of the group this can be a whole group or 
small group activity.

•	 Point out that in this session, participants will ex-
amine references in the New Testament to a couple, 
Priscilla and Aquila, who shared their tent-making 
business with the Apostle Paul and with whom Paul 
shared his ministry of the gospel.

DEVELOPING THE SESSION
(30-40 MINUTES)

Investigating the Scriptures (15-20 Minutes)
•	 Read or ask several people to read the background 

scripture texts for today’s lesson.  (Acts 18:1-26; 
Romans 16:3-4; I Corinthians 16:19; II Timothy 
4:19)

•	 Ask participants to carefully listen to the texts as they 
are read and to note on one side of their index cards 
the ways that people shared in ministry by working 
together and on the other side of the card to record 
ways that people worked together to support minis-
try and service.

•	 On a poster size sheet of paper or an erasable board 
make two columns. Label one column “Shared Min-
istry” and the other “Shared Support”. 

•	 Point out that encounters that bring together people 
with similar gifts and talents can lead to greater op-
portunities for service in other arenas. Priscilla and 
Aquila were a couple who worked as a team to serve 
in and to support ministry and service. As a result of 

their teamwork with each other and with others the 
mission of the early church flourished. 

•	 Ask participants to refer to their index cards. Then 
discuss the following questions: 
 º In what ways did Aquilla and Priscilla work as a 

team to:
 º provide support for service and ministry of the 

early church? 
 º participate in the service and ministry of the early 

church?
 º How did team-work lead to expanded opportuni-

ties of ministry and service?
•	 Point out that teamwork and shared ministry is 

not a guarantee of stress-free ministry and service. 
More likely than not people will face obstacles, 
challenges and even opposition when embarking 
on a mission. 

•	 Ask participants to discuss the following:
 º What challenges or obstacles did Priscilla and Aq-

uila face when as a team they supported and par-
ticipated in God’s mission? 

 º How did teamwork assist in the expansion of 
ministry and service despite these obstacles and 
challenges? 

AND/OR
Support and Service Then and Now (15-20 min)
•	 Point out that the early church increased in size and 

effectiveness of ministry because of teamwork. Small 
groups or mission teams were formed in order to 
bring people together who shared their gifts and tal-
ents in service and ministry.

•	 Ask and discuss questions related to the support of 
mission and service.
 º What mission and service opportunities does our 

church provide support for?
 º How do we raise support for those service 

opportunities?
 º How might our support of mission increase if we 

were to learn from the example of Priscilla and 
Aquila? 

AND
•	 Ask and discuss questions related to participating in 

mission and service:
 º Of those mission and service opportunities which 

our church supports, which provide opportunity 
for participation?

 º How might our church multiply its mission 
through increased teamwork and shared ministry?
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•	 Depending on the size of the group invite partici-
pants to share their answers with the entire group or 
with one or two participants.

AND/OR
•	 Ask participants to reflect on an experience they have 

had or are currently experiencing in sharing a ministry 
or service with others.
 º Is this experience positive or negative and why?
 º What difficulties or obstacles have they faced in 

this shared ministry and how did they overcome 
them?

 º How has support been raised for this ministry? 
 º What helpful insights have they gained about 

shared ministry from the account of Priscilla and 
Aquila?

•	 Depending on the size of the group, invite partici-
pants to share their answers with the entire group or 
with one or two other participants.

CLOSING THE SESSION
(5-10 MIN)

•	 Challenge participants to think about teamwork and 
sharing ministry throughout the week. Encourage 
them to invite at least one other person to join them 
in:
 º Providing support for a mission endeavor or ser-

vice opportunity of mutual interest.
 º Doing an act of ministry or service in the church 

or in the community.
•	 Lead the group in prayer asking God to keep the par-

ticipants aware of opportunities to support and par-
ticipate in God’s mission throughout the week. 
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Introducing the Scripture
This session focuses on the story of Lydia, a woman mer-
chant and God fearer, who extends hospitality to the first 
Christian missionaries to Macedonia, the Apostle Paul, 
his associate Silas, and most likely the Apostle Luke, the 
author of the book of Acts. (Note the use of “We” in 
16:11.) Paul and Silas faced a mix of pleasant and har-
rowing experiences in the metropolis of Philippi. To be-
gin with, they ran into difficulties attempting to reach 
this town, located in northern Greece, “a leading city 
of the district of Macedonia and a Roman Colony,” 
(Acts 16:11). According to Acts 16:6-10, Paul had at-
tempted to carry out his missionary journey elsewhere–
primarily in the direction of Asia-but was redirected by 
God’s Spirit with each attempt. 

A vision from the Spirit changed Paul’s direction 
of travel. In this nocturnal vision, Paul saw and heard a 

SESSION 13 • FEBRUARY 28, 2020

Hospitality in the Midst of 
Hostility
SCRIPTURE: Acts 16:11-15, 40; Acts 16:25-34 

KEY VERSE:  We set sail from Troas and took a straight 
course to Samothrace; the following day to Neapolis, 
and from there to Philippi, which is a leading city of 
the district of Macedonia and a Roman colony. We re-
mained in this city for some days. On the Sabbath day we 
went outside the gate by the river, where we supposed 
there was a place of prayer; and we sat down and spoke 
to the women who had gathered there. A certain woman 
named Lydia, a worshiper of God, was listening to us; she 
was from the city of Thyatira and a dealer in purple cloth.  
The Lord opened her heart to listen eagerly to what was 
said by Paul. When she and her household were bap-
tized, she urged us, saying, “If you have judged me to be 
faithful to the Lord, come and stay at my home.” And she 
prevailed upon us.  —Acts 16:11-15

KEY VERSE:  After leaving the prison they went to Lydia’s 
home; and when they had seen and encouraged the 
brothers and sisters there, they departed.  —Acts 16:40

KEY VERSE:  After they had given them (Paul and Silas)
a severe flogging, they threw them into prison and or-
dered them to keep them securely. Following these 
instructions, he put them in the innermost cell and 
fastened their feet in stocks. About midnight Paul and 
Silas were praying and singing hymns to God, and the 
prisoners were listening to them. Suddenly there was 
an earthquake, so violent that the foundations of the 
prison were shaken; and immediately all the doors were 
opened and everyone’s chains were unfastened. When 
the jailer woke up and saw the prison doors wide open, 
he drew his sword and was about to kill himself, since 
he supposed that the prisoners had escaped. But Paul 
shouted in a loud voice, “Do not harm yourself, for we 
are all here.” The jailer called for lights, and rushing in, 
he fell down trembling before Paul and Silas. Then he 
brought them outside and said, “Sirs, what must I do 
to be saved?” They spoke the word of the Lord to him 

and to all who were in his house. And the same hour of 
the night he took them and washed their wounds; then 
he and his entire family were baptized without delay. 
He brought them up into the house and set food before 
them; and he and his entire household rejoiced that he 
had become a believer in God.  —Acts 16:23-34  
UNIFYING PRINCIPLE: 
Many	people	have	been	recipients	of	generous	hospitality	
or	have	been	in	a	position	to	extend	hospitality	to	some-
one.	Hospitality	plays	a	significant	 role	 in	 the	expanding	
mission	of	Christ	and	in	establishing	Christian	communi-
ties	of	faith.	Hospitality,	particularly	when	extended	in	en-
vironments	hostile	to	the	Christian	message,	goes	beyond	
mere	friendliness.	Rather,	hospitality	is	a	courageous	act	
of	faith	that	witnesses	to	God’s	love,	even	amidst	a	hostile	
environment.	Lydia	was	an	attentive	woman	who	respond-
ed	to	the	gospel	message	with	faithfulness	and	generous	
hospitality	in	one	such	context	(CUS).
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man from Macedonia who came to him 
“pleading with him and saying, ‘Come 
over to Macedonia and help us.’” This 
request is interesting in that the man in 
the vision does not ask Paul to do for 
the Macedonians what they cannot do 
for themselves. Rather, the request is for 
help with fulfilling the mission of God 
in Macedonia.

This text highlights the role of hospi-
tality in Paul’s first missionary endeavor 
to Europe. Lydia is the first to extend hospitality to Paul 
and Silas, but she is not the only one to do so. A more 
unlikely source of hospitality comes from the head pris-
on guard, a man responsible for placing Paul and Silas in 
torturous shackles. Note that in both incidents, hospi-
tality leads toward the conversion of the households of 
those who extended it. 

Examining the Scripture
The storyline of Acts 16:11-40 can be outlined as 
follows:

ACTS 16:11-12. After receiving the “Macedonian 
call” Paul and his missionary partner Silas, set sail from 
Troas toward the region of Macedonia. They appear to 
have been accompanied by Luke, the author of Acts, 
who includes himself in the account of this journey 
by using the plural noun “we” in verses 11 and 12. 
They land first on a Thracian island just off the coast 
of the northern portion of Greece known as Macedo-
nia. From there they make landfall in the Macedonian 
port-city of Neapolis, which is modern 
day Kavala. From Neapolis they trav-
eled north by foot one more day to 
Philippi, a leading city of the district of 
Macedonia. 

ACTS 16:11-15. Once in this Roman 
colonial city, the missionaries, over sev-
eral days, meet both gracious hospitality 
and viral hostility.  In fact, the gift of hos-
pitality they received is best understood 
in contrast to the severe hostility of the 
local merchants, the city magistrates, 
and a number of angry local residents. It 
is important to read the account of Lydia 
in the full context of Acts 16:6-40. 

ACTS 16:13. There, at a place of prayer, 
they meet a female merchant, Lydia, 
who plays a significant role in offering 
hospitality to the missionaries, and in 
doing so will contribute greatly toward 
establishing the first faith-community in 
Macedonia. Lydia’s story is not intended 
to stand alone. It demonstrates the im-
portant role that hospitality plays in the 
advancement of Christ’s mission to the 
nations, particularly when offered in a 

hostile setting. Paul’s general practice, when entering a 
new community, was to find a synagogue and there, on 
the Sabbath, to begin proclaiming his missionary mes-
sage. But in Philippi there was evidently no synagogue, 
for the missionaries went “outside of the [city] gate by 
a river” where they correctly supposed they would find 
a place of prayer. 

ACTS 16:16-19 One day, the missionaries encounter 
a slave girl “who had a spirit of divination and who 
brought her owners a great deal of money by fortune-
telling.” The Apostle Paul finds her constant presence 
and her shouting irksome. She follows them and contin-
ually shouts, “These men are slaves of the Most High 
God, who proclaim to you a way of salvation.” Paul 
delivers her from this demonic possession, and she ceases 
fortune-telling. 

ACTS 16:19-24. The owners of this slave girl are an-
gry at the missionaries because of the girl’s deliverance. 
They bring Paul and Silas to the city marketplace before 

the city magistrates, who have them ar-
rested, beaten with rods and thrown in 
prison.

ACTS 16:25-34. While in prison 
chains, Paul and Silas sing hymns and 
pray, giving testimony to their faith. An 
earthquake loosens their chains along 
with all the other prisoners. The jailer, 
fearing that he will be executed for hav-
ing lost the prisoners, attempts to take 
his own life. Paul prevents him from do-
ing so, affirming that all are still present. 
The head jailer in return offers the sec-
ond act of hospitality described in Acts 
16 by bringing the missionaries into his 
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home, washing their wounds and pro-
viding a meal. This act of hospitality on 
his part leads him and his household to 
faith in God.

ACTS 16:35-39. The city magistrates 
decided to release Paul and Silas from 
prison and to send them away from 
Philippi. But Paul, who is a Roman citi-
zen, refuses to let these city officials get 
by with their infraction of Roman law, 
which forbids the beating or imprison-
ment of Roman citizens without a trial. 
Fearful of the consequences of their ac-
tions, the city magistrates come to the 
prison themselves and accompany Paul 
and Silas in their release. Thus the magis-
trates are humiliated and the missionar-
ies receive a public apology.

ACTS 16:40. Before leaving Philippi the missionaries 
once again receive the hospitality of Lydia where they 
encourage the newly formed community of faith gather-
ing in her home.      

Applying the Scripture
Acts 16:11-40 offers a series of stories that contrast hos-
tility with hospitality in the course of Christian mission. 
To begin with, Paul and Silas, and most likely Luke, in-
augurate their mission to Macedonia by going to one of 
the region’s primary cities, Philippi. There they first seek 
out a receptive audience to the Christian message. Evi-
dently following the apostolic formula of going “to the 
Jews first and also to the Greeks” they do 
not find a synagogue, but they do seek 
out a likely alternative place for Jews and 
God-fearers to congregate, particularly 
for the purpose of prayer, and that was 
by the banks of a refreshing stream that 
ran at the edge of the town. 

Why was the river’s edge a likely place 
to find a receptive community of faith? 
Most likely because all other places of 
worship in a Greek or Roman town would 
have been in the city’s agora– the center 
of worship of the Greek deities–gods and 
goddesses of the pantheon, to whom gifts 
and sacrifices were offered daily. 

Perhaps Luke, by including this detail 
in his story, intends to show the church 
the importance of beginning mission in 
a new and potentially hostile context 
by first finding an existing community 
which will serve as the base for sharing in 
the mission and for continuing the mis-
sion once it has begun. Throughout Acts 
we see Paul first seeking out such open 
recipients of the gospel among Jews and 
God-fearing Gentiles before expanding 
his mission to less receptive Gentiles 
in the community. In chapters 9 & 10 
of his Gospel, Luke emphasizes the im-
portance of first finding a household of 
peace when entering a new town or vil-
lage. Jesus himself even instructed his 
followers, when beginning their mission-
ary journey, to find such a household, re-
ceiving its hospitality while proclaiming 

the message of the Kingdom of God (LK 9:1-6 10:1-9). 
The story of Lydia in Acts 16 accentuates the important 
role that hospitality plays when initiating the mission of 
Christ in an area hostile to Christianity community. 

The “Macedonian call” recorded in Acts 16:9 was 
one asking for help or assistance rather than asking for 
the early missionaries to do all the work for the Mace-
donians. Christian mission is supposed to be done with 
the community and for the community. It is imperative 
to begin a new mission in the community by extending 
hospitality to those who seek to initiate it.

The hospitality offered by Lydia stands in contrast to 
the hostility extended by those who perceive the mission 

of the Gospel as a threat. The apostle 
Paul caused a stir by liberating a slave-
girl from demonic possession. Because 
of the demonic spirit, she was able to tell 
fortunes, and her owners profited greatly 
from her insight into the future. The 
demon-oppressed woman followed Paul 
and his companions around the city con-
stantly crying out, “These men are slaves 
of the Most High God, who proclaim 
to you a way of salvation.”  Though her 
announcement was correct, her constant 
noisy presence so annoyed Paul that he 
delivered her from the demon.  This ac-
tion resulted in the loss of income for her 
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owners. In response, they turned the city 
against Paul and Silas, and saw to their 
arrest under false pretenses.  

Rather than receive a fair hearing, 
the town magistrates had Paul stripped 
and beaten with rods and then thrown 
into prison.  (The interesting account of 
their imprisonment is recorded by Luke 
in Acts 16:23-39.) Rather than receive 
the city’s welcoming hospitality, such 
as that offered by Lydia, the missionar-
ies receive the blunt of hostility of those 
whose economy is upset by the gospel of 
liberation! 

Christian faith communities engaged 
in transformative mission should not be 
surprised when their mission runs con-
trary to those who unjustly profit eco-
nomically through subjugating others. Mission teams 
that have been engaged in ministries of human libera-
tion, addiction recovery, opposing human trafficking, 
and even addressing unjust labor practices may find 
themselves in precarious situations when those who ben-
efit from such practices stand in opposition to such mis-
sional activities. 

Acts 16:25-34 presents another significant lesson of 
the mission of hospitality in the midst of hostility. The 
story of the relationship of Paul and Silas to the Philip-
pian jailer demonstrates the transformative effect of the 
gospel of love and salvation can have on others, includ-
ing those who inflict acts of hostility. The jailer in this 
account carried out the wishes of the merchants who had 
turned the city against Paul and Silas. As a jailer, he car-
ried out the punishment of putting the missionaries in 
shackles (usually painful devices placed around the legs 
and arms of prisoners) in order to increase the pain they 
had suffered from the beatings they had received. 

Needless to say, the jailer was not a kind and friendly 
sort of person. Nevertheless, when an earthquake loos-
ened the shackles of all the prisoners, Paul did not seek 
retribution on this soldier. Instead, Paul sought the sal-
vation of the jailer and his household. When the jailer 
was about to take his own life, knowing that he would 
be tortured and executed for having lost the prisoners, 
Paul stopped him from doing so and offered him the 
gift of salvation, assuring him that no one, Paul and Silas 
included, had escaped! As a result, this jailer was trans-
formed from a cruel and unjust oppressor to a person 

who, along with his household, offered 
the ministry of hospitality. He now ad-
ministered acts of healing to the very 
people he had wounded.  

Throughout history, and even today, 
the message of the gospel, when lived 
out by those who proclaim it, can have 
a transformative effect on those who re-
ceive it.   

Session Plans
These session plans are given as sugges-
tions. The words AND, OR, or AND/OR 
between activities indicate alternative ac-
tivities. Choose activities best suited for 
your particular group and time schedule. 
Feel free interests of your group.

GETTING READY FOR THE SESSION
•	 Read Acts 16:11-40.
•	 Also read Journeys and this leader’s guide.
•	 Familiarize yourself with the optional exercises and 

discussion questions given below.
•	 Have available pens and paper for participants to re-

cord responses.

BEGINNING THE SESSION
(10 MINUTES)

•	 Ask participants to respond to the following opening 
questions:
 º Recall a meaningful time when you were the re-

cipient of hospitality as a stranger in a new com-
munity. How did you feel?

 º Did you or your family ever extend hospitality to a 
missionary or visiting minister to your community? 
Was this a positive or negative experience for you?

•	 Lead in a prayer, asking God for insights from this 
study into the mission of giving and receiving gener-
ous hospitality. 

DEVELOPING THE SESSION
(30 TO 40 MINUTES)

•	 Ask participants to participate in a word-association 
game. 

•	 Explain that there are no right or wrong answers to 
these questions. Rather, participants should quickly 
write down the first word or phrase that comes to 
mind. 
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•	 Read or have a volunteer read the following words 
and phrases—pause briefly after each word or phrase 
to allow participants to write down their first-word 
responses. 

•	 Inform participants that it is ok if no particular word 
or thought comes to mind.
 º Hospitality
 º Merchant
 º Law enforcement
 º Place of prayer
 º Prisoner
 º A Macedonian call

•	 Invite participants to read or listen to Acts 16:11-40 
being read. After reading the text invite participants 
to add to their first-word response answers.

•	 Discuss how the story of Paul and Silas missionary 
journey to Philippi changed or added to their first 
responses.

AND/OR
•	 Divide the class into “Discovery Teams.” Assign each 

team the following topic to investigate. Ask teams to 
select someone to record their answers and to be pre-
pared to share their findings with the entire class at 
the conclusion of this exercise.

•	 Hospitality – what can we learn about hospitality 
from this text?
 º Who extended hospitality and who received hos-

pitality in this account? 
 º What forms/expressions of hospitality were ex-

tended in this story?
 º Why did each person or group of people extend 

hospitality? 
 º What risks, if any, were involved on the part of the 

people who extended hospitality?  

 º How was hospitality received in each incident?
 º What risks, if any, were involved on the part of the 

people who received the ministry of hospitality?
 º What were the results of the acts of hospitality?  
 º What role/s did hospitality play in communicat-

ing the gospel message in Philippi?  How did ex-
tending and receiving hospitality help advance the 
Christian mission to Philippi?

•	 Hostility – what can we discover about mission and 
hostility or opposition to the gospel from this text? `
 º Who acted with hostility and who received the 

brunt of hostility in this account? 
 º What hostile acts are evident in this story?
 º Why did each person or group of people act with 

hostility? What appeared to be their motivations?
 º How did the early Christian missionaries to Philip-

pi respond to each incident of hostility?
 º How did their responses to hostility hinder or help 

to advance the Christian mission to Philippi? 
•	 Allow time for each group to report their answers. If 

time allows, have a full class discussion on the findings.

CLOSING THE SESSION
(10 MINUTES)

•	 Conclude your study time together by asking partici-
pants to respond to an open-ended question: 
 º What new insight did you gain, or what attitude 

have you changed, related to your understanding 
of the role and importance of hospitality in the 
mission of the church?

AND/OR
 º What might our church/faith-community do dif-

ferently as a result of today’s study? 
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Evaluation Form
Judson Bible Journeys for Adults
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At the end of this quarter, please take a few minutes to complete this form and return it to:
Journeys Editor, Judson Press, ABHMS, 1075 First Avenue, King of Prussia, PA 19406

If you wish, you may send your comments by e-mail to info@judsonpress.com, or by using the Feedback Form on 
the Judson Press website: www.judsonpress.com > Send Us Feedback.

1. The leader’s guide helped me to understand and relate to the text in the following ways:

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

2. The leader’s guide could be improved by:

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

3. Some participants’ comments/evaluative remarks that would be helpful for you to know include:

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

4. Other comments/suggestions:

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

5. Please list other resources your church uses for Sunday school:

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

Age range of class ____________________________ Average attendance ___________________________

Name ____________________________________ E-mail ____________________________________

Address ______________________________________________________________________________

Church ______________________________________________________________________________

Thanks for sharing your ideas! Your comments may be used to promote Judson Bible Journeys for Adults.
For curriculum and resource help, call 1-800-458-3766.
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