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WHAT ’S IN YOUR TEACHING GUIDE
This Teaching Guide has three purposes:
➤ to give the teacher tools for focusing on the content of the session in the Study Guide.
➤ to give the teacher additional Bible background information.
➤ to give the teacher variety and choice in preparation.
The Teaching Guide includes two major components: Teacher Helps and Teacher Options.

Teacher Helps
Bible Background
Teaching Outline

The Study Guide is your main
source of Bible study material.
This section helps you more fully
understand and
interpret the Scripture text.

provides you with an outline
of the main themes in the
Study Guide.

Teacher Options
The next three sections provide a beginning, middle, and end
for the session, with focus paragraphs in between.

Focus Paragraphs
are printed in italics at or near the top of the page
because they are the most important part of the Teaching
Guide. These paragraphs will help you move your class from
“what the text meant” to “what the text means.”

You Can Choose!
There is more material in each session than you can use, so choose the options from each section
to tailor the session to the needs of your group.

Prepare Before the Session
Read the session for today in the Study Guide. Then read the options in this Teaching
Guide, placing checkmarks beside the activities you plan to include. After you have decided
which options to use, gather the appropriate materials.
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WHAT WOULD JESUS SAY
ABOUT THE BIBLE?
Matthew 4:1-11

Bible Background
Jesus and Moses
The story of Jesus’ temptation
is filled with allusions to Old
Testament figures and events.
What is of major significance, however, is
the quotation of Scripture—not only by
Jesus but by the devil as well. Of the many
questions that this passage raises, none
can be more important than the questions of how and why Jesus uses
Scripture.
The presence of Jesus in the desert for
forty days and nights is an allusion to
both Exodus 24:18, where Moses ascended Mount Sinai and resided there for
forty days and nights, and Exodus 34:28,
when Moses fasted for forty days and
nights while receiving the tablets containing parts of the Law. This passage also
reminds us of the sojourn of Israel in the
wilderness for forty years.
Matthew seems to suggest that Jesus
is a figure much like Moses. The differences, however, are as important as the
similarities. Whereas Moses ascended
Mount Sinai to receive the Law as given
by God, Jesus speaks the Law with authority, as witnessed both in this narrative and
in the concluding verse of the Sermon on
the Mount (Mt 7:28). Also, unlike the
Israelites and Moses, who stumbled as
they sought the promised land, Jesus
withstands the temptations and shows
himself as one who is able to remain
faithful to God despite the challenges.

The First Temptation
The first temptation is a simple one—to
command the stones to become bread. It
is easy to visualize the similarity between
a smooth stone from the Judean desert
and a loaf of bread. One can imagine that
Jesus himself had noticed the similarity
during those difficult days of fasting. The
temptation, then, was for Jesus to put an
end to this time of testing and satisfy his
own desire for food.
Jesus’ response is both quick and
firm. His quotation of Deuteronomy 8:3
is preceded by the formula, “It is written”
(v. 4). This quotation of Scripture is
important for several reasons. First, it
shows that Jesus has a clear understanding of the passage and its context. It
was in the desert that God provided
manna for the Israelites. During their
time of struggle, God sustained them and
provided for their needs. Even as he experienced a physical hunger, Jesus knew that
the God who provided for the Israelites
would provide for his own needs. Jesus
refused to circumvent his own suffering.
Unlike the Israelites who turned away
from the provisions of God and called out
to Moses for meat, Jesus embraced his
suffering as something more important
than mere food. The way in which Jesus
dealt with this temptation set the stage
for the way in which he would deal with
the many trials and tribulations he would
face during his ministry.

The Second Temptation
In the second temptation, Jesus is led by
the devil to the pinnacle of the temple,
overlooking the holy city of Jerusalem.
Jesus is challenged to throw himself off
the temple and depend upon God to save
him. The devil thus challenges Jesus to
test whether or not God is present to
save him from suffering. The devil’s
quotation of Psalm 91:11-12 is an
attempt to manipulate Scripture for
his own purpose.
Jesus meets this challenge to prove his
faith. In Exodus 17 the Israelites camped
at Rephidim, but they could not find
water to drink. When they asked Moses
for water, he responded by saying, “Why
do you test the LORD?” (Exod 17:2). Moses
was commanded to take the same rod
that he used to strike the Nile River and
strike the rock at Horeb. Water then
flowed from the rock (17:6-7). God
provided despite Israel’s doubts.
In dealing with the devil, Jesus quoted
Deuteronomy 6:16: “Do not put the Lord
your God to the test” (Mt 4:7). The Greek
version of the Hebrew Bible, adds the
phrase “as you did at Massah.” The word
massah means “proof ” in Hebrew. Jesus’
response was more than an attempt to
dismiss the challenge of the devil by
quoting Scripture. By quoting this verse,
Jesus displayed an understanding of the
presence of God even in the midst of
extreme trials. This understanding was
grounded in the kind of faith that did not
require a sign. This temptation speaks to
the lives of many whose “faith” is built on
the latest sign or perceived revelation.
Jesus did not let his present circumstances interpret the sacred text. Instead,
he viewed Scripture as the foundation of
faith and the source of strength and
comfort that is present in spite of one’s
circumstances.

The Third Temptation
The third and final temptation seems
somewhat absurd. The devil takes Jesus to
a high mountain to show him the kingdoms of the world and then promises to
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give Jesus those very kingdoms if Jesus
will bow down and worship him. The
offer is rebuffed, and Jesus reminds
the devil, “Worship the Lord your God,
and serve only him” (Mt 4:10, quoting
Deut 6:13).

Introduction: The focus of this lesson is on
Jesus’ quotation of Scripture. Jesus does
not quote these texts in a triumphal way in
order to show his superiority, nor does he
use the quoted texts to find his way out of a
difficult situation. These texts, which allow
him to withstand the temptations of the
devil, also allow him to embrace a path of
service to others. This path ultimately leads
to great suffering.
I. Man Shall Not Live by Bread Alone
(Mt 4:4)
A. Our present circumstances are
not sufficient to guide our daily
reasoning.
B. The entire revelation of God through
Scripture must be understood as the
foundation of our faith that transcends our present state of affairs.
II. You Shall Not Tempt the Lord Your God
(Mt 4:7)
A. Jesus made the determination to
trust God rather than put God to
any test.
B. The only way to develop a steadfast
faith is to refuse to let circumstances
dictate one’s response to the variety
of temptations in life.
III. You Shall Worship the Lord Your God
and Him Only Shall You Serve (Mt 4:10)
A. Jesus refused to circumvent the will
of God for personal gain.
B. The measure of true discipleship is
the ability to remain grounded in the
biblical text even when it may not
produce the desired answer that we
seek.

In Genesis, Adam and Eve succumb to temptation and seek something that was not
theirs to gain. In Matthew’s Gospel, Jesus is tempted by something to which he has
claim, but he refuses to bypass the will of God and instead chooses to follow God’s plan
for his life—a plan that includes great suffering.
The power of Jesus is evident in Matthew’s Gospel. Yet Jesus refused to claim for
himself the power ascribed solely to God. As Donald Hagner notes, Jesus exhibited
faithful obedience to God in the midst of these struggles. His faithfulness stands in
contrast to the Israelites’ lack of faith. Time and again they stumbled and gave in to the
temptations they faced (Hagner, 69). Scripture, rather than the circumstances he faced
at that particular moment, guided Jesus as he sought God’s will for his life.

A Way to Begin
The question, “What Would Jesus Say about the Bible?” is best answered by
examining how Jesus handled the biblical text during his life. There is no better
place to observe this than Matthew’s version of the temptations of Jesus.
Instead of using the biblical text as a club to beat up his enemies, Jesus quoted Scripture as
a means of revealing God’s desires for humanity. In today’s lesson, we will observe that Jesus
quotes Scripture to reveal the divine will to his challenger. He also quotes Scripture as a means
of establishing the foundation on which he will live in service to God and others.

❍ Bible Verse Weapons
Write two or three of the following topics
on the board: Greed, Lust, Drinking,
Gambling, Laziness, Judgmental Attitude,
Constant Negativity. Challenge class
members to look for biblical passages that
address each issue.

Questions
➤ How easy (or difficult) was it to find
biblical passages that would reform
those involved in these situations?
➤ Was anyone hesitant to participate?
Why?
➤ Is such a use of Scripture helpful or
harmful?

❍ “It Is Written…”
Observe that, to each of the devil’s temptations, Jesus began his response with the
phrase, “It is written….”

Questions
➤ Why did Jesus choose to respond from
Scripture instead of out of his circumstances?
➤ What is the appropriate use of
Scripture when dealing with issues
related to the Christian faith?
➤ Are there dangers that need to be
avoided when we quote the Bible to
others?

Often Christians find themselves
dealing with issues by quoting biblical
passages in order to win an argument,
justify their beliefs, or validate their
actions. Jesus, however, quoted Scripture
in order to highlight the principles of
God that should be followed despite their
consequences.

Teaching Guide
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A Way to Explore Scripture
In a sense, it is impossible to answer the question, “What would Jesus say
about the Bible?” The purpose in asking this question is not to presume to know
the mind of Jesus, but rather to examine his use of Scripture in an effort to guide
our own use of Scripture.

❍ Context

❍ Satan’s Use of Scripture

Write the Scripture references below on
the board. Have volunteers read each one
and discuss with the class how each
passage relates to their everyday lives.

Read Psalm 91:11-12. Discuss the meaning
of the passage. Make sure the class identifies the theme of Psalm 91 as God’s
faithfulness to those who are faithful
to God.
Read Matthew 4:6. Does the meaning
of the passage change now that it is
being quoted by the devil? Discuss the
distinction between believing in God’s
faithfulness and testing God’s faithfulness—which is what the devil tempts Jesus
to do. For Jesus there is no need to put
God to the test. Scripture serves as the
foundation of Jesus’ beliefs concerning
God. The devil quotes Psalm 91 in an
attempt to convince Jesus that this second
temptation is a means of showing the
power of God. Jesus, however, refuses to
accept the logic of the devil and instead
exposes the flaw in the devil’s reasoning.
There is no need for faithful believers
to test God in every circumstance in life.
Someone may raise the question of
Gideon’s fleece in Judges 6:6-40. Be
prepared to discuss whether or not
Gideon’s practice was appropriate. Many
scholars contend that Gideon’s actions
are a display of his lack of faith in the
God of Israel. If this interpretation of
Judges 6 is correct, then the story of
Gideon is a negative example story and
stands in contrast to those who hear the
message of God and act without the need
for a sign.

• Deuteronomy 8:3
• Deuteronomy 6:16
• Deuteronomy 6:13
Read Matthew 4:1-11. Discuss whether
the context of this passage changes the
meaning of the three passages from
Deuteronomy that Jesus quoted. Point
out that Jesus focused on doing God’s will
rather than looking for God’s will. Also
note that the passages from which Jesus
quoted have their origin in Israel’s
wilderness experience. Emphasize the
importance of context for proper biblical interpretation. Understanding the
meaning of the biblical text in its original
context is important before trying to
apply the meaning of the passage in our
lives today.
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A Way to End
Scripture is more than a collection of proof texts that pertain to every situation
people will ever face. Scripture serves as the foundation of the Christian faith
and provides the basis for understanding God and God’s relationship to
humanity. The guiding principles contained in the Bible are the basis on which believers make
important decisions every day about the kind of people they will be. It is not an easy task to
read and understand the Bible. It is irresponsible for us to pretend that it is.

❍ To Comfort or to Hurt

❍ Bible Study

Invite participants to share if they have
had one of the following experiences:
• A friend shared a comforting word from
Scripture when you were dealing with a
difficult issue.
• A friend shared a hurtful word and used
a passage from Scripture to support it.

Encourage class members to use a daily
devotional guide such as Reflections
published by Smyth & Helwys. Such
guides provide a means of reading a small
bit of Scripture each day. For many
Christians, this is the only “Bible study”
in which they participate. These devotions
are not a substitute for in-depth, systematic study, however. Christians have a
responsibility to study Scripture and
develop good interpretive principles that
will allow them to discover the important
truths that the Bible contains.

❍ Commitments to Scripture
Encourage the learners to make the
following commitments:
• To be (or continue to be) an active
participant in your Bible study group
each week.
• To develop a personal Bible study practice that focuses on an in-depth study of
a biblical book. (This could be a
personal study or a group study that you
begin in your home.)
• To encourage someone to join this Bible
study group.

❍ Reading with Understanding
Provide copies of the
resource page, “Reading
with Understanding”
(page 28). Invite class
members to share additional resources
they have found helpful.

Questions
➤ Is it difficult or easy for you to study
the Bible daily?
➤ What tools do you believe you need to
study the Bible responsibly?
➤ What resources does our church offer
to those who want to study the Bible in
depth? If you don’t perceive that there
are any, what steps might you take to
build up that area?
➤ Where do you feel you have learned the
greatest truths of the Bible—in worship
services, in Sunday school, in weeknight Bible studies, in personal study,
or somewhere else?

Resource
Donald Hagner, “Matthew 1-13,” Word Biblical Commentary
(Waco: Word, 1993).

Teaching Guide
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WHAT WOULD JESUS SAY
ABOUT POVERTY?
Luke 16:19-31

Bible Background
Introduction
Luke 16 begins with a parable
about a rich man whose
manager is dishonest in the way
he is managing his master’s property.
The audience is the disciples. In verse 19,
the audience changes to the Pharisees,
who are identified by Luke as “lovers of
money” (Lk 16:14). The Pharisees apparently believed that wealth was a sign of
God’s blessing. Jesus, however, chose
to separate God and money, refusing to
suggest either that money is the sign of
God’s blessing or that poverty is a sign
of God’s disfavor. Jesus contended that
such a misreading of Scripture was not
only wrong but also dangerous.

A Study in Contrasts
The parable begins with a description
of the rich man. His dress of “purple and
fine linen” (v. 19) suggests wealth and
royal lineage. His sumptuous diet further
attests to his wealth. The situation of
Lazarus, however, stands in stark contrast
to that of the rich man. Lazarus is covered
in sores and longs for the crumbs from
the rich man’s table.
The parable takes a unique turn when
the scene changes from earth to the afterlife. Whereas the angels carry Lazarus
into the presence of Abraham, the rich
man is buried. The rich man has a proper
burial; Lazarus does not. Lazarus,

however, ascends to heaven much like
Enoch (Gen 5:24) and Elijah (2 Kgs 2:11).
The placement of Lazarus with Abraham
indicates a reversal of status. Lazarus now
finds himself with the patriarch of Israel.
The rich man also experiences a reversal
of status. He now looks up from Hades
and sees Lazarus at Abraham’s side.
Hades is the place of the dead, called
Sheol in the Old Testament. As the idea
of resurrection developed within Judaism,
death began to represent a time of final
judgment. The concept of Hades, then,
was refined to designate the place where
the unrighteous resided after their earthly
deaths. The separation between Lazarus
and the rich man clearly suggests the
pronouncement of judgment. The reversal of status challenged the theology of
those who believed that the rich man was
righteous and Lazarus was sinful. At this
point, those hearing the parable must
have been puzzled. How could such a
reversal take place? What does this story
say about one’s life on earth?
The response of the rich man drives
home the ironic twist of the parable.
While on earth, Lazarus desperately
needed assistance. The rich man passed
by Lazarus countless times, yet never
offered to help him. Now, it is the rich
man who needs assistance. His plea for
help is not addressed to Lazarus but to
Abraham. Perhaps it was because of
Abraham’s hospitality at the Oaks of
Mamre (Gen 18:1-15) that the rich man

addressed him. Or perhaps the rich man
could not imagine Lazarus being generous to the one who had ignored his
suffering for so long. The rich man had
great wealth during his own life, but
now his request is for a mere drop of
water. Surely God will grant this simple
request!
Abraham’s refusal seems harsh, yet his
response simply summarizes the story up
to this point. Lazarus was in need, but
now he is comforted. The rich man had
plenty, but now he is in great need.
Abraham then reveals the truth to the
rich man: there is no crossing the divide.

The Message of the Parable
This parable challenges the belief that
there is a direct correlation between one’s
situation in life and one’s moral standing
with God. The stark reversal of status in
the two characters makes this point.
Absent from the parable is any moral
judgment on the rich man. The only fault
highlighted is that he ignored the situation of the poor man. Lazarus, likewise, is
described as poor without any mention of
his moral character. The rich man’s decision not to help Lazarus closes the door
for the rich man to receive any grace
whatsoever. The chasm has been fixed.
The implication is that God—who is not
explicitly mentioned—is the one who fixed
the chasm. The parable, however, indicates that it is the rich man, through his
own choices, who fixed this chasm by
refusing to help his neighbor. The rich
man closed his gate to Lazarus, thus
establishing a barrier he would later
regret.
In the final scene of this parable, the
rich man tries to bargain with Abraham
for help. Not once does he acknowledge
his failure to help Lazarus during his lifetime. He calls Lazarus by name, indicating
that he indeed knew of his presence at his
gate. The rich man pleads for Lazarus to
return to earth to warn his five brothers
of the judgment to come. Abraham
refuses, indicating that Moses and the
prophets have preached this message.

Introduction: The Bible teaches us to help
the poor. Ignoring their needs stands in
contrast to the call of Scripture. The rich
man of this parable serves as a negative
example.
I. The Earthly Scene (16:19-22)
A. The Rich Man
1. He had wealth and status (v. 19).
2. His abundance of food indicated
his ability to help those in need
(v. 19).
3. His situation suggested favor
with God (v. 19).
4. He died and was buried (v. 22).
B. Lazarus
1. He was an outcast (vv. 20-21).
2. His situation suggested disfavor
with God despite his name
(v. 21).
3. He died and was carried away by
angels to Abraham (v. 22).
II. The Heavenly Scene (16:23-31)
A. The Rich Man
1. His placement in Hades indicated divine judgment (v. 23).
2. His petition for mercy was
denied (vv. 25-26).
3. His plea for a messenger for his
brothers was rejected
(vv. 27-30).
B. Lazarus
1. He was comforted by Abraham
(v. 23).
2. He was passive in the heavenly
dialogue (vv. 23-31).
C. Abraham
1. He provided comfort for Lazarus
(v. 23).
2. He delivered the words of judgment to the rich man
(vv. 25-26).
3. He affirmed the teachings of
Moses and the prophets
concerning the poor (vv. 30-31).
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The parable ends with Abraham’s statement that if the man’s brothers have ignored
the message, then “neither will they be convinced if someone rises from the dead.” The
parable ends, and the rich man still has not repented despite all he has witnessed.
The words of Jesus in Matthew 25:45 could have served as the ending of this parable.
Jesus, in speaking about the judgment of the nations, described a scenario in which
many were separated from God because they did not feed the hungry, give drink to the
thirsty, or clothe the naked. When the crowd objected, claiming never to have seen the
Son of Man in these circumstances, the response of Jesus was pointed: “Truly I tell you,
just as you did not do it to one of the least of these, you did not do it to me” (Mt 25:45).
The theological issues in this lesson are intriguing. The parable, however, is not
meant to spark a theological discussion. Its purpose is to call those who profess belief in
God to act on behalf of the poor. How shall we deal with the issue of poverty in our
world, and especially in our communities? What would Jesus say about poverty?

A Way to Begin
The issue of poverty is addressed throughout Scripture. From the Law to the
Prophets to Jesus, helping those in need is often on the minds of the biblical
writers. It is possible to develop political and sociological justifications for the
existence of poverty. Some even develop theological rationales. It is impossible, however, to
make a biblical argument against working to improve the conditions of the poor. Those in need
deserve our attention and our aid. We have a biblical mandate to help the poor.

❍ A Biblical Basis for Helping the
Poor
The following selected texts address the
issue of helping the poor. Enlist class
members to read them aloud.
• Deuteronomy 15:7-11
• Isaiah 58:6-7
• Matthew 25:31-46
• Matthew 5:38-42
• Luke 3:7-14
• Luke 6:20-26

Questions
➤ What do these passages have in
common?
➤ How should Christians respond to
these biblical texts?
➤ Do you think Christians in the twentyfirst century are adequately addressing
the issue of poverty? Why? Why not?
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❍ The Poor and the Church Budget
Provide copies of your church’s current
budget. Discuss how funds are allocated
among the various ministries and operations of the church. Does anyone know
how much of the church budget is spent
on ministries that directly help the poor?
Are there advocates for the poor in your
church?

A Way to Explore Scripture
In this parable, Jesus gives poverty a name: Lazarus. The situation of Lazarus is
much like the situation of Job, a person who lost everything yet was described as a
righteous person. Unlike Job, the reason for Lazarus’s situation is not explained,
nor is the situation of the rich man. What is clear, however, is that the needs of Lazarus go
unmet, despite the fact that the rich man sees those needs and has an abundance of resources.
As a global issue, poverty can be overwhelming. When poverty is given a name and a
face, however, it is easier to address. Global initiatives will always be necessary to combat
poverty around the world. It is just as important, however, to develop and support local initiatives that address poverty in the communities where we work and live.

❍ Rich and Poor

❍ Limited Good

Read the Scripture passage from Luke
16:19-31. Ask the following questions.

In Jesus’ time, people lived in terms of a
concept anthropologists call “limited
good.” Everything worth having was
thought to exist in limited supply.
Therefore, an honorable person who had
an excess of good things was expected to
share with those in need. Otherwise, he or
she would be thought greedy. In a world
of limited good, people viewed someone
who sought to possess more than was
needed as a threat to the good of the
community.

Questions
➤ What is your response to the term
“rich” in this parable? Is it positive or
negative?
➤ What is your response to the term
“poor” in this parable? Does it affect
the way in which you view the poor
person?
➤ Did the rich man deserve the judgment
he received? Was the judgment too
harsh?
➤ Have you ever looked upon a person in
need and assumed that he or she had
done something wrong to bring about
misfortune?

❍ Abraham
In Genesis, Abraham is described as a rich
man. Rabbinic stories of Abraham’s
wealth depict his great generosity to
others. What might it mean that Jesus
used the character of Abraham to defend
poor Lazarus and declare judgment
against the rich man? How would Jesus’
hearers have reacted to this depiction of
Abraham?

Questions
➤ North Americans assume that there is
an unlimited supply of goods in the
world. Why do we generally hold this
assumption? Is it accurate?
➤ How does the assumption of “unlimited good” affect our approach to
poverty?
➤ How does the assumption of “unlimited good” affect our approach to the
accumulation of wealth?

Teaching Guide
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A Way to End
It is easy to become discouraged by the enormity of the problem of poverty. Jesus
does not seem to have ever embraced or advocated massive impersonal programs
to address this issue. Rather, he met peoples’ concrete needs and challenged his
followers to do the same. Conclude by helping class members realize what they have the
power to do for the cause of helping others in need.

❍ Making a Difference
A popular sermon illustration involves a
little boy who stands on a beach, picking
up starfish and throwing them back into
the ocean. A man walking on the beach
stops to observe this young man and his
actions. There are hundreds of starfish
lying on the shore. The boy continues to
pick them up, one by one, and throw
them into the ocean. Finally, the man
approaches the boy and says, “Son, there
are hundreds of starfish on this beach.
Do you really think what you are doing is
making a difference?” The boy picks up
another starfish and throws it into the
ocean. He then turns to the man and says,
“It did to that one.” Does this illustration
make the problem of poverty seem a bit
less intimidating to you? Does it help you
realize the value of even one individual
who is helped?

❍ Help for the Poor
Distribute copies of the
resource page “Help for the
Poor” (page 29). As a group,
brainstorm a list of the top
five organizations in your community
that serve the poor. Record the names of
these organizations on the worksheet.
Your church may or may not be on
that list. If it is not, lead the class in a
discussion of how the church can do more
to help the poor. If your church is on the
list, take a moment to discuss the various
ways the church reaches out to the poor.
Challenge each class member to commit
to supporting those ministries of the
church.
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Many of the learners may be involved
in various ministries that are listed.
Commend those who participate in organizations that serve the poor. It may be that
the class or even the church can support
one of those organizations. What is
important is that each member finds a
way to participate in helping the poor.

Resources
Fred B. Craddock, “Luke,” Interpretation (Louisville: John
Knox, 1990).
William R. Herzog II, Parables as Subversive Speech
(Louisville: Westminster/John Knox, 1994).
John Nolland, “Luke 9:21–18:34,” Word Biblical
Commentary, vol. 35b (Dallas: Word, 1993).
Bernard Brandon Scott, Hear Then the Parable
(Minneapolis: Fortress, 1989).
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WHAT WOULD JESUS SAY
ABOUT DISCIPLESHIP?
Mark 8:34–9:1

Bible Background
Introduction
The main point of this passage
is stated in 8:41: followers of
Jesus must deny themselves, take
up a cross, and follow him. Each of these
actions deserves our attention.
What does it mean to deny oneself ?
The world in which we live focuses on
self-fulfillment. Advertisers spend millions of dollars playing to our desires,
encouraging us to spend all of our
resources on ourselves. The gospel
message is different; the message of Jesus
calls us to serve others. This can only
happen when we refuse the temptation
to lead a self-centered existence. To deny
oneself is to realize that as individuals we
have the potential to be used by God to
accomplish great things. The greatest
obstacle is letting self get in the way.
Taking up one’s cross reminds us that
the call to service demands sacrifice. The
call to discipleship must transcend the
type of Bible study that is fixated on
personal spiritual development and never
moves beyond self to make a difference in
the lives of others.

Good News for Outsiders
Jesus’ ministry to the sick, the outcasts,
the poor, and the disenfranchised is the
foundation of the gospel. It seems at
times the church has missed that simple
message and instead has chosen to focus

its ministry within its own walls. It is
fascinating that Matthew, Mark, and Luke
record that the ministry of Jesus was
focused away from Jerusalem. It is only at
the end of his ministry that Jesus travels
to Jerusalem, where he is arrested and
crucified.
Nathanael’s comment about Jesus in
John’s Gospel, “Can anything good come
out of Nazareth?” ( Jn 1:46), reminds us
that most people viewed Jesus as an
outsider. Jesus did not care about perceptions. His focus was on bringing about
the good news of the kingdom of God in
the lives of others.

Four Statements
Jesus issues four statements or questions
that begin with the Greek word gar. In the
NRSV, this word is translated “for” or
“indeed,” and it is left untranslated in
verse 38.
(1) “For those who want to save their
life will lose it” (v. 35). Suffering is not a
topic high on the list of bestsellers in
Christian bookstores. “Getting” is a more
popular topic than “giving,” whether the
reading material is religious or secular.
The same is true when it comes to our
lives. Dietrich Bonhoeffer wrote, “When
Christ calls a man, he bids him come and
die” (89). Bonhoeffer reminds us that
Christ gave his life for the sake of others.
To follow Jesus as a disciple means that at
some point we must seek to give our lives
away in service. This is a lesson few of us

have mastered. Yet, we must continue to
hear the words of Jesus and be moved
by them into greater obedience.
(2) “For what will it profit them to
gain the whole world and forfeit their
life?” (v. 36). A spiritual dimension to life
is manifested in the way we choose to live.
We can waste our resources on frivolous
pursuits, or we can put them to use in
ministering to the needs of others. Last
week’s lesson best illustrates this point.
The rich man feasted on his material
wealth, only to find himself in great need
after his death. His refusal to help
Lazarus affected him beyond the grave.
Our confidence in God’s grace must not
make us callous to the world’s needs.
(3) “Indeed, what can they give in
return for their life?” (v. 37). Most of us
can tell stories of people whose selfish
pursuits of passion resulted in remorse
later in life when they paused to reflect on
what they had—or had not—contributed
to the world. It’s likely that these stories
don’t affect us as personally as they
should. The value of a life in service to
God cannot be measured in earthly terms.
The gospel challenges believers to get the
most out of each day of living. As the days
pass us by, we cannot retrieve or relive
them. Those who seek to be true disciples
of Jesus refuse to waste time in worthless
pursuits but instead focus on serving
others.
(4) “Those who are ashamed of me
and of my words in this adulterous and
sinful generation, of them the Son of
Man will also be ashamed when he comes
in the glory of his Father with the holy
angels” (v. 38). True discipleship will
never be popular. It will not produce bestselling books or videos. It will not appeal
to people as a desirable way of life. It will,
however, give a meal to someone who
is hungry and warmth to someone who is
cold. Those whose names are unknown
will be greatest in the kingdom of heaven.
Is it possible that fame and fortune could
be a sign that one has not followed Jesus
in true discipleship? Could excessive
wealth be evidence that we have not taken
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Introduction: As revealed in all four
Gospels, Jesus embraced the role of a
servant. Mark’s Gospel presents Jesus as
the Son of Man who is willing to follow
God’s will, sharing the good news of God
with all people. Jesus is willing to remain
true to his calling no matter what the
consequences might be. The ministry of
Jesus became a ministry of suffering.
Despite what others thought, Jesus stayed
true to his calling and encouraged his disciples to follow his example.
I. The Statement of True Discipleship
(Mk 8:34)
A. Deny self.
B. Take up your cross.
C. Follow Jesus.
II. The Rationale behind Jesus’ Statement
(Mk 8:35-38)
A. To save one’s life is to lose it.
B. To gain the world is to lose one’s
soul.
C. Worthless pursuits are a waste of
one’s life.
D. Christ will be ashamed of those who
do not embrace true discipleship.
III. The Concluding Words of Jesus (Mk 9:1)
A. The kingdom of God is coming.
B. Some who are present will see it.

up our cross daily? Could lives of excess
pleasure serve as testimony against us
when we are judged by a righteous God?

Words of Encouragement
Jesus concludes by giving encouragement
to those listening to his teachings. His
claim that many who heard these teachings would not see death until they saw
the kingdom of God come in power was a
reference to his own ministry and the
power of God that was demonstrated
through it. In Mark 1:15, Jesus taught,

“The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God has come near; repent, and believe in the
good news.” Believers who look for the coming kingdom in the future have failed to
recognize that it has already arrived in the person of Jesus and his ministry. True discipleship is possible only because Jesus demonstrated it as he ushered in the kingdom of
God in this world. To deny that the kingdom has come is to deny the value of the death
of Jesus on the cross.
Suffering and sacrifice are not popular terms. They are the terms that Jesus used to
describe true discipleship. Today’s lesson should not leave the learners with a warm,
fuzzy spiritual feeling. It should give them something to ponder as they leave the class
and contemplate true discipleship.

A Way to Begin
In The Cost of Discipleship, Dietrich Bonhoeffer wrote, “Christianity
without the living Christ is inevitably Christianity without discipleship, and
Christianity without discipleship is always Christianity without Christ” (59).
The fourth chapter of Bonhoeffer’s book deals exclusively with Mark 8:31-38.
In that chapter, Bonhoeffer argues that true discipleship must be connected to the life of Christ
and the example he gave. To this end, the life of Jesus was a life of suffering. Therefore, the
call to follow Jesus as disciples is a call to experience the same type of suffering that Christ
encountered. It is not suffering for the sake of suffering , but suffering for the sake of Christ.

❍ Sacrificial Living

❍ Rugged Individualism

Ask participants if they can think of
situations where people have made
tremendous sacrifices in order to serve
God. List as many responses as possible
on the board. Note not just individuals
but categories of people. For example:
missionaries, those who have given homes
to foster children, those who have lived as
parents in group homes, or those who
have made tremendous sacrifices in order
to care for special needs children.
Encourage the group to think of law
enforcement officers, military personnel,
social workers, and others who do great
service to society without much notice.

Comment that the rugged individualism
and the focus on self-fulfillment in
America make it difficult to embrace
Christ-like sacrifice for others. Discuss
how the church has contributed both to
the focus on self and, alternatively, to
living sacrificially for others in the way of
Christ.
Dietrich Bonhoeffer wrote, “When
Christ calls a man, he bids him come and
die.” (89). For many, this has meant a
physical death. For many others, however,
it has meant dying to self in order to live
for others.

Questions
Question
➤ What inspires people to make heroic
sacrifices for a noble cause?

➤ How can we “die to self ” in order to live
for others?
➤ What risks might we take to fulfill that
call of serving others before ourselves?
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A Way to Explore Scripture
Mark 8 is the hinge of Mark’s Gospel. Once Peter confesses Jesus as the Messiah,
everything changes. From that point forward, Jesus is more explicit about the
kingdom of God and his coming death and resurrection. Instead of telling his
followers to be silent about his identity, now Jesus reveals his identity to the disciples. Part of
the revelation Jesus shares is the direction his ministry will take.

❍ What Kind of Messiah?
Enlist a class member to read Mark
8:34–9:1. Then read the following
paragraph:
They watched him heal a man with an
unclean spirit and then heal a leper.
He calmed a storm and fed a multitude. His teaching about the kingdom
of God gave hope to everyone. He
healed a man who was physically
blind and gave sight to those who
were spiritually blind. His disciples
were amazed and perplexed, yet
excited by what they saw. Eventually,
they recognized him as the Messiah.
Nevertheless, their hopes for an
earthly kingdom were dashed when he
began to speak about his suffering
and death. Then he challenged them
to give their lives away in service to
others despite the suffering that
would come with it. In fact, he
demanded such service as a condition
of true discipleship. They wondered,
“If we follow him, where will he lead?”

The idea of a coming Messiah from
the line of David conjured up ideas of a
powerful king who would establish an
earthly rule in Jerusalem and free the Jews
from Roman rule. Jesus, however,
embraced the concept of a suffering
Messiah who would bring spiritual
healing to those to whom he ministered,
especially to those who were considered
poor and outcast.
It may have been that those in
Jerusalem felt that political oppression
was the most serious issue of the day.
Jesus felt otherwise. He chose to focus on
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spiritual issues and the true meaning of
the kingdom of God.
Is Christianity in a similar situation
today?

❍ Keys for Discipleship
Distribute copies of the
resource page “Keys for
Discipleship” (page 30). On
it are the following words
and phrases: deny yourself, take up your
cross, follow me, lose your life, for the
sake of the gospel. Ask the learners these
questions:

Questions
➤ Are we in a position to understand and
accept these teachings as the model for
true discipleship?
➤ What will it take for believers to make
this teaching of Jesus the model for
discipleship?
➤ Does your life reflect adherence to this
teaching?
➤ Is this the model of discipleship
currently taught in our church?
➤ Do our children have this understanding of discipleship?

A Way to End
How are we to take up the cross daily? Unless believers are nurtured in a way that
raises this important question, it will be difficult for them to see the need for
daily sacrificial living.
Churches have always struggled to develop disciples who fully understand the teachings of
Jesus. The church has viewed discipleship as something that takes place in a classroom with a
book and a teacher. Jesus taught about discipleship using words, but he also taught discipleship through his actions.

❍ A New Model of Discipleship

❍ Training in Discipleship

Enlist the learners to envision a new
model of discipleship. If your church were
to start again from scratch to create a
program for training believers to be faithful disciples, what would such a program
look like?

Ask the following questions:

Questions
➤ What would be the goals of a new
model of discipleship? What would be
the measurable results in the lives of
believers?
➤ What types of components would it
include? Classroom learning? Handson ministry experience? Other
elements?
➤ How would it be implemented?
➤ Would you be willing to be involved in
such an endeavor?
➤ How important is it for believers to
embrace discipleship as taught by
Jesus?

Questions
➤ Do you feel that you properly understood what it means to be a disciple
when you accepted Christ?
➤ Did the church that you attended
provide you with the opportunity for
discipleship training? If so, did that
training have an action component that
took place outside the church?
➤ Does our church have an understanding of discipleship that is in harmony
with Mark 8:34–9:1?

Resources
Dietrich Bonhoeffer, The Cost of Discipleship, trans. R. H.
Fuller (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1995).
Morna D. Hooker, Jesus and the Servant (London: SPCK,
1959)
Lamar Williamson, Jr., “Mark,” Interpretation (Louisville:
John Knox, 1983).
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WHAT WOULD JESUS SAY
ABOUT EVANGELISM?
John 4:31-38

Bible Background
Jews and Samaritans
The story of Jesus and the
Samaritan woman is unique to
the Gospel of John. This powerful
story is well known to most Christians. It
is important, however, to lay the foundation for the lesson by addressing the
whole story from John 4 before exploring
the focal passage.
From the fall of the Northern
Kingdom in 721 BC, most Jews did not
consider Samaria a desirable area. The
Assyrians had populated the area and
created mixed marriages between
Assyrians and Israelites. The Jews in
Jerusalem considered these Samaritans to
be half-breeds, and the division became
even sharper in the fifth century BC when
the temple was being reconstructed
during the ministry of Ezra. The Samaritans were not allowed to participate in
this rebuilding project. Instead, they built
their own shrine on Mount Gerizim. This
event caused sharp division between Jews
and Samaritans. The Jews in the south
would not stand for a separate place of
worship beyond the temple in Jerusalem.
In John 4, Jesus meets a woman at a
well in the village of Sychar and begins a
conversation. A discussion about water
turns into a discussion about living water.
That Jesus would have a conversation
with a Samaritan was challenging enough
for the disciples to comprehend. That it

was a Samaritan woman added to the difficulty. Her many marriages—and implied
moral flaws—compounded the situation
even more.
When this woman acknowledges the
coming of a future Messiah, Jesus
responds with the declaration, “I am he,
the one who is speaking to you” ( Jn 4:26).
In John’s Gospel, the disciples are aware
of Jesus’ identity from the beginning.
Unlike the Gospel of Mark, where Peter
identifies Jesus as the Messiah relatively
late in the story (Mk 8), John’s Gospel
depicts the disciples acknowledging Jesus’
divine origin and calling in the first
chapter (1:29, 36, 41, 45, 49). They still
have problems coming to terms with what
his messiahship means, however. The
disciples are disturbed that Jesus takes
time to go to Samaria and make his identity known in that despised place.

A Mixture of Metaphors
Today’s passage picks up the story with
the return of the disciples, who had been
looking for food while Jesus was speaking
to the woman at the well. Knowing he
must be hungry, they encourage him to
eat. Jesus’ claim, “I have food to eat of
which you do not know about” (v. 32),
leads the puzzled disciples to ask where
he obtained this food. Jesus answers, “My
food is to do the will of him who sent me,
and to accomplish his work” (v. 34). With
Nicodemus ( Jn 3), the metaphor is birth.
For the woman at the well, the logical

metaphor is water. Now, Jesus adds a
third word picture. He takes the opportunity to turn the discussion of food
into a spiritual lesson for the disciples.
For Jesus, the situation that
presented itself at the well was more
important than anything else—even the
desire to eat. Jesus recognized the unique
opportunity at the well and took full
advantage of sharing the good news of
God with the woman. That Jesus crossed
geographical, ethnic, and gender boundaries in this one conversation challenged
the disciples in the way they thought
about others.
Jesus next used yet another
metaphor—harvesting crops—to remind
the disciples that spiritually speaking, it
is always harvest time. There is always
someone ready to explore spiritual
matters with us because of previous
conversations they’ve had with others.
It is impossible to guess what knowledge
this woman had concerning the Messiah.
In John 4:25, she acknowledges that the
Messiah is coming. This was the perfect
time for Jesus to share with her his true
identity.

Workers Together
Jesus repeats a familiar saying, “One sows
and another reaps” (v. 37), to remind the
disciples that their mission is not new.
Others have prepared the way, and the
harvest they reap will come as a result of
the labor of others. The individualistic
pursuit of spirituality has separated many
Christians from the larger community of
faith. At times, individual churches
operate as if their congregation is the only
one doing the work of the kingdom.
Even Jesus acknowledged that this
woman had a spiritual background before
he arrived on the scene. He was aware of
the history of this woman’s faith journey
and chose to build on it. At one point in
the dialogue, the woman attempts to turn
the conversation into a debate over the
most authentic site for worship (v. 20).
Jesus refuses to debate the issue; instead,

Introduction: The full story of the woman
at the well is lengthy. It is important to
introduce the story to your class, then
center on the focal passage. You may want
to stress the patience and gentleness of
Jesus as he spoke to this woman in what
most Jews would consider a hostile environment. Note that Jesus used the
metaphor of food, the most important
issue for the disciples at that moment, to
illustrate a more important point concerning evangelism. Jesus’ ability to adapt to
the situation reminds us that scripted
evangelistic presentations are not effective
if they fail to meet people where they are.
I. The Importance of Evangelism
(Jn 4:31-34)
A. The Metaphor of Food (vv. 31-32)
B. The Misunderstanding of the
Metaphor (vv. 33)
C. The True Meaning of the Metaphor
(vv. 34)
II. The Immediacy of Evangelism
(Jn 4:35-38)
A. The Harvest Is Ready (vv. 35-36)
B. The Importance of Sowing and
Reaping (vv. 36-37)
C. The Reality of Those who Reap the
Harvest (v. 38)

he refocuses the conversation on matters
of greater importance (vv. 21-24).
Although verse 39 is not within our
focal passage, it is an important verse for
the discussion of evangelism. John indicates that many Samaritans believed in
Jesus because of the woman’s testimony.
Jesus’ approach to the woman made a
difference in the lives of others as well.
Instead of condemning her for her
lifestyle or berating her because of her
worship on Mount Gerizim, Jesus chose
to relate to her where she was. Through
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his conversation, he gently moved her toward a new understanding of spiritual matters.
Because he chose to reconcile instead of react negatively, the kingdom of God was
increased.
What would Jesus say about evangelism? From his actions, Jesus made it clear that
evangelism is about God and not so much about us. When we attempt to minister to
others out of selfish desires, our attempts will be futile. Evangelism is helping others
reconcile with God. Often we attempt to insert our personal agendas into our evangelistic efforts. This usually results in great harm to others—and to the kingdom of God.
The conversation with the woman at the well illustrates two important aspects of evangelism: relating to people where they are and keeping the focus on spiritual matters.

A Way to Begin
Evangelism has negative connotations in many Christian circles. The term
evokes images of preachers who yell about repentance, or revivalists who give
hour-long invitations until everyone walks down the aisle and makes some kind
of commitment. When I was a seminary student, the evangelism class was one of the least
favorite courses, not because students hated the topic, but because it is difficult to divorce
evangelism from its often negative reputation.
Evangelism means “good news.” It is connected to theology, Bible study, counseling ,
Christian education, music, social work—everything the church says and does. We feed the
poor because we want others to experience the good news of Jesus. We worship God because of
the good news that God has given us in Christ and in creation.

❍ Negative and Positive Images of
Evangelism
Distribute copies of the
resource page “Negative and
Positive Images of Evangelism.” (page 31). Ask class
members to complete the worksheets.
Afterward, encourage them to share their
responses if they are willing.
It is possible that someone will share
a conversion story based on an evangelistic rally or service. Be aware that the
attitudes toward evangelism may vary
greatly among the learners. Encourage
them to be sensitive to the various views
and opinions of others.

Questions
➤ What is at the root of our negative
responses toward evangelism? How
much is based on personal experience,
theological concerns, or other factors?
What motivates our positive responses
toward evangelism?
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➤ Who are the two or three people most
responsible for you being a believer in
Jesus? In what sense were these people
“evangelists”?

❍ Words and Deeds
The central question of today’s lesson is
“What Would Jesus Say about Evangelism?” Note that the sayings of Jesus in
John 4:31-38 are based on Jesus’ actions.
The evangelistic nature of Jesus grew out
of a desire to help hurting people during
difficult times. This was certainly the case
with the story of Jesus and the Samaritan
woman. Can anyone think of other episodes where Jesus evangelized in a way
that helped hurting people?

A Way to Explore Scripture
A key topic in the Gospel of John is evangelism, and the word “believe” occurs
almost one hundred times. The community for whom the Gospel was written had
broken its ties with the synagogue and was in the midst of establishing its own identity apart from Judaism. Telling the good news is essential to the continuing vitality of a
Christian community.
John 4 is important in setting the mission and vision of Jesus’ movement. The story of Jesus
and the woman at the well teaches the disciples that everyone is important in the kingdom of
God, and every encounter is an opportunity to share the good news. Without this basic understanding , evangelism will not be “good news” for everyone nor will every encounter with others
be an evangelistic opportunity.

❍ “The Fields Are Ripe for
Harvesting”
Remind the learners of the basic story of
Jesus and the Samaritan woman in John
4:1-30. Be considerate of those who may
not know the story. Then, read John
4:31-38. Ask the following questions:

Questions
➤ The disciples return from finding food
and see Jesus in conversation with a
woman of Samaria. Why are they
astonished? (v. 27)
➤ How does Jesus use the metaphor of
food to teach the disciples about evangelism?
➤ How can Jesus’ metaphor serve as an
example to believers today?
➤ If Jesus considered Samaria a field ripe
for harvest, what neglected fields are
ripe for harvest in our communities?

Question
➤ What will happen if we focus solely on
harvesting and do not place any
emphasis on sowing seeds?

❍ Something to Consider
Evangelism is at its worst when we
present the gospel in a way that says to
others, “You haven’t met Jesus until
you’ve heard about Jesus from me!” In this
story in John 4, the woman responds to
Jesus because she already has some understanding of Messiah. Somewhere in the
past, the seed had been planted. Even
Jesus acknowledged that the fields were
ready to harvest from seeds he did not
plant. We, too, should take a humble
approach when it comes to evangelism.
Evangelism is the good news of God, not
the good news about us.

❍ Sowing and Reaping
Jesus’ teaching about sowing and reaping
illustrates the importance of both tasks.
It also reminds believers of the need to
recognize the efforts of those who have
journeyed before us. Encourage the learners to reflect on the history of their
church, their Christian families, and
those in the wider Christian church who
have sowed seeds that are now producing
a harvest. Ask the following question:
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A Way to End
Evangelism is suffering at the hands of a society of believers who attend church to
have their own needs and desires met. Evangelism also suffers because many
have taken the message of Jesus and presented it as bad news instead of good
news. Evangelism is more than a word: it is an action. As we meet people each day, it is
important to meet them where they are and offer them a relationship with God that will
change the way they live. That is true evangelism, based on the life of Jesus and the way he
ministered to others.

❍ Meeting Needs

❍ Thinking outside the Box

In John 4:8, John says, “His disciples had
gone to the city to buy food.” The concern
of the disciples was for their own needs.
There is a comical aspect to this verse.
Here are the disciples in Samaria, a place
they would have considered ceremonially
unclean, searching for kosher food! On
the other hand, here is Jesus looking for
an opportunity to minister to the needs
of someone else. His comment to the
disciples in John 4:32, “I have food to eat
that you do not know about,” reminds us
that Jesus lived to serve the needs of
others and not his own needs. His pattern
of self-sacrifice is evident throughout the
Gospels. Just as Jesus was patient with
the woman in Samaria, he was also
patient with the disciples, and he is
patient with us.

Encourage the class to tell about ways
people share the gospel that may not be
thought of as traditional “evangelism.” Be
prepared to share a personal story or an
observation you have made concerning a
unique approach to evangelism. Conclude
the lesson with a prayer, focusing on the
need for each believer to be more intentional about his or her efforts to share
Christ with others.

Questions
➤ How do concerns for “ceremonial
uncleanness” hinder our ability to
relate to others who need Jesus?
➤ How do concerns for keeping our
church just the way we like it hinder
our ability to lead others to faith in
Christ?
➤ In what ways might we personally need
Jesus’ patience?
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Resource
Gerald Sloyan, “John,” Interpretation (Atlanta: John Knox,
1988).
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WHAT WOULD JESUS SAY
ABOUT HIMSELF?
John 8:39-59

Bible Background
Introduction
In John 8:31-38, Jesus encourages those who are following
him to embrace the truth he is
teaching them—a truth that will make
them free. John 8:31 addresses Jesus’
words to “the Jews who had believed in
him.” This phrasing is perhaps the
writer’s attempt to make a distinction
between two classes of Jews, those who
accepted Jesus’ message and those who
were trying to kill him (vv. 37, 40). The
use of the term “free” confused these
listeners, since they were not slaves in
their society. Jesus explained that they
were, however, slaves to sin. It was
because of their sins that they were
seeking to kill Jesus.

Descendants of Abraham
John 8:39 addresses the relationship of
Jesus to Abraham. Jesus acknowledges
in verse 37 that those with whom he is
speaking are descendants of Abraham.
In verse 39 they state that Abraham is
their father. Jesus referred to the Jews as
“offspring of Abraham,” emphasizing
that they were biologically related.
According to Jesus, to be a genuine child
of Abraham required more than genetic
relationship, however. It required the
acceptance of God’s Son and the message
he taught. For Jesus, this was not a repudiation of Abraham but actually an

embrace of the promises God made to
and through him.
Genesis 15:6 was a favorite verse for
Paul, who also focused on the faithfulness
of Abraham to God’s commands.
According to Genesis 15:6 Abraham
“believed the LORD, and the LORD reckoned it to him as righteousness.” In
Matthew 12:46-50, Jesus declares, “For
whoever does the will of my father in
heaven is my brother and sister and
mother.” This idea of “fictive kinship,”
that Jesus built relationships not based on
biology but rather on spiritual matters, is
an important issue in the early church.
The heirs of the gospel cannot be traced
like members of a family tree. Instead,
they are those who hear the word of God
and embrace it. From this perspective, the
relationship to Abraham is only beneficial
if his biological descendants respond to
God’s message through the Son. Paul
expresses this idea in greater detail in
Romans 4 and Galatians 3.
According to Jesus, Jews who hear his
message and do not respond to it are not
the true children of Abraham. The point
of contention seems clear: these Jews do
not believe that Jesus descended from
God and they refuse to accept his
message. Instead, Jesus claims they have
embraced the message of the devil, a
message from the one who was a
“murderer from the beginning and does
not stand in the truth” (v. 44). Jesus, on
the other hand, came to give life and to

declare the truth. Jesus’ entire argument
depends on the response of the Jews to
the idea that he has been sent by God as
he states in verse 42. If they acknowledge
this fact, their only response is to listen to
his message and act accordingly. Those
who refuse to accept him as Messiah,
however, are automatically in direct opposition to his teachings. This strong
either-or reflects the context of the
early church when the Gospel of John
was written.

Calling Jesus Names
Jesus’ opponents respond by attacking
him in hopes of discrediting his message.
Instead of assigning to Jesus any heavenly
status, they claimed that he was a Samaritan who had a demon. As we saw in last
week’s lesson, Jews did not think highly of
Samaritans. In fact, their status was
barely above that of a Gentile. To assign
to Jesus the status of a Samaritan was not
only to question his relationship to God
but also to question his earthly Jewish
lineage.
The response of Jesus is intriguing.
He denies that he has a demon, but he
does not deny his relationship to the
Samaritans. Those in Samaria who
believed as a result of his ministry to the
woman at the well in Sychar (ch. 4) have
indeed become his brothers and sisters.
To deny that he is a Samaritan would be
to deny his spiritual relationship with
that particular group of people, something Jesus is not willing to do. Instead,
Jesus claims that he is simply honoring
and seeking the glory of the Father. When
Jesus states that those who keep his word
will never see death (v. 51), the Jews are
convinced he has a demon. After all, they
argue, if Abraham died and the prophets
died, who is Jesus to claim he can offer
life beyond death? The woman at the well
asked Jesus whether he was greater than
Jacob. Now this group of Jews asks if
Jesus is greater than Abraham and the
prophets (v. 53). For those who have
accepted Jesus’ message, the answer is a
resounding “Yes!”
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Conclusion
Jesus claimed that he knew God and was
doing God’s will. This claim is important
for Jesus because of the direction his
ministry would take. It was not an
attempt to dodge questions about his
identity; rather, it was a claim to know

Introduction: In this passage (and in much
of John), the term “the Jews” does not refer
to all Jews but specifically to those who are
in opposition to Jesus. In the early church,
there was a need to draw a sharp distinction between Judaism and the emerging
Christian movement. John certainly draws
this distinction, especially in this passage.
One should also note that the relationship
of Jesus to the Father is that of obedience.
The Jews do not accept the divine origin of
Jesus’ words and thus put themselves not
only at odds with Jesus but also with the
Father.
I. The Issue of Abraham (8:39-41)
A. The Claim of the Jews (v. 39)
B. The Response of Jesus (vv. 39-41)
C. The Counterresponse of the Jews
(v. 41)
D. The Retort of Jesus (vv. 42-47)
1. Jesus’ relationship with the
Father (vv. 42-43)
2. Jesus’ accusation toward the
Jews (vv. 44-45)
3. Jesus’ relationship with the Jews
(vv. 46-47)
II. The Identity of Jesus (8:48-59)
A. The Accusation of the Jews (v. 48)
B. The Response of the Jews (vv. 49-51)
C. The Counterresponse of the Jews
(vv. 52-53)
D. The Retort of Jesus (vv. 54-56)
E. The Final Question of the Jews
(v. 57)
F. The Final Response of Jesus (v. 58)
G. The Resulting Response of the Jews
(v. 59)

and live in accordance with God’s will. It is the same claim most of his opponents would
make for their own lives.
The claim that Abraham “rejoiced that he would see my day; he saw it and was glad”
(v. 56) puzzled the Jews. They responded by pointing out Jesus’ relative youth. There was
no way he had seen Abraham, who lived centuries before. When Jesus claimed, “Before
Abraham was, I am,” his opponents must have recalled the words of God to Moses as
recorded in Exodus 3:14. Jesus’ statement may be a claim of equality with God; it is at
least a claim of unity with God. At any rate, those who heard this statement thought it
was blasphemous and sought to stone him. Jesus made a strong claim that he was
following the divine will for his life and that those who listened to God would listen to
him. To oppose the message of Jesus, then, would be to oppose the will of God.

A Way to Begin
By speaking of his relationship to the Father, Jesus answers the question of
what he would say about himself. In today’s text, Jesus has to defend himself
against sharp accusations. He also makes accusations of his own toward those
who challenge him. He speaks these words in order to define himself and his
relationship to God.

❍ The Great Debate

❍ Truth

Observe that the conversation between
Jesus and his detractors must have drawn
a crowd. Each party leveled sharp accusations. It is not hard to imagine the crowd
as they listened to the dialogue, thinking
about the arguments each side made and
trying to decide who was telling the truth.
Ask class members to compare and
contrast the exchange in John 8:39-59
with a political debate. If you wish, you
could have one person read Jesus’ words
and another person read the Jews’ words
to demonstrate the back-and-forth nature
of the argument. Note that in a political
debate, each candidate is convinced that
he or she is correct. Accusations are made
and rebutted. At times it can be confusing
to those who are watching the debate,
especially when accusations fly without
any clear resolution as to who is right and
who is wrong.

The word “truth” is tossed around in our
society much like a baseball. The only
difference is that most of us know what a
baseball looks like! It is hard to find
anyone who would disagree about what
constitutes a baseball and what does not.
Truth, however, can be a slippery concept
that is usually defined by the person using
the term. In today’s lesson, both Jesus
and the Jews are convinced that they hold
to the truth.

Questions
➤ How open are you to accepting challenges to the basic truths you hold to
be certain?
➤ How well do you know the words that
Jesus spoke concerning himself ?
➤ Is it more important to listen to what
others say about Jesus or to read what
Jesus said about himself ? Why?
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A Way to Explore Scripture
Arguments and disagreements are a part of life. Sometimes the arguments
are light-hearted when we debate over our favorite sports teams. At other times,
however, the disagreements are more serious, especially when they involve religious
or political beliefs. Today’s lesson involves a dialogue between Jesus and a group of Jews over
the nature of a proper relationship with God. As one may imagine, the words exchanged are
sharp and divisive. The disagreement ends with the group’s attempt to throw stones at Jesus.

❍ Slave or Free?

❍ “Your Father the Devil”

Read John 8:39-59. This passage may be
difficult for many of the learners. Jesus’
words are more about judgment than
salvation, and their tone is harsh and
accusatory. It is impossible to know all
the circumstances surrounding the
setting of these words.
When Jesus speaks of the ability of the
truth to make one free, the Jews appeal to
their relationship and claim that as
descendants of Abraham they have never
been slaves to anyone. How quickly they
forgot about their enslavement in Egypt
and again hundreds of years later in
Babylon!
Jesus challenges his opponents’ relationship to Abraham. True children of
Abraham would not be trying to kill
Jesus! The biological relationship between
them and Abraham has not translated
into a spiritual relationship as evidenced
by the way they have treated Jesus.

At no point does John precisely state the
truth Jesus has taught the Jews. Since
John 7, opposition to Jesus has built, even
among those who see and believe. Now,
Jesus questions the Jews’ ancestry, charging that they have the devil as their father,
not Abraham. They do not believe that
God has sent Jesus, nor do they believe
that his message is from God. The reason
they do not recognize the divine origin of
his words is because they are not properly
related to God.

❍ Abraham’s Faith and Example
Read Genesis 15:1-6 and ask the following
questions.

Questions
➤ What is important about the response
of Abraham to God?
➤ Is the challenge directed toward these
Jews, who are confronted with the
teachings of Jesus, similar to that
directed toward Abraham?
➤ What is the key element missing in the
response of the Jews to Jesus?
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Questions
➤ What does Jesus seek to accomplish by
calling his opponents children of the
devil?
➤ Is it possible that these words are for
the benefit of the crowd? How so?
➤ Have Jesus’ opponents passed beyond
the point of being able to recognize his
true identity?
➤ How do these words challenge us to
think about the truth of Jesus today?

A Way to End
John’s Gospel presents Jesus as one who stood up for the truth of his message.
He was willing to go to the cross for what he believed. Even in the face of great
opposition, Jesus continued to preach his message of love and forgiveness. At
times, Jesus confronted those who refused to see and believe, unwilling to back away from his
claims or to allow his followers to doubt his commitment to the truth of God.

❍ Harsh Words

❍ Truth Claims of Jesus

How are we to understand the animosity
we find not only in the charges against
Jesus but in the way he answers them? In
a world of religious diversity, believers
may find it difficult to embrace the exclusive truth claims of Jesus. Suggest the
following important points:

Distribute copies of the
resource page “Truth Claims
of Jesus” (page 32). Allow
time for class members to
read and reflect on the quotations
provided. Then ask the following
questions:

➤ It is possible to defend the truth while
respecting the beliefs of others.
➤ In this instance, it was appropriate for
Jesus to speak these harsh, challenging
words; this does not mean we are right
to issue similar verbal attacks.

Questions
➤ Do you know people who take offense
at some of these claims?
➤ Which of these claims is most meaningful to you right now? Why?

Resources

❍ Faithful unto Death
As we move toward the celebration of
Holy Week, we must remember that the
path Jesus took was not easy. Many would
have interpreted the cross as a sign of
Jesus’ defeat. Jesus, however, interpreted
the cross as a sign of victory. He remained
faithful to his calling from God even unto
death. For Jesus, victory meant holding to
the truths he taught others.
Challenge class members to find ways
during Holy Week that they can embrace
the teachings of this unit—teachings
about the Bible, poverty, discipleship,
evangelism, and the truth concerning
Jesus.

George Beasley-Murray, “John, “ Word Biblical Commentary,
2nd ed. (Nashville: Nelson, 1999)
Gerald Sloyan, “John,” Interpretation (Atlanta: John Knox,
1988).
Marianne Meye Thompson, The Humanity of Jesus in the
Fourth Gospel (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1988).
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READING WITH
UNDERSTANDING
The following resources are helpful guides to reading the Bible intelligently:

Gordon D. Fee, and Douglas K. Stuart, How to Read the Bible for All It’s Worth
(Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2003).
John H. Hayes and Carl R. Holladay, Biblical Exegesis: A Beginner’s Handbook
(Atlanta: John Knox, 1987).
Ted Leach, How Does the Bible Shape My Faith? A
Study of Biblical Interpretation and Faith Development
(Nashville: Abingdon, 2006).
Michael D. McGehee, The Bible Doesn’t Have to
Be Hard to Read (Macon GA: Smyth &
Helwys, 2001).
Robert K. Stein, A Basic Guide to
Interpreting the Bible (Grand Rapids:
Baker, 1994).
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HELP FOR THE POOR
What are the top five organizations that help the poor in our community?
1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

Page 29

KEYS FOR DISCIPLESHIP
What do the following phrases mean to you?
• Deny self

• Take up the cross

• Follow Jesus

• Lose one’s life for the sake of the gospel

Consider the following quotations:
When Christ calls a man, he bids him come and die.
—Dietrich Bonhoeffer
We’re asking people to convert to church culture, and Jesus may or may not be
in the membership kit. There’s no correlation between time in the pew
and…discipleship.
—Reggie McNeal
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NEGATIVE AND POSITIVE IMAGES
OF EVANGELISM
Negative Images of Evangelism

Positive Images of Evangelism

1.

1.

2.

2.

3.

3.

4.

4.

5.

5.
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TRUTH CLAIMS OF JESUS
I told you the truth that I heard from God.
John 8:40
I came from God and now I am here.
John 8:42
Because I tell the truth, you do not believe me.
John 8:45
Whoever is from God hears
the words of God.
John 8:47
Whoever keeps my words
will never see death.
John 8:51
It is my Father who glorifies
me.
John 8:54
Before Abraham was, I am.
John 8:58
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