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YANNI: There were a million Jews here for the festival, thousands
named Jesus.

SHMUEL: Jesse, stop pacing.

JESSE: With all due respect, Rabbi, I've been still for thirty-eight years.
YANNI: Tell us exactly what He said. (off Jesse s look) Again!

JESSE: He told me to go and sin no more, that the result of sin is far
worse than being crippled.

YANNI: And to pick up your mat.

JESSE (after a beat): When He healed me, yes. But He found me earlier
today as well.

SHMUEL: Was anyone with Him?

JESSE (searching his memory): Three men? One was taking notes. I
think another said a few words to me as Jesus disappeared. I barely
heard anything—my LEGS!

(Jesse trails off, lost in the memory, reverie.)
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SHMUEL: Jesse?

JESSE (back to the present): The other said something. But by the time
you finished yelling at me, they were all gone.

SHMUEL: Think! What did he say to you today?

(Jesse racks his brain. Then, uncertain—)

JESSE: They were going to see Jesus’s ... cousin? I think.

(Shmuel turns to Yanni with urgency.)

SHMUEL: It was Him. It was Jesus of Nazareth.
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Hindu
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Buddhist
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Muslim
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Religiosity
Fancy robes and head coverings definitely set religious leaders apart. The

pope Lis perhaps the most recognizable, but there are also imams, 2 lamas, ?

4 and priests. 5 When they’re dressed for work, you can see these

pujaris,
guys coming a mile away, because they wear their ideas about life on their

proverbial sleeves. Wait, no, on their literal sleeves.
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Religion = humanity’s attempt
to reach God.

Relationship with Jesus =
God'’s attempt to reach
humanity.

Far less obvious are the pious people in
street clothes. Though many are sincere in their
belief, like the fictional character of Shmuel,
they major in the minors. They hyper-focus on
outward behavior—on rules, regulations, and
rituals—while neglecting the inside. But
religion apart from Jesus has a way of
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hardening our hearts and calcifying our hidden sins like pride, self-
centeredness, judgmentalism, and unforgiveness—just to name a few. Not to
mention the damage such religiosity does to the very people Jesus came to
save, but more on them in a minute.

Truth is, it doesn’t take a black robe to be a Shmuel. By our very nature,
we judge others harshly, hold on to grievances, and sometimes even cease to
associate with people we deem unworthy of our time or attention—and
oftentimes in the name of religion. Which for Christians is wholly ironic,
considering it was our desperate need for God’s mercy that drew us to Him
in the first place.
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Your Turn
1. In what ways are you a Shmuel?
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For Bible Nerds The noun form of mercy is more common in the New
. Testament (used 27 times). And in Matthew’s Gospel,
(llke llS) Jesus expresses God's high valuation of mercy and

Who Want His intention to convey mercy to humanity:

to Know “Go and learn what this means: ‘Il desire mercy, and

not sacrifice.” For | came not to call the righteous,
but sinners” (Matt. 9:13, citing Hos. 6:6).

“And if you had known what this means, ‘I desire mercy, and not sacrifice,’ you
would not have condemned the guiltless” (Matt. 12:7, citing Hos. 6:6).
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Selective Memory

“Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees,
hypocrites! For you tithe mint and dill and
cumin, and have neglected the weightier
matters of the law: justice and mercy and
faithfulness. These you ought to have done,
without neglecting the others.”

Matthew 23:23

The fifth Beatitude of the SOM marks a
slight change in direction. The first four blessed

Lest you think Matthew 23:23
doesn’t apply to you ...

Hypocrisy:
claiming to have moral
standards or beliefs to which
one’s own behavior does not
always conform.

Which means every human in
the history of humans has
been a hypocrite at one time
or another.
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statements focus on individual transformation

resulting from God’s work and favor in our
lives. The last four focus on our interaction
with others resulting from God’s work and
favor in our lives—starting with being merciful.
Remarkably, the only other New Testament use
of this particular adjective is a description of
Jesus in Hebrews 2:17: “Therefore he had to be
made like his brothers in every respect, so that
he might become a merciful and faithful high
in the to make
propitiation for the sins of the people.” As

God’s chosen people and as a result of

priest service of God,

Tithe:
one-tenth of a person’s
produce or earnings.

Propitiation:
appeasing God; to atone.

Atone:
to make amends.

Amends:
just kidding ... we’ll stop now
since you can just google if
you don‘t know a word.
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His favor toward us, we become more like
Jesus as we follow Him. Which means by His mercy, He’s making us
merciful.
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“How can you say to your
brother, ‘Let me take the
speck out of your eye,’ when
there is the LOG in your own
eye?”

Matthew 7:4

That said, there was a sad and great divide
between the way Jesus treated people and the
way many of the religious leaders of His day
treated people. Time and again, they prioritized
public religious actions (praying, tithing,
sacrificing) ahead of private, personal
interactions—with God and with fellow
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believers. They were more concerned with being seen, honored, and set apart
(Matt. 23:1-12) than they were with matters of the heart, first and foremost
their own. They were more likely to punish when people broke the rules than
they were to show mercy when people repented. Incidentally, God’s rules
were given out of love. They were intended for our good—to act as
guardrails that protect, lead, and keep us close to Him and to one another.
But in the hands of sinful men, God’s laws became cudgels of power used to
elevate some and shame others. To wield God’s way like a hammer.
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Religion like that doesn’t woo people. It repels
them.

Ironically, showing mercy is an outward
indication of a person’s right relationship with
God, because “out of the abundance of the heart his
mouth speaks” (Luke 6:45). Like Shmuel’s, our
hearts and priorities get all discombobulated,
especially when we forget how much we’ve been
forgiven. We judge others quickly, ignorantly, and
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harshly. We carelessly throw our words around, or we withhold kind words.
We act like we’re good when the truth is we’re not, and instead of testifying
of God’s mercy and the changes He’s made in our lives, we attempt to
glorify ourselves. But when we take a moment to remember His great mercy
toward us, and we operate from a proper place of humility, we
begin to interact with people in a whole new way.

After all, as the saying goes:

“None is righteous, no, not The ground at the foot of the cross is level.
one.”

Romans 3:10
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For Bible Nerds In the worship practice of the Old Testament
Israelites, the high priest is the one who entered

(like us) the presence of God in the temple to represent the

repentance of God’s people and to make an

Who Want atoning sacrifice for their sins. But as the ultimate

to Know high priest, Jesus's representation of humanity
before God is perfect.

“For it was indeed fitting that we should have such a high priest, holy, innocent,
unstained, separated from sinners, and exalted above the heavens. He has no
need, like those high priests, to offer sacrifices daily, first for his own sins and

then for those of the people, since he did this once for all when he offered up
himself” (Heb. 7:26-27).

Jesus had no sins of His own that needed merciful forgiveness, and He did not
need anyone to represent Him to God. In fact, Jesus is not only our high priest,

He is also the perfect, once-for-all sacrifice and payment for our sins (Heb. 9:24—
28).
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Your Turn
2. What are some of the ways God has shown you mercy?
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3. When do you most often fail to show mercy, and why? Be brave by being honest and
specific.
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4. Read Matthew 5:43-48 and Luke 6:32-36. According to these verses, who are you
supposed to show mercy to? And more to the point, what excuse do you have for failing to
show mercy?
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High Priest

“Therefore the kingdom of heaven may be compared to a king who
wished to settle accounts with his servants. When he began to settle,
one was brought to him who owed him ten thousand talents. And since
he could not pay, his master ordered him to be sold, with his wife and
children and all that he had, and payment to be made. So the servant
fell on his knees, imploring him, ‘Have patience with me, and I will
pay you everything.” And out of pity for him, the master of that

servant released him and forgave him the debt.
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But when that same servant went out, he found one of his fellow
servants who owed him a hundred denarii, and seizing him, he began
to choke him, saying, ‘Pay what you owe.’ So his fellow servant fell
down and pleaded with him, ‘Have patience with me, and I will pay
you.’ He refused and went and put him in prison until he should pay

the debt. When his fellow servants saw what had taken place, they
were greatly distressed, and they went and reported to their master all
that had taken place. Then his master summoned him and said to him,
‘You wicked servant! I forgave you all that debt because you pleaded
with me. And should not you have had mercy on your fellow servant,
as I had mercy on you?’ And in anger his master delivered him to the
jailers, until he should pay all his debt.
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So also my heavenly Father will do to every one of you, if you do not
forgive your brother from your heart.”
Matthew 18:23-35
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“Do not be deceived: God is
not mocked, for whatever one
sows, that will he also reap.

For the one who sows to his
own flesh will from the flesh

reap corruption, but the one
who sows to the Spirit will
from the Spirit reap eternal
life.”
Galatians 6:7-8

Yikes. In a Bible study about God’s favor
being presently, generously, and eternally
poured upon His chosen people, Matthew 18:35
hits hard—which is a good thing, lest we forget
Who we’re dealing with. Because while it’s true
that God is merciful toward us—that He
forgives those who repent, that He carries us
forward, and that His love extends beyond what

our minds can even comprehend—it’s also true
that His mercy 1S not to be trifled with.
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Blessed are the
merciful, for they shall receive mercy; that’s
true and hallelujah! But according to the
parable Jesus told in Matthew 18, woe to those
who are not merciful, because the day is
coming when we will face the God of
mercy and justice. And just like a parent
child with

consequences, so too does our heavenly Father.

motivates a rewards and
‘Want to continually receive mercy? Give mercy,
because God’s children receive it in endless

doses for the purpose of spreading_it around.

It’s a free gift and a promised reward. Also
true? Withhold mercy and God will withhold
mercy from you.

The master forgave a huge
debt—equivalent to about $3
billion!—which the
unforgiving servant could
never repay.

The servant refused to forgive
his fellow servant’s very small
debt—equivalent to about
$5,000.

The master was upset that the
unforgiving servant was not
changed by his merciful
forgiveness. Instead, the
servant was actually
misrepresenting the master,
even tarnishing the master’s
reputation, by treating others
with such cruelty.
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Those who follow Jesus are broken but

redeemed people, and therefore greatly favored. And that kind of knowledge
should change everything. Those chosen by God have experienced His
mercy, and we’re going to keep on experiencing it, both on earth and
standing before God’s final judgment throne. Our only responsibility from
now until then is to follow Jesus, our “merciful and faithful high priest”
(Heb. 2:17). To go where He goes, do what He does, and love who He loves.
In so doing, God’s mercy will flow to us and through us, once
again demonstrating that:




image36.png
Nothing we’ve done
or will ever do
will make God stop loving us ...

because of His mercy.
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Lesson 5
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“But you, O Lord, are a God merciful and gracious, slow to anger

and abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness.”
Psalm 86:15
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“But God shows his love for us in that While we were still

sinners, Christ died for us.”
Romans 5:8
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“For I am sure that neither death nor life, nor angels nor rulers, nor
things present nor things to come, nor powers, nor height nor depth,
nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us
from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.”

Romans 8:38-39
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“The Lord is not slow to fulfill his promise as some count
slowness, but is patient toward Yyou, not wishing that any
should perish, but that all should reach repentance.”

2 Peter 3:9
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God’s presence goes before us
and behind us and beside us ...

because of His mercy.
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“It is the LORD who goes before you. He will be with
YOu; he will not leave you or forsake you. Do not fear or be
dismayed.”

Deuteronomy 31:8

“The LORD is my shepherd; I shall not want. He makes me
lie down in green pastures. He leads me beside still waters.
He restores my soul. He leads me in paths of righteousness
for his name’s sake. Even though I walk through the valley
of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil, for you are
with me; your rod and your staff, they comfort me.”
Psalm 23:1-4
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“And behold, | am with you always, to the end of the

age.
Matthew 28:20

“And I will ask the Father, and he will give you another
Helper, to be with you forever, even the Spirit of truth,
whom the world cannot receive, because it neither sees him
nor knows him. You know him, for he dwells with

you and will be in you.”
John 14:16-17
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We get to participate in
kingdom acts of mercy ...

because of His mercy.
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“A new commandment I give to you, that you love one
another: just as I have loved you, you also are to love one
another. By this all people will know that you

are my diSCiplCS, if you have love for one another.”
John 13:34-35
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«Put on then, as God’s chosen ones, holy and beloved,
compassionate hearts, kindness, humility, meekness, and patience,
bearing with one another and, if one has a complaint against another,
forgiving each other; as the Lord has forgiven you, so you also must
forgive. And above all these put on love, which binds everything
together in perfect harmony. And let the peace of Christ rule in your
hearts, to which indeed you were called in one body. And be thankful.
Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly, teaching and admonishing
one another in all wisdom, singing psalms and hymns and spiritual
songs, with thankfulness in your hearts to God. And whatever you do,
in word or deed, do everything in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving
thanks to God the Father through him.”

Colossians 3:12-17
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First-Century Religious Leaders in Judaism

The temple was Judaism’s official worship center

where the priests conducted various sacrifices and
ceremonies outlined for Old Testament Israel. It was
the domain of the Levites and the priesthood. The

Levites—descendants from the Israelite tribe of Levi—
served in various roles as assistants to the Jewish
priesthood. The priests, who led temple worship

activities, were also Levites but from a specific branch
of Aaron’s descendants. Aaron, Moses's brother,

served as Israel’s first high priest (Ex. 28).
While the Jerusalem temple was the domain of the

priesthood, the local synagogues were for everyday

people to study Scripture and pray without making
the long journey to the Jerusalem temple. With the Levitical leadership engaged
in the official temple system, the leadership of local synagogues often fell to
laypeople: Sadducees and Pharisees.
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“Above all, keep loving one another earnestly, since love covers a
multitude of sins.”
1 Peter 4:8

“But you, beloved, building yourselves up in your most holy faith and
praying in the Holy Spirit, keep yourselves in the love of God, waiting
for the mercy of our Lord Jesus Christ that leads to eternal life. And
have mercy on those who doubt; save others by
snatching them out of the ﬁre; to others show mercy with fear,

hating even the garment stained by the flesh.”
Jude 20-23
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We are being remade
into the image of Christ ...

because of His mercy.
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“And we all, with unveiled face, beholding the glory of the Lord,
are being transformed into the same image from one
degree of glory to another. For this comes from the Lord who is the
Spirit.”

2 Corinthians 3:18

“Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation.
The old has passed away; behold, the new has come.”
2 Corinthians 5:17
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“I have been crucified with Christ. It is no longer I who
live, but Christ who lives in me. And the life I now live
in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and

gave himself for me.”
Galatians 2:20

“Beloved, we are God’s children now, and what we will be has

not yet appeared; but we know that when he appears

we shall be like hlm, because we shall see him as he is.”
1 John 3:2
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Your Turn

5. In light of the preceding verses, describe God’s favor toward those who are merciful.
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6. Read James 2:12-13. How are these verses both a warning and a promise?
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7. Read 1 Peter 1:3-5 below and underline all the ways God has been and continues to
be merciful toward you:

“Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ!
According to his great mercy, he has caused us to be born again
to a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the

dead, to an inheritance that is imperishable, undefiled, and
unfading, kept in heaven for you, who by God's power are being
guarded through faith for a salvation ready to be revealed in the

last time.”
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8. God's mercy is not earned by our merciful behavior. Rather, we experience His mercy
and then we respond by extending mercy to others. In this very moment, to whom and how
is the Holy Spirit leading you to show mercy?
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EXT. JORDAN RIVER

(Simon Z and Jesus walk along the banks of the Jordan.)

SIMON Z: Why Jesse? Why my brother, out of everyone?

JESUS: The man suffered unspeakably for thirty-eight years. It’s a long
time. And how else could I get your attention?

SIMON Z: My attention?

JESUS (pauses): Your order trained you to be fearless, no?

SIMON Z: No lord but God, to the death.

JESUS: What I did with your brother isn’t the last of the trouble I intend
to cause.

(Z is into this.)

SIMON Z: You are Messiah, aren’t You?

JESUS: Yes.
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SIMON Z (bowing): Then I will do anything You ask.

JESUS: I ask you to understand the nature of My mission, Simon.
(Simon is speechless. And confused.)

SIMON Z: Yes. How?

JESUS: Mmm. How, indeed. It’s not so easy with distracted humans.
SIMON Z: I have trained for years for this, I am ready to execute Your
mission today.

JESUS: We’ll see. Show me your weapon.

(Simon Z reverentially removes his beloved sica and its sheath from his
belt and hands it to Jesus.)

JESUS: Impressive. That is something.

(Jesus pauses, then throws the knife and sheath into the river. Simon Z's
eyes bug out of his head.)

JESUS (CONT’D): You didn’t see that coming.
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Of uncertain origin, the first-century party of the Sadducees tended to more
readily accept Roman rule. Content with the way things were, this group held the
Pentateuch (the five books written by Moses) to be the most authoritative
Scripture and were not looking for a messianic figure to rise up and rescue the
Jews. Sadducees also denied life after death, physical resurrection, and spiritual
beings (Matt. 22:23; Mark 12:18; Luke 20:27; Acts 23:8).

Readers of the New Testament may be surprised to learn that the Pharisees
were often well-intentioned people interested in applying the Bible to their
everyday lives. The Pharisees were highly respected Bible believers who held to
the whole of the Hebrew Scriptures as God’s Word and who desired to maintain
a life of purity by properly observing the Law. Unlike the Sadducees, they
affirmed life after death, physical resurrection, and spiritual beings (Acts 23:8).
It's important to note that Jesus’s complaint against the Pharisees was not so
much about their goal of holy living but rather their hypocritical way of favoring
their own oral traditions (man-made rules) over the actual intent of the written
Law (Matt. 15:1-20; 23:1-36; Mark 7:1-23; Luke 11:37-54).
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SIMON Z (Simon’s mind races. World upside down—again.): You have
no use for that?

JESUS: I have a better sword ... you’ll see. We have much to discuss,
just be patient. You’ve had quite a week.

SIMON Z: Without my sica dagger, why do You need someone like me?
JESUS: I have everything I need. But I WANTED you.

SIMON Z: But why?

JESUS: You are not alone in misunderstanding. But not to worry. I'm
preparing something to share with the world. For now, wanting you by
My side will have to be enough. No one buys their way into our group

because of special skills, Simon.
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SIMON Z (a beat): Rabbi?

JESUS: Yes, Simon.

SIMON Z: After what You did at the pool during a high holy feast day,
there may be some who might try to ... stop You. Even some from my
former order, especially if they find out You have a different mission.
JESUS: And what are you going to do, stop them?

SIMON Z: Well, I would be a lot more likely to if You hadn’t thrown
my sica dagger in the river.

(Jesus laughs. Then turns reflective—)

JESUS: Well, if that day comes ... I guess we’ll find out.
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Prayer Focus

Thank God for the undeserved mercy He has shown you by having His
sinless Son die in your place for your sins. Thank Him for the expectation of
His full mercy in the future when Jesus returns. Repent for the ways you’ve
withheld mercy from others, and ask the Lord to empower you by His Holy
Spirit to be generous in mercy as an expression of how much He has done

for you.
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Sample Prayer
Dear God,

| acknowledge that You have not treated
me as my sins deserve. Rather, You have
mercifully provided Jesus as the willing sacrifice
to take the punishment | deserve. | cannot earn Your
forgiveness. Jesus, thank You for paying my debt with
Your life. Your resurrection assures me of Your power
over sin and death, and | look forward to Your return
when Your full mercy will be expressed for eternity.

Meanwhile, Lord, as | struggle to live for You on
this side of eternity, empower me by Your
Holy Spirit to be merciful toward others
as You would have me to be.

Amen.
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Rome understood the importance of faith to the Jews, so they allowed the
Jews a degree of cultural self-governance by way of the Sanhedrin, the highest
Jewish council. In the New Testament era, the Sanhedrin consisted of seventy-
one leaders and priests with the Jewish high priest as its ultimate leader. Within
the limits granted by Rome, this group exercised wide-ranging oversight of
Jewish legal and religious concerns. While Sanhedrin members could be
Sadducees or Pharisees, in the New Testament era the Sadducees dominated
the council (Acts 4:1-22; 5:17-27). Of course, as with any human institution
(including those with religious purposes), the Sanhedrin could be subject to
sinful influences and corrupt motivations.

Okay, that's it ... because that was probably more information on first-century
religious leaders in Judaism than you ever wanted to know.
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Lesson 5

THE MERCIFUL

and their mandate

“Blessed are the merciful, for they shall receive mercy.”
Matthew 5:7
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INT. JERUSALEM TEMPLE (CHAMBER OF OILS)

(In the Chamber of Oils within the temple courts, Yanni and Shmuel
interrogate a recently healed Jesse. As if repeating the question—)
YANNI: Did He tell you His name?!

JESSE: Jesus.

YANNI: Jesus who? From where?

SHMUEL: Lineage? Origin?

JESSE (sarcastically): His favorite food? He told me His name. That’s
it.




