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

[Though my original plan was to write a lesson on the Baptist witness and heritage that accompanied your companion reading of Chapter Six of Dr. Vestal’s book, I felt the stronger need to write a Palm Sunday lesson for our church family.  This lesson will hopefully further illuminate the meaning of being a missional Christian, but will not have a focus on “Baptist life.”]

SUNDAY SCHOOL LESSON SIX—WEEK SIX

PALM SUNDAY, APRIL 9, 2006

“GOD’S AGENDA OR MY AGENDA:  BEING MISSIONAL”

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

“Instant obedience is the only kind of obedience there is; delayed obedience is disobedience. Whoever strives to withdraw from obedience, withdraws from Grace.” Thomas `a Kempis

“Selected obedience isn't obedience at all, it's merely convenience.”—copied

Throughout this series on deepening our understanding of what it means to be a missional Christian and a missional church, it has hopefully become evident to you that this journey is dependent on your answer to God’s call to OBEDIENCE.  It has been interesting in our studies how the underlying theme of individual obedience and submission to God’s will for our lives continues to be present in all of our discussions.  In our discussions we have seen how our attitudes and actions of intentional obedience have come to the forefront.  Quite simply, a choice has been placed before each and every one of us:  Will I follow God’s agenda for my life, or will I continue the path of my own agenda?  It is indeed a matter of personal choice on each of our parts.  As we enter into the days of Holy Week, the week of the Passion of Christ, we see this element of intentional obedience and choice being played out in a variety of venues as He walked toward the cross.  The triumphal entry itself is an act of His choosing.  The challenges and pain that are displayed in the Garden of Gethsemane underscore submission to the will of God.  The trials of Jesus and His responses to His accusers show His unwavering response to the call to obedience in following God’s agenda for His life.  It was an intentional act of choice and obedience on His part as He placed God’s plan at the forefront of His entire life.  

What does individual obedience look like in the life of a believer?  As you read in the copied quote at the beginning of this lesson, our obedience is not a selected obedience.  Truly selected obedience is merely convenience.  How often do we “select” the parts of God’s call in our lives that are pleasing to us while we defer those things which call us to deeper times of sacrifice and servanthood?  The question might also be asked with relation to our obedience to the things that often go unnoticed by the admiring crowds.  Are you obedient even in the little things of life—things that may never be seen by the eyes of humanity but are not hidden from the view of God?  Our lesson this week will focus on our call as missional Christians to hear and to heed the call to obedience.  We will see how the acts of obedience in the lives of the disciples mirror the obedience that was exhibited by their Master and Lord.  We will also discuss what it means for each of us, in obedience, to carry Jesus Christ into the highways and byways of the world.

Jesus’ journey to Jerusalem actually begins in Matthew 16:21.  We pick up the story in today’s lesson as we come to Matthew 21 as Jesus actually begins His entry into the city.  It is very important for us to see how concise Matthew is in showing that all of the actions of Jesus were the fulfillment of scriptural promises that had been made about the Messiah.  You will remember that Matthew’s Gospel was written by a Jewish man (Matthew) with a specific audience in mind (the Jewish people), and with a specific purpose in mind (to persuade or to show the Jews that Jesus was the fulfillment of the scriptures and was indeed the Messiah Himself).  

The scene opens as Jesus and His entourage enters the small village of Bethpage, which is located on the eastern flank of the Mount of Olives.  There is an important point that helps us set the stage for this lesson:  We must notice that Jesus was obedient in even the little things, and He calls each of us to do just the same.  It is also 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.  One of the salient points of this lesson is for us to see that our OBEDIENCE should be a mirror of the OBEDIENCE of Jesus Christ.  Thus, to set the stage for what we will encounter in this lesson, please 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 ensuing 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 missional Christians) and for the church as a whole that He was indeed the Messiah, and that every action that was a part of this event was a bigger part of the plan of God.  Thus, as we read these verses we see that Jesus was obedient, even in things that might seem to be quite insignificant.

In Matthew 21:2, Jesus sends two unnamed disciples ahead of them to the village that stood in front of them.  There, they were told, they would find a donkey tied with her colt beside her.  The disciples were instructed to untie the animals and bring them to Him.  They were then told that if anyone asked what they were doing, they were to tell them that the Lord had need of the animals and they would send them to Him right away.  Several years ago our annual Winter Youth Retreat had as its theme, “Strange and Wonderful.”  Perhaps this is the feeling that the disciples had as they entered the city and things fell into place exactly as Jesus had told them they would.  A strange request by Jesus, but look at the wonderful outcome.  Pause for a moment and reflect on the number of times in the Gospels that Jesus asked the disciples to do some strange things and then take a look at the outcome of these things.  In a sermon by Len Sweet, he mentions a few such things.  Sweet encourages us to think about the following calls for obedience:

· Sometimes Jesus asked his disciples to gather up tiny scraps of food so He could feed a multitude! 

· Sometimes Jesus asked His disciples to go fishing in waters that had been completely fished! 

· Sometimes Jesus asked His disciples to sit down with tax collectors, prostitutes and other well-known sinners!

· Sometimes Jesus asked His disciples to stay calm during a life-threatening, violent storm! 

· Sometimes Jesus asked His disciples to leave their families and security to follow Him! 

On this particular day, Jesus asks two of His disciples to go into the village ahead of them, find a donkey and a colt tied there that had never been ridden, untie them, and bring them to Him.  They were further instructed as to how to answer someone if they were asked what they were doing.  Now put yourself in the place of these two disciples.  If you had been one of these disciples, how would you have responded?  Notice the details that Jesus gave to the disciples—the little things that He asked them to do:

1. Go to the village ahead of you—a precise place.  If one reads the writings of the great church historian Origen, you find that Bethpage was just east of Bethany, and a ravine separated the two villages.  Thus, we come to understand that Jesus is probably asking the two disciples to go into the village of Bethany to find the colt.  You will remember that Jesus had some remarkable experiences in the city of Bethany.

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.  The truth of this point quickly becomes crystal clear.  “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?”  We often fail to go a little bit further, take a little bit more time, expend a little bit more effort and respond in true obedience.  We simply choose to expend only the effort that we need to just “get by” in our call to obedience.  “What is the minimum required?”  And, that is just what we do!  Not so with the disciples.  It’s speculation but one wonders how many colts they passed before they came to the right one!  Or, perhaps we might take even another angle to this story.  The disciples could have decided along the way that they would rather spend their time in some other activity in Bethany.  Looking for a donkey and her colt was a pretty boring and unglamorous thing to do.  There might be something a little more lively and interesting to do since they had not been to Bethany for a while.  Surely Jesus would understand it if these disciples did not come back with a donkey and her colt.

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.”  Can you imagine the courage that it took for these disciples to undertake this task with those instructions?  Can you imagine the risk it was for these disciples to do as Jesus commanded them to do?  Remember, selected obedience is not really obedience at all; it is merely convenience.  As missional Christians, our call is one to be people of courage and people willing to risk ourselves completely in following the call to obedience.

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?

As Jesus enters the city, it is important for us to note the response of the crowds in Matthew 21:9.  The crowds shouted accolades also taken from scripture, repeating the text of Psalm 118:26, “Hosanna to the Son of David!  Blessed is He who comes in the name of the Lord.  Hosanna in the highest!”  There is no misunderstanding that the people have no qualms about their thoughts of who Jesus is!  They clearly designate Him with a messianic title.  The designation of the “one who comes in the name of the Lord,” from a clear Old Testament perspective, is to be understood as the Messiah.  But John adds an interesting thought to this passage as the people in the crowd add their own designation in their proclamation as “blessed is the King of Israel.”  This crowd is clear in their perception of Jesus—a political, military, and earthly Messiah.  There is a bold confidence in this proclamation.  We wonder what was racing through the minds of the disciples as they heard these cries.  Could we fall victim ourselves of getting caught up in the excitement of what was going on around us and perhaps forget all that Jesus has taught us about who He is?

But then we read verse 10.  There we find Jesus entering into the city itself on this donkey.  The picture is totally incongruent.  It is at this point that we need to mention this unnamed donkey.  Review the scene once again.  A royal procession is coming into the city.  The crowds are shouting cries of Hosanna and placing their coats along the roadway.  The palm branches are being waved in celebration.  The King is coming!  But, there is a small glitch in the picture.  He is not riding a stallion; rather He is mounted on a common donkey, a simple beast of burden.  Len Sweet says that this is a perfect picture:  “He was King of Kings and Lord of Lords.  But He was also servant of servants, a work horse, helper of helpers.”  This donkey holds a key place in this entire narrative.  It is a place that I have never really noticed until I read a sermon in this text that was written by Len Sweet.  Read the following excerpt from this sermon in relation to our call as missional Christians to be that “donkey” that carries Christ into the world.

“While He was ushered into Jerusalem with a royal processional, He rode on the steed of the simplest peasant. The back of a donkey doesn't put one up above the heads of others. In fact, sitting on the short-legged beasts put the rider pretty much at face-to-face level with a standing crowd. Jesus couldn't impressively ride through a crowd mounted on a donkey. He could only ride in the midst of the crowd, being as much a part of the crush as were all the others. 

“Church tradition tells us (though none of the gospels report it) that this wasn't Jesus' first donkey ride. Matthew's text doesn't detail how Joseph traveled with Mary to Egypt and back to Nazareth again. Nor does Luke's gospel describe how Mary and Joseph journeyed to Bethlehem. But all of us have in our heads the picture of a pregnant Mary perched on the back of a sturdy donkey. Our mind's eye puts her back on that beast for the escape to Egypt and the homeward trek to Nazareth after Herod had died. The church has long suggested that in honor of the donkey's humble service to Jesus, the animal was rewarded with a permanent "sign of the cross," for most donkeys do show a distinctive black cross pattern across their sturdy shoulders. Despite this lip service from church tradition, the donkey still remains far beyond the pale of glory. Little girls don't dream of riding across summer fields on a little donkey. The Kentucky Derby doesn't blow the herald horn for a herd of dinky donkeys to race around the track. And everyone from Shakespeare to Pinocchio knows that fools and dolts are depicted as donkeys. 

“Yet if the mission of the church is to carry Christ into the world, then each of us is called to be a donkey. There's no particular glory in being a donkey. There are only long trails, steep roads, heavy loads, and little or no recognition for a completed job. 

“But look at what we're carrying. The King of Kings. The Prince of Peace. The Lion of the Tribe of Judah, and the Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world. 

“You and I are called to be a donkey. Donkeys are known for strong backs and sure feet. Donkeys carry a lot of burdens, and they carry their loads along pathways that are too treacherous for others to walk. 

“Of course, donkeys are known for one other characteristic: they can be stubborn, obstinate, stiff-necked. From the days of the Hebrews in the wilderness, God's people themselves have often been identified as stiff-necked (Exodus 32:9; 34:9). Perhaps this same stiff-necked quality added to Jesus' choice of the donkey -- a stubborn little steed with a mind of its own, even though it would work hard and long. Sound familiar?

“So I end this morning with a question: Will you be a donkey? 

“Will you carry Christ? Wherever He goes? However He goes.

“Will you be a donkey?

“Will you walk cliffs? Will you not be afraid of the edges and the extremes? Will you be cliff-walkers who journey the edges between this world and the next, between hate and love, between war and peace?

“Will you be a donkey? 

“Will you be humble enough to be a beast of burden? To carry the burdens of others? To carry your cross?

“Finally, will you be a donkey? Will you shout with joy and praise God, welcoming the divine's presence with `Hosanna! Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord’."

Quite interesting indeed—a donkey and a missional Christian.  God’s agenda or my agenda?

We close our lesson this week with another glimpse at Matthew 21:10.  “When Jesus entered Jerusalem, the whole city was stirred and asked, `Who is this’?”  Many of you have perhaps wondered why the addition of Matthew 27:51 was included as a part of our lesson passages for this week’s study.  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.  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.  For many of us this literally does “shake” our very foundations.  His mission becomes our mission. The world, too, is dramatically shaken by that transformation in our lives.  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?
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