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This study’s focus is on the words 
of Jesus as recorded in the gospels, 
noting how Jesus’ teachings repeat, 
emphasize, and build on Old 
Testament themes while addressing 
the real-world concerns of his 
audience. Each week, we’ll consider 
how members of the early church 
understood Jesus’ words, seeking 
to more faithfully live in harmony 
with the Holy Spirit—whom we trust 
has always been at work, remains at 
work, and will always be at work in 
the church and in us. Jesus’ words 
were for the people of his day, but 
they are also for us. Right where we 
are. Today.

The first four lessons in our 
study tell about the early days of 
Jesus’ ministry and the foundational 
truths of his message. Lesson 1 
discusses Jesus’ submission, giving 
us a living example of what it 
looks like to submit to each other. 
In lesson 2, we explore the joy of 
God in meeting our basic needs 
individually and in community. Then 
in lessons 3 and 4 we learn about 
the light of Jesus shining out of each 
of us and how that light calls to 
each of us in our everyday lives.

In lessons 5-8 we explore 
through multiple lenses Jesus’ 
deeper truth that more than out-
ward actions reveal who we are—
even our thoughts and attitudes 
condemn or bless us. Starting with 
the Beatitudes, we explore what 
God values in a person, reversing 
cultural ideas of what should be 

blessed. We then take those inner 
attitudes shining from our core and 
let them light the world, a living 
wholeness of integrity where we 
treat each other out of the grace of 
God’s character in us.

In our last five lessons, we focus 
on the theme of integrity—that who 
we are must match what we say 
and do; leading us to treat others 
with the same love and generosity 
that we receive from God. In Lesson 
9, we explore how we can be 
generous, cheerfully giving to others 
even more than they ask for. Lesson 
10 helps us focus on contentment as 
a basis for living, and in Lesson 11, 
we learn to see God in all people, 
treating them with the kindness of 
God. Lesson 12 calls us to practice 
that kindness in humility, not 
seeking attention for ourselves but 
acting purely for the good of others. 
Lastly, in Lesson 13, we remember 
to rely on God for what we need, 
continually growing in our divine 
nature.

We are encouraged to enter 
this study as students, sitting at 
our Teacher’s feet. May we be 
open to the Spirit who gives us 
understanding, wisdom, and 
courage to live as true followers of 
Jesus.

—Cleta Crisman

Finding Purpose Together
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September 3, 2017
Submission Leads to Freedom

Matthew 3:4-17; 2 Kings 5:1-14; Acts 8:26-40

Submission Leads to Freedom

 � Study Goals
Recognize how Jesus’ submission to John’s baptism builds on 
Naaman’s submission and leads to the freedom experienced by the 
Ethiopian eunuch.

• Discuss what it means for Jesus to submit “to fulfill all righteousness.”
• Explore how Naaman’s resistance and eventual submission is 

reflected in John’s resistance to Jesus’ submission.
• Understand God’s intended purpose for us as suggested in the joy-

ful submission of the Ethiopian eunuch.

 � Opening Activity
[For this first lesson in the new format, it might be good to spend the 
opening time getting acquainted with the flow of the lesson. Instead 
of the general introduction in the participant (student) guide, we now 
include a more specific introduction to the lesson, followed by questions 
for both individual and group consideration. They are geared toward 
three categories: content, reflection, and application. The Study Guide 
(for leaders) includes deeper information, additional texts to consider, 
and other helps for the leader.]

Bring a towel and basin of water and set it where the group can 
see it. Tell the group that as an introduction to the topic of submis-
sion, they will be washing one another’s feet. Allow a few seconds for 
them to react/respond, then tell them that instead of foot-washing, the 
focus will be to consider our reactions to being asked to participate in 
washing feet. Ask how they felt when they thought it would happen: 
Embarrassed? Excited? Repulsed? Afraid of what others might think? 
Discuss how in Jesus’ time, foot-washing was the work of servants. They 
had to submit to doing it, an admission of their lower status. But today, 
we might feel more embarrassed and vulnerable to have someone else 
wash our feet. Spend a couple of minutes talking about the role of sub-
mission and things that might prevent us from humbling ourselves with 
Christ and with one another.
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 � Illuminate Matthew 3:4-17

John the Baptist was the first prophet to emerge in more than four 
hundred years. The origin of the particular rite of baptism he offered 
is unclear, but most scholars see it as related to the purification rites of 
early Jews or possibly a ritual required for proselytes to become Jews. 
Whatever its beginnings, our focus is not on the rite itself, but rather 
on the postures of the two primary figures in this text: John the Baptist 
and Jesus.

Before Jesus arrives on the scene, John makes it very clear that he 
himself is not the primary focus, but rather he is one who is creating 
the path for Jesus, who is far greater and who will bring judgment upon 
the nation. He declares that Jesus’ baptism would not be with water, 
but with the Holy Spirit and fire. Suddenly Jesus is there, acting like a 
common citizen—even asking John to baptize him. John must have 
been so confused!

Why did Jesus—a man without sin—want a baptism of repentance? 
Asking John to baptize him gave credence to John’s prophetic ministry 
as having come from God. The phrase “to fulfill all righteousness” 
as a reason for Jesus to be baptized is difficult to understand clearly. 
Perhaps Jesus was identifying with the sins of humankind, embracing 
the role he would play in making righteousness available to all people. 
The dramatic opening of the heavens followed by the blessing of the 
Father and the Holy Spirit, appears to be Jesus’ inauguration into his 
earthly ministry—for all to hear with their own ears, and see with their 
own eyes. Luke describes the Holy Spirit as alighting on Jesus “in bodily 
form like a dove” (Luke 3:22). John the Baptist later seems to struggle 
with unexpected aspects of Jesus’ ministry (Matthew 11:3); surely this 
experience was important in John’s own journey of faith.

John’s submission to Jesus’ request, as well as Jesus’ submission to 
a personally unnecessary baptism, reflects the theme of Jesus’ message 
throughout his life: that of submission to God and our lifelong call to 
humbly serve one another.
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 � Illuminate 2 Kings 5:1-14

Naaman, army commander of the nation Aram (thought to be 
descendants of Noah’s son Shem and roughly situated in what is now 
Syria), contracted leprosy—a degenerative and deforming bacterial 
disease, incurable in biblical times. His wife owned a captive Israelite 
slave girl who suggested that Naaman should see the prophet Elisha in 
Israel to be cured.

Naaman, sent by his king to Israel, apparently expected a wizard-
like man who would call upon his God and “wave his hand” over the 
leprosy to heal him. Instead, Elisha didn’t even come out of the house, 
sending a servant out to tell Naaman to wash seven times in the Jordan 
River. Naaman, accustomed to great respect, was horribly insulted by 
such treatment and by such a banal, mundane remedy. He stomped 
off, refusing to comply with Elisha’s instructions until one of his servants 
talked him into reconsidering.

So Naaman submitted to the humility of a seemingly senseless 
series of dunks in the Jordan; the seventh time he came up for air, his 
leprosy was gone. The story goes on to reveal Naaman’s real healing—
that of his soul when he chose to believe in the God of Israel.

Our focus today is on Naaman’s choice to submit to Elisha’s 
instructions, even though they had been humiliatingly offered through 
a servant, and had no appearance of supernatural power.

How does the scenario of Jesus’ baptism compare to Naaman’s? 
We see a likeness to John the Baptist, who originally refused to baptize 
Jesus, preferring that Jesus baptize him. But, like Naaman, John eventu-
ally submitted to Jesus’ request, and witnessed a magnificent display of 
God’s presence and blessing.

Certainly, it was humbling for Jesus to request baptism, especially 
one that implied one’s sin. Jesus had no sin, but he submitted to baptism 
for the sake of God’s work among the people God loves.

One of the earliest of several atonement theories (regarding the 
purpose of Jesus’ incarnation, death, and resurrection) suggests that 
each of Jesus’ choices throughout his life are critical to the salvation 
of humankind. His acts of perfect obedience—not just his death and 
resurrection—redeem the failures of humanity, allowing Jesus to lead 
humanity to eternal life: perfect union with God (John 17:3). Called the 
recapitulation theory, it is illustrated in Jesus’ perfect response in this 
setting, filling up what is lacking in mankind’s responses—which we see 
in Naaman and John the Baptist in these stories.
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 � Illuminate Acts 8:26-40

This narrative takes place in the aftermath of the death of Stephen, the 
first Christian martyr. Saul (later to become the apostle Paul) presided 
over Stephen’s death, pleased with the accomplishment. From that 
moment, the new church began to experience extreme persecution as 
Saul went from house to house, arresting Christians wherever he found 
them. Because of this persecution, believers were scattered, and the 
seeds of the gospel quickly spread.

Candace was not likely the first name of the queen in verse 27. 
Rather, Candace (or Kandake) was a title meaning “queen” or “queen 
mother.” Her kingdom was apparently in the region of Upper Nubia 
(Meroë), in the general area that is currently Sudan, rather than 
modern-day Ethiopia. The eunuch was likely a God-fearing gentile 
who occasionally came to worship in Jerusalem, or possibly a gentile 
proselyte who had accepted Judaism and its laws. At the Ethiopian 
man’s invitation, Philip sat with him in the chariot and, with Isaiah 
53 as his starting point, explained the good news of Jesus to him in 
a way that he could understand. Overjoyed, the man jumped at the 
chance to be baptized in nearby water. This man had been worshiping 
in Jerusalem, so he likely knew that for the early church, baptism was a 
symbolic means of demonstrating inward cleansing, and an intentional 
identification with Christ in his death and resurrection. It was also a 
necessary rite for entrance into Judaism, though of course we don’t 
know what this man’s perspective was, only that he wished to follow 
Jesus.

Baptism was an act of submission in all our examples in this week’s 
text. Naaman’s “baptism” took place in an atmosphere of reluctance, 
fear, and disdain. Sorrow and repentance surrounded the baptisms 
John performed in water. But Jesus initiated a new baptism, performed 
by the Holy Spirit. This baptism is accompanied by joyful hope, and 
most of all, freedom—from the fight against shame, confusion, and the 
constant burden of trying to earn God’s approval. This story offers a 
beautiful example of the joy that comes with that freedom. Jesus makes 
it clear that freedom is his goal for us (John 8:31-38) and Paul reminds 
us of this again in Galatians 5:1-13.

 � Living It Out Together

To close, read Galatians 5:13-15 aloud slowly. After a few moments of 
silent reflection, respond to the text in prayer as the Spirit leads.




