Chapter 3

GOD AS TEACHER

Octavio J. Esqueda

The hidden things belong to the Lorn our God,
but the revealed things belong to us and our children forever,
so that we may follow all the words of this law.
(Deut 29:29)

am a big-picture person. I am constantly trying to find the re-

lationship among all areas of life. I see all disciplines as inter-

related with one another. I find the term compartmentalization
problematic because things need to come together at some point
for me to understand them accurately. I also aspire to discover the
source of who I am and the meaning of what I do. Fortunately, in
God I find the purpose and explanation of my life.

Christian ministry also finds its raison d’étre in the God of the
universe. The church exists to glorify God as its single purpose.!
Consequently, we have Christian education because God is a teacher.
He is our model and source of teaching. God uses different methods
to teach humanity. In Him, therefore, we find the model for creativ-
ity in our teaching.

This chapter introduces several concepts that will be developed
further through this book. I will attempt to present a big theologi-
cal picture of Christian teaching. The first section will address the
value of theology, explain how God the Father is a teacher because
He reveals Himself to humanity, and describe that God’s ultimate
purpose of His revelation is that we may know Him and obey Him.
The second section explains how God is described as a teacher in

' A. Malphurs, A New Kind of Church: Understanding Models of Ministry for the 21st
Century (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2007), 84.
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the Bible and provides examples of His teaching in both the Old and
New Testaments.

The Importance of Theology

All Christians are theologians. Theology is central to the teaching
ministry of the church and to every dimension of our lives. The word
theology means “the study of God.” It comes from the Greek words
theos (God) and logos (speech, reason, word). To do theology is to
reflect on God. Our theology, or the lack of it, affects the way we
think and live. A. W. Tozer once said:

What comes to our minds when we think about God is the
most important thing about us. . . . The gravest question
before the church is always God Himself, and the most
portentous fact about any man is not what he at any given
time may say or do, but what he in his deep heart conceives
God to be like. We tend by a secret law of the soul to move
toward our mental image of God. 2

Theology and ministry are like the two sides of a dollar bill. The
two faces are inseparable for the bill to have value. It is impossible
to separate them completely because they belong to the same bill.
Although we may look at one side at a time, in reality both sides
must go together. In the same way, we cannot serve a God we do not
know, and we cannot know God and fail to serve Him. Some have
argued that Christian teachers are “practical theologians.” Yet we all
must be theologians and practitioners at the same time. God is the
source and model for Christian teaching. We are theologians who
proclaim God'’s truths that affect our everyday lives.

Since theology affects our lives completely, believers should be
wise to develop into good theologians. God said that the most im-
portant thing we can do as human beings is to know Him and under-
stand Him in order to do His will (Jer 9:24). Therefore, the central
question is, How can we know God so we, as teachers, can teach His
ways? The answer is found in God’s revelation.

* A. W. Tozer, The Knowledge of the Holy: The Attributes of God: Their Meaning in the
Christian Life (New York: Harper & Row, 1961), 1.
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God’s Revelation

We can know God because He reveals Himself to us. The word
revelation means “disclosure.” The God of the universe has taken
the initiative to manifest Himself to us so we, as finite beings, can
know Him, the infinite God. The Lord, then, is at the center of ev-
erything, and as the Creator, He determines and explains everything
that exists. The Bible opens with the affirmation that God exists,
and He created the heavens and the earth. Only in Him do we find
purpose and meaning in our lives. As C. S. Lewis said, “I believe in
Christianity as I believe that the Sun has risen—not only because I
see it, but because by it, I see everything else.”

God reveals Himself to us in two basic ways—through general
revelation and special revelation. God discloses Himself to human
beings in a general way though creation and conscience (Ps 19).
God uses creation to teach us about His power. Theologian Millard
Erickson points out that general revelation “is God’s communication
of himself to all persons at all times and in all places.”

God reveals Himself in special ways through His Word: the in-
carnate Word (logos) of God, Jesus Christ, and the written Word
of God, the Bible. Christ is, therefore, the central focus of God’s
revelation, and the way we can know Christ is through the written
Word of God. Through special revelation human beings are able to
“identify God, understand something about him, and point others to
him.”

Consequently, the Bible then must be the content of our teaching.
Christian teaching is based on Christ and focused on the Scriptures.
The Word of God is the main curriculum in Christian education
(see chapter 6, “The Bible as Curriculum”). Christian teaching is the
exposition of the Bible to people. Sometimes at the end of a sermon,
I have thought to myself, Great message, Wrong passage, or worse,
Great message, no passage. Christian teaching and preaching must
be based on the Bible. Christian teachers are messengers of God’s
revelation.

3 A. McGrath, Christian Theology: An Introduction, 4th ed. (Malden, MA: Blackwell,

2007), 102.
* M. Erickson, Christian Theology, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2000), 178.

3 1bid., 223.




4 Octavio J. Fsqueda

God Is the Teacher

Every time the Lord reveals Himself to us, He is teaching us.
herefore, God, by His very nature, is a teacher. In fact, we teach
ecause God is a teacher. Christian teaching exists because God

a teacher. The teaching ministry of the church finds its purpose
 the active teaching of God. Job 36:22 says, “Look, God shows
imself exalted by His power. Who is a teacher like Him?” No one is
teacher like God. Therefore, it is good to be taught by Him. Psalm
+:12 says, “Lorp, happy is the man You discipline and teach from
our law.” The result of His teaching is blessing; we find goodness
Uly in Him. Our main goal in life should be to know God because
ily in Him are we complete. Fortunately, it is His very nature to
ach us!

In Psalm 25, we find the attitude God expects from us when we
ceive His instruction, The psalmist asks the Lord: “Show me,”
each me,” “Lead me,” and “Remember me.” He recognizes that
receive God’s teaching is an act of grace. Therefore, we should be
wchable and desire His message:

Make Your ways known to me, Lorp

teach me Your paths.

Guide me in Your truth and teach me,

for You are the God of my salvation;

I wait for You all day long.

Remember, Loro, Your compassion

and Your faithful love,

for they [have existed] from antiquity.

Do not remember the sins of my youth

or my acts of rebellion;

in keeping with Your faithful love, remember me
because of Your goodness, Lorp.

The Loro is good and upright;

therefore He shows sinners the way.

He leads the humble in what is right

and teaches them His way. (Ps 25:4-9, emphasis added)

‘very time the Lord manifests Himself to us, He is teaching us.
lis a teacher. Moreover, God is the teacher. His objective is that
follow His instruction. When God teaches, He looks forward to
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our compliance with His desires. The result of His instruction is not
information but our action and a change of lifestyle. The following
passages make this situation clear:

I will instruct you and show you the way to go;
with My eye on you, I will give counsel.
(Ps 32:8, emphasis added)

And many peoples will come and say,

“Come, let us go up to the mountain of the Lorp,
to the house of the God of Jacob.

He will teach us about His ways

so that we may walk in His paths.”

For instruction will go out of Zion

and the word of the Lorp from Jerusalem.

(Isa 2:3, emphasis added: cp. Mic 4:2)

When we receive God’s words, we ought to follow them. He shows
us the way in which we should go and the path in which we should
walk. When God speaks, we need to obey. This is God’s simple but
indispensable expectation when He teaches.

God’s Primary Educational Goal

Faith should be our appropriate response to the knowledge of
God we receive through the revelation (disclosure) He has made
of Himself. The Bible says that without faith it is impossible to
please God (Heb 11:6). When God teaches us through His revela-
tion, He expects us to respond in faith, believe Him, and obey Him.
We can know God and recognize Him as God when we trust Him
completely.

God expects our complete obedience in love. He does not take the
initiative to speak to us just to satisfy our curiosity but to change us
according to His will. Thus, obedience is the purpose of God's rev-
elation to us as Deut 29:29 says: “The hidden things belong to the
Lord our God, but the revealed things belong to us and our children
forever, so that we may follow all the words of this law” (emphasis
added). Every time God speaks to us, we are wise to comply with His
words. Every time we teach the Bible, our expectation is that our stu-
dents will obey God’s Word.
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Deuteronomy 6:4-5 summarizes God’s educational goal for the
Jewish people: “Listen, Israel: The Lorp our God, the Lorp is One.
Love the Lorp your God with all your heart, with all your soul, and
with all your strength. These words that I am giving you today are
to be in your heart.” This passage, known as the Shema from the
Hebrew word for “hear,” constitutes the “basic confession of faith
in Judaism.”® All Jewish believers were to recognize the Lord as God
and to love (obey) Him with all their being.

In the New Testament our Lord Jesus Christ also made the claim
that the summary of God’s written revelation is to love Him com-
pletely and to love our neighbor as ourselves (Matt 22:37-40). As a
matter of fact, loving Jesus above everyone else is a requirement to
follow Him (Matt 10:37-39). We must love Christ preeminently in
order to be His disciples.

We prove that we love God when we follow His commandments.
The purpose of Christian teaching is our transformation. We need to
“be transformed by the renewal of” our minds (Rom 12:1-2) in order
to see life as God sees it. We transform our minds when we change
our thinking according to God’s revelation. Only when we adapt our
thoughts to God's can we understand His will. The teaching of the
Bible must affect every area of our lives.

The goal of Christian education is to present everyone perfect in
Christ Jesus (Col 1:28). Our final examination measures whether we
are like Christ, behaving and living like Him. Therefore, we teach to
change lives!” The application of the Bible becomes, then, the key
section for a lesson. God’s standards should affect how I relate to my
wife, students, and the people with whom I rub shoulders every day.

Examples of God as Teacher in the Scriptures

The Bible provides a record of God’s different methods of teaching
human beings. Our God is creative and has related with His people
in diverse and varied ways. He chose a way to communicate His
messages according to the context and situation of His people, the
“learners.” In the Bible we find the record of God's desire to com-

' E. D. Radmacher, ed., Nelson’s New Illustrated Bible Commentary (Nashville: Thomas
Nelson, 1999), 243.
H. Hendricks, Teaching to Change Lives (Sisters: Multnomah, 1987).
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municate with humanity. The Holy Scriptures tell us the story of
salvation: God’s intent to restore us to Himself in the context of the
history of revelation.® The Old and New Testaments describe God’s
methods of unfolding this story. The Bible, then, is God’s teaching
book.

Old Testament

God created humanity so that He could enjoy a personal relation-
ship with us. He created both men and women in His own image
(Gen 1:27). Adam and Eve, the first human beings, had the benefit
of listening to the Creator’s voice and hearing His instruction (Gen
2:16). However, they sinned against God, and that relationship was
affected profoundly (Gen 3). The connection between God and hu-
manity was broken because of sin (Rom 5:12). Therefore, the main
plot of the Bible is the story of redemption.

The Lord established a covenant with Abraham and his descen-
dents. God chose Abraham, and through him He planned His re-
demptive plan of salvation (Gen 12:1-3; Gal 3:8). He taught the first
Hebrew patriarchs in different ways: dreams, theophanies, angels,
miracles, and His audible voice. Jacob, Abrahams’ grandson, became
Israel, the father of 12 sons who would form the Jewish people (Gen
35:9-12).

After they spent over 400 years in Egypt, with freedom at the be-
ginning as residents but later as slaves, God called Moses to liberate
His people. God appeared to Moses in a burning bush. Moses was
able to receive God’s instruction as if they had a face-to-face conver-
sation. The mighty hand of God performed many miracles to teach
about His power and existence. The plagues against Egypt ended
with the death of every Egyptian firstborn. God culminated His vic-
tory by opening and closing the Red Sea to deliver Israel and to slay
his oppressors. Everyone learned about God’s power and majesty.

The Lord established a covenant with the people of Israel on
Mount Sinai after their deliverance from Egypt (Exod 19:5-6). God
promised them that He would be their God and they would be His
people if they obeyed His commandments (Jer 11:4). The Lord
wanted to be at the center of their lives. From that moment “every

# J. L Packer, “God Has Spoken,” in The Christian Theology Reader, ed. Alister
McGrath, 3rd ed. (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2007), 167.
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aspect of Hebrew culture by design aided in the process of forming
the belief of the faith community.”® Every social activity had the in-
tention of placing God as the focal point. God established feasts and
festivals for the Hebrew community as opportunities for instruction
about His intervention in their daily lives. Through these activities
every person learned about their history and God’s generosity.!? We
can learn that “teaching” happens at different times and circum-
stances, not only inside of a classroom.

The Hebrew community celebrated three main national festivals:
Passover, Pentecost, and Tabernacles. The Passover commemorated
the deliverance from slavery and oppression in Egypt. Also known as
the Festival of Unleavened Bread, this holy convocation was held on
the fourteenth of the first month (Nisan). During seven days every
person in the community had to eat unleavened bread (Lev 23:6).
God was teaching them to remember His holiness, the seriousness
of sin, and its consequences. It was also an opportunity to remember
God’s provision to cleanse His people’s sins and offer them salvation.

The Festival of Pentecost was celebrated 50 days after the Passover
(Lev 23:26). This special day commemorated the giving of the law.
Also known as the Festival of Weeks, this holy celebration took
place at the end of the wheat harvest on the sixth day of the month
of Sivan. Every person was reminded that the Lord is the One who
provides. Therefore, they gave Him back from their firstfruits as
God blessed them (Deut 16:10). God taught them, as an agricultural
society, to keep in mind His goodness through the fruits of their
labors. Even though they worked hard, the Lord made their harvest
possible.

The Festival of Tabernacles, also known as the Festival of Booths,
commemorated the journey of the people of Israel in the wilderness.
This special feast lasted seven days; the people dwelt in booths to
remember their wanderings as the Hebrew people left Egypt (Neh
8:14). The people of Israel gathered at the end of the fruit harvest to
focus on the Lord’s deliverance and to recommit their total depen-
dence on Him. God was teaching them that disobedience to His will
brings affliction and purposeless living.

® J.R.Estep Jr., ed., C.E.: The Heritage of Christian Education (Joplin: College Press,

2003), 2.
10 W, Barclay, Educational Ideas in the Ancient World (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2003).
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God commanded the people of Israel to celebrate other special
days. The Sabbath was observed as a holy day (Lev 23:3). Every
week the Hebrews devoted a whole day to the Lord. They were com-
manded to rest because God rested after He created the world. Later
on, a main purpose of the synagogue Sabbath services was religious
instruction." The people of Israel focused on God and His teach-
ings. The Day of Atonement was a holy convocation for the people
to afflict their souls and offer sacrifices for the sins of the nation (Lev
23:27). They remembered that their God was a holy God and that sin
goes against His nature. Every occasion was a teachable situation, as
Siew points out:

Through a system of elaborate celebrations, the people
remembered their humble beginnings (Passover/Feast of
Unleavened Bread), celebrated God’s sustained grace (Feast
of Weeks, Feast of Ingathering), received cleansing (Day of
Atonement), and regularly consecrated themselves to holy
service (Sabbath, New Moon).12

Old Testament laws and regulations told the Hebrew people how to
relate correctly to the holy and majestic Creator. Acts of obedience
were the appropriate reaction to God’s teaching.

The Hebrew sacrificial system was also a response to the holiness
of the Lord. Priests interceded before God by offering sacrifices on
behalf of the people and themselves.* Priests were also educators:
First, they provided religious instruction to younger priests. Second,
they instructed people regarding offerings, festivals, and all special
days in the Hebrew calendar.’* We learn that God also uses people to
teach His truths to others.

God was supposed to be central in everyday life activities.
Everything in the culture was intended to point people toward God.
The Hebrew mind-set emphasized a holistic approach to see life un-
der the Lord’s authority with the main goal of pleasing Him in every

! Barclay, 24.

** Yau-Man Siew, “Hebrew Education through Feasts and Festivals,” in Evangelical
Dictionary of Christian Education, ed. Michael Anthony (Grand Rapids: Baker
Academic, 2001), 325.

** J. L. Gonzilez, “Priesthood,” in Essential Theological Terms (Louisville: Westminster
John Knox, 2005).

* M. J. Anthony and W. S. Benson, Exploring the History and Philosophy of Christian
Education: Principles for the 21st Century (Grand Rapids: Kregel, 2003).
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area and with every decision.’” God did not want them to compart-
mentalize their religious duties from the rest of their lives. God’s
teaching ought to relate to everything we are and do. This reality
permeates the Old Testament story as Reed and Prevost point out:

The history of the Jews is a record of their relationship
with God as expressed in covenant. Their educational sys-
tem arose as an instrument to pass on that relationship to
subsequent generations. It also was an act of obedience to
God's commands within the covenant. The Jews believed
that, as God has chosen them, God was concerned with the
means by which they should educate and be educated.!®

New Testament

The New Testament focuses on Jesus Christ, how He completes
the plan of salvation and the reestablishment of God’s dominion over
His creation."” Jesus brings fulfillment to Old Testament prophecies
of salvation and restoration. He is the main object of God’s revela-
tion, as Heb 1:1-2 affirms: “Long ago God spoke to the fathers by the
prophets at different times and in different ways. In these last days,
He has spoken to us by [His] Son, whom He has appointed heir of all
things and through whom He made the universe.” God uses different
methods to teach humanity, but His supreme revelation is through
His Son. In Jesus human beings can see and comprehend God (John
14:9). Chapter 4 further explores the role of Jesus as Teacher.

God also teaches through His Spirit (John 14:26). Chapter 5 de-
velops the Spirit’s role. God uses believers to instruct one another
(Rom 15:14). The Lord accomplishes His purposes through His
Word (John 17:17). God communicated in the New Testament
through different instructional methods like miracles, the apos-
tles, and the church. The Lord is not limited to only one way of
teaching.

We can conclude that God is the model of creativity in teach-
ing. He reveals Himself in different and varied ways. He teaches
people according to their circumstances. He is not limited to a single

® W. R. Yount, Created to Learn (Nashville: B&H, 1996).

'® J. E. Reed and R. Prevost, A History of Christian Education (Nashville: B&H, 1993), 45.

T D. L. Bock, “Introduction,” in A Biblical Theology of the New Testament, ed. R. B.
Zuck and D. L. Bock (Chicago: Moody, 1994).

GOD AS TEACHER 41

teaching technique but uses diverse methods throughout history.
Therefore, we should follow His example when we teach His Word.
Creativity becomes necessary in Christian education because God is
creative.

I still remember a Sunday school class when I was a teenager be-
cause of the teacher’s creativity in presenting God’s message. As I
was approaching the classroom, I noticed something unusual. The
setting was like a funeral service. At the center of the classroom was
a black coffin. Everything was dark, and the smell of coffee was fill-
ing the air. The teacher told us that someone had died and that we
were to mourn the death of that person. He taught about death and
our destiny after we die. At the end of the lesson, he asked us to de-
cide whether the dead person in the coffin would spend eternity with
God. He told us to look at the face of the dead person, one by one,
and then guess his destiny. As I reluctantly looked inside the coffin,
I realized it had a mirror. As I saw my face there, I thought about
the imminence of death and the importance of making a decision for
Christ while we are still alive. That teacher was creative and wanted
to present God’s message in different ways so his students could
learn.

Our Lord provides the greatest example of diverse teaching meth-
ods. Michael Lawson summarizes the diverse methodology of the
Creator:

He spoke directly and audibly from heaven.
He wrote on tablets of stone.

He became flesh.

He revealed Himself in supernatural beings.
He gave vivid dreams and visions.

He wrote on the walls of a palace.

He made an animal talk.

He voiced truth through human prophets.
He composed poetry.

He provided visual reminders of promises.!®

PN LW NM

]

% M. S. Lawson, “Biblical Foundations for a Philosophy of Teaching,” in The Christian
Educator’s Handbook on Teaching: A Comprehensive Resource on the Distinctiveness
of True Christian Teaching, ed. K. O. Gangel and H. G. Hendricks (Grand Rapids:
Baker, 1988), 62.
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Conclusion

Christian teaching exists because God is a teacher. Pazmifio in his
excellent work, God as Teacher, concludes, “God as the creator is the
educator from whom all content of education issues.”™® The Lord’s
desire to communicate with His creation establishes the foundation
of Christian education. God’s self-revelation is the source of teach-
ing. Therefore, the content of our teaching must be God’s written
revelation (the Bible).

We teach to change lives. Our goal is to see life as God does. We
need to renew our understanding, to adjust our thoughts and actions
so we can understand God’s will (Rom 12:2). God’s expectation is
the same every time He teaches: complete obedience. Therefore, we
must expect obedience to God’s Word when we teach. Application,
then, becomes central in Christian education. The goal is transfor-
mation not merely information. The purpose of our teaching must
be communicating God’s truth in ways that “create genuine under-
standing and the desire to change in accordance with God’s self-
revelation.”® To follow God’s example, we also need to be creative
when we teach.

God helps us see the big picture of life and ministry. In Him we
find meaning and purpose for everything we do. All aspects of the
teaching ministry of the church center on God. Our theology affects
our existence and service to the Lord. He desires to communicate
with us and reign over us, as John Calvin concluded:

For how can the idea of God enter your mind without
instantly giving rise to the thought, that since you are his
workmanship, you are bound, by the very law of creation,
to submit to his authority?—that your life is due to him?—
that whatever you do ought to have reference to him? If so,
it undoubtedly follows that your life is sadly corrupted, if
itis not framed in obedience to him, since his will ought to
be the law of our lives. On the other hand, your idea of his

¥ R. W. Pazmifio, God as Teacher: Theological Basis in Christian Education (Grand
Rapids: Baker Academic, 2001), 33.

* M. Young, “Biblical Foundations for a Philosophy of Teaching,” in Evangelical
Dictionary of Christian Education, ed. M. Anthony (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic,
2001), 80.
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nature is not clear unless you acknowledge him to be the
origin and fountain of all goodness.?*

Discussion Questions

1. Explain the relationship between theology and Christian
education.

2. How does God’s revelation affect the content of Christian
teaching?

3. What methods does God use to teach today in comparison with
the methods He used in both the Old and New Testaments?

4. Explain God’s educational goal with the Shema.

5. Why is creativity important for a Christian teacher?
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Chapter 4

JESUS, THE MASTER
TEACHER

Rick Yount

So as He stepped ashore, He saw a huge
crowd and had compassion on them,
because they were like sheep without a shepherd.
Then He began to teach them many things.
[Mark 6:34)

When Jesus had finished this sermon, the
crowds were astonished at His teaching,
because He was teaching them like one who
had authority, and not like their scribes.
(Matt 7:28-29)

od revealed Himself as Teacher. Jesus clearly connected

Himself to the Father when He stated, “I and the Father are

one” (John 10:30). It is no surprise then that Jesus, though
He preached the good news and met many physical needs, was
known best as Rabonni, Master, Teacher.

Further, Jesus connected Himself to the Father specifically as
Teacher: “For I have not spoken on My own, but the Father Himself
who sent Me has given Me a command as to what 1 should say and
what I should speak. I know that His command is eternal life. So
the things that I speak, I speak just as the Father has told Me” (John
12:49-50). And again, “Don’t you believe that I am in the Father
and the Father is in Me? The words I speak to you I do not speak on
My own. The Father who lives in Me does His works” (John 14:10).
‘When the Pharisee Nicodemus met with Jesus at night, he acknowl-
edged, “We know that You have come from God as a teacher” (John

45
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3:2). Jesus came teaching what He had learned from His Father. And
what was the result? Sherwood Eddy, in his classic Maker of Men,
writes:
He was allowed less than three years in which to do His
work; little more than a year in His public ministry, and a
year in retirement training His pathetic remnant. He was
cut off in His young manhood, a little past the age of thirty.
Socrates taught for forty years. Plato for fifty. Aristotle had
lived long and filled libraries with his learning. Buddha
and Confucius had fulfilled their three score and ten.
[Jesus] was among a crushed people, under an oppres-
sive legalism, zealously opposed and hated by scribes and
Pharisees, betrayed by Jews and crucified by Gentiles. He
left no book, no tract, or written page behind Him. He
bequeathed no system, no philosophy, no theology, no
legislation. He raised no armies, held no office, sought no
influence, turned His back forever on might, magic, and
cheap miracle.

Yet He transformed the bigoted Jew and universalized
his religion; He showed the philosophizing Greek the high-
est truth; He won the proud Roman to plant the cross on
his standard instead of the eagle; He stretched out His hand
to the great continents and transformed them—to Asia, to
savage Europe, to darkest Africa, to America.!

Since Christian teachers desire a Christ-centered teaching min-
istry, it is natural to focus attention on Jesus as Master Teacher, the
Example, the Model. God the Teacher in flesh. What kind of stu-
dents did He have? What characteristics did He display? What meth-
ods did He use? What principles did He espouse?

In exploring these questions, we risk the danger of trampling the
beauty of what we analyze. A botanist, for example, may carefully
dissect a delicate flower and yet destroy it in the process, reducing
it to wilted bits. We analyze Jesus in His role as Teacher with an
intentional sense of awe and reverence. We honor Him as Lord even
as we study Him and imitate Him as the Model of how we should

teach.

t S, Eddy, Maker of Men (New York: Harper & Bros., 1941).
o
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The Students of Jesus

A friend of mine, a fellow minister of education, invited me to
join him for a cup of coffee at a local cafe. He was as depressed as
any minister I'd ever known. As he poured out his heart, he returned
again and again to the same lament: “If only I had a few committed
people to work with!” and “If only we had some church members
with the leadership skills to direct our programs!” Seminary had
taught him about programs for children and youth and adults; sin-
gles and seniors; outreach and in-reach; organization and enlistment;
church councils, weekly workers’ meetings, and appreciation ban-
quets. Where do we find the people to make these programs come
to life? Where do lay leaders come from? Seminary had exposed him
to a wide variety of Christian ministry ideals. He found himself in the
ordeal of local church ministry, and he was sinking fast.

His experience is not unique. I suppose every minister has had
feelings like these from time to time. But we are not called to some
abstract, academic ideal. We are called “for the training of the
saints in the work of ministry,” or, as The Message has it, “to train
Christians in skilled servant work” (Eph 4:12). We take the saints as
they are, and disciple them—helping them grow to become all God
intended them to be. That is our calling. And that is exactly what
Jesus did with His disciples.?

We tend to think of the disciples—especially Peter, James, and
John—as great men of faith. This they became. But they were not
“great men of faith” when Jesus chose them. Though they were cho-
sen carefully and prayerfully (Mark 6:12-16), they were very human.
Let’s look at some of the basic characteristics of the 12 men Jesus
chose as His closest students.

The Disciples Were Imperfect

Scripture provides us ample evidence that the Twelve were rough
in character and demeanor. James and John, the sons of Zebedee,
were so short-tempered that they were nicknamed the “Sons of
Thunder” (Mark 3:17). On one occasion when a Samaritan town did
not welcome Jesus appropriately, James and John suggested He call

* See chapter 22, “Ministering alongside Volunteers,” for practical help in this essen-
tial ministry.
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fire down from heaven to destroy it. Jesus rebuked them for their
outburst and went on to another village (Luke 9:54-55).

Simon was impetuous and unstable. Though Jesus gave him the
name Peter (Petros, “rock,” Matt 16:18), Peter gave little evidence
of stability. Jesus told the disciples about His impending death in
Jerusalem, but Peter protested. When the guards came for Jesus in
Gethsemane, Peter drew a sword and cut off Malchus’s ear (John
18:10). Though Peter had bragged that he would die for Jesus (John
13:37), he later denied being a disciple to a servant girl, to one of the
men standing by the courtyard fire, and to one of the high priest's
relatives (John 18:17, 25-27). Peter was impetuous and unstable,
even after three years of living with the Master.

Thomas was a realist. He had been absent the first time Jesus had
appeared to the disciples (John 20:24). “So the other disciples kept
telling him, ‘We have seen the Lord!’ But he said to them, If I don't
see the mark of the nails in His hands, put my finger into the mark of
the nails, and put my hand into His side, I will never believe!’” (John
20:25). Where had Thomas been the last three years? He had wit-
nessed many miracles at the hands of Jesus. He had lived and worked
with these men. Why was he so stubborn?

And yet he was honest. When the facts presented themselves, he
did not hesitate to act on them. A week later Jesus stood among them
and invited Thomas to inspect His wounds. Thomas’s reaction was
immediate and absolute: “My Lord and my God!” (John 20:28).

Then the political power brokers, Judas Iscariot and Simon the
zealot, saw in Jesus a potential Jewish King who might overthrow
Roman oppression. Further, Judas was a thief, pilfering money from
the common purse, which he was responsible to keep (John 12:4-6).
The disciples were far from perfect.

The Disciples Were Slow to Learn

Jesus chose the Twelve during His first year of ministry.? For
nearly three years they lived with Him, following Him and observ-
ing many miracles. But they were so slow to learn. He talked to them

3 A.B. Bruce, The Training of the Twelve, 4th ed. (New York: A. C. Armstrong &
Sons, 1894; reprint, New Canaan, Conn. Keats Publishing, 1979), 12. See also A.
Edersheim, The Life and Times of Jesus the Messiah, vol. 1 (London: Longmans,
Green and Co., 1890; reprint, Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1969), 348.
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of His impending death and resurrection (Matt 16:29), and yet they
were shocked when He actually died and they were surprised by His
resurrection (Luke 24:6-11). Even when He appeared to them after
His resurrection, some of them doubted (Matt 28:17)! They were
slow to learn.

The Disciples Were Self-centered

As Jesus and the Twelve made their last journey to Jerusalem, the
cross dominated Jesus’ thoughts. Peter, however, could only think of
the sacrifices they had made. “Look, we have left everything and fol-
lowed You. So what will there be for us?” (Matt 19:27).

At another time Jesus and the disciples were making their way
across the Sea of Galilee. A violent storm arose and nearly swamped
the boat. What was their reaction? “Teacher! Don’t you care that
we're going to die?” (Mark 4:38). Jesus clearly revealed their self-
centeredness: “Why are you fearful? Do you still have no faith?”
(Mark 4:40). He had told them they were going over to the other side
(Mark 4:35)—drowning in a storm had not been part of His plan.

Still another example of their self-centeredness is revealed at the
arrest of Jesus. We've already noted Peter’s false bravado: “I will lay
down my life for you” (John 13:37). And again, “Even if everyone
runs away because of You, I will never run away!” (Matt 26:33).
Then Jesus told Peter he would disown Him three times before
morning (v. 34). “Even if I have to die with You . . . I will never
deny You!’ And all the disciples said the same thing” (v. 35). But
when Jesus was arrested, “all the disciples deserted Him and ran
away” (v. 56), and Peter succeeded in protecting himself through the
night by denying Jesus three times (vv. 69-75).

The Disciples Were Uneducated and Unprofessional

The center of higher learning in Jesus’ day was Jerusalem, and
many of the inhabitants of Judea were well educated in the Law.
Galilee was a different matter. Galilee provided rich soil for farm-
ing, an abundance of hard workers for a vast array of trades and
businesses, and a bountiful lake for fishing. Its beauty may have led
some to meditation and prayer, but it certainly did not evoke the
dark fanaticism of the religious in Jerusalem. So, while Galilee was
home to “generous spirits, warm hearts, simple manners, and earnest
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piety,” it was looked down on by the rabbinic leaders in the south.*
Edersheim reports the following common saying: “If a person wishes
to be rich, let him go north; if he wants to be wise, let him come
south.”

Jesus began and built His ministry in Galilee (Luke 23:5) and
chose men of the north to be His disciples. They were not educated
men, but they hungered for real righteousness, being sick of the righ-
teousness then in fashion. They demonstrated basic elements of faith
and devotion. They displayed a willingness to grow and to learn.
Jesus saw great potential in these men.® That's why He could call un-
stable Simon “Petros,” because He saw the “rock” that Simon would
ultimately become.

The Disciples Were Apprentices, Not Mere Learners

The differences between north and south can also be seen in two
words used for “learner.” Coleman makes the distinction between
mathetas (practical apprentice) and talmid (academic scholar).” A.

B. Bruce underscores the idea of mathetas when He writes that Jesus
“desired not only to have disciples, but to have about Him men whom
He might train to make disciples of others” (emphasis mine). And
again, “The careful, painstaking education of the disciples secured
that the Teacher’s influence on the world should be permanent; that
His kingdom should be founded on the rock of deep and indestruc-
tible convictions in the minds of a few, not on the shifting sands of
superficial evanescent impressions on the minds of the many.”®

The disciples were not trained, but they were trainable. They had
not been taught, but they were teachable. Nothing more in learners
should a teacher desire, and nothing more does a teacher need!

The disciples were rough-hewn, imperfect, self-centered, and
untrained when Jesus prayerfully chose them. That is, they were nor-
mal people with all the problems and potential of people today. Yet
from among these Twelve came leaders who turned the entire known
world upside down for the Lord.

Edersheim, Life and Times of Jesus the Messiah, vol. 1, 224-25.

Tbid., 223.

Bruce, Training of the Twelve, 5-8.

L. Coleman, Why the Church Must Teach (Nashville: Broadman, 1984), 23.
Bruce, 13.
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How can we teach so that our learners become mathetas and, in
time, leaders and teachers of others? What can we glean from Jesus’
words and actions that will help us develop our skills in the teaching
ministry of the church? It is to the Teacher that we now humbly and
carefully turn our attention.

The Characteristics of Jesus as Teacher

In both the Ten Commandments and the Sermon on the Mount,
“Who we are in the Lord” comes before “What we do for the Lord.”
Our best teaching flows out of our hearts—who we are—not merely
from mouths or methodologies. So before we look at the methods of
Jesus, we need to learn something of the person of Jesus.

Jesus Was What He Taught

Years ago I explained how “Jesus was the Model of what He
taught,” but what some students understood by that missed my in-
tention. Jesus did not “model His teaching” like some runway queen
parading the latest fad. His lifestyle was no put-on, conceived to rein-
force His words. Jesus simply lived what He taught. What He taught
flowed out of who He was.

One day, after Jesus finished praying, an observant disciple asked
Jesus to teach them to pray (Luke 11:1-2). Educators call this a
“teachable moment.” Creating a climate of teachable moments, par-
ticularly in a formal class setting, is difficult. Jesus wasted no time
responding to the request of the disciple.

Teaching naturally flowed from Jesus’ life. His words and actions
reinforced each other with an authority that amazed His hearers.
“What we are” speaks more loudly than “what we say.” Faith learn-
ing is more “caught from” than “taught by” a teacher. Some 30 years
after Jesus had ascended to heaven, Peter wrote to pastors, “Shepherd
God’s flock among you . . . not lording it over those entrusted to you,
but being examples to the flock™ (1 Pet 5:2-3, emphasis mine). Jesus
? Consider this command of Peter, the pastor’s pastor, learned from the Master, when

you consider the meaning of “pastoral authority.” I had the privilege of preaching in
a Kyrgyz Baptist church in Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan, in June 2007. The pastor translated
my Russian into Kyrgyz. After the meeting I said to him, “You have a fine church
here.” He responded by pointing heavenward and saying, “It is His church. I am

only His servant.” He understood Jesus’ meaning (“It shall not be so among you!™)
and Peter’s admonition against “lording over.”
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°  The disciples rebuked parents for bringing their little chil-
dren to Jesus, but Jesus welcomed them: “Leave the children
alone, and don't try to keep them from coming to Me, be-
cause the kingdom of heaven is made up of people like this”
(Matt 19:14).

Besides these instances Jesus surrounded Himself with people of
all kinds. He healed all sorts of diseases in crowds and drove out
demons from the possessed (Mark 1:34). He healed the deaf (Mark
7:32 {f) and the blind (John 9:1 ff), the lame (Matt 21:14) and the
leprous (Matt 8:3). During His arrest He healed the ear of Malchus,
one of the high priest’s servants (Luke 22:51; John 18:10).

We naturally tend to stay with “our own kind.” Discomfort
mounts as we deal with people much richer or poorer than our-
selves. It isn't easy to deal with people of a different race, language,
or age bracket. To do so requires an extra degree of energy and com-
mitment. But teachers who build bridges to all people are the most

effective.

Jesus Was Compassionate Toward His Learners

Jesus protected the disciples from harm (John 17:12). He gave the
disciples instructions before He sent them out (Matt 10). Whether
He used a strong rebuke (Matt 16:23; Luke 24:25) or a gentle expla-
nation (Matt 16:21; Luke 24:27), His focus was on the disciples’ wel-
fare: “The Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to
give His life—a ransom for many” (Matt 20:28).

Jesus cared more for learners than lessons. One day Jesus was
teaching about fasting (Matt 9:14-17). Jairus, ruler of the local
synagogue, appeared and asked Him to attend to his sick daughter.
Which was more important to Jesus, finishing His lesson on fasting,
or helping Jairus and his daughter? “Jesus and His disciples got up
and followed him” (v. 19). In all these ways Jesus demonstrated His
compassion for learners.

We will be more effective as teachers when we care for the people
we teach: accepting them, visiting them, gently directing them, look-
ing out for their welfare. Effective disciplers can honestly say to their

then He gave her what she asked” (Edersheim, Life and Times of Jesus the Messiah,
vol. 2, 39).
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learners, “You are not here for me: I am here for you.” Such a view
comes from a heart of compassion.

Jesus Had a Strong Self-concept

. OE. society has gone overboard with the idea of self-esteem and
positive self-concept. Fifteen years ago Newsweek reported that
American high school students were significantly more confident

(subjective perception) in their math and science skills than were

achievement) in math and science than American students, 1! Things
have only gotten worse as we have worshipped “fee] good” at the
expense of “think well” and “do well.” The result, which many of
us have predicted for 30 years, has been more self-esteem problems
than ever. Jesus provided the proper perspective of self-conceprt, as
well as the appropriate self-esteem that results from it. He demon-
strated a healthy self-concept in five ways.

1. Jesus was a man on a mission. Jesus did what He did because
He was sent by the Father (John 5:23)—given a mission—and this
gave Him focus. His work was what the Father had given Him to do
(John 5:19-36), a visible expression of the Father working through
Him (John 14:10). Jesus’ se -concept was based on a “Father first”
perspective rather than the “me first” philosophy of our day. He
sought His Father’s will and did it, not turning to the left or right. He

Each of us has a personal yoke, His yoke, which is our mission to
rerform. When we find and accept that mission, we find rest and re-
reshment in the Lord and learn from Him (Matt 1 1:28-30). In short,
7e find our selfhood as God created us to be. This discovery of “self”
s far better than trying to make something of ourselves for the Lord!
ind the Lord’s place for you and give yourself—first to Him and
len to it.

2. Jesus was a man of dynamic humility. Nowhere in the Gospels
> we find Jesus demanding worship from the disciples. Jesus did

)t fret when He experienced a lack of recognition, nor did He
—_—

]. Adler, et al., “Hey, I'm Terrific: The Curse of Self-Esteem * N, 3
“ebruary 1992): 46-51, e
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grumble when those He healed weren’t more grateful or when the re-
ligious leaders didn’t give Him the respect He deserved. Though He
did not demand worship, He did, on at least one occasion, acknowl-
edge it when given. But look how He used it:

“You call Me Teacher and Lord. This is well said, for I am.
So if I, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you
also ought to wash one another’s feet. For [ have given you
an example that you also should do just as I have done for
you. I assure you: A slave is not greater than his master,
and a messenger is not greater than the one who sent him.
If you know these things, you are blessed if you do them.”
(John 13:13-17)

Jesus came as the humble “Suffering Servant” (Isa 53; Matt 16:21).
Yet His humility was not passive. He never played the victim, apolo-
getically kicking the dirt because people—His own people—rejected
Him. His was a dynamic humility, an energetic submission. Even
when He stood before Pilate, the one man who, humanly speaking,
could rescue Him from the cross, we see our Lord submissive and
powerful: “You would have no authority over Me at all . . . if it hadn’t
been given you from above” (John 19:1 1). Jesus did not put Himself
down, except to exalt the Father (Luke 18:19). He never belittled His
ministry. He never grinned with embarrassment when people praised
Him. He displayed the dignity of authority.

While He never demanded worship, neither did He reject worship
when it was given. When the rich young ruler fell on his knees be-
fore Him, Jesus gave no sign of discomfort. He simply dealt with the
man’s desire (eternal life) and his need (to be rid of his life-choking
wealth). Sadly, he chose to reject Jesus’ solution (Mark 10:17-22).
When Thomas saw Jesus after the resurrection and exclaimed, “My
Lord and my God!” Jesus gave no indication that Thomas’s adoration
was out of line (John 20:28-29). Jesus’ dynamic humility was a vig-
orous meekness, a vital submissiveness, an aggressive lowliness.

We are in trouble if we expect others to praise us for our good
work. Sooner or later we will be disillusioned. The best course is to
do good and let go all thought of it: “Don’t let your left hand know
what your right hand is doing” (Matt 6:3). We are in trouble if we
cannot accept another’s praise without embarrassment. This usually
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indicates some level of self-consciousness. The best course is to
accept compliments graciously, without dwelling on them. Such
dynamic humility frees us from social traps of disillusionment and
self-consciousness.

3. Jesus’ calmness under attack. Jesus’ self-concept is showri by
calmness when attacked. He healed two demon-possessed men!2 by
casting the demons into a nearby herd of pigs. Those tending the pigs
ran into town and told what had happened. The whole town went out
to confront Jesus over their loss “because they were gripped by great
fear” (Luke 8:37). They feared Jesus’ power and were angry over their
loss. There is no more volatile mix of human emotions than fear and
anger. They begged Jesus to leave (Matt 8:34). How did Jesus react?
Apparently without a word of defense or explanation He “gotinto a
boat, crossed over, and came to His own town” (Matt 9 1).

How many of us would attempt to defend ourselves and our ac-
tions? How many of us would want to explain to the villagers what
had happened—the very Son of God had just now restored two men
to their right minds by casting out a legion of demons? How many
would beg them to understand that what had been done was for the
best? Jesus simply left quietly.

4. Jesus’ patience with His disciples. As we have seen, the dis-
ciples had many weaknesses, yet Jesus never gave up on them. “I
guarded them and not one of them is lost, except the son of destruc-
tion, so that the Scripture may be fulfilled” (John 17:12).

He demonstrated patience when the disciples lacked faith during
the storm: “Why are you fearful? Do you still have no faith?” (Mark
4:40). He demonstrated patience when they were unable to heal
the demon-possessed boy. Why? “Because of your little faith” (Matt
17:20). He demonstrated patience when they fell asleep in the gar-
den: “So, couldn’t you stay awake with Me one hour?” (Matt 26:40).
He never gave up on His disciples because they were a part of His
mission: “I pray for . . . those You have given Me, because they are
Yours” (John 17:9).

? Mark and Luke record that Jesus healed one demon-possessed man (Mark 5:1; Luke
8:26). Edersheim explains this by saying, “From these tombs the demonized, who
is specially singled out by Mark and Luke, as well as his less prominent companion,
came forth to meet Jesus” (Life and Times of Jesus the Messiah, vol. 1, 607). See Matt
8:28.

JESUS, THE MASTER TEACHER 57

Insecure teachers easily lose patience with students because they
see a negative reflection on their own teaching ability when students
fail. Secure teachers patiently try again, until their learners master
the subject. '

5. Jesus’ self-concept was tied to identification with the Father
through prayer. We emphasized at the beginning of the chapter the
dependence of Jesus on the Father for His work and teaching. The
ongoing connection between Them was prayer. “Very early in the
morning, while it was still dark, He got up, went out, and made His
way to a deserted place. And He was praying there” (Mark 1:35). On
another occasion we are told specifically that Jesus “spent all night in
prayer to God” (Luke 6:12). Luke tells us that Jesus often prayed in
lonely places (Luke 5:16). Jesus reinforced the importance of prayer
through the parable of the persistent widow: “to pray always and
not become discouraged” (Luke 18:1). Further, Jesus underscored
the importance of asking the Father, who “gives good things” (Matt
7:11), does what we ask in Jesus’ name (Matt 18:19; John 15:16;
16:23), and gives the Holy Spirit (Luke 11:13).

Prayer—the personal connection with the heavenly Father—was
an essential part of Jesus’ self-concept. And if Jesus, the Second
Person of the Trinity (Matt 28:19), in whom the “entire fullness of
God’s nature dwells bodily” (Col 2:9), needed time alone in prayer,
how much more do we?

Prayer is the connection. The Word is the means. The Spirit is the
power. Jesus is our Lord and Example. All combine to remake us af-
ter His image.

A healthy self-concept, a godly sense of self-esteem, is impor-
tant: “Love your neighbor as yourself” (Lev 19:18; Matt 19:19). For
Christians, knowing to whom we belong is an essential part of learn-
ing who we are. And knowing who we are in the Lord gives us the
confidence we need to teach others. As we make this holy journey,
we will find that our self-concept takes care of itself, because Jesus
came so we “may have life and have it in abundance” (John 10:10).

Jesus Knew His Learners

One of the reasons Jesus’ teaching was so special is that it focused
on the real-life needs of those whom He taught. Jesus knew His
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learners, and He used that knowledge to focus His teaching for maxi-
mum effectiveness in each situation. Jesus understood the balance of
Scripture and learner needs.’

Jesus’ knowledge was both divine and human. Being divine, He
could read the hearts and minds of the people around Him. When
the Pharisees claimed Jesus’ miracles were done by Beelzebub, the
prince of demons,* Matthew tells us Jesus knew their thoughts (Matt
12:24-25). When many people believed in Jesus because of the mir-
acles, John writes, “He did not need anyone to testify about man; for
He Himself knew what was in man” (John 2:25). Later, when many
of His followers began to desert Him, John tells us, “Jesus knew from
the beginning those who would not believe and the one who would
betray Him” (John 6:64).

Mark gives us the clearest picture of Jesus’ ability to discern the
thoughts of others. Men, wanting to get their paralytic friend to
Jesus, lowered him through the roof of a crowded house. “Seeing
their faith, Jesus told the paralytic, ‘Son, your sins are forgiven’”
(Mark 2:5). Some of the scribes were thinking to themselves: “Why
does He speak like this? He’s blaspheming! Who can forgive sins
but God alone?” Immediately Jesus knew what they were thinking,
and He said to them, “Why are you reasoning these things in your
hearts?” (Mark 2:5-8).

Even though Jesus had supernatural power to read hearts and
minds, He also depended on His human knowledge of people. Much
of what He knew about people He learned through observation,
conversation, or by asking questions. To Peter: “What do you think,
Simon?” (Matt 17:25). To the Pharisees: “What do you think about the
Messiah? Whose Son is He?” (Matt 22:42). To Pilate: “Are you asking
this on your own, or have others told you about Me?” (John 18:34).

Whether Jesus used divine or human knowledge, He used that
knowledge in order to teach. He knew the Samaritan woman’s need
for water and, on a deeper level, a satisfying marriage and, deeper
still, salvation. So He used water and husbands to teach her about

B Jesus’ dual focus on teaching eternal truth to learner need is the source for the
foundations stones of the Disciplers’ Model.

' Edersheim renders the name “Beelzebul” rather than “Beelzebub,” which is a refer-
ence to Baalzebub, the “fly-god of 2 Kings 1:2.” He retranslates “Beel” (master) and
“zibbul” (sacrificing to idols), so “Beelzebul” means the “lord or chief of idolatrous
sacrificing,” vol. 1, 648.
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Himself. Jesus understood the heathen woman’s ignorance of the
true Messiah, and so He taught her about Himself with children and
dogs and then granted her request. Nicodemus was a teacher of Israel
(John 3:10). Yet he did not understand the spiritual meaning of what
he taught until Jesus instructed him. Jesus knew His learners and
used that knowledge to focus His teaching.

Disciplers study general characteristics of those they teach.'” They
learn specifics of the learners in their classes through conversation,
sharing, questions, and prayer requests. What we learn, we use to
focus teaching preparation and execution to connect with our learn-
ers as they are.

Jesus Was a Master of the Old Testament

While the scribes and Pharisees embellished the Old Testament
with their own corollaries and exceptions, Jesus displayed a fluent
mastery of Scripture. For example, the Pharisees hated Jesus because
He healed people on the Sabbath (Matt 12:9-14). They justified their
indignation by reckoning Jesus’ healing as “work,” forbidden on the
Sabbath (Exod 20:8-11). Jesus pointed out their hypocrisy and inter-
preted the Law in light of the whole Old Testament: “What man among
you, if he had a sheep that fell into a pit on the Sabbath, wouldn’t
take hold of it and lift it out? A man is worth far more than a sheep,
so it is lawful to do good on the Sabbath” (Matt 12:11-12).

The Pharisees considered principles more important than people
and derived their power from holding principles over people. Jesus
explained it this way: “[The Pharisees] tie up heavy loads that are
hard to carry and put them on people’s shoulders, but they them-
selves aren’t willing to lift a finger to move them” (Matt 23:4).

Jesus saw people as more important than arbitrary principles.
Religious leaders twisted the Old Testament to fit their own purposes
of power and control. The “Sabbath rule” was one example of this.
They would rather an invalid remain unhealed than accept Jesus’ vio-
lation of their interpretation of Sabbath rest. Indignant because Jesus
had healed on the Sabbath, the synagogue ruler said to the people,

** A simple search for “Teaching Preschoolers” at www.amazon.com on October
2, 2007 revealed 48 books on preschooler characteristics and activities.
Denominational publishers produce books on age groups (preschool, children,
youth, adult) and target groups (singles, young marrieds, senior adults).
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“There are six days when work should be done; therefore
come on those days and be healed and not on the Sabbath
day.”
The Lord answered him, “Hypocrites! Doesn’t each one
of you untie his ox or donkey from the feeding trough
on the Sabbath and lead it to water? Satan has bound this
woman, a daughter of Abraham, for 18 years—shouldn’t
she be untied from this bondage on the Sabbath day?”
When He said this, all his opponents were humiliated,
but the people were delighted with all the wonderful things
He was doing. (Luke 13:14-17)

Which was primary in the Old Testament, principles or people, rules
or relationship? Jesus spoke plainly when He said, “The Sabbath was
made for man, not man for the Sabbath” (Mark 2:27). Even the Old

Testament accuses the Pharisees:

Would the Lorp be pleased with thousands of rams,
or with ten thousand streams of oil?

Should 1 give my firstborn for my transgression,

the child of my body for my own sin?

He has told you men what is good

and what it is the Lorp requires of you:

Only to act justly,

to love faithfulness,

and to walk humbly with your God. (Mic 6:7-8)

When the Pharisees threw the adulterous woman at Jesus’ feet, their
intent was to uphold the law and trap Jesus (John 8:5-6). The law
was clear: there was no shade of gray: “must be put to death” (Lev
20:10). They cared nothing for the woman. Their intent was to de-
stroy this One who questioned their authority and power. Principle
and power, not people.

In contrast to the Pharisees, Jesus cared for the woman and led
her away from her sin. He displayed the loving-kindness of Yahweh,
God of Israel. His challenge, “The one without sin among you should
be the first to throw a stone at her” (John 8:7), refocused their at-
tention on their own need of salvation from sin. The oldest, and
evidently the wisest, were the first to understand Jesus’ meaning.
They dropped their stones and left, followed by the younger men,
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who may have been more passionate and less ready to miss a “God-
honoring” killing.

Jesus acted as He did because He was Master of the heart of the
Old Testament. In a fanatically religious nation, religion was the
means to power. The scribes and Pharisees were trapped, as it were,
by their own egotistical need for power. The Word of God was
merely another tool to be used to maintain control.

Jesus rejected this hypocrisy, knowing that the Old Testament
was God’s Word, the revelation of His Father. Jesus analyzed the
teachings of the Law and the Prophets and synthesized the central
thrust of the Father’s perfect loving-kindness in two brief statements
of relationship: “Love the Lord your God,” and “love your neighbor
as yourself” (Matt 22:37—40). These were not new teachings. Jesus
was quoting the Old Testament, specifically Deut 6:5 (“Love the Lorp
your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your
strength”) and Lev 19:18 (“Do not seek revenge or bear a grudge
against one of your people, but love your neighbor as yourself. I am
the Lorp”; emphasis added). But He went beyond knowledge of the
Scripture and mere understanding. He expanded the Old Testament
in His “you have heard that it was said . . . but I tell you” teachings
(Matt 5:21-22,27-28,33-34,38-39,43—44).

Have you noticed the balance in Jesus’ teaching? He was Master
of the Scripture, and yet He focused that mastery on teaching people
where they were. People were His focus. Scripture was His means. As
He applied Old Testament Scripture to real problems in His students,
He provided solutions uniquely suited to each one.

Disciplers are stretched in the same way. On the one hand, we
focus on scholarship: “Be diligent to present yourself approved to
God, a worker who doesn’t need to be ashamed, correctly teaching
the word of truth” (2 Tim 2:15). Commentaries, study aids, Bible
dictionaries,'® and Bible handbooks provide windows into the text.
Yet we focus all the fruit of our study at the point where learners live
in the now, leading them as scholar-counselors away from chaos and
into truth.

' Itis important to use a Bible dictionary rather than a general English dictionary 1o
define Bible words. The English dictionary gives us the way words are commonly
used in contemporary American speech. Bible dictionaries give us definitions and
explanations of word usage in biblical times.
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Jesus’ Methods of Teaching

Now that we have an idea of who Jesus was, let us explore the way
He taught. We do not focus here on typical teaching methods—Iec-
ture, question and answer, small-group discussion'’—but rather on
His ﬁﬁuum.q emphases in teaching. We will look at 10 such areas.

Jesus Established Relationship with His Learners

Teaching from mouth to ear is very different from teaching heart
to heart. If “getting the lesson across” is the main goal, there is little
need for relationship between teacher and student. But if transform-
ing students toward Christlikeness is the goal, a warm positive rela-
tionship is essential.

Jesus “appointed 12 .. . . to be with Him” (Mark 3:14). Bruce in-
dicates that their selection passed through three stages. In the first
stage, the Twelve, as well as others, believed in Jesus as the Messiah,
the Christ,'® and occasionally accompanied Him at their conve-
nience. The second stage involved leaving their secular occupations
and traveling with Him. The third stage began when they were cho-
sen by the Lord and formed into a select band to be trained for the
great work of apostles.” The apostles lived together and ate together.
They witnessed the miracles of Jesus together. They suffered rejec-
tion together. All the while, Jesus loved them, taught them, protected
them.

Like coals in a fire, their mutual support and service strengthened
them. Pull a coal from the fire, and it soon cools down. Peter’s deni-
als. Thomas’s doubt. Scattering at Jesus’ arrest. Despite obstacles,
Jesus fanned the individual sparks of the Twelve into a family of fire,
and within that context He taught them.

We build relationships with individuals, teacher to learner, and
encourage relationships among learners as well. As we interact, we
learn from one another and teach one another. One learner’s answer
raised a question for another. A third learner’s question caused sev-
eral others to think in different ways. A matrix of relationships gen-
erates multidirectional, multilayered teaching.

7 If you are interested in specific teaching methods, consult Yount, Called to Teach

(Nashville: B&H, 1999)
8 “The Anointed One of Israel,” the Messiah (Hebrew, OT), the Christ (Greek, NT).

¥ Bruce, Training of the Twelve, 11-12.
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Jesus Stimulated and Maintained Interest

Jesus stimulated interest with dramatic illustrations and exag-
geration. His illustrations included an unmerciful servant (Matt
.18:23-35), equal wages for unequal work (Matt 20:1-1 6), murder-
ing tenants (Matt 21:33-43), undeserving wedding guests (Matt
22:1-14), unprepared virgins (Matt 25:1-13), wise and foolish in-
vestors (Matt 25:14-30), wise and foolish builders (Luke 6:46-49),
a good Samaritan (Luke 10:30-37), a rich fool (Luke 12:16-21), a
lost sheep, coin, and son (Luke 15:3-32), a shrewd manager (Luke
16:1-13), a rich man in hell (Luke 16:19-31), and the condemned
Pharisee and forgiven tax collector (Luke 18:9-14). Such stories
seized the hearts of Jesus’ listeners because they came directly out of
their own frustrations and disappointments.

Jesus stimulated interest through exaggeration. If your hand or
foot causes you to sin, “cut it off” (Mark 9:43 45). If your eye causes
you to sin, then “gouge it out” (Mark 9:47). The only way to be
Jesus’ disciple is to “hate [your] own father and mother, wife and
children, brothers and sisters—yes, even [your] own life.” Jesus
made a dramatic point about priorities. If one puts family or self
ahead of Him, he “cannot be My disciple” (Luke 14:26). Sound too
strong? Jesus merely personalized one of the Commandments: “Do
not have other gods besides Me” (Exod 20:3). Illustrations and exag-
gerations helped to stimulate interest.

Jesus not only secured the interest of learners; He maintained it.
He asked questions. He focused His teaching from the perspective of
His students. He used parables with the masses but explained them
when He was alone with His disciples (Mark 13:10-18; 5:33-34).
Those who truly hungered for righteousness would follow, learn,
and grow. Those who were merely curious would fall by the way-
side.”® We stimulate interest in Bible studies by means of “learning
readiness” activities: raising questions, sharing a personal testimony,
providing a demonstration. We maintain interest with stories, ques-
tions, and discussions of various types. See chapter 13, “Planning to
Teach,” for specific examples.

* And Jesus let them go. So why do we pursue disinterested lost people with such
abandon? Are we more serious about evangelism than Jesus, or are we merely toss-
ing His pearls at swine?
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Jesus Taught by Example

Jesus inspired His disciples to imitate Him. Pray as I prayed. Love
as I loved you. Serve as I served. Take up your cross as I took up
Mine. Care for the sheep as I cared for the sheep. Finish your course
as I finished Mine. But here we focus on His method.

Jesus pointed to faithful behavior as examples to His disciples:
the widow who gave all she had, the Roman centurion who believed
Jesus could heal by spoken word, children who ran to Him, the boy
who gave his lunch to Jesus and then ate his fill, the persistent Syro-
phoenician woman, the woman with an issue of blood. He pointed to
bad examples of faith: religious zealots, legalistic scribes, puffed-up
Pharisees, corrupt politicians. He pointed to examples from nature:
wind, seeds, sheep and goats, pearls. Tangible examples provide
mental imagery that fills two-dimensional words with meaning. We
will teach more effectively as we focus attention and thinking by
means of examples.

Further, the best teachers are case studies of what they teach and
help learners themselves to become living examples of biblical truth.
Peter wrote 0 young pastors to be “examples to the flock” (1 Pet 5:3;
emphasis added). Transforming Bible study—whether in church or
college or seminary—molds teachers and learners into better exam-
ples of the Truth rather than mere living libraries of it.

Jesus Taught People More Than Lessons

Not once in Scripture do we find Jesus saying, “Our lesson for to-
day is Leviticus, scroll 3.” His teaching flowed out of the needs of the
people He taught. It flowed out of problem situations they presented.
1t flowed out of the real crises of life.

This is not to say that lesson planning or organized curriculum
is unnecessary. None of us can teach like Jesus did, so adhering to
specific principles of lesson planning helps us order our structure
and methods.” Curriculum writers provide enormous assistance
to teachers in our churches. Well-designed materials target a wide
range of issues relevant to growing in the Lord.22 But the prime em-
phasis of disciplers is the people in the chairs, not the lines in the les-

21 See chapter 13, “Planning to Teach.”
22 See chapter 19, “Selecting and Evaluating Curriculum.”
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son. God’s Word is Truth. But it becomes “truth that matters to me”
for learners as it intersects learners where they live,

Many teachers in our churches, both volunteer and professional,
do not understand this balance. The goal for many is to “cover the
lesson”—that is, ensure that every assigned verse is discussed. When
teachers aggressively pursue this goal, learner questions are ignored,
learner comments are curtailed, and the sharing of relevant personal
experiences is restricted. “Mildred, I wish we could discuss your
question, but I have four more verses to cover.” This teacher may
cover the lesson, but he hasn’t taught Mildred. Expect interrup-
tions and questions. No, welcome them! Because these provide fertile
ground for learning. Encourage openness. Teach people, not lessons.

Jesus Emphasized Character More Than Content

The Pharisees knew their content. They memorized the five books
of Moses. They mastered the myriad details of proper prayer, alms-
giving, and fasting, Their religion was a superficial, technical, exter-
nal show of rote actions and memorized rules, a tedious rule book
that led them to become “sanctimonious faultfinders,”2 They were
s0 good at religious regimentation that they were held up as the stan-
dard to be followed.

Jesus was more interested in internal character than external
show. Character focuses on the head: knowing what God has said
and understanding what He expects. Character focuses on the heart:
committed to God's message and devoted to His kingdom priorities.
Character focuses on the hand: employing spiritual gifts and naty-
ral abilities to accomplish God’s mission in the world. This trilogy
forms the basis for character-building teaching.”* How do we help
learners know God's Word and understand its meaning? How do
Wwe inspire commitment to God’s way of life and galvanize devotion
to His priorities? How do we provoke awareness and engagement of
gifts toward accomplishing God’s mission to the world? By teaching
to build character.

For learners to grow in character, they must have freedom to
think and decide for themselves, Jesus understood this. His disciples

e
» Bruce, Training of the Twelve, 27.
* See chapter 11, “The Goal of Christian Education: Christlikeness” for an in-depth

discussion of this trilogy.
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freely chose to follow Him. The rich young ruler freely chose not to.
Judas chose to betray Jesus. Thomas chose to doubt. Peter chose to
deny the Lord. The disciples chose to run away when Jesus was ar-
rested. The Pharisees hated this freedom because their basic desire
Wwas to gain power and maintain control.?” For all their religious
power, the Pharisees were “like whitewashed tombs, which appear
beautiful on the outside, but inside are full of dead men’s bones and
every impurity” (Matt 23:27).

Jesus Focused on Ever Smaller Groups

“Large crowds followed [Jesus] from Galilee, Decapolis, Jerusalem,
Judea and beyond the Jordan” (Matt 4:25). Throughout His ministry
Jesus taught the crowds. From the crowds Jesus chose two specific
groups of workers. He first chose the Twelve (Matt 10:1ff) to be
trained as apostles to carry on the work after He left. Later “the Lord
appointed seventy-two others and sent them two by two ahead of
him to every town and place where he was about to go” (Luke 10:1
NIV). The Twelve were chosen to be with Him; the seventy-two to
go before Him. Both groups were given power to drive out demons,
but only the Twelve were given power to heal diseases (cf. Matt 10:1
and Luke 10:1,17).

From the Twelve, Jesus chose three for special attention: Peter,
James, and John. These three men experienced things with Jesus that
the other nine did not.

°  They witnessed the transfiguration of Jesus (Matt 17) while
the nine remained at the bottom of the mountain.

°  They accompanied Jesus into the home of Jairus when Jesus
raised his daughter from the dead (Mark 5:37) while the nine
remained outside (Luke 8:51).

°  When Jesus and the disciples went to Gethsemane, the nine
stayed back while the three moved forward with Jesus into
the garden (Mark 14:32-33).

The apostle Paul tells us that Peter, James, and John became pillars
in the early church as a result of their advanced training and per-

sonal attention (Gal 2:9).

? See Matt 12:1-8 and 15:1-11 for two vivid examples of this.
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Of the three, Jesus paid the greatest attention to Simon. He gave
Simon the new name of Peter (Petros, rock; John 1:42). He healed
Peter’s mother-in-law (Matt 8:14-15). He allowed Peter to try some-
thing miraculous—walking on water—and fail (Matt 14:28-33).
Jesus recommissioned Peter after he denied Him (John 21:15ff).
Peter served his Lord faithfully until his death.

Noted Christian educator Howard Hendricks once said he was fin-
ished with building great churches. He wanted to give the rest of his
life to building great people. “Even if you build a church of 3200 peo-
Ple, if none of them develo , 3200 times 0 still equals 0. But 1 times
1 equals 1, and that is 100 percent better. The question you must ask
is ‘Whose life are you impacting?”?® This approach to teaching min-
istry is certainly in line with that of Jesus, who poured Himself into
ever-smaller groups.

Jesus Recognized the Worth of His I earners

Local church ministry is people intensive. We plan programs, but
without people to lead and staff the programs and reach others to
participate in them, our planning is in vain. In the hustle and bustle
of church ministry, it is easy to focus on “getting the job done” and
take for granted the very ones who are doing the job. In this kind of
corporate-hive atmosphere, learners are simply the means by which
ministry is done. This utilitarian view of people tells worker-bees
that they are valuable so long as they produce. “Fail to meet organi-
zational standards and you'll be replaced by someone more dedicated
to the corporate-hive.” In such a system leaders can easily abuse the
very people of God in the name of reaching strangers (who are then
abused in order to “win” more).

The disciples were not the means of Jesus’ ministry. They were the
end of it. Jesus did not use (that is, abuse) His disciples to reach the
crowds. In fact, Jesus pulled away from the crowds in-order to teach
the disciples. They were not tools in the hands of a clever public
relations man but rather beloved friends (John 15:15). Jesus poured
His heart into them, and after He left, they carried on His work.

* Student report on conference notes, Howard Hendricks, February 10, 1992. Dr.
Hendricks was professor of Christian education at Dallas Theological Seminary in
Dallas, Texas, at the time.
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Many church members are hungry for pastors and ministers who
care about them for who they are and not merely for what they can
do for the minister’s career. Before being challenged to reach “10
more next Sunday,” they would like to know that we've noticed
them, that we care for them, that we love them. Our flocks are wor-
thy of compassion, and we are called to lead with compassion. See
chapter 22, “Ministering alongside Volunteers,” for practical ways to

do this.
Jesus Emphasized Quality of Effort over Quantity of Learners

The “quality versus quantity” debate has long raged in Baptist
circles. Those who emphasize “quality Bible study” in Sunday school
may create classes that are self-satisfied, self-sufficient, internally
focused, and indifferent toward outsiders. Cloistered cliques. Those
who emphasize “quantity” through outreach efforts may create
classes that are shallow and spiritually stagnant, and whose members
are indifferent to one another. Exhausted strangers.

The Great Commission calls for both reaching (evangelism) and
teaching (discipleship). Jesus’ preference between the two is clear,
and Bruce’s description bears repeating:

The careful, painstaking education of the disciples secured
that the Teacher’s influence on the world should be perma-
nent; that His kingdom should be founded on the rock of
deep and indestructible convictions in the minds of a few,
not on the shifting sands of superficial evanescent impres-
sions on the minds of the many.*

Measures of spiritual vitality are constantly tied to the circus side-
show measure of how many people gathered, rarely to what actually
happened in those people because they gathered. Jesus never bragged
about the crowds of people who gathered around Him to be healed or
fed or taught. Attendance was not His concern; people were. Yes, num-
bers are people. But when leaders become overly concerned about “10
more next Sunday,” they seldom care about who those 10 are.

Later, as Jesus increased His emphasis on “denying self” and “tak-
ing yokes” and “bearing crosses,” people began to drift away. As the
crowds left Him, Jesus did not change His message. The rich young

¥ Bruce, Training of the Twelve, 13.

JESUS, THE MASTER TEACHER 69

ruler walked away from Jesus, unwilling to pay the cost of disciple-
ship. But Jesus did not change His message. He did not evaluate the
quality of what He was doing by the quantity of people following Him.
He knew He was in the Father’s will, and He was faithful.

There were money boxes iri the temple where the faithful depos-
ited their tithes and offerings. The coins were deposited in metal
cones made in the shape of a trumpet.? When a person dropped
several coins into the opening, they clinked and clanked as they fell
through the cone. The Pharisees loved to pour a bag of coins into the
box so that people nearby would hear the ringing of the trumpets
and turn to see who had made such a large offering.

One day Jesus sat near the offering boxes, watching the crowd
putting their money into the temple treasury. Several rich worship-
pers poured in their coins and sounded the trumpets. Brrrrr-ring!
Then a poor widow happened by and put in two small copper coins,
worth only a fraction of a penny. Tink-tink-tink. Tink-tink-tink.
Calling His disciples, Jesus said, “This poor widow has put in more
than all those giving to the temple treasury. For they all gave out of
their surplus, but she out of her poverty has put in everything she
possessed—all she had to live on” (Mark 12:41-44). It was the qual-
ity of the gift, not its quantity, that caught Jesus’ eye and evoked His
praise.

When we find ourselves in small places—in a Sunday school class,
a small church, a difficult mission field—let us not fret over num-
bers, but let us give ourselves to these few, giving the Lord our best
efforts, and leave the results to Him.

Jesus Emphasized Action More than Knowledge

Jesus defined the terms wise and foolish not on the basis of what
one knows, but on the basis of what one does with His words (Matt
7:24,26). When our students leave our classes, have we helped them
to practice what they've learned from God’s Word? They have heard
the words, but do they put them into practice? If we haven’t, then
Jesus says we have sent them out as fools. When your congregation
leaves the sanctuary after worship, they have heard the words, but do

* Edersheim, Life and Times of Jesus the Messiah, vol. 2, 387.
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they practice them? If they do, then Jesus says we have sent them out
as wise.

Encouraging students to practice what they learn in the study
of God’'s Word is worthy of serious attention. This can be achieved
through assignments done during the week, case studies in class,
personal experiences related to the subject, and even class mission
projects. Putting the Word into practice is essential in developing
biblical wisdom in our learners.

Jesus Focused on Structure More than Detail

As a master of the Old Testament, Jesus taught its key themes.
Jesus majored on truth, the Pharisees on trivia. Jesus majored
on love, the Pharisees on legalism. Jesus majored on justice, the
Pharisees on judgment.

When we teach, say, the story of the good Samaritan, are we
more interested in covering every verse in the story or helping our
learners become “better good Samaritans”? Do we curtail questions
from learners in order to complete our lectures? When there are five
major truths in a given lesson, are we more inclined to cover all five
equally, or would we rather choose the one that relates best to our
class needs and focus on it?

The pinnacle of our teaching ministry is lifting high the Lord Jesus
and letting Him draw all our learners to Himself. There is no greater
reward in teaching than to see a life transformed by the love and
power of the Lord. May God grant you many such rewards as you
offer your teaching ministry to Him.

It is easy to get lost in the details of a particular study and miss the
central truth God is conveying. My teenage son was an active Bible
driller at our church back in the early 1990s. He had just passed the
associational drill competition with flying colors and was headed to
the state competition. He knew his memory work! We were practic-
ing his verses one day. After he perfectly quoted an Old Testament
verse, 1 asked him what it meant. He sighed heavily, rolled his eyes,
and said, “We don’t have to know what the verses mean, Dad. We're
just supposed to memorize them!” Great on details. Weak on mean-
ing. So 1 explained the meaning of the verse. Take care not to lose
your learners in a mass of detail, even if the detail is God’s Word.
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Jesus Stressed Long-Term Rather than Immediate Results

We have already noted that Jesus consciously poured His life into
a select band of believers, who could then carry on His mission after
He left. He did this even though He could have drawn a crowd any-
where He went with His dramatic teaching and miraculous works.
Jesus made this choice because the in-depth training of the Twelve
formed the foundation for the early church, which then carried His
gospel around the world.

In one sense Jesus’ training of the Twelve was preparation for
ministry. His words and explanations and parables formed the raw
material out of which the disciples learned to be apostles. But even
at the end of Jesus’ ministry, as He prepared to return to the Father,
the disciples were ill-suited to take on the power of the Sanhedrin
and the power of Rome. They had been trained, but they lacked the
power to carry out their mission. However, Jesus promised them that
they would “receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you,
and you will be My witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria,
and to the ends of the earth” (Acts 1:8).

And so, on the day of Pentecost, the Holy Spirit filled the believ-
ers and empowered them to do all that Jesus had commanded them.
They had been prepared. Now they were transformed. The day of
Pentecost forever divided history into two eras: the first, in which
the Holy Spirit was imparted to God’s chosen for specific purposes
and short periods; and the second, in which the Holy Spirit takes up
permanent residence (Eph 1:13) in the life of the believer in Jesus
(1 Cor 12:3).

Jesus knew He had to return to the Father so that He could
send the Spirit to dwell in the hearts of all believers everywhere:
“Nevertheless, I am telling you the truth. It is for your benefit that
1 go away, because if I don’t go away the Counselor will not come
to you. If I go, I will send Him to you” (John 16:7). But the work of
the Counselor, the Holy Spirit, is to glorify Jesus, not Himself (John
16:14). The Holy Spirit does not speak on His own, but speaks only
what He hears—presumably from Jesus (John 16:13). And in His
earlier teaching on the Holy Spirit, Jesus intimated that He Himself
would be coming to them (John 14:16,18). Both Peter and Paul used
the terms Holy Spirit and Spirit of Christ interchangeably—so when
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Christians say that Jesus “lives in our hearts,” we reflect this dual
meaning.

The point here is that the teaching of Jesus provided the raw mate
rial for the transformation that took place at Pentecost by the Holy
‘Spirit. The Spirit called to remembrance all that Jesus had taught the
disciples and used that teaching to grow them into the leaders of the
early church. See chapter 5, “Holy Spirit as Teacher,” for more.

Paul writes to the Corinthians, “I planted, Apollos watered, but
God gave the growth. So then, neither the one who plants nor the
one who waters is anything, but only God who gives the growth”

(1 Cor 3:6-7). We may teach or preach our hearts out, week after
week, and see little spiritual fruit resulting from our efforts. Then
one Sunday, for no apparent reason, the Lord moves in the hearts of
several of the members, and a spiritual breakthrough occurs. There
is an insidious temptation to do “whatever works” in order to make
the church grow. This is fleshly, worldly thinking. Ends seem to
justify the means. But it is not we who build the Church—God does.
“Unless the Lord builds a house, its builders labor over it in vain”
(Ps 127:1a).

Does this mean we do nothing but simply wait for God to do
whatever He is going to do? No. Paul continues, “The one who
plants and the one who waters are equal, and each will receive his
own reward according to his own labor” (1 Cor 3:8). There is a work
to be done. What is that work? Praying and teaching the Word: that
is our labor. And God grows His Church by His Spirit in His time
and in His way.

Discussion Questions

1. How do you react when you work hard to do a good job but
no one congratulates you on your efforts? When you serve
faithfully in a difficult position and few seem to notice? When
you've done your best to be fair, honest, and open in a church
issue and people accuse you of petty self-interest? (Dealing dy-
namically with frustration.)

2. How do you react when someone you've helped says, “Thank
you”? When someone in your church praises you to your face?
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When someone praises you in a public gathering? (Dealing
humbly with praise.)

3. Discuss human characteristics and methods of Jesus that you
possess and use by His grace.

4. Discuss human characteristics and methods of Jesus that you
lack and need His help to develop.
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Chapter 5

THE HOLY SPIRIT
AS TEACHER

Octavio J. Esqueda

Not by strength or by might,
but by My Spirit, says the Loro of Hosts.
(Zech 4:6)

he Holy Spirit is essential in Christian teaching. God collab-

orates with Christian teachers through the Holy Spirit in or-

der to accomplish His purposes. Both teachers and students
need the Spirit’s illumination to understand and apply the Scriptures.

The Rooster’s Hidden Meaning

In 1996 Gabriel Garcia Mérquez, winner of the Nobel prize for
Literature in 1982, shared a story related to one of his novels that il-
lustrates the privilege Christian teachers and students enjoy with the
Holy Spirit.! His son was taking a literature course in high school.
The teacher required the reading of EI coronel no tiene quien le escriba
(No One Writes to the Colonel), a novel by Garcia Marquez.2 In that
novel a rooster appears in different sections of the story.

' 1 had the opportunity of spending four days with Gabriel Garcfa Mirquez. He is one
of the best Latin American writers and a leader of the literary movement known as
“magic realism.” Garcia Marquez shared during these days about his life and work
to a select group of 26 people from all around the world as part of a lecture series
sponsored by the University of Guadalajara’s Cdtedra Julio Cortdzar. Angelica, my
wife now but my fiancé at that time, and T were the only two literature students tak-
ing part in these lectures. The rest of the participants were professors and scholars
who had specialized in the literary work of Garcfa Marquez.

* G. G. Mérquez, El coronel no tiene quien le escriba (Barcelona: Random House, 1999).
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The old, poor colonel expects to make some money with the
rooster to support his wife during their final years. The high school
teacher explained to the class how this rooster was essential for a
clear understanding of the book. “The rooster is the hidden main
character of the novel,” the teacher concluded.

At the end of the day, the son of Garcia Marquez went home
and told his dad that his class talked about one of his novels. He
asked his dad about the real meaning of the rooster. Gabriel Garcia
Marquez was puzzled by the question and answered, “What rooster?
The rooster is just that, a simple rooster! There is not a hidden
meaning whatsoever.”

Every student and the teacher left the class with a misconcep-
tion of the novel. Only one person had direct access to the author
and received the correct instruction about this work because of the
father-son relationship.

A Personal Relationship with God through the Spirit

All born-again Christians are indwelt by the Holy Spirit and enjoy
direct access to the Father. The Holy Spirit inspired the Scriptures,
and He enables believers to understand the biblical text through His
work of illumination. We have direct access to the Author of the
Scriptures! The Holy Spirit helps us to understand, follow, and obey
the Father. The Bible is the only book in which all Christians benefit
from a personal relationship with the Author and can go directly to
Him at any time.

The Holy Spirit Is Central in the
Teaching-Learning Process

The role of the Holy Spirit is essential in the supernatural trans-
formation of learners through Christian education. The Holy Spirit is
vital for all spiritual tasks. Therefore, Christian education apart from
the Holy Spirit is meaningless. Fred Dickason points out, “The Holy
Spirit is the sovereign, most wise, and ultimate teacher of spiritual
truth. He makes God’s truth relevant to the persons involved and
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sles application that causes life and growth. Our teaching and
1ing efforts are in vain unless we cooperate with the Spirit.”

he Holy Spirit helps Christian teachers by giving them discern-
it of God’s truths and empowering them to instruct students in
y that produces spiritual transformation. As the author of God’s
ten revelation, the Spirit helps both teachers and students to
erstand the Bible’s message through illumination. The purpose
lumination is to understand biblical truths. Only the Holy Spirit
tes the necessary change so that believers can achieve the goal of
>ming more like Christ. The following illustration* summarizes
work of the Holy Spirit in the teaching learning process:

Teaching-Learning Process
. Enables and

empowers the
teacher

The goal: to become
like Christ

Understand
m the Word
SpXrit
Iluminates and

motivates the
students

e Holy Spirit makes Christian education dynamic and distinct from

s other type of education. Zuck argues that three factors define

ristian education: “(1) the centrality of God’s written revelation,
the necessity of regeneration, and (3) the ministry of the Holy

rit.”* The Holy Spirit, then, plays the vital role in Christian teaching,

. F. Dickason, “The Holy Spirit in Education,” in Christian Education: Foundations
»r the Future, ed. Robert E. Clark, Lin Johnson, and Allyn K. Sloat (Chicago:
foody, 1991), 121.

lustration developed by the author for use in teacher training conferences.

. B. Zuck, Spirit-Filled Teaching: The Power of the Holy Spirit in Your Ministry
Nashville: Word, 1998), 2.
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Although most Christians affirm the importance of the Holy Spirit
in ministry, we can at times fail to practice what we claim to believe.
A few years ago, I was a committee member for the educational pro-
gram of a local church. We always started our meetings with prayer,
as most Christian gatherings traditionally do. On one particular occa-
sion, a committee member, a respected deacon of the church, arrived
just a few minutes late to our meeting. He apologized for being late,
and the committee leader responded, “Don’t worry, you just missed
the prayer.” He answered with a combination of relief and irony, “It's
OK then. 1 have heard many prayers in life.” In this case prayer was
nothing more than the first item on the agenda. Tragically, we can
make the same mistake in our teaching ministry.

Since the role of the Holy Spirit is essential and God’s work relies
primarily on His power (Zech 4:6), we would be more effective if
we spent more time praying and less time planning or talking. Our
actions reflect our convictions more than our words do. Christian
teachers are most effective when they bathe their lesson planning
and teaching with prayer. Prayer, then, is the essential element in the
teaching-learning process.

Names of the Holy Spirit Relating to Teaching

Scripture reveals several names for the Holy Spirit that connect
Him to the ministry of teaching. These include “the Spirit of truth,”
“the Revealer of God,” and “Counselor-Helper.”

Holy Spirit as Spirit of Truth

The Holy Spirit is truth, as John 16:13 states: “When the Spirit of
truth comes, He will guide you into all the truth.” God the Father is
truth (Deut 32:4) and the Son is truth (John 14:6). Therefore, the
Word of God is also truth (John 17:17). As the Spirit of truth (John
14:17), the Holy Spirit guides believers to discover and understand
truth. :

Consequently, all truth is God’s truth. Christian educators need
not be afraid of finding truth in secular sources because a distinction
does not exist between sacred and secular truth.® It is common for

§ F. E. Gaebelein, The Pattern of God’s Truth: The Integration of Faith and Learning
(Winona Lake, IN: BMH Books, 1968).
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eminary students and believers in general to struggle with “secular”
mowledge with implications for Christian ministry. However, since
he Trinity is the source of faithfulness, God is present wherever
ruth is found. Truth is an attribute of the Godhead that emphasizes
eliability and steadfastness. For that reason we can trust in the faith-
ulness of God and His Word.” Truth cannot contradict itself in order
o remain truthful. With the Bible as the standard, believers should
10t be afraid of pursuing knowledge regardless of the source. Truth
5 always sacred because it flows from the Godhead.

Another implication of the Holy Spirit as the source of truth is
he realization that God hates lying and falsehood. Proverbs 6:16-19
ontains a list of the things that God detests. The list includes “a
ying tongue” (v. 17) and “a false witness who speaks lies” (v. 19)
s part of the seven things God loathes. Only falsehood is repeated
wice on the list! Jesus referred to Satan as the father of lies (John
44). Christians must “gird their waist with truth” in order to stand
gainst the wiles of the devil (Eph 6:14). Therefore, God expects
lis children to reject falsehood and pursue righteousness and truth
Eph 4:22-25). It is better for Christian teachers to admit their igno-
ance when students ask questions than to invent answers to avoid
ppearing uninformed. All believers need to walk in truth because
he Spirit is truth (1 John 5:6). Apart from the Spirit, God’s truth
emains elusive!® Christian teachers are messengers of truth—a big
esponsibility indeed.

‘he Holy Spirit as the Revealer of God

The Holy Spirit is God (Acts 5:3—4; 2 Cor 3:18). As the Third
‘erson of the Godhead, He is the main agent in divine revelation.®
le reveals God because the Spirit is God. The Spirit can understand
he deep things of the Father and the Son and is able to reveal them
2 believers. The apostle Paul explains the reason the Holy Spirit can
nveil God:

K. J. Vanhoozer, “Truth,” in Dictionary for Theological Interpretation of the Bible, ed.
Kevin ]. Vanhoozer (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2005).

A. McGrath, Christian Theology: An Introduction, 4th ed. (Malden, MA: Blackwell,
2007).

J- D. Pentecost, The Divine Comforter: The Person and Work of the Holy Spirit (Grand
Rapids: Kregel, 1997).

THE HOLY SPIRIT AS TEACHER 79

What no eye has seen and no ear has heard, and what has
never come into a man’s heart, is what God has prepared
for those who love Him. Now God has revealed them to us
by the Spirit, for the Spirit searches everything, even the
deep things of God. For who among men knows the con-
cerns of a man except the spirit of the man that is in him?
In the same way, no one knows the concerns of God except
the Spirit of God. Now we have not received the spirit of
the world, but the Spirit who is from God, in order to know
what has been freely given to us by God. (1 Cor 2:9-12)

Itis through the ministry of the Holy Spirit that we comprehend
God's truths. A person needs the Holy Spirit in order to understand
God and receive His instruction (v. 14). Through the Spirit of God,
we can possess the mind of Christ (v. 16). Only with the help of the
Spirit of wisdom and revelation can we know God better (Eph 1:17).
Again, dependence on the Holy Spirit is imperative for Christian
teachers.

Zuck defines evangelical Christian education as “the Christ-
centered, Bible-based, student-related process of communicating God’s
written Word through the Power of the Holy Spirit, for the purpose of
guiding individuals to know and to grow in Christ.”™° Spiritual prepa-
ration through prayer is an essential element in Christian teaching.
Professors should pray for their students during the week with the
expectation that the Holy Spirit will teach them deep things between
class sessions and use them to teach others. Christian teaching is a
process that lasts more than the actual lesson because of the continu-
ing teaching of the Holy Spirit beyond the session.

The Holy Spirit as Counselor-Helper

Jesus referred to the Holy Spirit as our “Counselor” or “Helper”
(John 14:26). The Greek word used in this passage to describe the
work of the Holy Spirit is paraclete. It literally means “one called
alongside.” The purpose of the Holy Spirit is to help and counsel
believers into Gods’ truths. God the Holy Spirit lives in us as believ-
ers in Christ to assist us in our understanding of the Father and to
respond in obedience to His Word. Therefore, Christian teaching
cannot succeed apart from the “counsel” of the Holy Spirit. The Holy

19 R. B. Zuck, Spirit-Filled Teaching, ix
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pirit is the main motivator in Christian education. Only the Spirit
nows our students completely and can meet their needs.!!

Jesus requires His followers to love Him completely and su-
rremely above all other relationships (Matt 10:37-39). To be true
isciples of Christ, we need to love Him with all our being. The proof
f our love is obedience to His commandments (John 14:15,20). We
eed to keep His words, which are the same as the Father’s: “The
ne who doesn’t love Me will not keep My words. The word that you
ear is not Mine but is from the Father who sent Me” (John 14:24).
.emembrance and compliance to Jesus’ words are imperatives for
lis disciples.

However, how were the original disciples able to remember His
rords? The answer: through the Holy Spirit. Jesus was present with
lis disciples, but the Holy Spirit now dwells with Christ’s followers
John 14:16). Through the Holy Spirit, Jesus’ followers can benefit
‘om Jesus’ presence: “I [Jesus] will not leave you as orphans; I am
oming to you” (John 14:18). The Father sends the Spirit to Jesus’
isciples. “But the Counselor, the Holy Spirit—the Father will send
lim in My name—will teach you all things and remind you of ev-
rything I have told you” (John 14:26). The Holy Spirit helped Jesus’
isciples to remember His teachings. The Spirit leads believers into
1e truths that Jesus lived and taught.'> The Holy Spirit’s instruction
-always about Jesus and goes beyond His teaching only in deepen-
1g our understanding of His words."3

Teaching Ministries of the Holy Spirit

The Holy Spirit ministers to us, and through those ministries He
aches us. He operates in various ways to fulfill God’s purposes. For
xample, He was actively involved in creation (Gen 1:2: Job 33:4;

5 104:30) and empowered the conception of Jesus (Luke 1:35).
loreover, the Holy Spirit plays the vital role in the relationship be-
veen Christians and the Church. The Spirit carries out every aspect

N. N. Pérez, Jesus, el Maestro: Su plan educativo transformador (Rio Piedras, PR:
Palabra y M4s, 2006).

M. M. Turner, “Holy Spirit,” in Dictionary of Jesus and the Gospels, ed. Joel B. Green,
Scot McKnight, I. Howard Marshall (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1992).

J. M. Hamilton Jr. God’s Indwelling Presence: The Holy Spirit in the Old and New
Testaments (Nashville: B&H Academic, 2006).
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of the work of the Church through different ministries, and in doing
so, He teaches.

The Holy Spirit makes possible the salvation of humanity. He con-
victs of sin (John 16:8) and regenerates sinners so their relationship
with God can be restored (Titus 3:5). The Holy Spirit incorporates us
into the body of Christ during His baptism (1 Cor 12:13). Salvation
and the reception of the Holy Spirit occur simultaneously as two
sides of the same coin. The Holy Spirit makes us new persons and
dwells in all Christians (John 14:7). Every believer receives the Spirit
at the moment of conversion:

To receive the Spirit is to begin the Christian life (Galatians
3:2-3); righteousness through faith and the promise of

the Spirit are equivalently regarded as “the blessing of
Abraham” (vv. 1-4); to be baptized in the Spirit is to
become a member of the body of Christ (1 Corinthians
12:13); if anyone does not “have the Spirit of Christ”

that person does not belong to Christ, is not a Christian
(Romans 8:9); only reception of the Spirit makes it possible
for us to be children of God, to call on God as Father (vv.
14-17); the divine seal establishing the bond between God
and the believer is now the Spirit himself, not circumci-
sion (and not baptism—2 Corinthians 1:22; Ephesians
1:13-14).1

All believers are called to share the good news of salvation through
Jesus Christ. We are to be faithful in our efforts to witness. However,
it is the Spirit who does the supernatural work of conversion.

We noted above that the Holy Spirit guides believers into God’s
truth (John 16:13), but He does more. He illuminates our under-
standing of God’s calling, power, and the riches of His grace (Eph
1:18-19). The Spirit enlightens our minds to understand God’s rev-
elation. Through the ministry of illumination, the Holy Spirit enables
believers to discern the meaning of God’s message, reteive it as from
God, and apply it to our lives.”® Consequently, we should live and
teach according to the guidance of the Holy Spirit. In fact, “all our

' J. D. G. Dunn, “The Doctrine of God the Holy Spirit,” in The Portable Seminary: A
Master’s Level Overview in One Volume, ed. David Horton (Bloomington, MI: Bethany
House, 2006), 154-55.

15 R. B. Zuck, Spirit-Filled Teaching.
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nistry, whatever form it may take, is to be done in the power u&

& Holy Spirit™® if it is to be effective and produce fruit that abides.

Sometimes the Holy Spirit does His work in subtle ways. In 2003,
vas invited to teach a Christian education course at a Bible semi-
1y in Guatemala City. My wife and T arrived there on Saturday eve-
ng and the one-week course started the following zoumm&.

Our host told us that he would pick us up the next morning to at-
nd a church service. That Sunday morning I heard someone knock-
g on the door a few minutes before the time we were expecting our
»st. When I opened the door, I recognized him and said, “I thought
»u said that you will come later.”

He replied, “Yes, I will come back in 15 minutes. I just came now
) let you know that you are the preacher this morning. I forgot to tell
ou last night.” .

1 had just a few minutes to prepare a sermon without knowing
aything about the congregation. I had studied Isaiah 40 before, and
decided to preach through that chapter. The passage talks about the
:0d of hope and how He is able to keep His promises. Therefore, we
an receive His comfort and trust Him.

After the service a leader from the church came to me and told me
hat the message was exactly what the congregation needed. A family
rom the church had an accident that week that shocked the church
amily. The whole church was grieving, and I did not know about it,
sut the Holy Spirit led me to choose a Bible passage that spoke to the
‘hurch’s needs. The Spirit illuminated the minds and hearts of the
»eople to understand the Word and receive God’s comfort. .

The Bible is the Word of God because the Holy Spirit inspired the
writers. Second Peter 1:21 states, “For prophecy never came by the
will of man, but holy men of God spoke as they were Eoﬂm&.ww .H?w
Holy Spirit.” The Spirit is the Author of the Scriptures. me:mﬂ._os
“is that supernatural work of the Holy Spirit whereby He so m_.;g.n&
and superintended the writers of Scripture that what they Aﬁ,o.ﬂm is
the Word of God, inerrant as originally written.”"” The following
chapter, “The Bible as Curriculum,” further develops the nature of

the Word of God.

16 W. Grudem, Systematic Theology (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1994), 649.
17 Zuck, Spirit-Filled Teaching, 31.
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The teaching ministries of the Holy Spirit are also essential for the
Christian life. Believers are commanded to be filled with the Spirit in
order to live as God intended (Eph 5:18). To be filled with the Spirit
means to yield complete control to the Spirit's direction and author-
ity. This filling influences every aspect of believers’ lives. Christian
character, worship, and ministry are made possible only as a result
of the Holy Spirit’s filling.'® A life controlled by the Holy Spirit pro-
duces fruit (attitudes and qualities) that please God: “But the fruit of
the Spirit is love, joy, peace, longsuffering, kindness, goodness, faith-
fulness, gentleness, self-control. Against such there is no law” (Gal
5:22-23). The word “fruit” is singular but has a collective connota-
tion. The essence of the Christian life is to let the Holy Spirit direct
our actions. Therefore, it is impossible to please God apart from the
Holy Spirit. Any teaching ministry to be effective requires teachers
filled with the Holy Spirit because this filling is a “divine empower-
ing for a specific ministry.”*

The Gift of Teaching

The Holy Spirit bestows special abilities on every Christian for the
spiritual edification of the Church. The Spirit provides these gifts as
part of God’s grace (charisma) to all believers. The Bible mentions
the spiritual gift of teaching in three different passages: Rom 12:7;

1 Cor 12:28; and Eph 4:11. The Spirit uses gifted teachers to prepare,
equip, and train Christians to serve one another within the body of
Christ.?

The gift of teaching is the ability to explain God’s truth to people.
This gift is connected in some instances to the gift of pastor as in
Eph 4:11 but could be given alone.? Although all believers are called
to teach God’s Word to people (Matt 28:20), the Holy Spirit espe-
cially empowers some individuals with the gift of teaching. Millard
Erickson points out four important considerations about spiritual
gifts according to 1 Corinthians 12 and 14: .

'8 E. Woodcock, “The Filling of the Holy Spirit,” in Bibliotheca Sacra 157 (January-
March 2000): 68-87.

1 Ihid., 83.

* G. C. Newton, “Holy Spirit,” in Evangelical Dictionary of Christian Education, ed. M.
J. Anthony (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2001), 340.

* C. C. Ryrie, Basic Theology: A Popular Systematic Guide to Understanding Biblical
Truth (Chicago: Moody, 1999).
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1. The gifts are bestowed on the body (the church). They are for
the edification of the whole body, not merely for the enjoyment
or enrichment of the individual members possessing them
(12:7; 14:5,12).

2. No one person has all the gifts (12:14-21), nor is any one of
the gifts bestowed on all persons (12:28-30). Consequently,
the individual members of the church need one another.

3. Although not equally conspicuous, all gifts are important
(12:22-26).

4. The Holy Spirit apportions the various gifts to whom and as He
wills (12:11).2

The use of spiritual gifts could be neglected in some local
*hurches because of the difficulty of clearly identifying the gifts
mmong believers. The Bible does not provide a checklist or question-
1aire for discovering spiritual gifts. However, Scripture clearly men-
ions the importance of spiritual gifts and their relationship to the
spiritual growth of the church (Eph 4:11-16). How can church lead-
ors discover the spiritual gifts in their congregations? They can do it
>nly by spending time with their members. There are no shortcuts.
Spiritual gifts inventories can be helpful, but a close relationship
with people is essential. A relationship (discipleship) is necessary to
zet to know believers and their gifts. It takes time to equip people to
do the work of ministry.

Christians with specific spiritual gifts should exercise them in
every area of the church. For example, in local churches people
with the spiritual gift of teaching should be the ones “formally”
teaching in the congregation and instructing others how to teach.
Unfortunately, in some cases the teachers are the ones available
or willing, not necessarily the ones gifted by the Spirit, to do it. In
these instances the local church is missing God’s empowerment that
causes the growth of the body (Eph 4:16). Spiritual gifts are closely
related to the Spirit’s filling: “No matter how gifted or spiritual a
teacher may be, learning and growth towards Christ-likeness will not

2 M. ]. Erickson, Christian Theology, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2000), 892.
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take place unless a learner allows the Holy Spirit to work within his
or her heart.”

Conclusion

Through the Holy Spirit the God of the universe, the mighty
Creator, dwells in all believers and empowers them to serve Him. It
is amazing and humbling to realize that the Lord partners with us in
the teaching ministry of His church! This point is underscored by
Zuck, who writes, “Christian education is a cooperative process, a
venture involving both the human and the divine. Human teachers
communicate and exemplify truth; the Holy Spirit seeks to provide
guidance, power, illumination, and insight to the teachers.”?*

The Holy Spirit does not replace Christian teachers. He chooses
to teach through us and through our ministry to others, as we rely
on His power to accomplish His purposes in building the Lord’s
Church. What a great Teacher, and what a great honor to be chan-
nels of His teaching to others!

Discussion Questions

Lo

Why is the Holy Spirit essential in Christian teaching?

2. Since the Holy Spirit is truth, why do some believers differenti-
ate between sacred and secular truth?

3. How does the Holy Spirit serve as a counselor-helper in the
teaching-learning process?

4. Isit possible to serve God apart from the Holy Spirit? Explain.

5. In what ways can we partner with the Holy Spirit to help us

teach? Some use “dependence on the Spirit” as an excuse for

poor preparation. How would you explain that this attitude is a

misconception of the Spirit’s role?

# G. Newton, “The Holy Spirit in the Educational Process,” in Christian Education:
Foundations for the Twenty-first Century, ed. Michael J. Anthony (Grand Rapids:
Baker Academic, 2001), 127.

* R. B. Zuck, “The Role of the Holy Spirit in Christian Teaching,” in The Christian
Educator’s Handbook on Teaching: A Comprehensive Resource on the Distinctiveness of
True Christian Teaching (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1988), 37.



