The Missional Jesus Christ

A LENTEN JOURNEY

COMPANION READING FOR WEEK SIX

“IT’S TIME…AN URGENT CALL TO CHRISTIAN MISSION”

Chapter Six:  “It’s Time!…to Rediscover the Baptist Heritage and Renew the Baptist Witness”—Pages 44-52

LESSON HELP SIX

SUNDAY, APRIL 9, 2006

“GOD’S AGENDA OR MY AGENDA: 

 BEING MISSIONAL”

Scripture References:  Matthew 21:1-11; Matthew 27:51

How does one turn a Palm Sunday “Triumphal Entry” Sunday School text into a study about what it means to be a missional Christian and a missional church?  That is the challenge that I faced as I began to give thought to this lesson, and I can assure you that entering the task I had my apprehensions about the outcome!  But, as I began to think about our studies to this point in time in this series and about the true meaning of what it means to be missional, the point became quite clear to me.  Thus, I began with two starting points in mind.  First, being missional is, in reality, about being obedient.  Second, referring to the Matthew 27:51 passage, the results of a true missional lifestyle will literally “shake” the world out of its lethargy and turn it to Jesus Christ.  With a beginning point and an ending point, all I had to do was “fill in the middle blank.”  So, here are some ideas for you in your teaching this week.

I want to remind you of the words of Oswald Chambers related to the matter of obedience (To make sure that we are on the same page:  this is a lesson about the understanding God’s agenda [plan] for my life rather than living my life solely based on “my agenda.”  The issue of obedience is in truth what sets these two aspects apart.  It all begins with that important first step.)  Chambers said, “One step forward in obedience is worth years of study about it.”  We do talk a lot about what it means to be an obedient follower of Christ, and well we should.  But I often wonder how many of us truly take that first step toward the complete freedom that is ours in Christ Jesus that flows from our obedience to Him.  Speaking of that freedom, Peter T. Forsythe was right when he said, “The first duty of every soul is to find not its freedom but its Master.”  True freedom is in knowing the Master, hearing His call, and heeding that call in obedience.  But back to that first step—it is not simply a step, but a lifestyle that is constant and consistent.  It has a beginning and the end will come when we see Him face to face—the reward of our obedience.  We are called to obedience—instant obedience.  Perhaps that is the “rub” for many of us.  Most of us eventually get around to being obedient, but only after a time of wilderness wandering.  Thomas a Kempis wrote, “Instant obedience is the only kind of obedience there is; delayed obedience is disobedience. Whoever strives to withdraw from obedience, withdraws from Grace.”  Spend some opening moments with your class members talking about the obstacles and opportunities that come with our call to obedience.  We cannot always see the “whys” of our being obedient, but the call is nonetheless to be obedient.  Have class members reflect for a moment on the following question:  “What are some tasks to which God has called me to be obedient for reasons that may not readily be apparent to me at this time in my life?”  Ask class members how they would have reacted had they found themselves in such a situation.  Remember to point out that their response not only impacts their lives, but also those who follow in the future.

As stated in the lesson, Jesus’ journey into Jerusalem leading up to the week of passion actually begins in Matthew 16:21.  As always, I call upon you to read all of the parallel passages on the triumphal entry.  Remember, we are entering the final week of Jesus’ earthly life.  Our lesson focuses with what we call the triumphal entry into Jerusalem.  Why though would Jesus choose to enter Jerusalem at the time of the Passover?  Remember the size of the anticipated crowd that will be challenged with Jesus’ presence and His message.  You will recall from previous studies the enormity of the crowd.  Herschel Hobbs wrote in relation to this matter, “At this time Jesus would find the city filled with Jews from within and from without Palestine.  Every adult male Jew living within twenty miles of Jerusalem was required to attend the Passover celebration.  Every Jew, regardless of where he lived, hoped to attend the Passover at least one time in his lifetime.  Thirty years after this particular Passover, a Roman governor took a census of the lambs slain at such a feast.  The number was two hundred and fifty thousand.  Since one lamb was required for ten people, this would mean that at this particular Passover there were two and one-half million Jews in Jerusalem.  This would be the number of Jews who would be challenged by Jesus on this particular day.  And the decision to receive Him or reject Him would involve not only the Jews of Jerusalem, but also those of the Diaspora.  In reality, therefore, Jesus is presenting Himself to the entire Jewish world at this Passover.”  Jesus is about to confront these masses with a simple, yet life altering question—the question of obedience.  Will the people accept Him as the kind of Messiah that He came to be or would they reject Him?  Again, it is a call to obedience.

The scene opens in Matthew 21:1 as Jesus is approaching the villages of Bethpage and Bethany (see parallel) on His journey from Jericho to Jerusalem.  There seems to be a stopping point in Bethpage where Jesus gives two of His disciples some pretty specific instructions in verse 2.  You will want to land there for a few minutes.  First, what are the instructions that are given to these two disciples?  Let’s examine those instructions for just a moment.

1. Go to the village ahead of you—a precise place.  There could be no questions related to the instructions as to destination.

2. As they would enter the city, they would find a donkey and her colt tied there, which no one had ever ridden (this point is ascertained from reading the Gospel parallel passages to our text).  Only a certain colt would meet this command.  Have class members to reflect/respond to the point made in the lesson about this part of the task.  “How often do I, when I know what to do, take the easy route and find the first colt that I come to rather than following the instructions of true obedience?”  

3. If anyone were to ask them a question, they were given specific instructions as to what response to give.  Again, the instructions were very specific.  How do you think they felt about this call for obedience from Jesus?  “Why are you taking my donkey and her colt (why not go ahead and fill in the blanks with some other words)?  Well, Jesus told me that He needed them, and that you would understand completely.”  Talk with class members about the courage that it took for the disciples to take this risk for Jesus.

How would you have reacted had you been given these instructions?  It is interesting to do a quick study of some of the “strange” requests that Jesus made of His disciples while He was here on earth with them.  Has Jesus ever called you to do something that you did not completely understand?  Has He ever made a “strange” request of you?  How often has your obedience in that “strange” request led to an outcome that was truly wonderful?  

Verse 6 tells us that the disciples did just as Jesus told them to do and everything went just as Jesus told them it would.  Where is your focus here?  Do you focus on the obedience of the disciples or on the detailed plan of Jesus?  Don’t miss small messages in the midst of larger messages!  Jesus’ coming into Jerusalem was enabled by His disciples’ obedience to those seemingly insignificant chores.  These were small matters, but they were critical to the process.  Can you think of some seemingly insignificant chores in which God is depending on your obedience?  What is the obstacle that is standing in the way of your obedience to these chores?  Perhaps the question begs itself, “Do you really trust God enough to enable you to act with the same obedience that is shown in the disciple’s response?

I also encourage you to point out clearly to class members the fact that Jesus understood completely the matter of obedience as well as this entire process was soaked in the fulfillment of Old Testament prophecy.  Look at how Jesus, too, was obedient in the little things.  It is important for you to see the prophetic symbolism in this triumphal entry into Jerusalem.  Jesus was extremely conscious of the Old Testament prophecy concerning His entry into Jerusalem as the Messiah.  Reflect on the following passages:

1. Zechariah 9:9:  It was typical for pilgrims entering Jerusalem for the Passover to enter on foot.  Prophecy stated though that when the Messiah entered into Jerusalem, He would be riding on a colt.

2. Numbers 19:2; Deuteronomy 21:3; 2 Samuel 6:7:  The importance of a never-ridden colt seems also to be important as shown in these listed passages.  An animal that was devoted to sacred purposes is not to have been previously used in ordinary ways.

3. 1 Kings 1:33:  In reading this passage, you note that when Solomon became King after David, he rode his father’s mule during the procession into the royal city.  Entering the city on a colt was thus a way to symbolize that Jesus was ready to accept the title of King.

4. 2 Kings 9:13:  After Elisha had anointed Jehu king over Israel, it was Jehu that received a royal greeting from the crowds that spread their cloaks before him as he traveled before him and praising his name.  

Therefore, in these passages, we see that Jesus kept the messianic promises of the Old Testament.  They were not kept though according to the Jewish expectation, but the fact is, they were kept!  What Jesus actually did in fulfilling these prophecies is mark a trail for us (as believers) and for the church as a whole that He was indeed the Messiah.  

Next, I would like for you to notice the response of the crowds in Matthew 21:8-9.   News had spread rapidly about His impending entry into the city of Jerusalem (read John 11:55-56).  The question of the day seemed to center on whether and when Jesus would enter the city.  Of course, coming on the heels of the news of the raising of Lazarus only helped to fuel the fire that already existed.  I want you to encourage class members to find themselves in the crowd throughout this entire episode.  Where are you in the crowd as you hear the news that He might be coming into the city?  The branches, or palm fronds are nationalistic symbols of Judea.  The waving of these fronds as Jesus passed signaled the hope that the people had that the liberating political Messiah was now coming into the city.   [It is important at this point that you draw in the parallel passages on the triumphal entry—Mark 11:1-10; Luke 19:29-38; John 12:12-15—as there is an important addition to the crowds shouts in the other passages.]  The shouts of “Hosanna, Blessed is He who comes in the name of the Lord!  Blessed is the King of Israel,” fill the air.  In this powerful verse the people are expressing their belief in who Jesus is.  He is clearly thought to be the Messiah (given the messianic title, “the one who comes in the name of the Lord”—the Son of David), but there is an addition that the people give to this designation (parallel).  Look at it with me.  They call Jesus the King of Israel.  They see Him as a political, military, earthly Messiah.  They see Him as the One who will liberate them from the bondage of the Romans.  Remember, you are in the crowd.  You have heard and recalled the stories of Jesus.  As His disciples and followers, you have been taught about His role.  Are you getting caught up in the hype of the moment?  Are you taking your eyes off of Jesus and failing to see Him for who He is?  Have you forgotten everything that He has taught you?  John does a masterful job in verse 14 by giving us contrasting images.  The people saw Jesus as their conquering political “hero” Messiah, but there He is—riding on a young donkey (Zechariah 9:9
The final point that I want to make in this discussion has to do with that donkey.  I really enjoyed Len Sweet’s comments on this part of our lesson.  I hope that you can take this part of the study and help class members to find the truth contained therein.

Conclude your lesson this week with a glimpse of Matthew 21:10.  “When Jesus entered Jerusalem, the whole city was stirred and asked, `Who is this’?”  Many of you have perhaps wondered why I added Matthew 27:51 as one part of our lesson passages.  Actually the word in 21:12, which speaks of the city being “stirred,” and the word in 27:51, which speaks to the earth being “shaken” are the same words.  The Greek word here is seio, and it is an extremely strong word.  It indicates that the small steps of a donkey that carried the Messiah into Jerusalem literally shook the foundations of Jerusalem just as the foundations of the earth were shaken with earthquakes at the death of Jesus.  The thought here is that the arrival of Jesus Christ in our lives and our answer to His call to missional obedience shakes our lives like an earthquake.  Just like the healing of the daughter of Jairus and the healing of the woman with an issue of blood, this news is spreading fast.  The same will hold true in our lives as we accept the missional call.  We can literally shake the world with our response to God’s call to obedience in our lives.  Once we accept that call we can no longer accept our lives being lived in the status quo realm.  Who we are is completely altered.  The things that we do and attempt to do are now no longer our own thoughts and plans but are a part of the bigger plan of God for our lives.  Our identities begin to match His identity and He begins and continues to mold us into the instruments of His own choosing.  In light of this, we must also understand that this call will also “shake” our very foundations.  His mission becomes our mission. Think about the Apostle Paul and his experience of conversion.  His life was certainly shaken, and the transformation of his life shook the foundations of those who bore witness to that change.  As missional Christians and as a missional church, our call is a call to obedience.  Inherent in this call is the challenge that comes to us to place our agenda aside and follow the plans and directives of the Father.  It might begin with a small seemingly insignificant task that we have been called to do, but it might quickly be transformed into being that “special donkey” that Christ has need of to carry His mission and message into the world.  What will be our response?
Someone has wisely said that the cost of obedience is nothing compared to the cost of disobedience.  Close your class with a general discussion on our call to obedience.  Do we truly realize that our response to this call not only affects our own lives, but also perhaps even the lives of generations that will follow us?  It goes back to the matter of obedience—a radical call to obedience for each and every one of us.  Are you prepared to take the road out of the wilderness?  The first step is to be obedient—even in the little things!

