May 11

 Lesson 11 

Jesus' Mission on Earth

Devotional Reading: John 10:1-10
Background Scripture: Leviticus 25:8-55; Isaiah 61; Luke 4:14-21
Isaiah 61:1-3
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1 The Spirit of the Lord God is upon me; because the Lord hath anointed me to preach good tidings unto the meek; he hath sent me to bind up the brokenhearted, to proclaim liberty to the captives, and the opening of the prison to them that are bound;

2 To proclaim the acceptable year of the Lord, and the day of vengeance of our God; to comfort all that mourn;

3 To appoint unto them that mourn in Zion, to give unto them beauty for ashes, the oil of joy for mourning, the garment of praise for the spirit of heaviness; that they might be called trees of righteousness, the planting of the Lord, that he might be glorified.

Luke 4:14-21
14 And Jesus returned in the power of the Spirit into Galilee: and there went out a fame of him through all the region round about.

15 And he taught in their synagogues, being glorified of all.

16 And he came to Nazareth, where he had been brought up: and, as his custom was, he went into the synagogue on the sabbath day, and stood up for to read.

17 And there was delivered unto him the book of the prophet Esaias. And when he had opened the book, he found the place where it was written,

18 The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he hath anointed me to preach the gospel to the poor; he hath sent me to heal the brokenhearted, to preach deliverance to the captives, and recovering of sight to the blind, to set at liberty them that are bruised,

19 To preach the acceptable year of the Lord.

20 And he closed the book, and he gave it again to the minister, and sat down. And the eyes of all them that were in the synagogue were fastened on him.

21 And he began to say unto them, This day is this scripture fulfilled in your ears.

Key Verse

He began to say unto them, This day is this scripture fulfilled in your ears. —Luke 4:21
Lesson Aims

After participating in this lesson, each student will be able to:

1. Summarize the purpose of Jesus' earthly ministry as He expressed it in Nazareth.

2. Explain how Isaiah's prophecy informs our understanding of salvation.

3. Prepare a presentation of the good news of Jesus that can be used to proclaim this news to someone in the coming week.

Lesson Outline

Introduction

A. Which Comes First?

B. Lesson Background

Prophecy (Isaiah 61:1-3)
A. Good News for the Meek (v. 1)

B. The Year of the Lord (v. 2)

C. Reversal of Fortune (v. 3)

Fulfillment (Luke 4:14-21)
A. Jesus Teaches (vv. 14, 15)

His Power, Our Power
B. Jesus Reads (vv. 16-19)

C. Jesus Fulfills (vv. 20, 21)

Where's [Insert Your Name]?
Conclusion

A. From and For

B. Prayer

C. Thought to Remember

Introduction

A. Which Comes First?

The twentieth century saw Christians from various traditions engaged in debate regarding what the church's primary focus should be. Should we concentrate first on people's souls and then address their material needs after they convert? Or should we act to meet their physical needs first in hopes that they will appreciate our generosity and will be drawn to our salvation message about Jesus as a result? And what should we do if people only pretend to listen to our spiritual teaching because they want to keep receiving material blessings from us?

Such debates continue into the twenty-first century. A central issue in the debate is whether Jesus focused on one or the other during His earthly ministry. Today's Scriptures help us wrestle with this issue by exploring the biblical story line in this regard, a story line that spans the Old and New Testaments. It begins with God's teaching of Israel through Moses, it continues with the prophecy of Isaiah, and it finds its ultimate expression in Jesus.

B. Lesson Background

Behind today's passages from Isaiah and Luke stands Leviticus 25:8-55, which discusses the year of jubilee concept. Since Isaiah and Luke's discussion of the year of the Lord is best understood in this light, this invites us to review the passage from Leviticus in its own context.

A primary reason that people of the ancient world did not flourish was that most of the world's power and resources were concentrated in the hands of a few wealthy persons, who often used their power oppressively. This was the Israelites' experience as slaves in Egypt. So when God freed them from Egypt, He taught them His ways and formed them into a people who would exhibit His justice. Even before God brought the Israelites into the promised land, He knew that some people would fall into hardship in that "land of milk and honey." To keep that from happening, He established a procedure that, if followed, would prevent the land and people from falling under the permanent control of a few.

That procedure was the concept of a year of jubilee. Every fiftieth year—the jubilee year—the poor who had had to serve as hired hands as indentured servants were to be released to return home (Leviticus 25:13, 39-43, 54), and land was to revert to ancestral ownership (25:28, 31). That year, when the Israelites' physical and economic freedoms were reset, is the backdrop of "the acceptable year of the Lord"—the year prophesied by Isaiah and then announced by Jesus. This understanding allows us to appreciate fully the good news that was proclaimed by the prophet and fulfilled by the Messiah.

I. Prophecy

(Isaiah 61:1-3)

Isaiah prophesied during the reigns of four kings (Isaiah 1:1), meaning that his prophetic ministry lasted from perhaps 740 to 681 BC. Much of the book that bears his name is occupied with God's condemnation of the unrighteous and His wrath on them. Crossing into chapter 40, however, takes the reader into what is commonly called the Book of Comfort or the Book of Consolation within Isaiah. Our Old Testament text today is from this section.

A. Good News for the Meek (v. 1)

1. The Spirit of the Lord God is upon me; because the Lord hath anointed me to preach good tidings unto the meek; he hath sent me to bind up the brokenhearted, to proclaim liberty to the captives, and the opening of the prison to them that are bound.

As Isaiah announces relief for the meek, the brokenhearted, the captives, and them that are bound, we wonder who these persons are. As Isaiah prophesies in the eighth century BC, a lot has changed since the time of Moses' teaching about jubilee in Leviticus 25. God's ideal for how the Israelites are to order their lives as 12 tribes under His rule has been replaced with a monarchy similar to that of other nations (see 1 Samuel 8). The Israelites have rejected God's plan for them, replacing it with a worldly system in which a king has great power over the people (since the tribes fall under his jurisdiction) and land can be redistributed according to royal whim. As a result, the jubilee law seems to have been fully eclipsed.

In addition, worship of the Lord as the one true God of Israel has been compromised by worship of the fictitious gods of other peoples. As a result, God has determined to punish His people by placing the northern tribes under the jurisdiction of the Assyrians (in the eighth century BC) and the southern tribes under the Babylonians (in the sixth century BC). The Israelites end up as vassals of ruthless emperors who claim the promised land for themselves as they take the people captive. Even when the Israelites are allowed to work their own land, a good deal of their produce is absorbed into the ruling empires' storehouses.

The Babylonians, in particular, make a point of removing prominent Israelites from their land in Palestine and relocating them to Babylon, where they are forced to serve the Babylonian empire (compare 2 Kings 24:14). The Israelites end up downtrodden, having lost land, liberty, and hope. (This lies in the future from Isaiah's perspective.)

But the story does not end there! God raises up the prophet Isaiah in advance to proclaim good news to the enslaved Israelites wherever they are or will be. God hears their cry, and He plans to act on their behalf (compare Isaiah 11:11).

What Do You Think?
How can we help rescue people from the various things that hold them "captive" today?

Talking Points for Your Discussion
Memories of past failures

Debt burdens

Recurring sin

Drugs or alcohol

Other

B. The Year of the Lord (v. 2)

2. To proclaim the acceptable year of the Lord, and the day of vengeance of our God; to comfort all that mourn.

The freedom announced by Isaiah is not restricted only to the opening of prison cells. The acceptable year of the Lord involves much more! In jubilee fashion, it means restoration of inheritance.

Israelites have mourned since the beginning of the subjugation of the northern tribes to the Assyrians (Isaiah 7:17-20). Many lose hope in 722 BC when taken captive to Assyria. More still will lose hope in 586 BC, long after Isaiah's day, when Jerusalem falls to the Babylonians. The people cry out to God to remember them and His promise to them. When the prophet announces comfort to all that mourn, he is indicating that God plans to grant them the core desires of their hearts.

God's deliverance also means vengeance on enemies. The fact that God punishes Israel by means of the Assyrians does not mean that God approves the Assyrians' unjust actions. He promises their demise (Isaiah 10:5, 12); He plans to raise up Babylon to punish them (10:24-27; etc.). Later, Persia will punish Babylon (13:19; 14:22; etc.).

C. Reversal of Fortune (v. 3)

3. To appoint unto them that mourn in Zion, to give unto them beauty for ashes, the oil of joy for mourning, the garment of praise for the spirit of heaviness; that they might be called trees of righteousness, the planting of the Lord, that he might be glorified.

God's liberation of the Israelites will mean both freedom from and freedom for. As God frees the people from ashes, mourning, and heaviness, He is also freeing them for beauty, joy, and praise. He will free them to be His own planting in this world so that He himself might be glorified.
How to Say It

Assyrians Uh-sear-e-unz.

Babylonians Bab-ih-low-nee-unz.

Esaias E-zay-us.

Galilean Gal-uh-lee-un.

Galilee Gal-uh-lee.

Isaiah Eye-zay-uh.

Nazareth Naz-uh-reth.

Shema She-muh.

synagogue sin-uh-gog.

Torah (Hebrew) Tor-uh.

It is not as if God needs His ego affirmed by reestablishing Israel. Rather, God is replanting Israel as His chosen people so that He can use them to be His witness to all nations, that all nations might come to know Him. God is preparing Old Testament Israel to usher in the Messiah—Jesus Christ.

What Do You Think?
Which of the three "this for that" images in this verse speaks to you most directly today? Why?

Talking Points for Your Discussion
Recent experience of such a reversal

Current need for such a reversal

Personal identification with the imagery of one more than the others

II. Fulfillment

(Luke 4:14-21)

Our New Testament text takes us hundreds of years forward from Isaiah's time. Jesus is just beginning His Galilean ministry, having recently endured His temptations in the wilderness (Luke 4:1-13; covered in last week's lesson from Matthew's perspective). Therefore the passage to follow comes very early in Jesus' public ministry.

A. Jesus Teaches (vv. 14, 15)

14. And Jesus returned in the power of the Spirit into Galilee: and there went out a fame of him through all the region round about.

When we read that Jesus returned, we naturally wonder "from where?" Luke 3:1-3, 21; 4:1 indicate that He has been to the Jordan River and a wilderness area. But John 1:19-4:42 indicates His actions elsewhere before He comes in the power of the Spirit into Galilee. The reason Jesus' fame is spreading through all the region round about is noted in John 4:45.

His Power, Our Power
More than 7 billion people live on the planet as I write this. As of 5:00 p.m. today, more than 267 million e-mails have been sent and nearly 3 million blogs have been posted. Tweets exceed 206 million, and there have been more than 2.6 billion Google searches—and the day isn't over!

Jesus didn't have Internet access or global satellite communications as tools to spread His message, yet His fame spread quickly. Yes, He came with a powerful message. But more importantly, He came with the power of the Holy Spirit.

The Holy Spirit, who undergirded Jesus in His day, now lives within us as Christians (Romans 8:1-17). The Spirit brings us power to resist the enemy of our souls, power to communicate truth with clarity, and power to demonstrate God's love. Do you draw on that power, or do you rely on your own strength?—V. E.

15. And he taught in their synagogues, being glorified of all.

Jesus is now "about thirty years of age" according to Luke 3:23. He had interacted with Jewish scholars when He was only 12 years old, impressing them with uncommon insight into the things of God (2:42, 46, 47). Now, some 18 years later, the student has become the teacher.

We should be careful not to misinterpret the phrase being glorified of all. Though we commonly attribute glory as belonging to God alone, we should not assume that Jesus' hearers are praising Him as deity so early in His ministry. Being glorified at this point more likely means that people speak well of His reputation as established thus far.

B. Jesus Reads (vv. 16-19)

16. And he came to Nazareth, where he had been brought up: and, as his custom was, he went into the synagogue on the sabbath day, and stood up for to read.

The focus now shifts from the region of Galilee in general to the town of Nazareth in particular. This is Jesus' hometown, where he had been brought up (compare Matthew 2:23). He is now at the local synagogue, where He likely received the most instruction while growing up.

One might expect this to be a happy occasion, but homecomings may be less than happy when children surpass their parents and teachers. That Jesus returns to this sort of resentment is clear in Luke 4:22-28. The confrontation about to take place is all the more public due to the fact that it happens on a Sabbath. Though synagogue activity occurs throughout the week, the sabbath day (which is Saturday) draws the most people. It is in this context that Jesus takes the initiative by assuming the role of one of the readers.

17. And there was delivered unto him the book of the prophet Esaias. And when he had opened the book, he found the place where it was written.

If this synagogue service matches our historical records of Jewish worship of the day, the proceedings likely include the following five activities: reciting the Shema (Deuteronomy 6:4-9); reading from the Torah (that is, Genesis through Deuteronomy); reading from the Prophets; commenting on the readings; and a closing benediction.

Jesus takes a leading role in part three of this gathering, since Esaias (another spelling of Isaiah) is a reading from the Prophets. We are not told whether Jesus chooses the particular passage or if it is assigned to Him.

What Do You Think?
What percentage of Bible-instruction time should churches devote to teaching the Old Testament? Why do you say that?

Talking Points for Your Discussion
In sermons

In classrooms

Other

18, 19. The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because He hath anointed me to preach the gospel to the poor; he hath sent me to heal the brokenhearted, to preach deliverance to the captives, and recovering of sight to the blind, to set at liberty them that are bruised, to preach the acceptable year of the Lord.

Jesus proceeds to read Isaiah 61:1, 2. Whether He is assigned this passage or chooses it himself, the selection could not be more appropriate! When we read of the Spirit of the Lord being on Jesus, we may think of the Spirit's visible manifestation in the form of a dove at Jesus' recent baptism (Luke 3:21, 22). But in truth, Jesus, as God's Son, has had God's Spirit all along.

The Hebrew word Messiah and the Greek word Christ both mean "anointed." The anointing is, among other things, to preach the gospel, meaning "good news."

We discussed earlier what this passage meant to the Israelites in Isaiah's day as a commentary on Israel's jubilee law. Given the background of this topic as Jesus reads, we wonder whether the Torah reading for the day is from Leviticus 25, which teaches about the jubilee year.

What Do You Think?
What does Isaiah 61:1, 2 say about the priorities the church is to have today?

Talking Points for Your Discussion
Concerning the content of preaching

Concerning the content of teaching

Concerning the nature of benevolent ministries

Concerning the audience(s) to be addressed

Other

C. Jesus Fulfills (vv. 20, 21)

20. And he closed the book, and he gave it again to the minister, and sat down. And the eyes of all them that were in the synagogue were fastened on him.

There is no dozing off during the service this day! How can the people be anything but alert and expectant given Jesus' spreading fame and His reading of a passage as rich as Isaiah 61:1, 2? Surely this hometown teacher has something powerful to say about this passage! Rather than look to the regular teachers to offer commentary on the day's reading, all eyes are on Jesus.

We note in passing that standing may be the normal posture for reading Scripture (Nehemiah 8:1-5), with sitting the normal posture for teaching (see Luke 5:3; Acts 16:13; etc.).

21. And he began to say unto them, This day is this scripture fulfilled in your ears.

In one sentence, Jesus offers an answer to the questions the people likely have swirling inside their heads: Does Jesus think He is special? Does He see himself as a teacher or prophet of Israel?

In the verses that follow (not in today's text), we learn that Jesus knows the thoughts of the audience and that the people are not kindly disposed toward His sublime claims. When He exposes their negative thoughts, they are enraged and seek to drive Him out of town and throw Him off a cliff (Luke 4:29).

What Do You Think?
Are crowds of opinionated people as fickle today as they seemed to be in Jesus' time? What does this tell us, if anything, about how and where the church should focus its efforts?

Talking Points for Your Discussion
Issues of social media (Twitter, etc.)

Issues of crossing cultural lines

Issues involving the pace of modern life

Other

Yet our lesson today is not about how Jesus is received back home, but what He is in fact claiming that His ministry is all about. When the Jews in Jesus' hometown read Isaiah 61, what do they think that passage is saying? Certainly God had already punished the Assyrians and Babylonians for oppressing His people. Certainly the Jews were sent back to their homeland to rebuild the temple. All of that is ancient history at this point. So what is Isaiah saying to their day, and what do they hear Jesus to be claiming for himself?

A bit more history is necessary. By the late seventh century BC, God had brought about the promised downfall of the Assyrian Empire. All of its territory (including Judah) was absorbed into the Babylonian Empire. That situation did not last long because the Persians took control of the Babylonian realm by the late sixth century BC. Eventually this empire was overtaken by the Greeks in the fourth century BC; the Greeks in turn were subdued by the Romans in the first century BC.

By the time of Jesus, then, deliverance is no longer sought from the enemies of Isaiah's day. The first-century Jews instead expect to be freed from Roman control. They expect the coming Messiah to break the stranglehold that Roman tribute has on their economy and to vanquish the ominous presence of Roman soldiers in their sacred cities, not least of which is Jerusalem (compare Acts 1:6). Of course, the Romans themselves are not the only oppressors: some Jews have become collaborators, profiting at the expense of their own people (example: Luke 5:27).

As in Isaiah's day, freedom from implies freedom for. The people expect the Messiah to free them from political oppression so that they can live prosperous lives in God's kingdom. Many devout Jews undoubtedly expect each family to have its own land, plenty of food on the table, and clothes on their backs. The ideal culture would be characterized by justice in the courts, purity of worship, and a positive witness to the nations. It is nothing less than all of this that Jesus is claiming to fulfill, but not in the way people expect.

Where's [Insert Your Name]?
For years children (and often their parents) have delighted in the Where's Waldo? series of books. Somewhere present on every elaborately decorated page-spread is a tiny, camouflaged cartoon character. One may have to spend time searching for him, but then, that's the point of the book. Waldo is there—somewhere.

Jesus found himself in the pages of Isaiah. Jesus knew His identity and His destiny. He lived it out, fulfilling everything prophesied of Him. Because of His alignment with the Father's heart, Jesus was unwavering in His mission.

We too can find ourselves in the pages of God's Word. We can identify ourselves by our spiritual giftedness (Ephesians 4:11). Perhaps you are one who will lead many to righteousness (Daniel 12:3), one who has a heart for those in need (Acts 6:1-6), one who will be an extender of hospitality (Acts 16:14, 15), or—the possibilities are almost endless. What could be more satisfying than living a life that uses all one's talents and spiritual gifts for God's glory? You are a precious child of God, and He will help you find your place in the pages of the work for His kingdom.—V. E.

Conclusion

A. From and For

This lesson began by rehearsing the debate about whether salvation is concerned first with spiritual matters or with bodily matters. Sometimes the debate is framed in terms of how Jesus was concerned with religion or with politics and social justice. It is true that Jesus did not pursue politics and/or social justice the way certain Jews wanted Him to in the first century. He did not overthrow the Roman Empire and establish a new earthly kingdom with himself on the throne instead of Caesar.

Yet Jesus was indeed concerned with social justice and political practices as He came to liberate people spiritually from the worldly powers that had bound them for centuries. True liberation is won not by beating the system at its own game but by pioneering a new system that is not subject to the limitations of the old one. To this end, Jesus began incorporating people into a kingdom that is not limited by geography or ethnicity. Jesus was freeing people from primary allegiance to worldly nationhood and economic systems for incorporation into the church, of which He is head.

The church should be the place that models where true justice is rendered and where no spiritual or physical need goes unaddressed. To the world, this system is not the wave of the future. But we know that the jubilee we have begun to experience will come in full when Jesus returns in glory. That's when Jesus' enemies are fully subdued, when God and His kingdom stand alone.

B. Prayer

Father, we rejoice that Jesus has made possible our eternal freedoms from and for. Make us bold to proclaim those freedoms in His name, amen.

C. Thought to Remember

Eternal freedom is available to everyone!
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Visual for Lessons 9 & 11. Point to this visual as you introduce
the discussion question associated with verses 18 and 19.
Involvement Learning

Some of the activities below are also found in the helpful student book, Adult Bible Class.
Don’t forget to download the free reproducible page from www.standardlesson.com to enhance your lesson!

Into the Lesson

Distribute index cards as learners arrive, one each. Say, "Please write on your card the name of the place you consider to be your hometown." Collect the cards and read a few out loud to see if the class can guess whose hometown it is.

For those whose hometowns are different from where they currently live, ask them to tell about the last time they visited it and their impressions of it now. Ask, "Would you like to live there again? Why, or why not?"

Make a transition to the study of the lesson text by saying, "Early in His ministry, Jesus returned to His hometown of Nazareth and declared what His mission would be. Today, we'll take a look at what He said and what that signified."

Into the Word

Secure a guest speaker (either a class member or someone else in your congregation) to prepare a five-minute talk on the year of jubilee concept (see the Lesson Background). Introduce the guest speaker by stating, "Our guest speaker [person's name] is going to give us valuable background information that will help us understand the two texts in today's lesson."

Form learners into groups of four or five. Give each group this same instruction: "Read Luke 4:14-21 and try to imagine that everyone in your group grew up in Nazareth at the time Jesus lived there. Collectively, you are being interviewed as a 'focus group' by a reporter. How would you answer the following questions about what took place in the synagogue?" (Note: not all responses can be found in the text; some will require use of one's imagination.) 1. Jesus taught in other synagogues before He came back to Nazareth. What had you heard about Him regarding those occasions? 2. When you knew Jesus growing up in Nazareth, what kind of a boy was He? 3. When Jesus came back to town, where did He go and what did He do? 4. When Jesus took the book of Isaiah at the synagogue, did it seem like He was looking for the specific passage in Isaiah that He ended up reading? Why, or why not? 5. What was the specific content of the passage Jesus read? 6. What was the audience's reaction when Jesus finished reading and sat down? 7. What was the first thing Jesus said after He sat down? 8. How did the audience appear to react to what He said? 9. What claim did Jesus appear to be making?

Have each group appoint a spokesperson. The spokespersons will take turns offering their respective group's responses to the questions. The spokespersons can offer both majority and minority reactions, as in "Most of us believed ... , but some of us believed ..."

Option: Before doing the above, ask learners to close their Bibles and listen carefully as someone reads Isaiah 61:1-3 aloud. Then distribute copies of the "The Messiah's Mission" activity from the reproducible page, which you can download. Ask learners to work quickly to complete the puzzle and discover the Messiah's mission. Encourage them not to use their Bibles unless absolutely stumped. As you review the answers, ask learners to name specific ways Jesus fulfilled this prophecy in order to bring salvation to the world.

Into Life

Have learners work in pairs to discuss specific ways that Jesus has ministered to them according to the promises of Isaiah 61:1-3. These ministries may include being set free from certain addictive sins, healing of broken hearts, etc. Encourage learners to practice with each other how they can share their testimonies with non-Christian friends.

Option: Distribute copies of the "Our Mission" activity from the reproducible page. Encourage learners to use this as a stimulus to minister for Jesus to others in the week ahead. Close with a prayer that asks for God's strength to that end.
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