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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 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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Lesson

Bible Background
In John’s Gospel, the anointing
of Jesus by Mary of Bethany is
the first event of the Passion
story and sets the somber tone
for the week ahead. This session combines
this anointing story with Jesus’ entry into
Jerusalem, an event that the Fourth
Evangelist records as happening on “the
next day.”
The anointing, occurring six days
before Passover, a Saturday, actually
occurred five days before Jesus’ death
since, in John, Jesus dies on the day of
preparation, when the Passover lambs are
slain (19:31). Jesus foreshadowed his
death by linking the anointing with his
approaching demise, saying that the ointment had been purchased for his burial.
Literary echoes of Jesus’ death and
resurrection haunt this anointing story.
The location is Bethany, where Jesus had
earlier raised Lazarus from the dead
(11:1-44) and, according to John’s Gospel,
caused the religious leaders to make the
first intimations of killing Jesus
(11:45-54): “Jesus’ return to Bethany, the
place from which he had retreated in
response to this death sentence (11:54)
also suggests movement toward his hour”
(O’Day, 701).
All four Gospels have anointing
stories, but John connects his more
closely with the impending death. John’s
Gospel also has an anointing of Jesus’
body before burial—the only Gospel to
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have such a story. Mark and Matthew’s
stories tell of an unnamed woman who
anoints Jesus’ head with expensive ointment only to have a controversy erupt
about how the money should have been
spent (Mk 14:3-9; Mt 26:6-13). Luke’s
anointing story has a woman who washes
Jesus’ feet with her tears, dries them with
her hair, and then anoints his feet
(Lk 7:36-50). John’s story seems to draw
from both of these traditions. Mary has
expensive ointment but anoints Jesus’ feet
instead of his head, then dries the ointment with her hair.
At ancient banquets, it was common
for the guest’s feet to be washed. It was
also common custom to provide
perfumes to anoint the head. But to
anoint the feet and wipe them off with
one’s hair was highly unusual. Some
scholars have therefore seen this passage
as symbolic, a literary device used by John
to foreshadow the foot washing at the
Last Supper (13:6-10).
Jesus’ second statement about the
poor has often been misconstrued as a
rather callous comment. A cross-reference
to Deuteronomy 15:11, the commandment to care for the poor, may shed some
light on his intention as well as an examination of the Greek word used to describe
Judas. Judas is labeled a thief, “kleptes,”
the same word used to describe the one
who threatens the flock in John 10:1, 8,
and 10. The expression “not because he
cared about the poor” echoes the description of the hired hand’s lack of care for

the sheep (10:13). So the contrast
between Mary as a faithful disciple and
Judas as an unfaithful one is definitely
present in this brief account. Verses
12:9-11 link the two main stories and
reiterate the link between Jesus’ raising
of Lazarus and the threats made toward
Jesus’ life.
Gail O’Day has noted, “John alone
among the Gospels specifies the day of
the week of Jesus’ entry, and the church
has followed this chronology in its liturgical celebration of Palm Sunday” (707).
This triumphal entry is recorded in all
four Gospels but has significant differences in John. No preparations are made
to secure the colt in John, and the people
do not spread the leafy branches as they
do in the other Gospels. We assume that
they wave the branches to herald Jesus’
coming. This assumption is made
because it was a common practice to
wave the lulah, a palm branch, during
specific Jewish celebrations and as a
symbol of a victory after war: “When
Simon Maccabeus gained political
freedom for the Jews in 142 B.C., he
entered the city of Jerusalem ‘with praise
and palm branches’ (1 Macc. 13:51)”
(Smith, 177-78).
Jesus, encountering what appear
to be militaristic, nationalistic, and
messianic expectations, counters them
by riding an animal associated with
humility and peace: “A colt was ridden
by a monarch when he came on an errand
of peace; a horse was used in time of war
(1 Kings 4:26; Isa 31:1-3). Jesus entering
Jerusalem on a donkey, then is an act of
prophetic symbolism designed to counteract the crowds’ nationalism” (Talbert,
185).
Finally, “The antihero rides into
Jerusalem on the back of a donkey. The
Gospel writers…could see in hindsight
that Jesus’ reign would be instituted in a
totally unexpected way, through his ignominious death. That he is a king of
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Introduction: More than any of the
Synoptic Gospels, the Gospel of John is a
reflection on the life of Jesus from a postEaster perspective. That unique quality
invites the reader to search deeply for
meanings in each of the events of Jesus’
story.
I. Jesus’ Arrival in Bethany (12:1-11)
A. Coming back to the place where he
raised his friend from the dead (vv. 1-2)
B. Having his feet anointed (v. 3)
C. Hearing his disciple dissent (vv. 4-5)
D. Questioning Judas’s motive (v. 6)
E. Foreshadowing his own death (vv. 7-8)
F. Plots surfacing to kill him and his
resurrected friend (vv. 9-11)
II. Jesus’ Arrival in Jerusalem (12:12-16)
A. People flocking to welcome him (v. 12)
B. Who do they think he is? (v. 13)
C. Who does he think he is? (vv. 14-15)
D. How will they remember him? (v. 16)

uncommon means is clear in all the
Gospel accounts, but John heightens this
perception by placing the anointing of
Jesus by Mary of Bethany directly before
his entry into Jerusalem.… Anointing here
is both for burial and to designate
royalty” (Wright, 77-78).

A Way to Begin
Two distinct events—an anointing and an official entry into Jerusalem—are the
focus of this session. In both, Jesus confounds the expectations of people involved
in the stories and makes us wonder if we truly know what Jesus would do today.
The contrast between two characters, Mary of Bethany and Judas Iscariot, in the first half of the
passage provides a dramatic contrast between faithful discipleship and self-serving behaviors.
Discussion helps explore each of these individuals’ expectations of Jesus and sets the groundwork for
the Palm Sunday entrance. When the scene shifts to Jerusalem, the expectations of the crowd are
most evident as well as Jesus’ refusal to be who they expect him to be. These stories can set the
stage for a deeper exploration of our own expectations of the Christ. The challenge is to see Jesus in
a new light, knowing that we, like the disciples in verse 16, now have the chance to reflect upon the
life, death, and resurrection of Jesus. Had we been disciples then, we might not have fully understood these events. But remembering them is essential if we are to gain understanding and be
disciples now.

❍ Focus on the Expectations

Form your class into two groups. Have
one group read the anointing passage
(vv. 1-8) and the other read the entry into
Jerusalem (vv. 12-16). Invite each group to
focus on what they think various people
in the Scriptures are expecting of Jesus.
After discussion, have someone read
the entire passage aloud. First, invite
participants to focus on how Jesus may be
responding to people’s expectations of
him. Does he attempt to meet anyone’s
expectations? Does Jesus openly refute or
challenge anyone’s expectations of him?
Link the two stories, noting the time
frame. The anointing story is set in
Bethany, and the Palm Sunday entrance is
in Jerusalem. Bethany is where Jesus had
earlier raised Lazarus from the dead and
Jesus’ own death sentence was first
imposed (11:47, 53-54, 57). In fact, verses
9-11 in this session reiterate the link
between the raising of Lazarus and the
threat to Jesus’ life.

Questions

➤ How do the settings of each of the
stories play a role in John’s story?
➤ Does Jesus’ return to Bethany on his
way toward Jerusalem provide any clues
as to Jesus’ expectations of the coming
week?

❍ Jeopardy Based on John

Because different Gospels tell this sesson’s
stories in different ways, it may be important for your class to focus on this lesson’s
text and not on information gained from
a previous source. A quick version of
“Jeopardy Based on John” can help learners discover the differences. The correct
answers in the form of a question are
supplied in parentheses. Teachers can feel
free to add to the list below.
• He was the official treasurer among the
disciples. (Who is Judas?)
• Of Mary Magdalene, Mary the mother of
Jesus, or Mary the sister of Lazarus, she’s
the woman who appears in this lesson’s
passage. (Who is Mary sister of Lazarus?)
• John 11:53 reads, “So from that day on
they plotted to take his life,” referring to
this incident at Bethany. (What is the
raising of Lazarus?)
• According to Jesus, the perfume was
purchased for this day. (What is the “day
of my burial”?)
• The feast that draws the crowd is a celebration of this Jewish holiday. (What is
Passover?)
• We call the day Palm Sunday. Excluding
John, list the Gospels that mention the
day of the week or the kinds of branches
used. (What is none? John is the only
Gospel to supply these details.)

Teaching Guide

5

A Way to Explore Scripture
The Synoptic Gospels each record only one Passover during the ministry of Jesus. In
his book The Gospel According to John, Larry Kreitzer points out the main reason
we traditionally describe Jesus’ ministry as lasting for three years is because John
mentions three Passover celebrations. Kreitzer then asks some provocative questions about these
three mentions: “What if they were parallel descriptions of events connected with a single Passover
celebration? What if they were intended by John to be three windows of perception into the same
single highly significant Passover celebration which comes in Passion week?” (Kreitzer, 2). These
questions are posed only to illuminate the difficulty of exploring Scripture in too wooden a way. The
central point in this lesson’s story is that Jesus surprises people with unexpected words and
actions and consequently should make us wonder if we truly know what Jesus would do here and
now. By exploring the expectations of people within the pages of Scripture, learners can discover
this point for application in their own lives.

❍ The Fly in the Ointment

Have you ever given a gift only to have its
usefulness or cost questioned by the recipient or by someone else in the room? Have
you ever left the price tag on a gift, inadvertently giving the receiver permission to
lecture you on the fact that you paid too
much or perhaps too little? How did or
would those scenarios make you feel?
There are significant differences in the
anointing stories that appear in all four
Gospels. The Bible Background summarizes these stories and provides the
Scripture references for those who wish to
make further comparisons. However, a
thread that seems to link each of these
stories is the controversy that erupts over
the gift or the giver.
John alone singles out Judas as the
one disciple who questions the appropriateness of the gift’s price tag. In verse 6,
he impugns Judas’s concerns with an
editorial comment, which provides the
impure motivation for the remark.

Questions

➤ Could there have been a “right price” to
pay for the perfume?
➤ If it is, as they say, “the thought that
counts,” what was Mary thinking?
➤ Of Judas and Jesus, whose remark
about the poor seems to be in poor
taste?
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❍ The Entrance Exam

In verse 14, John clearly
Jesus’ entrance
Resource
Resource states that
fulfills Scripture. He
quotes a prophetic
passage about the coming of the King of
Israel. Yet John takes some liberties in
quoting this passage.
Write the passages (Zech 9:9; Jn 12:15)
on a board or use the texts printed on the
Resource Kit page for this session.
Invite students to compare the two
Scriptures. Concentrate on the concepts
rather than the actual wording since
slight variations exist. In the John reference, circle concepts that are the same in
both passages. In the Zechariah reference,
mark through or completely erase the
concepts that John omits.

KIT

Questions

KIT

➤ What words are left in Zechariah 9:9?
➤ What are the words or concepts John
has added?
➤ Would Zechariah’s words more closely
resemble the people’s expectations of a
king?
➤ Does John’s additional wording appear
elsewhere in Scripture?
➤ How do John’s additions and omissions
help clarify Jesus’ role?

A Way to End
As you conclude, help your learners not lose sight of the fact that we are merely continuing the Lenten journey. In the events we have discussed, we have focused on
expectations because there is still much to be experienced on the road toward Easter.
Understanding that others’ expectations of Jesus did not always correspond with the Christ
who actually came and lived among us is an instructive way of underscoring the fact that our
own expectations are often unrealistic, if not misguided. In Alice Walker’s book The Color
Purple, the worldly woman Shug Avery instructs Celie about the nature of God: “She say, Celie,
tell the truth, have you ever found God in church? I never did. I just found a bunch of folks hoping
for him to show. Any God I ever felt in church I brought in with me. And I think all the other folks
did too. They come to church to share God, not find God” (167). When others share, we do find.
So, in closing, invite participants to share what they may have learned about Jesus from this session
and to reflect upon what they hope yet to find.

❍ Getting in Touch with Your Own
Expectations
Have the class examine
Resource
Resource the words
of a hymn like
Charles Wesley’s “Come
Thou Long-Expected
Jesus.” A copy of the lyrics is provided in
your Resource Kit. Borrowing a page from
John’s rewriting of Zechariah, ask participants to decide which verses, words, or
phrases most resonate with their own
expectations.

KIT

Questions

KIT

➤ If you were to rewrite the hymn, which
words would you emphasize?
➤ Which words or phrases might you
delete? Why?
➤ How would you rank these verses in
order of importance to your own
personal growth?

❍ Examining Expectations

Have students write themselves a letter to
open on Easter Sunday. Ask them to
examine their own expectations of Jesus.
Do they want him to answer specific
prayers? Do they need help coping with a
particularly difficult relationship or work
situation? Do they want to gain more
knowledge of his life and ministry? Or is
there a desire for a more emotional or
personal relationship with Christ?
If this assignment is to be completed
in class, allow plenty of time for students
to reflect. Envelopes and even stamps
could be provided if you so choose. Offer
to take the sealed responses and mail
them, making sure to allow for the letters’
arrival before Easter morning.
If people wish to take their letters
home to complete at a later time, make
sure they understand this is perfectly
acceptable. Your goal is to allow people
time to reflect on what, for some, will be a
very difficult question.

Teaching Guide
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Bible Background
Verse 4 in this lesson’s passage
presents Jesus as “knowing
everything that was to happen
to him,” summing up a view of
Jesus that marks the entire Gospel of
John. Unlike the Synoptic Gospels—
Matthew, Mark, and Luke—which portray
Jesus as struggling and suffering, Jesus
seems to have complete control over the
events in John.
Verse 2 identifies Judas as the one
who betrayed Jesus, but in truth, his role
seems minor in this Gospel. This Gospel
does not include the betrayal kiss.
Instead, Jesus is the major player, taking
charge in the garden scene and virtually
directing the remainder of the chapter.
In the chapters preceding this lesson’s
text, the writer slows the pace of the story,
allowing Jesus to interpret his death to
his disciples before it occurs (chs. 13–17).
Beginning in 18:1, the pace accelerates,
and there is no pause for explanation.
To call this story a “passion narrative
or story” may actually be a misnomer
according to some scholars: “ ‘Passion’
refers to Jesus’ suffering, and in the
Fourth Gospel, Jesus is not presented as
the one who suffers. Rather, as the Fourth
Evangelist has repeatedly underscored in
the Gospel, Jesus’ death is the hour of his
exaltation (3:13-14; 8:28; 12:32) and glorification (12:23; 13:31-32; 17:1). Jesus goes
to his death willingly (10:17-18; 15:13),
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not as the suffering victim, but as the one
in control” (O’Day, 799).
Each of the people Jesus encounters—
soldiers, Annas, Caiaphas, Pilate—seems
to exert no real power. Jesus has a ready
answer for each of them and calmly
proceeds toward his own execution:
“Whereas the Jesus of Mark/Matthew is
mocked on the cross, and the Jesus of
Luke is forgiving, the Jesus of John is
triumphant” (Brown, The Death of the
Messiah, 34).
Jesus sets the tone for this story
earlier in the Gospel when he asserts, “I
lay down my life…no one has taken it
away from me; rather I lay it down of my
own accord” ( Jn 10:17-18). Compare the
cup imagery in Mark 14:36 to that found
in John 18:11. There is no asking God to
take away the events of Holy Week. There
is a rushing embrace of them.
Difficult passages present themselves
in chapter 18. The soldiers falling down
prostrate before Jesus in the garden (v. 6)
may seem melodramatic to modern
readers. One has to discern that John
intends Jesus’ “I am he” as a phrase associated with God’s name. It sounds to our
ears like a casual, innocuous introduction, but to the phalanx of soldiers, it
sounded like the very name God first gave
Moses in Exodus 3:13-14.
To prostrate oneself before that name
was an expected response. In Daniel 2:46,
Nebuchadnezzar prostrates himself
before Daniel in homage to the God of

Daniel, who interpreted the king’s
dream. Biblical scholar Raymond
Brown points to a story concerning
Moses that might also have been in
circulation among the early gospel
hearers. Attributed to Artapanus, a firstcentury BC Jewish writer, Pharaoh was
said to have fallen speechless to the
ground whenever Moses uttered the
divine name (Brown, The Gospel According
to John, 818).
When John’s Gospel shifts to the trial
of Jesus, readers are subtly challenged to
stand alongside Jesus and respond to his
accusers. “Ask those who heard what I
said to them; they know what I said,”
Jesus told his first interrogator (v. 21).
An inside/outside interweaving then
takes place on at least two levels. Jesus’
interrogation before the high priest is
interwoven with the story of Peter’s
denial in the courtyard. While a similar
interweaving occurs in all of the Gospels,
the outline of John looks like this:
I. Jesus inside before Annas (vv. 12-14)
II. Outside, Peter denies Jesus (vv. 15-18)
III. Back inside, the interrogation
(vv. 19-24)
IV. Peter’s final denial outside (vv. 25-27)
The second interweaving involves the
physical geography. Pilate resided in the
praetorium, or governor’s residence, in
Jerusalem. The Herodian palace, located
on the western hill of that city, had a
nearby installation where an open-air
platform contained a bench upon which
the official would pronounce judgment
on the prisoner. Some speculate Pilate
pronounced the judgment of Jesus in
John 19:13 from this location.
This physical setting, like the story of
Peter’s denial, continues the story’s
inside/outside attributes. The scene is
constantly shifting. Scene one (vv. 28-32)
takes place outside the praetorium.
“Pilate came out to them” in verse 29. In
scene two (vv. 33-38a), Pilate goes inside to
talk to Jesus. In scene three (vv. 38b-40),

Introduction: The betrayal of Jesus sets in
motion the events of this chapter of John.
Readers should identify the swift movement and shifting focus that attempt to
engage each reader in deciding his or her
allegiance to this Christ.
I. The Arrest (18:1-12)
A. Outside with Jesus and his disciples
(v. 1)
B. Enter Judas and the arresting party
(vv. 2-3)
C. Dialogue between Jesus and arresting
party (vv. 4-9)
D. Action scene with Peter and Malchus
(v. 10)
E. Dialogue between Jesus and Peter
(v. 11)
F. Exit Jesus and the arresting party
(v. 12)
II. The Jewish Interrogation (18:13-27)
A. Inside with Annas (vv. 13-14)
B. Outside with Peter (vv. 15-18)
C. Inside with Annas and Jesus (vv. 19-24)
D. Outside with Peter (vv. 25-27)
III. The Roman Interrogation (18:28-40)
A. Inside with Pilate (v. 28)
B. Outside with Pilate and “the Jews”
(vv. 29-32)
C. Inside with Pilate and Jesus
(vv. 33-38a)
D. Outside with Pilate and “the Jews”
(vv. 38b-40)

Pilate goes out to the Jewish leaders once
more.
The shifting scenes suggest readers
must decide with whom they will side.
Will they stand alongside Jesus or remain
outside with those who betray, accuse,
and deny?
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A Way to Begin
Arrests made by supposed advocates and determined adversaries, interrogations by
Jewish and Roman authorities, denials by his closest disciples. This chapter presents
a wealth of possibilities for teaching. Careful readers may feel less sympathy
toward the Jesus presented in the Gospel of John than in other Gospel accounts. He appears more in
control of events because John sees Jesus clearly as God incarnate. But by focusing on the rich
imagery and ever-changing locations and perspectives, learners can easily be engaged with the
dramatic text. With so many characters around Jesus in this story, invite learners to come to
grips with where to align themselves in relation to the Christ. Judas, Malchus, Peter, Annas,
Caiaphas, and Pilate are just some of the named characters who interact with a large cast of
unnamed participants. Which one will betray? Which one will deny? Separating your students from
their pat answers may help them discover some new truths about the roles we all play in this ageold journey toward the cross.

❍ Who’s Asking Whom?

The following list (also in
Resource
Kit) repreResource your Resource
sents the questions in
chapter 18. Form teams,
asking them to discover where the question is asked. Identify who’s asking whom
and how, or if the question is answered.

KIT

KIT

“For whom are you looking?”
“Am I not to drink the cup that the Father
has given me?”
“You are not also one of this man’s disciples, are you?”
“Why do you ask me?”
“Is that how you answer the high priest?”
“But if I have spoken rightly, why do you
strike me?”
“You are not also one of his disciples, are
you?”
“Did I not see you in the garden with
him?”
“What accusation do you bring against
this man?”
“Are you the King of the Jews?”
“Do you ask this on your own, or did
others tell you about me?”
“I am not a Jew, am I?”
“What have you done?”
“So you are a king?”
“What is truth?”
“Do you want me to release for you the
King of the Jews?”
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❍ What’s Being Asked?

Invite group members to discuss the
possible meanings behind the questions
listed in the previous activity. Allow
students time to search the chapter and
respond. When William Willimon
addressed Jesus’ interactions in the book
of John, he wrote, “His words sailed right
over their heads in a wave of double
entendre, enigma and metaphor. But
those of us who have been given faith to
see, to hear and to understand know what
none of them know: that Jesus is the Way,
the Truth and Life” (10).

Questions

➤ Which questions might lend themselves
to more than one interpretation?
➤ Which questions get asked more than
once? Why?
➤ Which questions do you wish had been
answered differently?
➤ Do some questions seem more powerful
than others? Do some seem more
sincere?
➤ Do certain questions seem pointed
toward the readers of this Gospel?
➤ After more discussion, have the class
look over the entire list, and ask if the
questions alone seem to tell the whole
story of the betrayal and the trial. If
not, how do they think the questions
function in advancing the story?

A Way to Explore Scripture
Perhaps the most famous and provocative question of this chapter is Pilate’s in verse
38: “What is truth?” Paul Tillich said that in these three words, Pilate was expressing
his own despair of ever finding the truth and branding himself as a cynic and a skeptic in
addition to being an unjust judge (69). This single verse in the Gospel of John can run the gamut of
interpretations. How does Pilate pose the question? Why does Jesus remain silent? Does Pilate
give him any time to answer, or has Jesus already answered the question in the context of John?

❍ Avoiding the Question of Truth

To paraphrase Paul
Tillich, there
are two
Resource
ways of avoiding the
question of truth:
1) Be one of those who claim to have it, or
2) Remain indifferent to it. Do not care
for the truth.

Resource

KIT

KIT

Have students examine the two Tillich
quotations below, considering these categories and in light of this chapter in John.
Each quote is provided on the Resource
Kit page for this session.
(1) Speaking of those who claim to have
the truth:
Many among us, Christians and secularists, are “Jews” in the sense of the
fourth gospel. They point to their tradition which goes back to the Church
Fathers, or to the popes, or to the
Reformers, or to the Makers of the
American Constitution. Their church
or their nation is their mother; so they
have all truth and don’t need to worry
about the question of truth. (70)

(2) Speaking of those who remain indifferent to it:
It is the way of the majority of the
people today, as well as in the time of
Jesus. Life, they say to themselves, is a
mixture of truth, half-truth, and falsehood. It is quite possible to live with
this mixture, to muddle through most
of the difficulties of life without asking
the question of a truth that matters
ultimately. (70)

Tillich undoubtedly places the Jewish religious authorities, or “the Jews” as the
Gospel of John refers to them, with those
who claim to have the truth. Do you agree
with this categorization? Explain why.

Questions

➤ Do you understand Tillich’s characterization of many Christians and
secularists as “Jews” in the sense of the
Fourth Gospel? Do you agree?
➤ Do you think Tillich would put the
Roman authorities (Pilate) in the
second category? Explain.
➤ If you were to draw a horizontal line
with Category 1 being on the left and
Category 2 on the right, where would
you place yourself on that line? Are you
comfortable with where you are?

❍ Seeking Truth

Have readers find the following passages
in John to determine how Jesus had previously answered Pilate’s question:
John 1:14; 8:32; 14:6. When these verses
have been read aloud, ask the following
questions.

Questions

➤ Is the truth of which Jesus speaks a
doctrine of the church?
➤ What is the truth of which Jesus
speaks?
➤ Do you see a difference?
➤ What is the truth that liberates or sets
us free?

Teaching Guide
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A Way to End
Having asked many questions, step back for a moment and find a visual means of
expressing the flow of chapter 18. Use the “Outline for Teaching” to remind yourself
of the chapter’s progression. You can draw a meandering squiggly line on a chalkboard, wave your arms in the air, or point to various people within the classroom who will serve as
various characters or locations within the chapter. The goal is to emphasize the inside/outside
quality of the scenes within the chapter. By doing so, you will remind your listeners that everyone
(all people and people groups within this framework) played a role in denying, forsaking, and
betraying Jesus. Our lives are composed of shifting scenes from day to day as well. We may be
inside a church classroom now, but chances are we will be outside in a few hours. Ask your class to
consider where they each stand in relation to the truth embodied in John 18.

❍ For God Is Love

Make several copies of the following
responsive reading. Have a few individuals
within the class be prepared to read
responsively these selected lines from Paul
Tillich’s sermon.
“How do we reach this truth?
‘By doing it,’ is the answer of the fourth
gospel.
How can this happen?
‘By remaining in him’ is the answer of
the fourth gospel
The truth
which liberates
is the power of love,
for God is love.”
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❍ The Way, the Truth, and the Light

Close with a prayer thanking God for the
Way, the Truth, and the Light sent to live
among us. Ask forgiveness for the ways in
which we daily betray that expression of
love. Pledge to continue seeking Truth
amidst doubt and despair. Ask for help in
finding the Way amidst emptiness and
grief. And invite the Light to shine freely
in us, bringing meaning to our lives.

3
Lesson

Bible Background
Mary Magdalene first appears
in John 19 at the foot of the
cross. In the biblical context of
John, she can be seen as one of the
most faithful disciples; in fact, she was
the first to proclaim the good news of
Easter. While the Synoptic Gospels record
the Sunday morning visitors to the empty
tomb as being a company of women, John
mentions only Mary Magdalene. While
Mark and Luke indicate the women had
come to anoint Jesus’ body, John assigns
no motive for Mary’s presence at the
tomb. In fact, John writes that Jesus’ body
was properly anointed before burial
(19:40).
Some scholars have noted that John
may have believed Mary Magdalene came
to the tomb to mourn, noting that in
John 11:31, the custom of mourning at
the grave site is casually mentioned in
relation to the story of Lazarus’s death. A
Jewish story about Genesis gives the
opinion of one rabbi that mourning was
at its height on the third day (Brown,
981-82).
First Corinthians 15:5 reminds us
that the early church’s preaching often
pointed to Peter as the first to experience
the resurrection. Scholars have noted that
the footrace to the tomb in this lesson’s
passage between Peter and the “beloved
disciple,” who remains unnamed
throughout the Gospel of John, can
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function as an example of the jockeying
for leadership occurring in the early
church. Other theories have surfaced, but
they can become tangents leading away
from the more important meaning of the
empty tomb’s discovery.
The chronological discovery of the
empty tomb’s evidence finds Mary first
noting the stone’s removal from the
tomb’s opening (v. 1), the “beloved disciple” first noticing the linen cloths (v. 5),
and Peter first seeing both the linen
cloths and the head wrapping (vv. 6-7).
The evidence seen in the tomb can be
viewed as a defense against charges that
the tomb was empty because Jesus’ body
was stolen. In all likelihood, grave robbers
would not have unwound the body from
its wrappings. However, the theological
intent may be underscored by the fact
that John uses the same word for head
cloth (soudarion) in the story of Lazarus’s
emergence from his tomb (11:44). While
Lazarus had to depend upon Jesus to free
himself from the wrappings, “no one has
taken Jesus away; he has left death
behind” (O’Day, 841).
The entrance into the tomb by the
“beloved disciple” presents its own interpretive difficulties because verse 8 clearly
says this disciple “saw and believed.” Yet
the following verse indicates the disciples
did not understand the Scripture
concerning resurrection. So what exactly
did the “beloved disciple” see and believe?
Biblical scholar Gail O’Day has noted, “It

is important to remember that verses
3-10 relate an empty-tomb story, not a
story of a resurrection appearance.
What the beloved disciple believes,
then, is the evidence of the empty
tomb...that its emptiness bears witness
that Jesus has conquered death.… The
beloved disciple’s faith is as complete as
faith in the evidence of the empty tomb
can be. To say that the beloved disciple
believes in the resurrection is to rush the
story” (841).
The abrupt departure of the male
disciples in verse 10 again leads to
Mary’s remaining alone at the tomb site.
Unlike other Gospel accounts, the angels
Mary sees make no announcements of
resurrection. Jesus himself imparts this
news (vv. 17-18).
The first words Jesus speaks in the
Gospel of John (1:38) are echoed in these
words spoken to Mary. “What are you
looking for?” he asked of John the
Baptist’s disciples in the opening
chapter. Upon hearing him speak, they
replied, “ ‘Rabbi’ [which translated
means ‘Teacher’].” So the significance of
Mary’s uttering of “Rabbouni!” in verse
16 was not lost on early hearers. Her
words, which also means “Teacher,” can
be seen as more intimate. Her conversation with this man whom she assumed
was the “gardener” would carry definite
overtones of that earlier encounter:
“John uses a woman to represent the
highest level of faith and model it to the
still uncomprehending disciples. In this
way John promotes a view in which
church leadership is envisioned for all
social levels within the membership, and
not just for those who follow Peter”
(Williams, 177).
Jesus’ words of inclusion in verse 17,
indicating that his disciples are now his
brothers and that God is “my Father and
your Father,” point to the far deeper
meaning to be gained from the empty
tomb: “The early Christians were not
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I. Mary’s Visit to the Tomb (20:1-2)
A. Mary discovers the stone rolled away
(v. 1).
B. Mary runs to Peter and the unnamed
disciple (v. 2).
II. Footrace to the Empty Tomb (20:3-9)
A. Peter and the unnamed disciple run to
the tomb (vv. 3-4).
B. The unnamed disciple wins the race
and examines the linens by looking in
the tomb (v. 5).
C. Simon Peter loses the race but examines the linens and burial head cloth
by going in the tomb (vv. 6-7).
D. The unnamed disciple enters the tomb
and believes in the evidence of the
empty tomb though not necessarily
understanding resurrection (vv. 8-9).
III. Jesus’ Appearance to Mary Magdalene
(20:10-18)
A. The disciples abruptly depart (v. 10).
B. Mary finally peeks into the tomb and
sees angels (vv. 11-12).
C. Mary talks with the angels (vv. 13-14).
D. The “gardener” appears, and Mary
talks with him (vv. 14-15).
E. Mary talks with Jesus (vv. 16-17).
F. Mary runs to the disciples and reports
the first resurrection appearance of
Jesus (v. 18).

much interested in the mechanics of his
coming out of the tomb, but they were
mightily moved by his present power to
gather outcasts around him to form a new
community” (Brueggemann, 94).

A Way to Begin
Easter Sunday has at last arrived, and while worship services around the world will
proclaim the ancient Christian affirmation, “Christ is risen. He is risen, indeed,” no
such words appear in this session’s text. This story of the empty tomb finds Jesus’
followers still dealing with their grief and honestly wondering what has happened to the body of
Christ. Their doubts and fears are still felt by us 2,000 years later, and we renew our faith as
they did then by relying on a personal encounter with Jesus. This passage invites us to explore the
emotions being displayed and perhaps hidden by these disciples. What exactly did they see and
experience at the site of that empty tomb? At the same time, how did this event, the first sign of
Jesus’ physical resurrection, lead them to belief ? Even more importantly, what is its significance in
our own lives?

❍ Letter Openers

This beginning option is for those classes
who may have chosen the suggested
option two lessons ago to have students
write themselves a letter. If you were able
to mail those letters in time for an Easter
arrival, have the students who participated in this exercise describe what it was
like to receive and read the letter they had
written. As part of discussion, ask if the
act of writing helped anyone come into
contact with feelings they might not have
otherwise discovered.

❍ Grief Work

Some learners may not want to discuss
this topic openly in class. Knowing your
group members will help you decide the
content of the discussion. The questions
listed here are designed to help students
understand the emotional responses and
reactions of the characters in this text.

Questions

➤ Have you ever lost a close friend or
relative to death?
➤ Was the initial news of the person’s
death met by you with shock or
resistance to its truth?
➤ Can you describe the feelings?
➤ Was sharing the news with others
helpful in coming to grips with the
event?
➤ Were you aware of the people who
gathered around you during the days
immediately following?

➤ Did you have an opportunity to come
into contact with any of the deceased’s
personal belongings? Did this increase
your pain or help you deal with your
grief ?

❍ Resurrecting Doubts

Sometimes, talk of resurrection can leave
people feeling uncomfortable because it
stirs doubts as well as beliefs. This
lesson’s passage can be helpful because it
reveals the disciples dealing with their
own grief and doubt. Ask readers to think
of themselves as characters in the story,
identifying how their own actions might
have differed or closely matched the
actions of Jesus’ followers.

Questions

➤ What might have been your reaction to
finding the stone rolled away? Would
you have run back to inform the rest,
or would you have gone into the tomb?
➤ Would you have thought Mary’s
explanation the most likely scenario?
Explain. Might the linen wrappings
and folded head cloth have changed
your mind?
➤ Would you have left the scene and gone
back home as the disciples did?
➤ Do you think the other disciples would
have believed you had you been sharing
the news?
➤ How might you have convinced them?
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A Way to Explore Scripture
Many Easter traditions celebrate Christ’s triumph over the grave with brass fanfare
and choral anthems. The temptation is sometimes to let that form of worship drown
out any lingering doubts about the mysterious nature of the empty tomb visitation.
Easter joy, however, can be more deeply ingrained in your learners if they are allowed to
explore the text more closely, realizing that even Jesus’ closest followers had difficulty believing
such an incredible event could actually have taken place. Help your learners to examine the
basics of this story first and then theorize on some of the elements that may not be fully explainable. The disciples themselves experienced periods of skepticism. Your task is to let learners unlock
their feelings in a safe space that invites honest questioning.

❍ Peter, ____, and Mary

Some scholarly speculation points to the
order of events in this lesson’s passage as
establishing the authority of the disciples
in the early church’s formation. While this
argument may be relatively insignificant
for its application to your learners’ lives,
it can still help your class begin focusing
on the text.
Ask learners to search the passage,
using one of the three followers in the
story—Peter, Mary or the unnamed disciple—to answer these questions.
Who first saw the stone removed? The
linen wrappings? The head cloth?
In what order did they enter the tomb?
Peter (v. 6); The unnamed disciple (v. 8);
Mary (v. 11)

❍ Tomb Readers

First, ask the fact questions to engage the
learners with the text. Then follow with
the thought questions to help learners
discover possible reasons for some of the
characters’ actions. Please note a response
to a fact question can be right or wrong,
but thought questions have a variety of
interpretations.

Fact Questions
• What conclusion does Mary Magdalene
reach in verse 2 about the empty tomb?
• How many times in the passage does
Mary insist Jesus has been carried away?
• Do the angels announce the
resurrection? Who does?
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• Why does Jesus prohibit Mary
Magdalene from clinging to him (v. 17)?
• What activity does Mary engage in from
verse 11-15?
• How does Jesus characterize the relationship between Mary, his other followers,
and himself in verse 17?

Thought Questions
• Why do you think Mary believed that
someone had stolen the body (v. 2)?
• If the unnamed disciple is not seeing and
believing in resurrection, in what is he
seeing and believing (vv. 8-9)?
• What are some reasons Mary might not
recognize Jesus (v. 14)?

❍ CSI Jerusalem

Place yourself in the shoes of an investigator, contrasting our modern mindset with
that of the biblical world.

Questions

➤ How many witnesses are required to
provide evidence under Jewish law?
(See Deut 19:15; Jn 5:31-32)
➤ In the ancient world, how was a
woman’s testimony regarded?
(See Lk 24:11)
➤ Does the position of the grave clothes
lend credence to the story? Explain.
➤ Why does John mention the angels?
(See Jn 1:51)

A Way to End
Our limited study of resurrection will by no means answer all the questions raised by
serious students of the Bible. Encourage your learners to continue asking their questions, comparing Gospel accounts of the empty tomb story and the resurrection
appearances. Faith in Jesus’ ability to overcome death transformed the lives of his earliest followers
and continues to empower believers today. The surprise of an empty tomb provides a continuation for all the life-giving aspects of Jesus’ earthly ministry. Its message of hope when life seems
at its darkest moment can be carried with us as a testament to God’s undying love. Its message of
renewal can provide the power of resurrection for all of life’s sorrows. Its message of Easter’s
triumph can enable us to tackle each day’s trials.

❍ Easter Introspection

Easter morning is typically a crowded day
for churchgoers. Some may have attended
sunrise services before coming to class.
Others may be leaving early to prepare
special music for worship, or their focus
may be on family gatherings scheduled
for later in the day. Affirm these realities
with the following questions.

Questions

➤ Have extended family members come
home? Do they have travel plans?
➤ Did anyone attend a sunrise service or
early worship before coming? Is there
anything they wish to share from that
experience?
➤ Knowing how our church traditionally
celebrates Easter, what do you look
forward to as you prepare to attend
worship? What do you wish we would
change?
Providing some quiet time of introspection may be a welcome addition to the
busyness of this day. Candles or quiet
music may be effective ways of setting this
empty tomb story apart from the Easter
fanfare that may follow.

❍ Mary Mysterium

Use the following litany that focuses on
the words of Mary Magdalene in this
lesson’s passage. It might be effective to
have all the women present recite Mary’s
words, which appear in boldface.

Leader: We have come on this first day of
the week to the tomb. The world is still
dark. There are no words to explain what
we find. A stone moved away from the
entrance.
They have taken the Lord out of the
tomb and we do not know where they
have laid him.
Leader: I run to gather my friends,
hopeful they can help explain this
mystery. But they leave me, weeping and
alone, more confused than before.
They have taken my Lord away, and I do
not know where they have laid him.
Leader: Someone appears, and in my
grief, his questions seem haunting: “Why
are you weeping? Who are you looking
for?”
If it is you, sir, who removed him, tell me
where you have laid him, and I will take
him away.
Leader: He calls me by name.
Rabbouni!
Leader: I could fall at his feet and worship
him forever, but that is not his desire. He
points me toward God and includes me in
God’s family. I may not yet understand,
but this I know:
I have seen the Lord!
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Lesson

Bible Background
The prefaces of Luke (1:1-4)
and Acts (1:1-2) present a
strong case for contemporary
scholars to regard the two books
as parts of one whole: Luke-Acts. The
story structure and its theological themes
argue persuasively that each book is vital
to the interpretation of the other. So as
our sessions following Easter Sunday turn
toward the formation of the early church
in the book of Acts, it is important not to
lose sight of Luke’s intention to “set down
an orderly account of the events that have
been fulfilled among us” (Lk 1:1).
Commentators stress the word “orderly”
in the preceding sentence because in the
ancient world, “it was widely believed that
a divine necessity controlled human
history, shaping the course of its events”
(Talbert, 3). In keeping with that aim,
Luke-Acts presents “a unified narrative in
which the plan of God functions as the
background for all that takes place”
(Ibid., 4).
Walter Brueggemann views this
lesson’s text as the church engaging in a
“ministry of resurrection” (96). For
example, on their way to the temple, Peter
and John healed a lame man, drawing a
crowd eager for an explanation. We must
first apply Brueggemann’s contention
that “the church consists in those who
have been dead and are alive” to Peter and
John because it is hard to recognize these
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two as the same people we met in earlier
sessions, denying Jesus, leaving the empty
tomb abruptly and in despair (Ibid.). They
indeed seem as people who have been
dead and are now alive.
The story of healing in Acts 3:1-10
prompts the sermon Peter delivers in this
week’s text. It “is about resurrection as
much as the Easter story of Jesus. Peter
and John surely embody the church. They
come to a lame man who embodies all the
lost, dead, banished in the world. So it is
a meeting between agents of resurrection
and those whom the world has declared
dead. There is drama in the narrative
because we must always wonder whether
the church has the power to invert a
condition of death. The apostles have no
resources, but that is their power” (Ibid.).
When the crowd seeks an orderly
explanation for this healing, Peter delivers
the sermon while standing in Solomon’s
Portico. His speech echoes themes of his
earlier Pentecost sermon (2:14-36),
connecting God’s action in Jesus to God’s
action in all of Israel’s history. Yet his
judgments of Israel’s guilt in Jesus’ execution are much more harshly drawn than
in the earlier speech.
Compare the language of Acts 3:13-15
with the words of Acts 2:23: “Notice five
new details Peter adds to his legal brief
against Israel: Even though Jesus is
(1) ‘the Holy and Righteous One,’ (2) they
handed him over to Pilate (3) when Pilate
wanted him released; (4) they exchanged

him for a murderer, (5) which occasioned the execution of the ‘Author of
Life.’… Twice Peter mentions that Israel
‘rejected’ Jesus (3:13-14) using the
verb… (arneomai) which means ‘to deny’
or ‘to disown’ someone. Peter presumes
that Jesus belongs to Israel in some
special way and that Israel betrayed that
relationship by participating in his execution” (Wall, 80).
Scholars believe Peter’s tone is more
strident because this is his second address
to the people of Jerusalem. He sees a
response to this sermon as their second
chance. Their rejection and killing of
Jesus was done in ignorance (v. 17). That
excuse no longer applies since he has
preached a previous sermon. So now
repentance is the only route if they wish
to have their sins wiped out (v. 19): “Luke
probably wrote at a time when stressing
the church’s Jewish roots was necessary
for both theological and political reasons.
On the one hand, Rome should allow the
church the same political freedoms it
allowed Judaism; on the other hand,
believers should retain their Jewish
Scriptures and practices in order to be
fully Christian” (Wall, 7).
So Peter doesn’t pull his punches with
the crowd: “Even the chosen ones, the
insiders, must now repent and turn aside
from their false securities toward the new
order. Peter’s call to repentance reminds
one of the sermons of John the baptizer
early in the Gospel of Luke”
(Willimon, 48).
Finally, Walter Brueggemann notes,
“Resurrection is personal in that individuals are rehabilitated, as is clear in the
ministry of Jesus. But resurrection is
public because it concerns the restoration
and transformation of public institutions
for the sake of human well-being” (96).

Introduction: Peter and John heal a lame
man and draw a crowd that seeks an explanation. Peter responds with his second
speech to the people of Jerusalem.
I. How the Healing Happened (3:12-16)
A. Peter takes no credit and claims no
power (v. 12).
B. He points to the power of Israel’s God
and God’s glorified servant Jesus
(v. 13a).
C. He reminds them they betrayed and
denied Jesus (vv. 13b-14).
D. He charges them with murder (v. 15).
E. He credits God with raising Jesus from
the dead (v. 15).
F. He credits the man’s cure to faith in
Jesus’ name (v. 16).
II. What the Healing Demands (vv. 17-19)
A. Ignorance is no excuse (v. 17).
B. You’ve been told (v. 18).
C. Repent (v. 19).
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A Way to Begin
This lesson’s New Testament passage presents one of the earliest recorded examples
of a post-Easter sermon expressing Christian belief. Peter’s sermon in Solomon’s
portico will help learners derive some important clues as to how Jesus’ disciples
were beginning to interpret the Christ’s life, ministry, and resurrection. Like a child seeing a
connect-the-dots picture come to life, one can begin to see the early church’s understanding of the
Easter event take shape, perhaps even comparing it to later Christian thought and teaching.
Peter’s passion for his subject, his connection of Jesus to Israel’s history, and his call to repentance come clearly into focus as this session unfolds. The more subtle aspect we can explore
involves how resurrection shaped the cowering disciples we read about in John’s Gospel into the
powerful proclaimers present in the book of Acts.

❍ A Farewell to Alms

Have you ever been approached by
someone asking for money? What has
been your response? Have you ever walked
away, wondering if you did the right
thing? The pretext for this session begins
with just such an occasion. Peter and John
claim to have no money when the lame
man asks them for alms.

Questions

➤ Why might Peter and John be carrying
no money? (See 2:44-45)
➤ What do they offer instead?
➤ How does the man prove he is healed?
➤ How old is the man? (See 4:22)
➤ What is the reaction of the crowd?

❍ Great Expectations

Do you recall a time when you were
extremely eager for worship? What was
the reason for your eagerness? Was it a
special guest preacher or a musician? Was
it a matter of church controversy?
The crowd in this session gathered in
astonishment at the healing they had just
witnessed. They were eager to hear an
explanation, and they provided Peter a
ready audience for his message. Have
someone read aloud this lesson’s verses as
if they are delivering the sermon. Then
ask the following questions.
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Questions

➤ How might you have regarded Peter’s
sermon? Explain.
➤ What parts would require further
explanation?
➤ Verse 16 states that “faith in Jesus’
name” healed the man. Who has this
faith? From Luke’s viewpoint, is being
healed the same as being saved?
(See Lk 17:11-19)
➤ Can healing lead to faith and salvation?

❍ A Ministry of Resurrection

Walter Brueggemann wrote, “The apostles
have no resources, but that is their
power.… Life comes, and the agent of such
new life is the church that here is unworried about resources and survival and
well-being” (96).

Questions

➤ How do you interpret what
Brueggemann means about “the
church”?
➤ Is the modern-day church too
concerned with the issues
Brueggemann cites to engender such
restorative power?
➤ What evidence would you cite to
explain your answer?

A Way to Explore Scripture
This text may seem harsh to some. Peter’s words are pointed and accusatory.
Scholars regard Luke-Acts as a writing that practices inclusion but requires repentance. Peter’s tone as compared to his earlier Pentecost speech is more demanding
of Israel to turn from their rejection of Jesus and embrace him as the fulfillment of Old
Testament prophecies. Helping students make this leap into a more thorough understanding will
require some work in both Old Testament passages and an examination of the charges leveled by
Peter against the people of Israel. The other consideration to keep in focus is that Peter must have
experienced this need for repentance in his own life. In his 1972 Nobel Lecture, Alexander
Solzhenitsyn said, “A writer is no sideline judge of his fellow countrymen and contemporaries; he is
equally guilty of all the evil done in his country or by his people” (27). Simon Peter, having experienced resurrection power, must have felt these words to be true. His personal need for repentance
had become a call for the entire nation to heed.

❍ Jewish Ways of Thinking

Form small groups, and have each group
look up and read the following Old
Testament passages: Deuteronomy
18:15-22; Genesis 12:3; Genesis 22:18;
Genesis 28:13-15; Isaiah 52:13-15.

Questions

➤ What does the passage indicate about
Israel’s relationship with God?
➤ What do they expect from God?
➤ Are they waiting for some further revelation or event?

❍ Pentecost to Portico

Compare the language of
Resource
with that in
Resource Acts 3:13-15
Acts 2:22-24, provided in
your Resource Kit. Below
are fifteen assertions made in either the
Pentecost sermon or the speech from
Solomon’s Portico. Have your students
identify whether the statement comes
from the Acts 2 or Acts 3 passage by
answering Pentecost, Portico, or both.

KIT

KIT

• You rejected the Holy One
• God freed Jesus from death
• You handed him over to Pilate
• Your rulers acted in ignorance
• He was killed by those outside the law
• Pilate wanted him released
• God glorified his servant Jesus
• God fulfilled what the prophets foretold

• You exchanged him for a murderer
• Repent so your sins may be wiped out
• Impossible for death to hold Jesus
• God foretold the Messiah would suffer
• Definite plan and foreknowledge of God
• You killed the “Author of Life”
• You acted in ignorance

Questions

➤ Which of the two sermons has the
more positive tone? Why might one
sound more negative than the other?
➤ Does Peter presume that by denying
Jesus, Israel has rejected one of its own?
(See 3:13-14)

❍ Turn, Turn, Turn

In Peter’s mind, repentance was the only
remedy for Israel. But repentance involves
more than resolving to do better or
feeling regret. It involves a turning away
from one’s actions and a turning toward
God. The following passages were familiar
to Peter’s listeners as examples of God’s
repentance requirements and can inform
your students of Peter’s subtext: Joshua
24:14-15; Hosea 12:6; Joel 2:12-13. Read
these texts and ask: What do these texts
say about the people’s understanding of
repentance? What will repentance accomplish? Do you think Peter makes a
distinction between personal and
corporate repentance?
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A Way to End
The Old Testament prophets are inflexible in their calls for repentance and renewal.
They are insistent that life and justice, love and mercy cannot be fully experienced
without an orientation toward God. Peter casts himself in that prophetic tradition
when he stands to testify to the Christ whom the people have disowned. His words would have
hammered them with familiar refrains from their understanding of God’s covenant with them.
While it is not a part of this lesson’s text, it might be useful for you to note that in the aftermath of
Peter’s sermon, not only were he and John arrested and brought before the religious authorities
(4:3), but thousands were converted to join this fledgling community of believers (4:4). The church
continues to grow, preaching its bold messianic belief in the power of resurrection, and the call to
repentance will remain consistent in being both a personal need and an institutional requirement.

❍ Personal and Institutional
Repentance
Form small groups, and ask each group to
respond to the following questions. As a
large group, ask volunteers to summarize
their group’s discussion.

Personal
• In what ways do you need to seek God?
• Has the Lent-Easter experience helped
you identify areas of your life where
barriers exist between you and God?
• From what do you need to turn in order
to turn toward God?

Institutional
• Where does your church need to seek
God?
• Has the Lent-Easter experience helped
you identify areas of your church life
where barriers exist between God and
your faith community?
• From what do you think your church
needs to turn in order to turn more fully
toward God?
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❍ Reflecting on Repentance

Find a recording of “Turn Your Eyes Upon
Jesus,” which can serve as the closing song
for your time together. Most people are
familiar enough with the hymn tune that
even an instrumental version of it might
be effective as a reminder that we are each
called to repentance on a daily basis.

5
Lesson

Bible Background
Peter’s Pentecost sermon in
Acts 2:39 includes the phrase
“the promise is for…all who are
far away.” The conversion of the
Ethiopian eunuch in this session fulfills
that promise, an extenuation of Easter’s
resurrection power.
Scholars differ in opinion as to the
origin of this official since the word
“Ethiopian” could refer to anyone with
dark skin. So whether he hails from
modern-day Sudan, Ethiopia, or another
territory south of Egypt, the central point
for our purpose is that he is from a region
vastly removed from Jerusalem.
William Willimon wrote of last
session’s passage in chapter 3, “At this
point in Acts, it is clear that Jesus Christ
has come only for the Jews” (47). The
initiative that comes from God at the
beginning of this lesson’s passage in Acts
8: “Philip receives orders from an angel”
is clearly beginning to change that
exclusivity.
Both biblical and historical sources
(Deut 23:1; Josephus Antiquities 4.290-291)
underscore the fact that as a eunuch, this
person could not be a Jew or a proselyte
to Judaism. His physical state disqualified
him for circumcision and full conversion.
Gentiles could worship in the temple
enclosure, although they were restricted
to the outer court. This eunuch may have
been among the foreigners who came to
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worship but found themselves excluded
from the temple.
Scholars, however, debate this interpretation because some regard the
Ethiopian official as a proselyte from the
Diaspora, one of the disenfranchised,
disinherited groups of an exile Israel.
They regard him as one “who had recently
made a hard pilgrimage as a mark of his
profound religious devotion, since the
farther one journeys the more devotion
one exhibits.… But the Ethiopian’s recent
‘worship experience’ has triggered a theological crisis over his future in the
household of Israel” (Wall, 143).
Whatever the details, it is clear the
Ethiopian has been to Jerusalem to
worship, indicating his interest if not his
full participation in Israel’s religion: “The
unwritten conflict plotted by this story,
then, is that this (one) who seeks to know
God’s purposes more fully, has been
excluded from the very religious community whose resources would illumine his
quest” (Ibid., 142).
The other story detail, which indicates
the eunuch’s interest in Judaism, is his
reading of Isaiah. He is apparently
reading aloud because Philip hears him
(v. 30). Reading was a customary activity
during travel, and reading aloud was also
common in the ancient world.
Isaiah would have been an interesting
choice of reading material both for its
numerous references to Ethiopia (Isa 18:1;
45:14-15) and for its hope-filled passages

directed to eunuchs and foreigners
(Isa 56:3-8). Imagine the empowerment
the eunuch might have felt had he read
chapter 56, where God promises to
gather the outcasts of Israel (v. 8),
including eunuchs (v. 4) and foreigners
(v. 6) who keep the Sabbath (vv. 4, 6) and
who come to [God’s] house of prayer (v.
7), a house which shall be “for all
peoples” (v. 7).
The prophecy quoted in Acts 8:32-33
comes from Isaiah 53:7-8, an important
passage in Christian history because it
has shaped our core convictions about
Jesus’ death. The official asks, and with
good reason, “About whom…does the
prophet say this, about himself or about
someone else?”
Philip immediately interprets the
passage as focusing on the humiliation
and exaltation of the Messiah: “From
Luke’s point of view, the risen Jesus
taught his disciples the correct way to
read scripture. In Luke 24:13-35, the
risen Jesus teaches the two on the road to
Emmaus how to understand scriptures”
(Talbert, 91). In fact, the Emmaus story
bears a remarkable similarity in pattern
to this tale.
The eunuch is receptive to Philip’s
interpretation perhaps because he identifies with the humiliated Servant in Isaiah
and perhaps because the exaltation of this
Servant may lead the Ethiopian official
“to hope for a different future than the
one consigned him by official Israel”
(Wall, 144).
The eunuch finds that although he
has not received full acceptance from one
religious tradition, there is nothing to
prevent him from baptism into another.
Luke inserts what may be a subtle literary
device in the passage by allowing the
eunuch to discover water (v. 36) on what
has been described as a wilderness road
(v. 26).
The eunuch’s conversion foreshadows
that of Cornelius (10:1-11:18), which
formally opens the Christian mission to
the Gentiles. The gospel of the resurrected Jesus will be inclusive and offered
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Introduction: Luke-Acts provides a pattern,
easily observed in the story of Philip’s
encounter with the Ethiopian eunuch.
I. Philip’s Perspective (8:26-30b)
A. An angel said, “Go” (v. 26).
1. He went (v. 27a).
2. What he sees (vv. 27b-28).
B. The Spirit said, “Go” (v. 29).
1. He ran to him (v. 30a).
2. What he hears (v. 30b).
II. The Dialogue Between Philip and the
Eunuch (3:30c-35)
III. Following the Conversation (8:36-40)
A. “Anything to prevent baptism?” (v. 36).
B. Baptism (v. 38b).
C. The Spirit transports Philip (v. 39a).
D. The eunuch continues, rejoicing
(v. 39b).
E. Philip’s mission continues (v. 40b).

to all seeking God: “All sorts of people are
included in the messianic community:
Ethiopians, Samaritans, eunuchs, women
as well as men.… All can believe in Jesus,
all can be baptized, all can receive the gift
of the Holy Spirit, all can be fully
included in the church” (Talbert, 93).

A Way to Begin
The spread of the gospel is the undercurrent for this Acts text, but more study yields
a rich interpretation vital to today’s church. A straightforward story of an early
Christian conversion signals the movement in the church toward reaching converts
outside Judaism. Yet the story also points to the ways in which God longs for the church to practice
inclusiveness, especially toward spiritual seekers who have been excluded elsewhere.
Applications for this powerful story range from an examination of our own personal prejudices to a
further understanding of the early Christian interpretation of Jesus’ identity. Resurrection becomes
even more personal as the story of the Ethiopian eunuch melds with Old Testament prophecies. The
removal of barriers is good news indeed and encourages us to renew our own call to this early form
of practicing resurrection.

❍ Closed Encounters

Begin by asking the class about relationships they have or have had with people
very different from themselves. Thinking
of personal examples before teaching the
session can help you initiate discussion.
For example, my own reflections bring to
mind numerous acquaintances from
college days: a teaching assistant from
Taiwan; a woman who had escaped from
Saigon during the last days of the
Vietnam conflict; and an extremely
friendly Islamic student whose pleasant
interchanges with me concerning religion
shall forever dispose me toward hope in
Christian-Muslim relations. The following
questions might also provide a springboard for discussion.

Questions

➤ Have you encountered someone so
different from yourself that you had
difficulty knowing how to begin
conversation?
➤ Was the difference cultural, ethnic, or
religious in nature?
➤ Were you eventually able to find
common ground?
➤ Did you feel a sense of failure or
frustration?
➤ Did the relationship continue after the
initial conversation? Why or why not?

❍ Great Walls of Fear

To encourage discussion, write on the
board: Reasons We Avoid Relating to
People Different from Ourselves. Ask
your group to help you list as many
reasons as possible. Use the following
questions to aid conversation.

Questions

➤ Have you ever been told something
about a group of people only to find it
untrue when you had the chance to
relate to them personally?
➤ Have you ever found the effort to relate
to someone was just too exhausting
because of existing differences?
➤ What was the cause of frustration in
the relationship?
➤ What was the greatest source of joy?
➤ What causes us to fear people different
from ourselves?
➤ Does your church represent a wide
assortment of people?
➤ Do you think your church excludes
people from membership because of
perceived differences?
➤ Is the exclusion intentional or is it just
the “way things are”?
➤ What steps might your church take
toward being more inclusive?
➤ Would those steps compromise your
belief in the gospel or would they be
more reflective of gospel intentions?
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A Way to Explore Scripture
God’s initiative brackets the story in this lesson’s passage. An angel’s instruction
begins Philip’s journey on the road to Gaza, and the evangelist is literally “spirited
away” at the story’s conclusion. Other than these ancient methods of storytelling, the
story seems to breathe with a natural affinity for modern times. Philip’s encounter with the
Ethiopian eunuch is a chance to break down a wall for one who wishes to be included in what
God is doing in the world, despite the obstacles placed between God and himself. Examining this
text can be even more meaningful when viewed in light of the author’s overall intent for both Luke
and Acts. A comparison of some key passages aids further understanding and can add meaning to
our worship.

❍ Two Roads Converged

Last session suggested
story structure
Resource that the Resource
and theological themes of
Luke inform the interpretation of Acts. Compare the Emmaus road
account in Luke 24 with this lesson’s
passage. The Emmaus story is included in
your Resource Kit. Form two groups and
have one look at the Acts 8 passage and
the other at Luke 24. Then, read the
following headlines and have groups
decide which verses would more comfortably fit under the individual headings.

KIT

KIT

Journeyer Begins Down Road
Journeyer Encounters Journeyer
Journeyer Overhears Journeyer
Journeyer Seems Discouraged
Journeyers Discuss Misunderstanding
Journeyers Invite Conversation
Journeyers Discuss Scripture
Journeyers Reach Important Destination
Significant Church Ordinance Occurs
One Journeyer Disappears
Remaining Journeyers Rejoice
Good News Spreads

Questions

➤ What is the significant church ordinance referred to in the Emmaus story?
What is the ordinance in this session’s
text?
➤ Considering Luke’s structure in the two
journey stories, what is the significance
in his concluding each with a church
ordinance?
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❍ Interpreting the Interpretation

Form two groups, giving each group three
of the following topics and Scriptures.
Ask the groups to read both passages and
summarize their interpretations.
Jesus as fulfillment of Scripture’s hope
Luke 4:16-21
Acts 3:22-26
Jesus’ suffering, death, resurrection
Luke 9:22
Acts 17:2-3
The coming of the Holy Spirit
Luke 24:49
Acts 2:16-2166
Rejection of Jesus by the Jews
Luke 20:17-18
Acts 13:27
The church’s mission to the Gentiles
Luke 24:47
Acts 13:47
General resurrection of the dead
Luke 20:37
Acts 24:14-15

Questions

➤ What do these comparisons indicate to
you about Philip’s interpretation of
Isaiah 53 to the Ethiopian eunuch?
➤ How would you describe the good news
about Jesus using this Suffering
Servant passage?
➤ How do you think this interpretation
of Jesus as the Suffering Servant would
have resonated with the Ethiopian?
➤ Are there interpretations of Jesus’ life
that you find more meaningful or
instructive to your own journey?

A Way to End
The Ethiopian eunuch’s last question seems the most poignant comment of the story:
“What is to prevent me from being baptized?” This official is accustomed to finding
human barriers hindering his ability to worship. Philip provided a means to include
this outcast in the church that celebrates resurrection, newness of life. As you end this session,
point to the ending of the book of Acts. The Apostle Paul, himself an outcast who found inclusion, is
described as “proclaiming the kingdom of God and teaching about the Lord Jesus Christ with all
boldness and without hindrance.” The message of the early church seems clear: Knock down the
walls that separate us and invite people to experience the belonging and freedom that Christ offers.
That message of inclusiveness, that ministry of resurrection, still survives. The call for us is to hear
it anew and offer welcome in Jesus’ name to all those who need his presence.

❍ Turn the Tables

Trying to overcome my past
You don’t have to be my friend
But is it too much to ask

Questions

Don’t laugh at me
Don’t call me names
Don’t get your pleasure from my pain
In God’s eyes we’re all the same
Someday we’ll all have perfect wings
Don’t laugh at me

As you close, invite your class to consider
the opposite side of the coin.
➤ When have you felt excluded?
➤ Have you ever worshiped in a setting
where you felt you did not belong?
Describe.
➤ How did you come to grips with the
exclusion?
Close with a prayer, asking forgiveness for
the ways in which we exclude others,
hindering them from fully seeing the
intent of Jesus’ life, death, and
resurrection.

❍ Don’t Laugh at Me

The pain of being excluded is powerfully
presented in the song “Don’t Laugh at
Me,” by Steve Seskin and Allen Shamblin.
The lyrics provide an effective meditation
for a closing option.

Offer a moment of silent prayer, asking
participants to silently identify by name
people whom they feel may be consciously
or even unconsciously excluded from
worshiping alongside them. Pray for guidance in being open to the possibilities
that those who cross our path this coming
week may be in need of inclusion. Let us
offer the invitation.

I’m a little boy with glasses
The one they call a geek
A little girl who never smiles
’cause I have braces on my teeth
And I know how it feels to cry myself to
sleep
I’m that kid on every playground
Who’s always chosen last
A single teenage mother
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THE ENTRANCE EXAM
Instructions: Compare the two Scriptures. In the John reference, circle concepts
that are the same in both passages. In the Zechariah reference, mark through the
concepts that John omits.

“Rejoice greatly, O daughter Zion! Shout aloud,
O daughter Jerusalem! Lo, your king comes to you;
triumphant and victorious is he, humble and riding
on a donkey, on a colt, the foal of a donkey.”
Zechariah 9:9

“Do not be afraid, daughter of Zion. Look, your
king is coming, sitting on a donkey’s colt!”
John 12:15
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COME, THOU
LONG-EXPECTED JESUS
Come, thou long-expected Jesus,
born to set thy people free;
from our fears and sins release us,
let us find our rest in thee.
Israel’s strength and consolation,
hope of all the earth thou art:
dear desire of every nation,
joy of every longing heart.
Born thy people to deliver,
born a child, and yet a king,
born to reign in us for ever,
now thy gracious kingdom bring.
By thine own eternal Spirit
rule in all our hearts alone;
by thine all-sufficient merit
raise us to thy glorious throne.

Words: Charles Wesley (1707-1788), 1744 http://www.oremus.org/hymnal/c/c307.html
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WHO’S ASKING WHOM?
Instructions: Search John 18 to learn where each question is asked. Identify who’s asking
whom and how, or if, the question is answered.
“For whom are you looking?”
“Am I not to drink the cup that the Father has given me?”
“You are not also one of this man’s disciples, are you?”
“Why do you ask me?”
“Is that how you answer the high priest?”
“But if I have spoken rightly, why do you strike me?”
“You are not also one of his disciples, are you?”
“Did I not see you in the garden with him?”
“What accusation do you bring against this man?”
“Are you the King of the Jews?”
“Do you ask this on your own, or did others tell you about me?”
“I am not a Jew, am I?”
“What have you done?”
“So you are a king?”
“What is truth?”
“Do you want me to release for you the King of the Jews?”

AVOIDING THE QUESTION OF TRUTH
“Many among us, Christians and secularists, are ‘Jews’ in the sense of the fourth gospel.
They point to their tradition which goes back to the Church Fathers, or to the popes, or
to the Reformers, or to the Makers of the American Constitution. Their church or their
nation is their mother; so they have all truth and don’t need to worry about the question
of truth.”
“It is the way of the majority of the people today, as well as in the time of Jesus. Life, they
say to themselves, is a mixture of truth, half-truth, and falsehood. It is quite possible to
live with this mixture, to muddle through most of the difficulties of life without asking the
question of a truth that matters ultimately.”
Paul Tillich, “The Truth Will Make You Free,” 20 Centuries of Great Preaching, Volume Ten: Luccock to Niebuhr (Waco: Word, 1971) 70.
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PENTECOST TO PORTICO
Instructions: Read the following texts. Your teacher will read a series of
statements. Respond to each statement saying: Pentecost, Portico, or both.
22

You that are Israelites, listen to what I have to say: Jesus of Nazareth, a man
attested to you by God with deeds of power, wonders, and signs that God did
23

through him among you, as you yourselves know— this man, handed over to
you according to the definite plan and foreknowledge of God, you crucified and
24

killed by the hands of those outside the law. But God raised him up, having
freed him from death, because it was impossible for him to be held in its power.
(Acts 2:22-24)
13

The God of Abraham, the God
of Isaac, and the God of Jacob,
the God of our ancestors has
glorified his servant Jesus, whom
you handed over and rejected in
the presence of Pilate, though

he had decided to release him.
But you rejected the Holy and
Righteous One and asked to
have a murderer given to you,

14

15

and you killed the Author of
life, whom God raised from the
dead. To this we are witnesses.
(Acts 3:13-15)
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THE EMMAUS ROAD
Luke 24:13-35
13

Now on that same day two of them were going to a village
14

called Emmaus, about seven miles from Jerusalem, and talking
15

with each other about all these things that had happened. While
they were talking and discussing, Jesus himself came near and
16

went with them, but their eyes were kept from recognizing him.
17

And he said to them, ‘What are you discussing with each other
18

while you walk along?’ They stood still, looking sad. Then one of
them, whose name was Cleopas, answered him, ‘Are you the only
stranger in Jerusalem who does not know the things that have
19

taken place there in these days?’ He asked them, ‘What things?’
They replied, ‘The things about Jesus of Nazareth, who was a
prophet mighty in deed and word before God and all the people,
20

and how our chief priests and leaders handed him over to be
21

condemned to death and crucified him. But we had hoped that he was the one to redeem Israel.
22

Yes, and besides all this, it is now the third day since these things took place. Moreover, some
23

women of our group astounded us. They were at the tomb early this morning, and when they did
not find his body there, they came back and told us that they had indeed seen a vision of angels
24

who said that he was alive. Some of those who were with us went to the tomb and found it just as
25

the women had said; but they did not see him.’ Then he said to them, ‘Oh, how foolish you are,
26

and how slow of heart to believe all that the prophets have declared! Was it not necessary that the
27

Messiah should suffer these things and then enter into his glory?’ Then beginning with Moses and
all the prophets, he interpreted to them the things about himself in all the scriptures.
28
29

As they came near the village to which they were going, he walked ahead as if he were going on.
But they urged him strongly, saying, ‘Stay with us, because it is almost evening and the day is now
30

nearly over.’ So he went in to stay with them. When he was at the table with them, he took bread,
31

blessed and broke it, and gave it to them. Then their eyes were opened, and they recognized him;
32

and he vanished from their sight. They said to each other, ‘Were not our hearts burning within us
33

while he was talking to us on the road, while he was opening the scriptures to us?’ That same hour
they got up and returned to Jerusalem; and they found the eleven and their companions gathered
34

35

together. They were saying, ‘The Lord has risen indeed, and he has appeared to Simon!’ Then
they told what had happened on the road, and how he had been made known to them in the
breaking of the bread.

Page 33

