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T

his is a study about the meaning and implication of Easter. Contrary
to the commercials on television and home decorating catalogs, Easter
is not about cute little bunnies, dyed and decorated eggs, and wearing your
Sunday best. Easter is about the spilt blood of a weary man, His death, burial,
resurrection, and the dawning understanding of the most glorious mystery in
the history of the world: God loved the world so much that He gave His only
Son so that anyone who believes in Him shall not perish but have eternal life.
(John 3:16)

Our Christian life truly begins when our hearts and minds lay hold of the
Good News – that we are totally forgiven of our sins and welcomed into fellowship with God
through the atoning sacrifice of Jesus’ life. Then, and only then, do we joyfully pursue obedience, give generously, count others greater than ourselves, offer thanks in all circumstances, and
desire to share the gospel of Jesus Christ with the world.
During this study, we hope that your group will eat together at least once. Jesus spent much of
His time sharing meals with people. It was a time of teaching, fun, and deep friendship. We hope
you experience His blessing and presence as you break bread (or tortilla chips) together.
Finally, make plans now to attend Maundy Thursday (April17), Good Friday (April 18), and
Easter (April 20) services at MDPC. You can’t afford to miss being reminded of the truth of the
Gospel!
For Christ,
Christyn Knoop
Adult Ministries Director & Editor, Eat Pray Lent Study Guide
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How to use this guide:
• Read the lesson and answer the questions in advance of your meeting. Doing so, even before the
Sunday Sermon, will give you a chance to ponder the Scripture on your own and lead to greater
understanding. Plus, it makes for richer discussion.
• The Going Deeper section is new. You may choose to read and discuss at your group meeting or
encourage each other to use it for personal reflection during the week. Decide together, before your
first meeting, what the expectations are.
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During the season of Lent, we take the opportunity to set aside time from our normal routines to
reflect on Jesus and our lives of following Him. We begin these 40 days by looking at the account
of what happened to Jesus in the Garden of Gethsemane.

Week 1

Jesus has just finished what we call The Last Supper with His disciples, and they have made their
way outside the main part of Jerusalem to the Garden of Gethsemane. Gethsemane (which means
“olive press”) was probably a remote, walled garden; a place that Jesus often went with His disciples.
It would have been natural for them to go there after the supper.
Jesus’ experience in the Garden was intense, difficult, and full of emotion. We read of His distress
and sorrow, His loneliness, His plea for release, His relinquishment of His will, and the strengthening
of His resolve. These many themes could all be sermons by themselves and you are encouraged to
consider them throughout the Lenten season.
May the Holy Spirit guide your reflection and conversation about this significant moment in Jesus’
life as He walked toward the cross.
As you begin your time together as a group, introduce yourselves and share why you signed up for
the study. You might also share a Lenten experience you’ve had in the past. Open your time with
prayer.

Gethsemane:
Where God
Broke His
Heart and
His Son

Scripture: Mark 14:32-42

They went to a place called Gethsemane; and He said to His disciples, “Sit
here while I pray.” He took with Him Peter and James and John, and began
to be distressed and agitated. And He said to them, “I am deeply grieved,
even to death; remain here, and keep awake.” And going a little farther,
He threw Himself on the ground and prayed that, if it were possible, the
hour might pass from Him. He said, “Abba, Father, for You all things are
possible; remove this cup from Me; yet, not what I want, but what You
want.” He came and found them sleeping; and He said to Peter, “Simon, are you asleep? Could you
not keep awake one hour? Keep awake and pray that you may not come into the time of trial; the
spirit indeed is willing, but the flesh is weak.” And again He went away and prayed, saying the same
words.And once more He came and found them sleeping, for their eyes were very heavy; and they
did not know what to say to Him. He came a third time and said to them, “Are you still sleeping and
taking your rest? Enough! The hour has come; the Son of Man is betrayed into the hands of sinners.
Get up, let us be going. See, My betrayer is at hand.”

Discussion Questions
1. To put this passage in context, read Mark 14:1-31 and discuss the events leading up to our
passage. Notice that Jesus said that one of them would betray Him (vs. 18) and that they would
all fall away (vs. 27).

2. Now read Mark 14:32-42 again. In this passage, Jesus experiences feelings of deep sorrow and
distress. Talk about why He would have these feelings. What has happened leading up to this
point to affect Him in this way? What does He know is coming next? What does He do in the
face of these feelings?

3. Dark times of sorrow and distress come to all of us. Think about a dark time in your own life
when your soul has felt overwhelmed with sorrow. Not to dwell on this too much, but think
about how you were able to gain strength to get through it. In Jesus’ case, He began to pray
4
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fervently to the Lord, even to the point of sweating blood (Luke 22:44). How has prayer helped
you get through times of darkness?

Week 1

4. Jesus comes back to Peter, James, and John three different times and found them asleep. His
words indicate some frustration and disappointment. What a lonely experience for Jesus! Think
about times you have been lonely and disappointed in loved ones who have not been there for
you. On the flip side, think about this scene from the disciples’ point of view: exhausted, full
bellied, sitting in a remote, dark garden, and clueless as to what was really going on. What
might their reactions have been to Jesus’ frustration with them? Have you ever been the one to
disappoint a friend?

5. In His prayer, Jesus let go of His own will and opened Himself to God’s will. Even though Jesus
knew what God was asking of Him and that it would be painful and grueling, He let go of
wanting His way, and asked that God’s will be done. It is so difficult for us to let go of our own
will and what we want. We think we have the best plan for everything and we usually just want
God to bless it. But, in truth, we DO NOT have the best plan—God does. Discuss a time in your
life when you finally were able to let go of your own plan and ask God to take over. Talk about
what happens when you release and begin to let go.

6. With this prayer of release came Jesus’ resolve to take the next steps toward the cross and
fulfillment of God’s plan; the plan of hope and forgiveness and salvation for all of us. What a
gift of grace and love! Spend a few minutes in prayer at the end of your time together. Share
specific areas of your lives that you need to release into God’s hands, and then pray for one
another. Finish by thanking Jesus for walking into that Garden, and for walking out of it ready
to do God’s will. Amen.

Going Deeper: The Hypostatic Union of Christ
In this passage, Jesus prays to His Father asking for a reprieve from His upcoming death. However, Jesus ultimately submits to His Father and says, “not My will, but Yours be done” (Luke 22:42,
NASB). Jesus’ prayer here is interesting when viewed from the perspective of the hypostatic union
of Christ. Hypostatic union is a fancy theological term that means Jesus Christ was the one-person union of the divine nature and the human nature.
Scholars, theologians, priests, and Bishops of the early church debated this question at length.
Some said Jesus was a human, the natural son of Joseph and Mary, who pleased God and was
elected to become the Son of God. Others believed Jesus was really two people at the same time
with one person being human and the other being divine. Many other theories were put forth
until a meeting of the minds took place in Chalcedon (in modern-day Turkey) in 451 A.D. The
result of this meeting was the Chalcedonian Creed, which is nearly universally accepted today
among Catholic and Protestant faiths. The Chalcedonian Creed (451 A.D.) is as follows:
We, then, following the holy Fathers, all with one consent, teach men to confess one and the same
Son, our Lord Jesus Christ, the same perfect in Godhead and also perfect in manhood; truly God
and truly man, of a reasonable soul and body; consubstantial with us according to the manhood;
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in all things like unto us, without sin; begotten before all ages of the Father according to the Godhead, and in these latter days, for us and for our salvation, born of the virgin Mary, the mother
of God, according to the manhood; one and the same Christ, Son, Lord, Only-begotten, to be acknowledged in two natures, inconfusedly, unchangeably, indivisibly, inseparably; the distinction
of natures being by no means taken away by the union, but rather the property of each nature
being preserved, and concurring in one Person and one Subsistence, not parted or divided into
two persons, but one and the same Son, and only begotten, God the Word, the Lord Jesus Christ,
as the prophets from the beginning have declared concerning him, and the Lord Jesus Christ
himself taught us, and the Creed of the holy Fathers has handed down to us.

Week 1

In other words, Jesus is fully God and fully human at the exact same time. He is not God some
times and human other times. He isn’t divine in some situations and human in others. He is not
split in half with part of Him being divine and the other part human. In the one person, He is
100% God and 100% human. It’s a difficult concept for us to grasp, but a beautiful one.
In the garden, Jesus demonstrated the hypostatic union by being both human and divine. First,
a distressed and agitated Jesus expressed His human will to His divine Father. As a human, Jesus
grieved, hurt, and perhaps even feared the coming of what He fully knew was God’s will for Him.
Jesus did not want to suffer and die on the cross and, perhaps most poignantly, He did not want
to face the separation from God that would be necessary as He paid the price for humanity’s sin
(Mark 15:34).
In His prayer, Jesus expresses a will that is different and separate from the will of God. Jesus then
must have had two wills. Other passages in Scripture corroborate that Jesus did in fact have two
wills. John 6:38 says “For I have come down from heaven, not to do my own will, but the will of
Him who sent me.” (Also see John 5:30.) Jesus had a human will, and He had a divine will - the
one He shared with God. Jesus, being fully divine, knew as He prayed to God what the divine will
was: that He should die (and rise again). Yet, even with this foreknowledge, Jesus poured out His
heart to His Father and earnestly asked that the cup could pass from Him. This is not Jesus trying
to avoid His awful death, but a heartfelt, honest crying out to His Father, expressing His human
emotions and His human will. Jesus wasn’t trying to change God’s mind; He was reaching out to
His Father for comfort in an extremely challenging time. Ultimately, after Jesus fully expressed
His human will and cried out to His comforter, He submits to God’s will and dutifully proceeds
with the divine plan.
The two natures of Jesus Christ being expressed at the same time in the Garden of Gethsemane
reveal how truly unique Jesus is. He is completely human, completely able to feel our human emotions: hurt, fear, empathy, grief, elation. At the same time, He is fully God, fully able to comfort,
guide, direct, and, most importantly, to love humanity through Jesus’s death and resurrection.

Questions for Reflection
1. Jesus cried out to God asking for something that He knew was not in God’s will. He sought
comfort and peace from His Father regardless of what the outcome would be. Do you ever
decide not to pray because you fear that the concern may be outside of God’s will? Does this
passage encourage you to pray even in those circumstances?

2. In the first century, the Gnostics taught that Christ only appeared to be a human, but really
was only God. John refuted this belief in 1 John 4:1-3. If Christ were not human, then there
would be no incarnation and no bodily resurrection. Being honest with yourself, do you ever
consider Jesus to be mostly God, a person who lived a sinless life only because He was God? Do
you de-emphasize the humanity of Christ in order to elevate His divinity? How might this way
of thinking impact what you believe about God?
6
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The Roman
Barracks:
Human
Cruelty
and God’s
Gentleness

Scripture: Matthew 27:27-31

Week 2

Then the governor’s soldiers took Jesus into the Praetorium and gathered
the whole company of soldiers around Him. They stripped Him and put
a scarlet robe on Him, and then twisted together a crown of thorns and
set it on His head. They put a staff in His right hand. Then they knelt in
front of Him and mocked Him. “Hail, king of the Jews!” they said. They
spit on Him, and took the staff and struck Him on the head again and
again. After they had mocked Him, they took off the robe and put His own
clothes on Him. Then they led him away to crucify Him.

Introduction
What a dark passage of Scripture. It’s easy to read this part of Matthew’s account and feel sorry
for Jesus, point the finger at the Roman soldiers for their unyielding mockery, and be glad we
weren’t the ones responsible. But the truth is we are just as capable of this kind of cruelty. Deep
down, our hearts are just as full of sin and rebellion as the soldiers’.
This passage compels us to look at ourselves and identify our own depravity. Where does it come
from? And for what purpose do we engage in our own version of mockery? For sport? Approval
from the ‘crowd?’ Asserting power over another? What drives us to be so…mean?
But the passage also assures and encourages us that, not only do we have a model of gentleness
and grace in the face of punishing cruelty, but we also have a Savior. A SAVIOR! And doesn’t our
aptitude for unkindness show us just how much we need to be saved?
Jesus isn’t just a neat guy with some cool ideas for living a good life – He’s the healer of our brokenness. Christ endured the severest of mockery and shame, and even gave up His own life so
that we can be free from the punishment of our depravity. Praise be to God!
Open your time together with prayer that you might enter into the Scripture passage and gain
new understanding of Christ’s sacrifice, love, and God’s redemptive plan for you.

Discussion Questions
1. Read the passage again. Theologians estimate that at least 500 soldiers, and maybe as many as
1,300, were mocking Christ. Have someone describe the scene. What do you imagine Jesus was
thinking? What about God, His Father, who was watching from Heaven? What do you think
your own reaction would have been if you were there?

2. The mockery and death of Christ is a direct parallel to the story of Adam and Eve in the garden
and the curse God gave them when they sinned. Read Genesis 2:15-17, and 3:8-19. As Christ
went to the cross, He was made the curse for us, and then died to remove the curse from us.
One way we see this is when Christ was stripped naked (in the garden, nakedness became
associated with shame and sin). Think about what clothing vs. nakedness means today. Have
you ever been in a situation where you’ve felt vulnerable or exposed, or even mocked? How did
that affect you?

3. The crown of thorns is such a widely known picture and symbol that we may not often dwell
on the meaning of it. The red robe, the fake “scepter,” and this “crown” are all parts of a mock
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enthronement. But, while they could’ve used any material for the counterfeit crown, they chose
something painful to further injure and tease Jesus. What was the soldiers’ motivation for
putting the crown of thorns on His head? What does it signify for us that He wore them on the
way to die?

Week 2

4. It’s easy to think we aren’t as bad as the Roman soldiers, but our modernity doesn’t spare us
from being just as sinful and cruel as those who mocked Christ. The corruption of our human
nature is the same now as it was when Jesus was on the way to the cross, it just often looks
different. Do you agree? What evidence do you see for human nature being fundamentally
corrupted? What are some everyday behaviors that demonstrate this?

5. Not only did Christ endure a violent and humiliating trial, but God also didn’t send in
reinforcements or rescue Him from a brutal death. This “defeat” of God’s Son is a huge
stumbling block to people in some parts of the world who can’t understand a God who would
endure such shame. And yet the death – and resurrection! – of Jesus is the single most important
event in the history of the world. In your own words, why did Jesus have to die? Why didn’t
God swoop in and save Him? Would a dramatic display of power on God’s part have rendered
sin powerless over His beloved creation? Try to use Scripture to support your answers.

6. Read Philippians 2:1-11. What do we learn from Christ’s example of humility? Have you ever
been so moved by the Gospel (the Good News of Jesus taking away our punishment by dying
in our place) to suffer in someone else’s place? What small or not-so-small ways might we use
our freedom in Christ to help free others?

Close your time together sharing any joys, needs, requests, or praises, and offering them to the
Lord in prayer.

Going Deeper: The Gospel in the Barracks
The scene Matthew paints of the soldiers’ treatment of Jesus likely takes place AFTER He has
already been flogged (see also Mark 15:15). Floggings were performed on people who were completely nude, so Jesus was naked and not covered with a loincloth as is always presented in the movies. The whips used by the two soldiers—one on his left and the other on his right—were made of
coarse leather and had pieces of iron, bone, and animal teeth entwined into the leather cords. The
purpose of a scourging was to rip the flesh off the body to the point that bone showed. The leather
thongs were long enough that they wrapped around the body, pulling flesh from the front as well.
Understandably, Jesus was in a much-weakened condition as the acts within this passage were
performed upon Him. Bleeding profusely and probably in a medical condition of shock, or at least
inconceivable pain, Jesus is further subjected to the taunts and jeers of what some historians number to be as many as 500 soldiers (what Matthew calls “a whole company”). In this passage, Jesus is
repeatedly hit in the head with a staff, spit upon, and mocked by Roman soldiers as He is forced to
wear a purple robe of majesty and a thorny crown of agony.
As we read this story, two questions immediately surface: How can people be so cruel? And, If I was
there, would I have joined the throng of people screaming “crucify Him!”? As others will point out
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in this Lenten guide, the regrettable answer to both of these questions is that we are as bad as those
Roman soldiers at our unaltered core. The Passion of the Christ is simply one graphic picture of
what sin looks like in the form of mob behavior.

Week 2

Was the Passion of Christ unique? Yes and no. We have plenty of other examples of cruelty throughout history. Hitler’s Germany, Stalin’s Russia, and Pol Pot’s Cambodia are twentieth-century examples of gratuitous levels of cruelty and violence that boggle the mind. Today, Islamist radicals
believe they are doing the will of God the Father as they kill and maim even their fellow believers
via suicide bombers. In ages past, the Crusades, the Inquisition, and the Roman destruction of Jerusalem in 70 AD are just three of hundreds of examples. The cruelty shown at the flogging post,
the Praetorium, and the cross is not unique.
Yet, it is unique in the sense that it was done to God Himself: The creatures tortured their Creator
and their Creator loved them enough to allow it. THIS is the distinction between Christianity and
all the other religions and “isms” of the world, and it is vital that this be understood. People (including you and me) cannot be good on their own and require the indwelling of God Himself in
their inner being before they can even choose to do good things for the right reasons. All the other
religions stress “earning” salvation or good karma or happiness or prosperity. Christianity, on the
other hand, says that salvation cannot be earned; rather, it is given by a loving God as a gift to all
who ask…but, with a string attached: Jesus is to be our Lord and Savior.
If you are like me, the “Savior” part is easy; the “Lord” part, not so much. From the Greek, another
word for Lord is “Master,” and another word for follower is “slave.” We literally are to give up our
“rights” and become slaves to Jesus Christ. Every decision should be a Gethsemane moment for us,
where we truly contemplate and mean, “Not my will, Lord, but Yours.”
Dietrich Bonhoeffer warned against falling into the trap of “cheap grace” in his book The Cost
of Discipleship. He argues that there is no forgiveness without repentance, no salvation without
submission, no eternal life without the Lord Jesus Christ. In today’s pluralistic culture, claims like
these are ridiculed. Many university systems are teaching that we cannot know absolute truths
(which they maintain “absolutely”). People glibly espouse that “all the major religions say basically the same thing,” while the actions of Mother Theresa are so obviously different than those
of Brahmin Hindus when it comes to the “Untouchables” of India as to make that statement ludicrous. American popular culture – movies, television, music, award shows – increasingly celebrates
what traditionally has been understood as immoral, idolatrous behavior for centuries. The modern
world, it seems, is to be tolerant of everything, except “intolerant Christianity.” We have lost the
understanding of submitting to lordship other than self.
Jesus was a silent lamb, a sin offering maliciously slaughtered so that we might be forgiven. It is
essential that we not confuse His loving sacrifice as “tolerance.” The historical Jesus was—and the
risen Jesus is—intolerant of sin, and virtually every book of the Bible in some way promises that sin
will be punished in an afterlife. Orthodox Christian theology maintains that sin must be punished;
the question is who will bear that punishment? Each of us has two options:
(1) Jesus – as already recorded in the Biblical accounts of His last 18 hours (before the resurrection), and then only “if you confess with your mouth that ‘Jesus is Lord’ and believe in your
heart that God raised Him from the dead” (Romans 10:9). Or,
(2) You – punished by a loving yet just God for the evil that you have done during your life on
earth.
Please note the contrasts here. God hates sin so much that He would subject His own Son to the
tortures described above, followed by a gruesome death via crucifixion, to pay the costs associated
with the world’s sin. It is by Jesus’ blood that we are purified and declared “clean” by the Triune
God. It was the Father’s plan, carried out by His Son. We are recipients of that grace and indwelled
by the Holy Spirit when we accept Christ as our Lord. In the Old Testament, just touching the Ark
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of the Covenant resulted in instant death, as holy purity cannot coexist with sin. Today, God dwells
inside His people. That we do not explode at the moment of God’s indwelling is a testament to the
fact that we are freed from sin through Christ’s blood and therefore “sinless and pure” in the eyes
of the Godhead. That purity comes from the humility and gentleness of Jesus, the Living God, as
He was flogged, beaten, mocked, crucified, and killed. “You are not your own; you were bought at
a price (1 Cor 6:19-20).”

Week 2

Ultimately, I became a Christian because I understood the gravity of sin and the solution God
provided. I also realized that if “Jesus was just one of many roads to salvation,” then God would
be a sadist, having put Jesus through such agony when there are other ways to salvation and to
Heaven. To paraphrase C.S. Lewis from Mere Christianity: “Each person must decide whether
Jesus is the Lord, a liar, or a lunatic. You must choose from among these three, for He intentionally left us no other choice.” Who is Jesus to you?

Questions for Reflection
1. Do you struggle with the ideas of Heaven and Hell, “the wrath of God,” damnation, sin, or the
belief that non-Christians are “spiritually blind and dead (Col 2:3, 2 Cor 4:4)”? Do you know
religious Jews and Muslims who practice their faith seriously, attempting to live lives that are
pleasing to God? What would you tell them about their ability to “please God”? What does the
Bible say pleases God? (See Hebrews 11)

2. What does Paul mean when he says, “Work out your salvation with fear and trembling”? Can
we earn salvation by good works? Does God want us to be constantly terrified of Him? What
does “the fear of God” mean to you?

3. Think of a current struggle or source of anxiety in your life (financial, relationship, work,
politics). What might it look like to “give up your rights” and become a slave to Jesus Christ in
this situation?

10

Eat Pray Lent 2014

Simon of
Cyrene:
The Backside
of Calvary

Scripture: Mark 15:21-24

Week 3

And they compelled a passerby, Simon of Cyrene, who was coming in from
the country, the father of Alexander and Rufus, to carry His cross. And
they brought Him to the place called Golgotha (which means Place of a
Skull). And they offered Him wine mixed with myrrh, but He did not
take it. And they crucified Him and divided His garments among them,
casting lots for them, to decide what each should take.

Introduction
This week’s passage contains Mark’s account of the death of Jesus on the cross. Take a moment to
find the reference to Jesus’ death in the passage printed above.
Notice that the only information Mark gives us about Jesus’ suffering and death is summed up
in three words: “they crucified Him.” To fill in the details, scholars use historical writings about
the Roman practice of crucifixion, and these details often inform our teachings and our movies.
While the details of Christ’s suffering often lead us to profound emotional responses of grief, sadness, and awe, one might wonder whether Mark has a different goal. Because of his lack of detail,
Mark’s goal may be not so much to produce in us certain feelings and sentiments, but rather to
teach us the truth and the meaning of the cross.
In today’s lesson, we will see how two young men witness to the truth of the cross, and how the
soldiers (the “they” in the passage) witness to the meaning of the cross (witness, in this case,
meaning to “give a firsthand account of something seen, heard, or experienced”). May God use
this passage to influence our own witness of Christ’s Kingdom in the world!

Discussion Questions
1. Our passage begins with Simon, a hapless passerby from Cyrene, being drafted by the soldiers
to carry Jesus’ cross. Jesus needed help. Take turns answering the following question: Are you
more comfortable asking others for help, or are you more comfortable being the one who helps
others? In other words, would you rather be the helper, or the helpee?

2. Most likely, Simon was visiting Jerusalem during Passover as a pilgrim from his city on the
coast of North Africa. He was probably not acquainted with Jesus and had little desire to carry
a 300-pound crossbeam for a condemned Roman prisoner! On the other hand, his sons, Rufus
and Alexander, were obviously known in the early church because Mark refers to them by
name. Many scholars assume that Simon came to faith through the act of carrying Jesus’ cross,
and, by the time Mark writes his gospel 40 years later, Simon’s sons were known members of
the Jerusalem church. Simon was forced by the soldiers to carry the cross. How has your faith
grown because of something you were forced to do or to endure?

3. At the time the gospel of Mark was written down in about 70 A.D., there were many first
and second-generation eyewitnesses to the events of Jesus’ death and resurrection. There
was Simon of Cyrene and his sons, Rufus and Alexander; Joseph of Arimathea, who placed
Jesus in the tomb; the women at the tomb, Joanna and the three Marys, who were witnesses
to the resurrection; and the disciples. All of these folks repeated over and over again what
they had seen until Mark finally wrote it down from listening to them, or from hearing from
someone who knew them personally. In recording the many specific names, Mark is saying,
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“Hey, you can check it out with these folks or their families in our little church
community! It really happened!” What are some common questions people have
about the reliability of the Bible, especially about what happened at the cross and
the empty tomb? What would it take for you to feel prepared to answer some of
these questions?

Week 3

4. It’s been said, “Wherever sin is, a penalty must be paid.” Stop a minute to
consider: Who pays the price if a parent or spouse lashes out in anger and
criticism? Who pays the price if someone gossips or steals? Jesus volunteered to
pay the price for sin so that we – both as sinner and as one who has been sinned
against – can stop paying the price of condemnation.
Consider the story of “Barry.” Barry is a young man with a good education and a
promising future. Yet Barry is haunted by memories of how he, on the first day of
getting his first car, accidentally hit a pedestrian while making a fast turn. Barry
has ongoing work issues. He has substance abuse issues. His supervisor says
there’s no reason he can’t succeed, except that he lacks motivation. Deep down,
Barry does not believe he deserves to succeed. In your own words, describe how
the theology of the cross applies to Barry.

Close your time together sharing any joys, needs, requests, or praises, and offering
them to the Lord in prayer.

Going Deeper: The Walk
“When Christ calls a man, He bids him come and die.” Dietrich Bonheoffer
It probably wasn’t a terribly long walk, at least not if you were a first century citizen
of Jerusalem out for a stroll. Perhaps it was half a mile at most. Of course, such a
stroll was unlikely for a Jew of that time. After all, the starting point would’ve been
the Praetorium, or garrison for the loathed local Roman cohort (a legionary detachment of some 600 men) stationed in Jerusalem to “keep the peace;” and its terminus
Golgotha, which St. Mark kindly translates for us as “The Place of the Skull.”  The
trip we join Jesus making in the Gospel of Mark, however, was but the last terrible,
horrific mile of a journey that began generations upon generations earlier in a garden
full of light and color and the coolness of the day...
“What is this you have done?” we hear in the breeze not long after the beginning of
our walk. Oh, how perfect it must have been! What magnificent creatures, humans.
He created them, male and female, in His image to glorify Him and enjoy Him
forever. Fear and anxiety were unknown to them. Beings fearfully and wonderfully
made,  only a little lower than the angels. All of creation wonderfully designed to
act in harmony to glorify its perfect, holy, righteous, and awesome Creator. We were
created in freedom, and with desires that made relationships amongst ourselves and
with our Creator supremely meaningful, but with such risk! “What is this you have
done?” In an instant, it was over. One decision, made in freedom and in spite of
warning—yet so costly! Eternally cast away from a loving, just, and righteous God
and into a sin-sick existence. Pain, sadness, sickness, and death, once unknown, now
defines the pale palette coloring the darkness that descends upon this, the tragic end
of the first leg of our walk.
The night is dark and silent, and yet somehow we feel a glimmer of hope upon
12
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reaching our second waypoint. The air is still and our ceiling is a milky canopy of millions and
millions of countless stars. The stars tell us we are in Mesopotamia somewhere around 2500 BC.
We join a man – who looks to be in his 70s – as he stares skyward. He is intently listening to a
promise. “Go from your country, your people, and your father’s household to the land I will show
you. I will make you into a great nation, and I will bless you; I will make your name great and you
will be a blessing. I will bless those who bless you, and whoever curses you I will curse; and all the
peoples on earth will be blessed through you.”  

Week 3

We walk on, and find ourselves in the desert some 700 years later. We see Aaron, the first Levite
High Priest , standing in front of the Tent of Meeting, sunlight reflected and fractured by the gold
and precious jewels on his breastplate. Thousands of people watch him in hushed silence except
maybe for a baby’s cry in the distance. He is holding the leashes of two goats. If we stayed much
longer, we would see him cast lots for the goats. He would sacrifice the goat whose lot was for the
Lord as a sin offering for the people. The blood of this goat  would be sprinkled on the “atonement cover” or “mercy seat” of the Ark that was in the Most Holy Place of the Tabernacle. Blood
intertwined with atonement. What does it mean? “For the life of the creature is in the blood, and
I have given it to you to make atonement for yourselves on the altar; it is the blood that makes
atonement for one’s life.” It’s hot here in the desert, but oddly we find ourselves shivering as we
move on.
Our walk takes us back to Jerusalem, somewhere between the Praetorium and Golgotha. We’re
standing next to Simon, whom we’ve just met. Simon is from Cyrene – what we know today as
Libya. He tells us he’s a Jew here for the Passover. We learn he has two boys, Alexander and Rufus
(what a handful!). Simon looks to be a young man, and in good shape, which (as it turns out) is
probably why a few Roman soldiers come and, not very politely, bid him to come with them.
We see Jesus of Nazareth, the carpenter’s son, slowly, each agonizing step a tremendous effort,
making His way out of town (executions mustn’t happen in town ; furthermore, hanging on a tree
is cursed , thus the accused – the scapegoat? – is driven out of town), beyond Jerusalem’s fortified
wall. The stroll is now a tortured, bloody marathon.
Across his shoulders, terrible red canyons cruelly carved and gouged by the repeated blows of
the scourge  (doctors today say that muscle and perhaps even internal organs were visible by this
point), is a crude, but heavy, solid, and blood-soaked wooden cross. So much blood! Dark and
slick across the beam and leaving a crimson trail back towards the city. How can he still walk?
He stumbles and falls under the weight of the tree. Ah, now we know why Simon left our side.
Romans are nothing if not efficient. Simon hoists up the cross (not his own), and follows Jesus to
Golgotha. We fall in line.
Simon’s work is done now. His clothes are stained with blood. He stares with us at Jesus. What
must Simon be thinking? What will he tell the boys? The hammer does its terrible torture, driving thick nails through flesh and bone. They crucify Him. We crucify Him. We stand at the cross.
Jesus hangs from it, bleeding and spent.
“When Christ came as high priest of the good things that are already here, He went through the
greater and more perfect tabernacle that is not man made, that is to say, not a part of this creation. He did not enter by means of the blood of goats and calves; but He entered the Most Holy
Place once for all by His own blood, having obtained eternal redemption. The blood of goats and
bulls and the ashes of a heifer sprinkled on those who are ceremonially unclean sanctify them so
that they are outwardly clean. How much more, then, will the blood of Christ, who through the
eternal Spirit offered Himself unblemished to God, cleanse our consciences from acts that lead to
death, so that we may serve the living God!
For this reason Christ is the mediator of a new covenant, that those who are called may receive
the promised eternal inheritance – now that He has died as a ransom to set them free from the
sins committed under the first covenant.”
Amen.
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Questions for Reflection

Week 3

1. What reactions do you have to seeing this walk as an intentional journey from the Garden to
the Cross? What is the next chapter in the journey? How are we part of this walk today?

2. Re-read the Hebrews passage at the end. Is that how you understand the atoning sacrifice of
Christ? How might you put Christ’s atoning sacrifice in your own words? What aspect of the
explanation in Hebrews do you need to incorporate into your theology?
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Mary:
A Mother’s
worst
Nightmare

Scripture: John 19:25-27

Week 4

25 but standing by the cross of Jesus were His mother and His mother’s
sister, Mary the wife of Clopas, and Mary Magdalene. 26 When Jesus saw
His mother and the disciple whom He loved standing nearby, He said to His
mother,“Woman, behold, your son!” 27 Then He said to the disciple, “Behold,
your mother!” And from that hour the disciple took her to his own home.

Introduction
It has been said that there is no greater sorrow than for a parent to lose a child. Even worse would
be to watch that child endure crucifixion, the most brutal of executions. Who would have the
constitution to withstand the experience of witnessing that kind of suffering? Could there be
any greater agony for a mother? In this passage, John lets us know that the mother of Jesus was
indeed present witnessing these astonishing events, along with the “other” Marys. Consider Jesus’
mother attempting to process mentally and emotionally what is unfolding before her eyes, up
until the moment that her son draws His last breath. Truly, there is no more dramatic or defining
moment in history…for Mary, or for us!
It was important to John, the author of this Gospel, to let the reader know that these women were
present at the cross. Unlike the majority of the apostles, who fled the scene, women were safe
from incrimination due to an ancient chivalrous tradition that gave them immunity from persecution. Nevertheless, John, an apostle of Christ himself, is also present for this horrific moment.
This brief instruction from Jesus becomes one of Christ’s most tender moments of shepherding.
With few words, and at the moment of His greatest suffering, Jesus provides for two of the dearest
people in His earthly life. Both are released and “given” to one another for the purpose of mutual
care.
This is not unlike the tenderness that Christ displayed earlier in the same Gospel of John with the
woman caught in adultery (John 8). When Jesus doodled in the sand and then stood to face those
ready to cast stones, the Lord showed His great love for all of us in spite of our ongoing rebellion. The compassionate nature of Christ was revealed when Jesus protected the woman from
her accusers and the consequences of her own sin. Ultimately, of course, Jesus laid down His life
sacrificially on the cross for all who believe. It was and is the ultimate provision for our lack and
for our needs.

Discussion Questions:
1. Sometimes it’s good to be silly together. Before getting started, go around the circle and share
with each other the names of your grandmothers and great-grandmothers. The most obscure
name wins!

2. With variances allowed by the Greek translation, it’s not absolutely clear how many women
were actually witnessing the death of Jesus as a cluster together. We do know there were at
least three present. It is also clear that these women were in close, personal relationship with
one another. Can you recall a time when you experienced a traumatic event in the company of
close friends or family members? How did that affect your ability to deal with the experience?
In those situations, are you more frequently comforted by the actual words spoken by someone
close to you? Or are you more directly comforted by their mere presence and prayers?
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3. It was not uncommon in those days of antiquity for a dying person to entrust his mother to
another with a direct charge. This was an important final responsibility of life. In that light,
why do you think Paul tells Timothy (1 Timothy 5:8) that a man that does not provide for his
family is worse than an unbeliever? Is this perspective shared by our culture today? Why or
why not?

Week 4

4. Notice that Mary is charged first in this instance, even before the charge is made to John. Do
you believe that Jesus was also, in a sense, caring for John? How do you think it made John feel
to be hand selected by his Lord to care for the mother of the Savior for the rest of their days
together? Have you ever had the responsibility of caring for someone unexpectedly? What was
that like? How did that experience bless or challenge you?

5. The passage suggests that Mary, the mother of Jesus, is widowed and without much personal
income. She is likely completely dependent on her eldest son, Jesus. As she watched her oldest
die, do you think she was fearful? If so, of what? What kinds of things do you think were
running through her mind about her own welfare?

6. When life is hard it can feel like God is against us. He may be against the plans you have, but
He is never against you. Read Isaiah 49:14-16. Share about a time when you felt “taken care of”
by God.

Close your time together sharing any joys, needs, requests, or praises, and offering them to the
Lord in prayer.

Going Deeper: The Mediation of Christ
We’ve touched on this topic several times now, but perhaps the question is still burning in you:
how is it that Christ is able to take away our sin?
Allow me a brief overview:
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•

From the beginning, God is after our hearts, our loyalty, and our obedience.

•

In Romans 6:23, Paul tells us clearly: “the wages of sin is death...” Bad behavior is simply unacceptable and must be punished most severely, by death, by letting of blood.

•

Because God wasn’t going to require us to give our own lives for our transgressions (none of
us would last a day), the sacrificial system entered the scene. You can read all about it in Exodus and Leviticus.

•

Through this system, we could sacrifice the life of an animal instead of our own. This accomplished many things: 1) The animal’s death would satisfy the punishment for sin; 2) It served
as a reminder of the weightiness of sin (something had to die to make it okay again); 3) and,
however strange to our modern sensibilities, it reveals the mercy of God to allow sins to be
atoned for in this way.

•

Then, 2,000 years ago, Jesus was born. His mother was Mary; His father the Holy Spirit. He
was a righteous human in every way, the “unblemished Lamb,” the perfect blood sacrifice to
atone for the sins of His brothers and sisters for all time. Mediation through priests and goats
and ritual sacrifice was no longer needed.
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And this is what separates Christianity from Judaism and every other religion in its understanding of our relationship with the divine: we believe that Jesus, the God-Man, through His spilt
blood and death on the cross, mediated once-for-all the reconciliation between perfect, sinless
God and fundamentally corrupted human beings.

Week 4

12 But when Christ had offered for all time a single sacrifice for sins, He sat down at the right
hand of God, 13 waiting from that time until His enemies should be made a footstool for His feet.
14 For by a single offering He has perfected for all time those who are being sanctified. 15 And
the Holy Spirit also bears witness to us; for after saying, 16 “This is the covenant that I will make
with them after those days, declares the Lord: I will put My laws on their hearts, and write them
on their minds,” 17 then He adds, “I will remember their sins and their lawless deeds no more.” 18
Where there is forgiveness of these, there is no longer any offering for sin. (Hebrews 10:12-18)
There is one God, and there is one mediator between God and man, the Man Christ Jesus. (1 Tim
2:5)
Recall the Going Deeper article from Week 1 on the Hypostatic Union of Christ. Jesus’ nature –
both human and divine – matters tremendously. It is the reason He is able to break the chains of
sin and death that have threatened humanity since the beginning of time, and mediate our reconciliation with God. He is forever connected to us through His humanity (born of a woman) and
forever connected to God through His divinity (fathered by the Holy Spirit). He is The Mediator,
the arbitration officer, the One who represents us before God, and through whom the grace of
God is made available to us.
It’s easy for us to think that this mediation was accomplished because Jesus was God (and God
can do anything). And that’s absolutely true – He was/is God. But let’s not forget that He was also
human and like us in every way except He committed no sin of thought, word, or deed. This is a
very important point. In seminary I was taught that “the unassumed is the unredeemed” (phrase
attributed to Gregory Nazianzen, a fourth-century Archbishop of Constantinople). The early
church fathers understood that we are the children of Adam, failing in every way to measure up
to God’s standard of holiness. Humanity needed a do-over, a fresh start; in Christ, we have it.
We need for Christ to assume everything about being a human – to have a body, a mind, a soul,
emotions, victory over temptation, suffering, and talents – and to be perfectly obedient in every
way that Adam (and you and I) have failed and been disobedient.
His innocent death and resurrection unto new life marked a new covenant between God and us.
Our sin has been atoned for once-for-all; mediation with the blood of goats and priests is no longer needed. Christ gathered up every aspect of our brokenness and took it with Him to the cross.
He assumed it all upon Himself, and He was found worthy.
18 Therefore, as one trespass led to condemnation for all men, so one act of righteousness leads
to justification and life for all men. 19 For as by the one man’s disobedience the many were made
sinners, so by the one man’s obedience the many will be made righteous. (Romans 5:18-19)
Jesus is able to take away our sin because He has healed the broken relationship between God and
us. Our loving God has absorbed into Himself the punishment that we deserved so that we might
(also in Himself – in and through Jesus) enjoy fellowship with God.
Tom Torrance, a Reformed theologian of the Church of Scotland says it like this:
From beginning to end, what Jesus Christ has done for you He has not done only as God but as
man. He has acted in your place in the whole range of your human life and activity, including
your personal decisions, and your responses to God’s love, and even your acts of faith. He has
believed for you, fulfilled your human response to God, even made your personal decision for
you, so He acknowledges you before God as one who has already responded to God in Him, who
has already believed in God through Him, and whose personal decision is already implicated
in Christ’s self-offering to the Father, in all of which He has been fully and completely accepted
Eat Pray Lent 2014

17

by the Father, so that in Jesus Christ you are already accepted by Him. Therefore,
renounce yourself, take up your cross, and follow Jesus, your Lord and Savior. (The
Mediation of Christ, 94).

Week 4

For further reading on The Person of Christ pick up a copy of Wayne Grudem’s Systematic Theology, chapter 26.

Questions for Reflection:
1. How would you explain to someone that Jesus has taken away our sin? How is this
article similar or different? Anything surprising or disturbing?

2. Reformed theology (to which the Presbyterian church ascribes) is unique in its belief
that salvation is 100% God’s doing, a total act of grace by which God touches and
regenerates the hearts of broken people towards eager obedience. Tom Torrance’s
description of the fullness with which Jesus has accomplished salvation for us is a
welcome antidote to the modern understanding that the Gospel only saves when it
is Jesus Plus (Jesus…plus works, plus faith, plus service, plus good behavior, etc.).
What Scriptures (or theological ideas) do you wrestle with that might indicate
salvation is something that must be achieved, or perpetually earned? How might
you begin to integrate this great truth of grace into your life?
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Unknown
Soldier:
The Man
Who Saw
It All and
Said It All

Scripture: Matthew 27:51-54

Week 5

And behold, the curtain of the temple was torn in two, from top to bottom. And
the earth shook, and the rocks were split. The tombs also were opened. And
many bodies of the saints who had fallen asleep were raised, and coming out
of the tombs after His resurrection they went into the holy city and appeared
to many. When the centurion and those who were with Him, keeping watch
over Jesus, saw the earthquake and what took place, they were filled with awe
and said, “Truly this was the Son of God!”

Introduction
Some moments are longer than others. Some moments pass unnoticed, like when we’re asleep,
or watching TV, or busy at work. But other moments demand our careful attention and pass
very slowly, like when we’re awaiting that final chord in a symphony, or saying goodbye to an old
friend, or tasting a great dessert.
This passage describes a very long moment, perhaps the longest moment in history. It is the moment God died. The bizarre and dramatic events that surround His death appear to happen in
a split second, but are so incredible that those who witnessed them would not soon forget them,
and could likely replay them again and again in their minds. Something utterly tragic has just
taken place. The centurion’s confession, sadly, is in the past tense: “Truly this was the Son of
God.” The death of God’s Son appears to be the death of hope itself. Our challenge is to enter into
this tragic moment, but to do so with an eye toward Sunday – toward the resurrection of Jesus;
and with Him, hope.

Discussion Questions
1. Before getting started, take a few minutes to share the best thing or the funniest thing that
happened in your week.

2. Verse 51 appears to describe a significant earthquake in the heart of Jerusalem. Earthquakes
are not entirely uncommon in Israel. In fact, some might label this earthquake a timely
coincidence rather than a divinely orchestrated event. We’ll almost always be tempted to see
certain events as mere coincidence instead of being orchestrated by God. What event have you
seen in your life – however small – that causes you to wonder if it was something more than a
coincidence? What would it mean if you knew God had authored it?

3. Jesus lived a relatively quiet life: born in humble circumstances, raised by a carpenter and
his young wife, and did almost nothing to capture the attention of his biographers (Matthew,
Mark, Luke, and John) until He was about 30 years old. However, with His final breath, the
world witnessed cataclysmic events. Why might His death be surrounded by such drama? Read
Romans 8:20-23. According to this passage, why does the earth itself appear to react to Jesus’
death? How do you see the earth being a player in the coming Kingdom of God?
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4. What was unique about the curtain being torn in verse 51? According to Exodus 26:31-33, what
was the purpose of this curtain in the Temple? If that which kept humans from God has been
torn, what might be the significance of the tearing of the curtain?

Week 5

5. Verses 52-53 are among the most bizarre verses in the Bible. Whatever else they mean, Matthew
uses these verses to point to the imminent resurrection of Jesus Christ. It’s clear (graphically
clear) that Christ’s victory over death is also made available to the “saints.” Do you ever have
doubts about your own resurrection? What creates those doubts in you, and what helps assure
you of your own future resurrection with Christ?

6. The confession of Jesus’ identity comes from an unlikely source in verse 54. At a time when
all of Jesus’ disciples have abandoned Him, it takes an outsider, a Roman centurion, to rightly
understand Jesus. Neither Jesus’ disciples nor the religious elite in Jerusalem saw Jesus rightly.
Sometimes, as insiders, we need the perspective of outsiders to realize what’s happening under
our own noses. What are those outside the church saying about the church that’s different from
our own understanding? What are some ways we can humbly listen and search for truth in
what they’re saying?

7.

The centurion calls Jesus the “Son of God.” This is certainly accurate, but it is not the only
name we can use for Jesus. Scripture uses all sorts of them: the Lamb of God, the Word, the
Son of David, the Light of the World, the King of the Jews, etc. We can also give Jesus a more
personal name: Friend, Brother, Savior, Redeemer, Mediator, etc. If you were to choose a name
for Jesus (other than “Jesus”), what would you call Him, and why?

Close your time together sharing joys, needs, requests, and praises, and offering them to the Lord
in prayer.

Going Deeper: The Temple Curtain
We read in Matthew 24:51-54 that, when Christ gave up His spirit, the temple curtain was torn in
two from top to bottom. Don’t let this odd little detail remain buried in the pages of history, for
this was no ordinary curtain, both in its material state and its theological significance.
Scripture tells us that this was a very heavy, woven curtain: “an elaborately woven fabric of 72
twisted plaits of 24 threads each. It was 60 feet high and 30 feet wide” (ESV). For this curtain to
be ripped from top to bottom, we know that something supernatural was at work.
Although this curtain was in the Temple, the permanent house of worship in Jerusalem, the first
curtain existed in the Tabernacle, the dwelling place of God when the Israelites were heading
across Egypt and into the Promised Land. If you want to read more about the curtain’s specifications and purpose, turn to Exodus 26.
In both the Tabernacle and the Temple, this curtain served to separate the Holy Place and the
Most Holy Place. No one was allowed to enter the Most Holy Place, where God’s very presence
resided, except for the High Priest on the Day of Atonement. Hebrews 9:11-28 paints a more
detailed picture of what went on as Christ secured our redemption on the cross, telling us that
“He entered once for all into the holy places, not by means of the blood of goats and calves, but by
means of His own blood, thus securing an eternal redemption” (Hebrews 9:12).
20
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Before the Cross, the High Priest had to atone for the sins of the people every single year by the
blood of animals, entering the Most Holy Place to appeal to God on the people’s behalf. Christ
put this work to rest by offering the greater, eternal sacrifice of His own blood. The temple
curtain was torn in two to symbolize His finished work. No longer would a faulty representative
of the people have to enter God’s presence and atone for our sins. Jesus, the perfect representative, entered His presence once for all and atoned for our sins once for all. Thus, the curtain was
rendered useless. God no longer needed to be separate from man. We have been given the gift of
atonement on the cross, bridging the gap between us and the Most Holy.

Week 5

Because of the amazing work of Jesus, we are no longer separated from God by our sin. We have
free, unfiltered access to the Most Holy God! The curtain is torn down and we can enjoy His
Presence without fear. This changes everything. We no longer have to bring God sacrifices to
appease Him. Obviously, none of us are slaughtering lambs and goats to give to God for our sins –
but I’m sure there are certain self-flagellating habits we may have that operate as our modern-day
blood sacrifices…
“I don’t deserve good things from God because of my sin.”
“There’s no way I can step foot in church or have a relationship with God right now. My life is a
total mess.”
“Well, it figures that this misfortune happened to me. I deserved it.”
Brothers and sisters in Christ, this thinking should not be with us! When we look at the curtain
ripping in half, we see a God literally BURSTING AT THE SEAMS to be with us. His disposition
toward us is one of a loving father – a father who paid the price to have full relationship restored
with His creation through the blood of His very Son. Let us rejoice that the Holy of Holies wants
to be with us!

Questions for Reflection
1. Because of Jesus, we are now able to approach Holy God. Our sins are paid for, in full. We don’t
need to approach this God with a guilt offering anymore. Do you feel like you approach this
Holy God boldly? Do you feel like you can enter His Presence? Or, on the contrary, do you feel
too sinful, ugly, or disgusting to appear before Him? What does this lesson teach you about
HOW you should approach the Lord?

2. In the same vein, do you live your life as if the Most Holy God is now available to you? Do you
live your life without the separation of the veil? Or do you feel as though you are far from God?
Why or why not? How can this Scripture change your thinking?
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Jerusalem:
The Story
I Never Tire
of Hearing

Week 6

Scripture: Luke 19:29-44

When He had come near Bethphage and Bethany, at the place called the
Mount of Olives, He sent two of the disciples, 30saying, “Go into the village
ahead of you, and as you enter it you will find tied there a colt that has
never been ridden. Untie it and bring it here. 31If anyone asks you, ‘Why are
you untying it?’ just say this: ‘The Lord needs it.’” 32So those who were sent
departed and found it as He had told them. 33As they were untying the colt,
its owners asked them, “Why are you untying the colt?” 34They said, “The Lord needs it.” 35Then
they brought it to Jesus; and after throwing their cloaks on the colt, they set Jesus on it. 36As He
rode along, people kept spreading their cloaks on the road. 37As He was now approaching the path
down from the Mount of Olives, the whole multitude of the disciples began to praise God joyfully
with a loud voice for all the deeds of power that they had seen, saying, “Blessed is the King who
comes in the Name of the Lord! Peace in heaven, and glory in the highest heaven!” Some of the
Pharisees in the crowd said to Him, “Teacher, order your disciples to stop.” He answered, “I tell you,
if these were silent, the stones would shout out.”As He came near and saw the city, He wept over it,
saying, “If you, even you, had only recognized on this day the things that make for peace! But now
they are hidden from your eyes. Indeed, the days will come upon you, when your enemies will set
up ramparts around you and surround you, and hem you in on every side. They will crush you to
the ground, you and your children within you, and they will not leave within you one stone upon
another; because you did not recognize the time of your visitation from God.”

Introduction
Engagement is a long period that is focused solely on one goal: the wedding day. A couple in the
throes of engagement is immersed in the all-consuming process of wedding planning with its
emotional highs and lows, and never-ending details. When the day finally arrives, the couple
experiences a sense of “We’ve made it! We’ve finally arrived!” When the dust of the season settles,
however, they realize that their new, exciting journey of marriage has just begun!
Similarly, Jesus’ arrival in Jerusalem on Palm Sunday is the culmination of a journey Jesus began
much earlier. In chapter nine of Luke’s gospel, Jesus “set His face to go to Jerusalem.” Every
experience from that point occurred as Jesus was passing through to His final destination. Only
now, that they have finally arrived, are Jesus’ disciples going to realize that His arrival to the city
marks the beginning of a much grander journey that continues even to the present day. And this
journey, involving Jesus’ death and resurrection, is going to be very different from anything they
had imagined.

Discussion Questions
1. Share with each other a story of how you arrived at the end of a very long journey. Perhaps,
this journey involved a relationship, education, your faith, a season of life, or achieving a long
sought-after goal. What was it like moving beyond that experience?

2. He sends out two disciples to retrieve the donkey. Jesus had either prepared for the donkey in
advance or He was using His supernatural foreknowledge. Either way, Jesus had “gone before”
the disciples to ensure His plan was accomplished. How have you experienced God going
before you in your life to prepare the way for His plan?

3. By riding into Jerusalem on a donkey, Jesus fulfilled a prophecy from Zechariah about the
Messiah’s arrival. The disciples knew this prophecy well. If someone in your group knows the
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history of the Jewish expectation of the Messiah, have them share now. The short version is that
the Messiah is the expected One who would make things right, according to Yahweh’s (God’s)
design. Read the prophecy from Zechariah 9:9-13. Based on this prophecy, what might the
disciples have been expecting from Jesus after entering the city? What expectations do people
today have of Jesus that might not be part of His bigger plan for redemption?

Week 6

4. As they approach Jerusalem, Jesus begins weeping in the midst of the disciples’ praise. What
was He weeping about? What does this reveal to us about God and His heart? How do you
think the disciples’ may have felt seeing their Lord weep as they were celebrating Him?

5. What is Jesus entering the city for? As Christians, we know what awaited Him there—death—
but we also know that it was all designed to offer us peace and salvation. How have you
experienced peace and salvation in and through your relationship with Jesus?

6. The crowd that throws down cloaks as a red carpet to welcome Jesus is the same crowd that,
just a few days later, betrays Him or hides. How can this be? Your community desperately
needs wise, humble, and spiritually strengthened leaders to serve as guides to “the crowd.”
Where do you have influence? How might God be preparing you to nurture the faith of others?
What character quality or spiritual discipline is the Holy Spirit eager to impart unto you if you
will surrender yourself to Him more fully?

Close your time together sharing any joys, needs, requests, or praises, and offering them to the
Lord in prayer.

Going Deeper: The Palm Sunday Paradox
Okay, nice story, but what does it have to do with anything important like atonement? Since
“atone” is a dead metaphor for being “at-one,” what does this story have to do with being at one?
Jesus had great teachings and mighty miracles; we can learn from those. Jesus led a model and
inspiring life; we can emulate that. Jesus suffered and died for us; we can appreciate that. Jesus
was risen; we can worship that. But Jesus riding a donkey? How hard is that?
Part of the problem in understanding the significance of this story is our focus on what Jesus is
doing. In the Gospels, what is significant is often how people respond to what Jesus is doing. How
did the people respond?
“As He rode along, people kept spreading their cloaks on the road.” Why would they respond this
way?
It could not be part of fulfilling a prophecy, because none said this.
It could not be because the people sought to honor Jesus for Himself. These are the same people
who had just previously “grumbled” against Him (19:7) and will soon abandon Him entirely. Besides, donkey riding had been a common way of getting around for over 1,000 years; it was hardly
an honorable achievement. Now, if He had, as Daniel prophesied (Dan. 7:13) and as many Jews
expected, come on “heaven’s clouds,” that would have been impressive.
It could not be because the people finally understood who Jesus was. Throughout His ministry,
Jesus had said a great deal, using actual words in complete descriptions, and most of it was not
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understood. Are we to believe that these same people understood what donkey riding really meant?
The people were familiar with the prophecy that Zion’s King would ride in on a donkey and restore
Israel (Zech. 9:9-10) and would have understood that Jesus was indicating kingship with His entry.
And a king in Israel was not merely an unelected president. Kings were anointed with oil, which
signified an appointment to destiny. The king would, therefore, commonly be called The Anointed,
which, in Aramaic (the language of first-century Judea), is The Messiah and, in Greek (the language of the New Testament), is The Christ. But, other than the people figuring that Jesus was
claiming to be their King, or their anointed in that sense, does anything suggest the people knew
what was truly going on? Doesn’t their response, spreading cloaks on the road, indicate that they, at
best, saw Jesus merely as an ordinary king (2 Ki. 9:13)?

Week 6

If there were any doubt about how little the people understood about what Jesus was doing, Jesus
eliminates them all with His poignant commentary immediately afterwards:
41 As He came near and saw the city, He wept over it, 42saying, “If you, even you, had only recognized on this day the things that make for peace! But now they are hidden from your eyes.
43Indeed, the days will come upon you, when your enemies will set up ramparts around you and
surround you, and hem you in on every side. 44They will crush you to the ground, you and your
children within you, and they will not leave within you one stone upon another; because you did
not recognize the time of your visitation from God.”
The people of Jerusalem, those responding with cloaks on the road, were doomed. Just thinking of
their fate causes Jesus to cry, one of only two times He is reported to have done so.
So, what have the people got wrong?
The people knew their Scriptures, at least they knew what they said. Given their understanding
of what they meant, they had an expectation of the King, or the Christ, that was prophesied. The
Scriptures said that God would establish a Davidic king who would rule eternally. During this period, Jews prayed for the Lord to raise up “their King, the Son of David, to rule your servant Israel.”
This was understandable. The Jews highest achievements as a people were, as they remembered it,
when they had a great king. Without such a king, the Jews were a conquered, divided people. The
Jews knew the Scriptures and had built up an expectation based on them, which, not coincidentally, matched their understandable desire for their own nation.
To the people, Jesus riding in on the donkey was Him doing what they wanted most. Finally, God
was doing what He had said He would do in Scripture—what they expected He would do. So, they
spread their cloaks on the road, signifying that they were on board with this part of Jesus’ ministry;
to make sure He knew exactly which road to take, the one into Jerusalem, their lost capital, they
paved the way.
God’s people all too often follow this approach. When God gave them an ark, they thought they
could use it to direct God’s will (1 Sa. 4). When God gave them a Temple, they thought this ensured
God’s protection (Jer. 7). We think that God is something to help us achieve our will, not someone
to fix our will. We try to nudge Him in the right direction. We focus on what we like. We are oh
so godly when God is doing what we want Him to do or when we want Him to do something that
we think ought to be done. How often are our prayers about informing God of what we would like
Him to do? How rarely are our prayers about listening for what God wants us to do?
So, Christ wants us to be at-one with Him and for us to be at-one with His Father. We learn later
that the Spirit is sent to be at-one with us. In this story, the people applaud Jesus, expecting Him
to give them what they have asked for. So long as He serves their interests, they will be at-one with
Him. No wonder Jesus cries.
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Discussion Questions

Week 6

1) What do you catch yourself doing to nudge God in the right direction?

2) How can we better recognize what God is doing when it may not be to our liking?

3) Do you ever hear yourself saying, “God would never do that” or “God would never ask me to
do that”? How else do you put God in a box? Is there something God cannot properly forgive?
Is there something for which Jesus hasn’t atoned? Is there anything that you cannot be at-one
with God on?

4) Is that all Jesus is, an atoner? That’s the good part, the Savior part, but what about the Lord, or
King, part? Sure, He atoned, but that means there isn’t anything we truly have to do, right? He
did it all; we just sit back and applaud all He has given us, right? How would you evaluate your
response to God?
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Empty
Tomb:
The Story
I Never Tire
of Telling

Week 7

Scripture: John 20:1-18

Early on the first day of the week, while it was still dark, Mary Magdalene
came to the tomb and saw that the stone had been removed from the tomb.
So she ran and went to Simon Peter and the other disciple, the one whom
Jesus loved, and said to them, “They have taken the Lord out of the tomb,
and we do not know where they have laid Him.” Then Peter and the other
disciple set out and went towards the tomb. The two were running together,
but the other disciple outran Peter and reached the tomb first. He bent
down to look in and saw the linen wrappings lying there, but he did not go in. Then Simon
Peter came, following him, and went into the tomb. He saw the linen wrappings lying there, and
the cloth that had been on Jesus’ head, not lying with the linen wrappings but rolled up in a
place by itself. Then the other disciple, who reached the tomb first, also went in, and he saw and
believed; for as yet they did not understand the scripture, that He must rise from the dead. Then
the disciples returned to their homes. But Mary stood weeping outside the tomb. As she wept, she
bent over to look into the tomb; and she saw two angels in white, sitting where the body of Jesus
had been lying, one at the head and the other at the feet. They said to her, “Woman, why are you
weeping?” She said to them, “They have taken away my Lord, and I do not know where they have
laid Him.” When she had said this, she turned round and saw Jesus standing there, but she did
not know that it was Jesus. Jesus said to her, “Woman, why are you weeping? For whom are you
looking?” Supposing Him to be the gardener, she said to Him, “Sir, if you have carried Him away,
tell me where you have laid Him, and I will take Him away.” Jesus said to her, “Mary!” She turned
and said to Him in Hebrew, “Rabbouni!” (which means Teacher). Jesus said to her, “Do not hold
on to Me, because I have not yet ascended to the Father. But go to My brothers and say to them, ‘I
am ascending to My Father and your Father, to My God and your God.’” Mary Magdalene went
and announced to the disciples, “I have seen the Lord;” and she told them that He had said these
things to her.

Introduction
Today we celebrate the resurrection of Jesus Christ! For more than two millennia, Christians
have recognized this celebration as the pivotal moment in God’s wonderful plan of salvation. In
rising from the dead, Jesus conquered sin and death once and for all, and opened the door for
us to be fully reconciled to God. This news is beyond good…it is incredible, awesome, and lifechanging!
The resurrection story from John’s gospel serves as the basis for today’s message. A small group
of the disciples went to the tomb early that Easter morning, and, to their shock and amazement,
the tomb was empty. They hadn’t yet understood that Jesus had been raised from the dead as
He had promised, so they thought that someone had taken the Lord’s body. And then Jesus appeared to Mary, and the world hasn’t been the same since!

Discussion Questions
1. Take turns sharing an Easter memory or tradition from your childhood, family, or friend
group.

2. Mary went to the tomb early in the morning when it was still dark. She saw that the stone
had been rolled away. This would have been confusing and deeply troubling. Not only had
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Jesus’ closest followers been shook to the core by the death of their Lord and spiritual guide,
but now His body was missing. What range of emotions might Mary have been feeling?
Have you experienced a season of your faith journey that has been especially confusing or
troubling? What was the issue (or issues)? How did you move through that season and how
did it change you?

Week 7

3. Mary told Peter and the other disciple (probably John) what she had seen, and the two ran
to the tomb to see for themselves. They saw the grave clothes lying in an orderly fashion (the
head cloth was folded up). What clues does this provide about the absence of the body? How
might this dispel the theory that robbers stole the body?

4. Mary stayed at the tomb after the others left. In the midst of her grief and confusion, Jesus
appeared to her. At first she didn’t recognize Him, but then He revealed Himself fully to
her, even speaking her name. Think of a time when Jesus revealed Himself more fully to
you, when He may have spoken your name. What was that like? How do you make a point
of remembering those experiences, letting them shape your relationship with God and
drawing you closer to Him?

5. Jesus told Mary to tell the other disciples that Jesus was about to return to His Father. Mary
did so, and proclaimed, “I have seen the Lord!” She had experienced the risen Jesus Christ,
and was compelled to tell others about it. During this Lenten series we have reflected on
many ways in which we have “seen the Lord.” Have you thought of another experience you’d
like to share or reflect on? How do you share your experience with Jesus with others? Who
is someone you feel you ought to share with?

6. The resurrection is the most important event in world history. It is the vindication of Jesus’
teachings and claims about His identity. In fact, in 1 Corinthians 15:14, the Apostle Paul
writes, “And if Christ has not been raised, our preaching is useless and so is your faith.” Why
is our faith useless if Christ has not been raised? What specifically does the resurrection
prove about Jesus? Use Scripture to make your points. How does this verse impact your
personal faith in Jesus Christ?

Close your time together sharing any joys, needs, requests, or praises, and offering them to the
Lord in prayer.

Going Deeper: The Power of the Resurrection
A young man, seeking to understand Christianity, asked an elderly believer if he could state
the reason for his faith in just three words. After thinking about it, the older man said yes, he
could. Then he proclaimed, “Christ is risen!”
The resurrection of Jesus Christ is the keystone of the Christian faith. With it, everything
stands or falls. As the keystone is the central stone at the summit of an arch locking the whole
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arch together, the resurrection locks the Christian faith together. As a result, for the last 2,000
years, skeptics have focused on disproving the resurrection, trying to knock out the keystone
and collapse the arch.

Week 7

However, had the resurrection not occurred, had the story ended at the cross, had the tomb
not been empty, Jesus would have been nothing more than an insightful teacher. The Christian
faith would have been a sham. The Church that Jesus promised to build “on this rock” (Matthew 16:18) would have faded away. “But God...” These are two of the most powerful words in
the Bible, indicating that God is about to change everything. Peter uses them at Pentecost as he
relates the story of the devastating death of Christ on the cross. Then he says, “But God raised
Him from the dead, freeing Him from the agony of death, because it was impossible for death
to keep its hold on Him” (Acts 2:24).
We first see the powerful life-changing impact of the resurrection in Jesus’ apostles. Before
the crucifixion, they had scattered, fearful for their own lives (Mark 14:27). Even after receiving news of the risen Christ, they hid behind locked doors for fear of the Jewish leaders (John
20:19). But when they encountered the risen Christ, touched Him, and talked to Him, they went
from hiding away in a locked room to boldly proclaiming the good news of the resurrection of
Jesus Christ at all costs (Acts 4:8-22). Something amazing happened that converted the disciples—and that “something” could only have been the resurrection of Christ from the dead.
Evidence of the power of the resurrection is also seen in the very early documentation of this
event. Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians was written in AD 55, about 20 years after the resurrection. However, 1 Corinthians 15:3-7, which proclaims the resurrection and documents eye
witnesses, is considered by many Bible scholars to be an ancient creed which was formulated
within a few years after Jesus‘ death and resurrection. This creed anchors evidence of the resurrection in very early eyewitness testimony.
There are more than ten recorded appearances of Christ after He was raised to life, one to over
500 people at one time (1 Corinthians 15:6). Most of the 500 were still living when Paul wrote
this letter to the Corinthians. There were literally hundreds of eyewitnesses to the risen Christ
who could attest to the resurrection. One author says that Jesus appeared to too many people,
on too many different days, on too many different occasions for His resurrection to be dismissed and explained away.
The worldwide church itself is evidence of the power of the resurrection. The compelling
preaching of the apostles brought thousands at a time to belief in Christ (Acts 2:41, 4:4). Today,
32% of the world’s population (2.2 billion people) profess their faith in Jesus Christ. Through
the resurrection, God struck a match and touched it to Israel, spreading the fire of Jesus Christ
around the globe.
But we find the life-giving, death-defying power of the resurrection right here, much closer to
home. Or we should find it...in us!
We are evidence of the resurrection story. “And God raised us up with Christ and seated us
with Him in the heavenly realms in Christ Jesus” (Ephesians 2:6, Colossians 3:1). This statement is past tense. It has already happened. R.C. Sproul says that, in our resurrection with
Christ, we have been given a new mind (Romans 12:1-2), a new identity (Romans 8:14-17), and
are set free from the law of sin and death (Romans 8:2). We also know that our old self has been
crucified with Christ (Romans 6:6).
So why are we not new people? Why do we continue to struggle with the same problems?
Though we are set free, we can still choose to cling to our old ways of life, hanging on to our
grave clothes and keeping a part of death with us. Jesus’ grave clothes were left in the tomb
(John 20:5-7). Grave clothes have no place in the resurrection life. Yes, we are a new creation,
but we have to put to death whatever belongs to our earthly nature (Colossians 3:5-9). We have
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to shed our grave clothes to experience the resurrection life.

Week 7

However, change is difficult. Our willpower and self-determination are not enough. Praise
God that He gives “His incomparably great power for us who believe. That power is the same
as the mighty strength He exerted when He raised Christ from the dead” (Ephesians 1:19-20).
Did you hear that? The power that is at work in us is the same as the power that raised Christ
from the dead! That is the power available to us. We don’t have to be strong enough. We don’t
have to do it alone. In fact, we can’t do it alone.
With His power mightily working within us (Colossians 1:29), we are able to put to death the
earthly nature and live a true resurrection life. It is only then that our lives shine with the lifechanging, death-defying power of the resurrection.
Many people will never read the Bible, but everyone in your path will “read” you. What story
will they read? The story of a resurrection life? Or will they read a story wrapped in grave
clothes bound by the earthly limitations?
Jesus said, “I have come that they may have life and have it to the full” (John 10:10). Our lives
can be a witness to the power of the resurrection of Jesus Christ. We have been raised with
Christ! The resurrection life is available to us today, all because of three words:“Christ is
Risen!”

Questions for Reflection:
1.

In Romans 10:9 we read, “If you declare with your mouth ‘Jesus is Lord’ and believe in your
heart that God raised Him from the dead, you will be saved.” In light of what you have read
in this article, what does this scripture mean to you?

2. Paul tells us in Romans 7:15, “I do not understand what I do. For what I want to do I do not
do, but what I hate I do.” This shows us that the death of our old, sinful life is difficult. Are
there any shreds of linen grave clothes (sinful ways) still clinging to your life?
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Small Group Covenant
Whether this is your first time in a small group or you’ve been together for years, a Group Covenant
is a great way to instill some disciplines that will support spiritual growth and friendships. Read the
commitments at your first meeting and agree to them together, or change the terms so that it fits for
your group!

____ Courtesy
We will make every effort to attend each meeting and arrive on time. We will meet from
_________ to _________ on the following dates:
_________________

_________________

_________________

_________________

_________________

_________________

_________________

____ Confidentiality
You may hear some comments that should not be repeated. What is spoken in the group remains
in the group.

____ Honesty
As we are able, we will be open, honest, and forthright with one another about our own lives.

____ Listening
None of us will monopolize our time together, making it difficult for others to speak. The
giving of advice is to be kept to a minimum.

____ Accountability
We will respect one another’s opinions (there are no “dumb questions”!), yet strive to be
obedient to God in our lives.

Group Contact Information
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Name

Phone #

Email

_______________________

______________________

_________________________

_______________________

______________________

_________________________

_______________________

______________________

_________________________

_______________________

______________________

_________________________

_______________________

______________________

_________________________

_______________________

______________________

_________________________

_______________________

______________________

_________________________

_______________________

______________________

_________________________

_______________________

______________________

_________________________

_______________________

______________________

_________________________
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