

[image: image1]



[image: images]


[image: images]


The Indispensable Guide to Practically Everything: Jesus

ISBN: 978-0-8249-4774-3

Published by Guideposts

16 East 34th Street

New York, New York 10016

www.Guideposts.com

Copyright © 2009 by GRQ, Inc.
All rights reserved.

This book, or parts thereof, may not be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without the written permission of the publisher.

Distributed by Ideals Publications, a division of Guideposts

2636 Elm Hill Pike, Suite 120

Nashville, Tennessee 37214

Guideposts and Ideals are registered trademarks of Guideposts.

Acknowledgments

Every attempt has been made to credit the sources of copyrighted material used in this book. If any such acknowledgment has been inadvertently omitted or miscredited, receipt of such information would be appreciated.

Scripture quotations marked CEV are from the Contemporary English Version, copyright © 1995 by the American Bible Society. Used by permission.

Scripture quotations marked MSG are from The Message. Copyright © 1993, 1994, 1995, 1996, 2000, 2001, 2002. Used by permission of NavPress Publishing Group.

Scripture quotations marked NASB are from the New American Standard Bible®, copyright © 1960, 1962, 1963, 1968, 1971, 1973, 1975, 1977, 1995 by The Lockman Foundation. Used by permission.

Scripture quotations marked NIV are from the Holy Bible, New International Version®. Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984, International Bible Society. Used by permission of Zondervan Publishing House. All rights reserved.

Scripture quotations marked NKJV are taken from the New King James Version. Copyright © 1982 by Thomas Nelson, Inc. Used by permission. All rights reserved.

Scripture quotations marked NLT are from the Holy Bible, New Living Translation, copyright © 1996, 2004. Used by permission of Tyndale House Publishers, Inc., Wheaton, IL 60189. All rights reserved.

Scripture quotations marked NRSV are from the New Revised Standard Version of the Bible, copyright © 1989 by the Division of Christian Education of the National Council of the Churches of Christ in the United States of America. Used by permission. All rights reserved

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Gansky, Alton.

  Jesus / Alton Gansky.

    p. cm. -- (The indispensable guide to practically everything)

  ISBN 978-0-8249-4774-3

  1. Jesus Christ–Person and offices. I. Title.

  BT203.G36 2009

  232--dc22

2009010194

Editor: Lila Empson

Cover and interior design: Whisner Design Group

Typesetting: Educational Publishing Concepts

Printed and bound in the United States of America

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1


[image: images]


Contents

Introduction

Discovering Jesus in the Pages of the Bible

[image: images]

1. How the Bible Reveals Jesus

2. What Makes the Gospels So Great?

3. Why We Can Trust the Gospels

4. Gospel Differences

5. The Men Who Wrote the Gospels

6. The Land and People of Jesus’ Day

Jesus’ Arrival

[image: images]

7. Jesus Before His Birth

8. What He Left Behind to Come Here

9. An Angelic Birth Announcement

10. Can the Virgin Birth Be Real?

11. Mary the Mother

12. Joseph the “Father”

13. The Day Mary Gave Birth

14. The Little Town of Bethlehem

15. What Is a Manger and Why Is It Important?

16. Eyewitnesses—Shepherds, Wise Men, and Angels

17. The Amazing People in Jesus’ Lineage

18. King Herod’s Horrible Response

What Was Jesus Like?

[image: images]

19. Jesus’ First Public Appearance

20. How Jesus Faced Temptation

21. Many Names and Titles—One Person

22. Jesus at the Temple—Unafraid of Confrontation

23. How Jesus Lived Sinless in a World of Sinners

24. Suffocated by Crowds—Jesus Dealt with the Masses

25. Jesus’ Need to Get Away

26. “I Am”—How Jesus Described Himself

27. “Who Do People Say I Am?”

28. The Emotional Jesus—The Times Jesus Wept

29. Jesus Came for Reasons Different Than Expected

30. Jesus Is More Than He Seems—Transfiguration

How Jesus Worked

[image: images]

31. Jesus the Itinerant Preacher

32. Loving What Society Rejects—Lepers and Others

33. Working with Society’s Outsiders—Adulterers, Prostitutes, Outcasts

34. Erasing the Lines of Prejudice

35. Jesus Shows Compassion for the Conquerors

36. Breaking Social Rules

37. The Meaning of Miracles

38. Types of Miracles

39. The First Miracle

40. Miracles over Disease

41. Miracles Done over Distance

42. Miracles Involving the Dead

43. Miracles over Nature

44. Miracles with Messages

The World’s Greatest Teacher

[image: images]

45. Jesus’ Parables

46. The Rich Man and Lazarus—A Different Kind of Story

47. Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount

48. Jesus’ Teachings About God’s Desire

49. Jesus’ Teachings About Our Need for Forgiveness

50. Jesus’ Teachings About Our Responsibility to Others

51. Jesus’ Teachings About Prayer

52. Jesus’ Teachings About Our Relationship to Him

53. Jesus’ Teachings About His Death and Resurrection

54. Jesus’ Teachings About His Second Coming

55. Private Sermons to the Disciples

56. Jesus’ Final Message

Friends and Enemies

[image: images]

57. Mary Magdalene and Other Women Who Followed Jesus

58. Supporters and Followers—Mary, Martha, and Lazarus

59. Joseph of Arimathea and the Body of Jesus

60. Out of the Shadows—Nicodemus and Jesus’ Burial

61. Those Who Hated Him Most—The Pharisees

62. Those Who Challenged Jesus—The Sadducees

63. Those Who Tried to Outsmart Jesus—The Scribes

The End of the Beginning

[image: images]

64. The Triumphal Entry into Jerusalem

65. The Lord’s Supper—Portraying His Own Death

66. Alone in the Garden of Gethsemane

67. Jesus’ Unanswered Prayer

68. Jesus on Trial

69. The Barabbas Mystery

70. The Death Jesus Died

71. Buried in a Tomb

72. The First Easter—Resurrection

73. The Lesson of Angels at the Tomb

74. The Twelve Resurrection Appearances of Jesus

75. Jesus’ Ascension into Heaven

How Jesus Changed the World

[image: images]

76. Working Through the Apostles

77. Working Through the Church

78. The Persecutor Who Met Jesus

79. From Jerusalem to the World the Message Continues

80. Personal and Knowable


[image: images]


Introduction

Christ was not a deified man, neither was he a humanized God. He was perfectly God and at the same time perfectly man.

C. H. Spurgeon

 

[image: images]

It is hard to imagine someone who has never heard of Jesus. He is a global entity. But recognizing Jesus’ name and knowing about him are different things. Jesus is the best-known person in history, He lived two millennia ago, and yet people are still discussing him. For some he is a historical character; for others he is a good teacher; others consider him a prophet; and hundreds of millions of Christians call him Lord.


[image: images] We look at this Son and see the God who cannot be seen. We look at this Son and see God’s original purpose in everything created. For everything, absolutely everything, above and below, visible and invisible, rank after rank after rank of angels—everything got started in him and finds its purpose in him. He was there before any of it came into existence and holds it all together right up to this moment.

Colossians 1:15–17 MSG



This is amazing considering he lived in a time with no mass communication, slow transportation, and only word of mouth to get word out. Yet, he is the founder of a church that operates in nearly every country of the world.

More books have been written about Jesus than about any other person. He has been the subject of plays, novels, nonfiction books, movies, articles, sermons, and more. People dedicate their lives to him and work in careers that are rooted in his teaching.

This book is an effort to help people know a little more about Jesus. It is designed to be an indispensable guide to Jesus. That’s not to say what follows is a complete work of Jesus’ life. It is not. Personal bookshelves hold scores of books dealing with Jesus. If all the pages were counted, they would number in the tens of thousands—maybe more.

Still, the book has value. An attempt has been made to touch on the key elements about Jesus and his work. Some of the topics that follow deserve books of their own. This book can be read bit by bit and referred to in the future. The specialized language of the theologians has been done away with. This is a look at Jesus in simple, straightforward language.

Bible verses are drawn from several major English translations. Each chapter ends with a set of questions to keep the mental juices flowing. It is hoped this book opens doors of thought for you and becomes a handy reference.
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Discovering Jesus in the Pages of the Bible

 

The New Testament is a compilation of books that reveal Jesus and his times. It is through the four Gospels that we learn the most about Jesus.
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How the Bible Reveals Jesus

[image: images]

How do you define popularity? Is a woman popular because she is the topic of a thousand conversations? Is a man popular because his name appears in newspapers and entertainment magazines? Few dispute that Jesus is the most discussed and written about individual to walk the planet. More books have been written about him than about anyone else.

The events surrounding Jesus took place two thousand years ago, at a time when there were no reporters, no news cameras, no documentary filmmakers to record his words and deeds. So how do we know what we know?

[image: images]

Almost every home in America has at least one Bible. Some have a dozen. For some, Bible reading is a daily activity; others never touch the book. Every year approximately 175,000 new books are published. This happens year after year, and yet no other book has eclipsed the Bible in importance or scope.


[image: images] Jesus provided far more God-revealing signs than are written down in this book. These are written down so you will believe that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God, and in the act of believing, have real and eternal life in the way he personally revealed it.

John 20:30–31 MSG

We proclaim to you what we have seen and heard, so that you also may have fellowship with us. And our fellowship is with the Father and with his Son, Jesus Christ.

1 John 1:3 NIV



Despite its appearance, the Bible is not really a book—it is a library. The Protestant Bible contains 66 individual books, written by 40 different authors, on three continents, over a period of 1,500 years. The authors used three languages: Hebrew, Aramaic, and Greek. There are 31,173 verses divided into 1,189 chapters totaling 774,746 words (the equivalent of nearly 10 novels). If all we knew about the Bible were think the Bible limited to those statistics, we might think the Bible to be a mishmash of contradictions, but it isn’t. Over the centuries, the Bible has shown itself to be accurate in everything it speaks about.

To the Christian mind, everything in the Bible points to Jesus. From the first book, Genesis, to the last book, Revelation. The ancient scholar and Bible translator Jerome put it this way: “Ignorance of the Scriptures is ignorance of Christ.”

[image: images]

The earliest reference to Jesus is found in the Bible’s first book. “He shall bruise you on the head, and you shall bruise him on the heel” (Genesis 3:15 NASB). Bible scholars have dubbed these few words the protoevangelion (“first gospel”). This short verse is a promise from God that a solution to the sin in the garden of Eden would be dealt with by a special person. That person was Jesus.

There are approximately four hundred references to Jesus in the Old Testament. (The Old Testament is the part of the Bible that deals with history up to the time of Jesus. The New Testament covers the life of Jesus and years following his ministry.) A reader can find references or allusions to Jesus in every book of the Bible. These references come in a variety of forms, from specific prophecies and direct mentions to more subtle foreshadowing.

The old saying “Hindsight is 20/20” has bearing here. We stand two millennia from the days Jesus walked the earth. We’re even further away from the earliest Bible writers who penned their portions of Scripture fifteen hundred years before Jesus. But standing where we do gives us an advantage. We can look back with greater insight. Old Testament passages do not reference Jesus by name but by his nature and actions. In fact, those four hundred or so references can be applied to only one person. Jesus alone fits the bill.

Fifteen hundred years ago, Saint Augustine said about the Old and New Testaments, “The New is in the Old contained; the Old is in the New explained.” The two parts of the Bible are hand and glove, each incomplete without the other.

In the Old Testament we see Jesus as active in creation (Genesis 1:26; compare to Colossians 1:16); as the promised Messiah (Isaiah 7:14); as dying on the cross (Psalm 22; Isaiah 53); as humanity’s redeemer (Job 19:25); as rising from the tomb (Psalm 16:10); and more.


[image: images] You have been taught the holy Scriptures from childhood, and they have given you the wisdom to receive the salvation that comes by trusting in Christ Jesus.

2 Timothy 3:15 NLT



The entire New Testament centers on Jesus and the church he founded. The first four books, called the Gospels, are biographical accounts of Jesus and his ministry. The book of Acts shows Jesus’ ascension and the growth of the church. The Epistles (epistle refers to a letter sent from writer to reader) provided guidance to the various churches based on Jesus’ life and teaching. The book of Revelation shows future events leading to Jesus’ second coming.

Although several ancient documents refer to Jesus, the Bible is our most complete source of information about him.

Theologian David S. Dockery said, “This overarching unity centers in Jesus Christ, who is the primary subject and key to interpretation of Holy Scripture.” Through eyewitness testimony, the Bible paints the picture of Jesus in great and historic detail.

Something to Ponder

[image: images]

The Bible has many parts: personal accounts, poetry, histories, letters from the apostles to the church, and more. Despite its many literary styles of multiple authors, writers who lived in very different times and under various circumstances, the Bible remains a single unit with a single message: The world needs a savior, and Jesus is the only one who fits the bill.

The Bible is our telescope and microscope to the person, nature, teaching, and works of Jesus Christ. Without it, we would know very little about Jesus. With it, we have more than we can possibly learn.

Final Thought

[image: images]

The pages of the Bible serve as our time machine. Its record of God’s work through his Son, Jesus, takes us on a journey of understanding—a journey that changes forever. All it takes to begin is to open the book and start with the New Testament Gospels.

Check Your Understanding

[image: images] The Bible is a library of how many books?

The Protestant Bible has sixty-six books—thirty-nine Old Testament books and twenty-seven New Testament books.

[image: images] Although the Bible was written by many writers, it has one primary subject. What is that subject?

The Bible covers many topics, but at its heart is a single individual: Jesus.

[image: images] The Bible has two major sections. What are those two sections?

The Old Testament and the New Testament. The first section begins with creation and continues until a few centuries before Jesus. The second section covers the life of Jesus and the early church.


What Makes the Gospels So Great?

[image: images]

Everything we know about Jesus comes from four New Testament books: the Gospels. Gospel means “good news.” In the pages of these four books, we learn of Jesus’ birth, miracles, ministry, enemies, sacrifice, death, burial, resurrection, and ascension. We see how he interacted with others, how he taught, what he taught, the love he showed, the strength he exhibited, and much more.

Four men undertook the task of writing down much of what Jesus did. We cannot discuss all that he did. It would be difficult to sum up everything in a single book. Still, what we have is amazing and inspiring.

[image: images]

Every writer wants a best seller, to have his books read everywhere. Today a best seller might be read by tens of thousands, and a top best seller might sell a few million copies. At some point, however, sales fall and the book goes out of print.

Four men—Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John—wrote short books that are read around the world and have been for two thousand years. What keeps readers coming back? The subject: Jesus, a subject they knew very well.


[image: images] It seemed good to me also, having had perfect understanding of all things from the very first, to write to you an orderly account, most excellent Theophilus, that you may know the certainty of those things in which you were instructed.

Luke 1:3–4 NKJV

This is the good news about Jesus Christ, the Son of God.

Mark 1:1 CEV



The Gospel writers were apostles or had an apostle associated with the work. The word apostle refers to someone sent on a mission. Jesus’ closest followers were later called apostles because they took the message of Jesus to the world.

Matthew was one of Jesus’ disciples and wrote from the point of view of and Luke had a different approach. Mark, who wrote the earliest Gospel, was not one of the twelve disciples. Most scholars agree with the tradition that states Mark’s Gospel is really Peter’s Gospel. Mark put the ink on the page, but he did so under the guidance of the apostle Peter. There are scores of clues in the book that point to Peter.

Luke, like Mark, was not one of the original disciples. He was a physician who became a believer and undertook a detailed research project to learn and compile a record of the life and work of Jesus. The result is the Gospel of Luke.

Points to Remember

[image: images]

Each Gospel has a unique point of view. Matthew and John wrote from three years of personal experience with Jesus. Mark told the story from the apostle Peter’s perspective, and Luke wrote his Gospel after extensive interviews and research. The result is a cohesive and vivid account of Jesus’ life.

Check Your Understanding

[image: images] What does the word gospel mean? Why is it important?

Gospel means “good news.” It refers to the message of Jesus’ life and sacrifice.

[image: images] There are four Gospels. What makes them different from one another?

Perspective. Each Gospel emphasizes different aspects of Jesus’ life. It’s more than one person’s point of view. The first three are similar in taking the same approach to the story of Jesus and are often called the Synoptic Gospels. Synoptic means “to see together.”John’s Gospel is very different.


Why We Can Trust the Gospels

[image: images]

“Almost our only sources of information about the personality of Jesus are derived from the four Gospels, all of which were certainly in existence a few decades after his death. He is a man. This part of the tale could not be invented.”

The above quote comes from H. G. Wells, author of eighty books and many shorter works. Although not necessarily friendly to Christian teaching, he did recognize the reliability of the Gospels. If we hope to understand Jesus, we must have a reliable source of information. The four Gospels provide an accurate portrayal of Jesus and his life.

[image: images]

Our world has taught us to be skeptics. In a time when we are bombarded with hundreds of marketing messages a day, it pays to be a bit of a skeptic. Life calls upon us to pass judgment on every bit of e-mail we receive, every circular that shows up in our mailboxes, and every commercial that comes over the radio or television. We size up the people we meet: Are they trustworthy? Should I be careful around them? Are they telling me the truth?


[image: images] Faith comes from hearing the message, and the message is heard through the word of Christ. But I ask: Did they not hear? Of course they did: “Their voice has gone out into all the earth, their words to the ends of the world.”

Romans 10:17–18 NIV

So many others have tried their hand at putting together a story of the wonderful harvest of Scripture and history that took place among us.

Luke 1:1 MSG



It’s natural for some to be skeptical about the accounts in the Gospels. After all, they contain some difncult-to-believe events: walking on water; raising the dead, performing miraculous cures, multiplying food meant for one person to feed thousands, and doing scores more trust-stretching acts. For some it is easier simply to deny the accounts than to believe they occurred.

Yet they cannot be ignored. Day after day they touch lives, bring comfort, and most of all reveal the unique person named Jesus. Can we trust those four books of the New Testament? The answer is yes, and here are a few reasons why.

First, we need to know that although the books are two thousand years old, there is no doubt about their authenticity. There exist more than five thousand manuscripts or pieces of manuscripts available for study. (This is true for much of the New Testament.) Scholars have compared these documents to one another and discovered that they are nearly identical in the stories they record and the ways in which they tell them. Why are there so many manuscripts? Because the early Christians had a hunger to know about Jesus. The Gospels were copied by hand repeatedly.

[image: images]

There is more evidence for the reliability of the Gospels than for any other ancient document. For example, there are only twenty copies of Annals, a text written by Tacitus around the same time the Gospel books were being written. And the oldest extant copy of Annals was penned a thousand years from the date the original was written. Similar things can be said about Caesar’s Gallic War (only ten copies available); Pliny the Younger’s History (seven manuscripts); and Aristotle (at most five copies of any single work). When you read a contemporary translation of the Gospels, you can do so knowing that the weight of thousands of manuscripts has guaranteed you have an accurate rendering of what was written in the first century.

The character of the writers plays an important role in the veracity of the Gospels. Tradition tells us that John was the only disciple to die a natural death; the rest were martyred in one hideous fashion or another. By writing the Gospels, they put their lives on the line even more. The early church was brutally persecuted. Writing the life of Jesus made them larger targets.

The writers also included material that embarrassed them or made them look foolish. Events such as Peter’s denial, Thomas’s doubt, and the bickering over who would be first in the kingdom of God are not the kinds of things most writers would record about themselves.

The Gospels are historically accurate. They mention names like Herod and Pilate; places like Jerusalem, Bethlehem, and many others; events like the census that forced Mary and Joseph to travel to Bethlehem, and much more. These names, places, and events have been verified many times over.


[image: images] This disciple is the one who told all of this. He wrote it, and we know he is telling the truth.

John 21:24 CEV



Other writers near the time when the Gospels were written and being spread throughout the known world quoted from the books without hesitation.

If the Gospels are accurate and truthful about persons, places, and events, that can be easily verified. Doesn’t it make sense to think they are accurate about the other events they record?

A great deal of research has shown time and again that the Gospels are trustworthy and to be believed. They provide a clear view of Jesus, a view we can trust and believe in.

Something to Ponder

[image: images]

Mark Twain quipped, “It ain’t those parts of the Bible that I can’t understand that bother me, it is the parts that I do understand.” The critics of the Gospels often fall into this camp. Let’s face it: the message of Jesus is demanding on the believer. It requires facing ourselves with a new light, and that can be uncomfortable. Truth is often that way.

To believe the accounts in the Gospels means believing in a need for forgiveness, a need for a Savior’s sacrifice, a belief in miracles, and a belief that God works in our lives today.

Final Thought

[image: images]

Who believes the Gospel accounts? The educated and those with little education; executives and laborers; teachers and students; engineers and scientists; craftsmen and artists; young and old; and people from every nationality and country. People from every area of life have learned that the Gospels are trustworthy.

Check Your Understanding

[image: images] How does the character of the Gospel writers help us trust their writing?

Considering the cost the writers paid to be Christians during the persecution helps us understand how committed they were to the truth. If they didn’t believe what they wrote, then it would make no sense to endure such hardship.

[image: images] How does the historical accuracy of the Gospels prove the books to be reliable?

If the Gospels contained many inaccuracies about people, places, and events, then it would open the doors of doubt about the rest of their material.

[image: images] Why does it matter that there are so many manuscripts available for the Gospels?

Having more than five thousand manuscripts, pieces of manuscripts, quotations in other works, etc., enables scholars to compare writings and demonstrate that the Gospels we have today are the same as those written two thousand years ago.


Gospel Differences

[image: images]

Once, it was popular among the wealthy to have their portraits painted. It doesn’t take an art scholar’s eye to see that portraits of the same individual differ from one another when painted by different artists. These differences come about because no two artists see things the same. The Gospels are portraits, with each author an artist committed to emphasizing some aspect of Jesus. Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John set out to portray Jesus and did so with great accuracy and skill. The Gospels were not meant to be identical. Just the opposite. They were meant to emphasize different facets of Jesus’ life.

[image: images]

Each Gospel writer set out to achieve a specific goal and emphasized what he thought would be the most instructive for his readers. Let’s have a look at those differences.

The book of Matthew shows Jesus as a King. The ancient Jews expected a Messiah who would lead them to political and spiritual freedom. Jesus is that Messiah. Matthew’s account highlights Jesus’ teaching and contains more of his sermons than any other Gospel. Matthew relied heavily on the Old Testament, directly quoting or alluding to approximately 125 passages. Matthew wanted us to hear Jesus.


[image: images] We have the word of the prophets made more certain, and you will do well to pay attention to it, as to a light shining in a dark place, until the day dawns and the morning star rises in your hearts. Above all, you must understand that no prophecy of Scripture came about by the prophet’s own interpretation. For prophecy never had its origin in the will of man, but men spoke from God as they were carried along by the Holy Spirit.

2 Peter 1:19–21 NIV



The book of Mark, however, shows Jesus as a suffering servant. Mark is the shortest of the Gospels and probably the first one written. Mark emphasizes Jesus’ actions, recording eighteen miracles but only four parables. Much of the Gospel focuses on the Passion Week—the eight days from Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem to the resurrection. Mark wanted us to watch Jesus.

Luke shows Jesus as the perfect Man and lays out the universal appeal of Jesus’ message, often referring to sinners and outcasts. Luke is fact-based and shows more history about Jesus and his work. Luke emphasized the personal side of the gospel. Luke wanted us to see the personal Jesus.

John’s Gospel is unique, emphasizing Jesus as God’s divine Son. John did things differently. For example, he didn’t mention Jesus’ birth or lineage but did show the preexistent Jesus at creation. John wanted us to see the divinity of Jesus.

Myth Buster

[image: images]

Some state that the Bible is filled with contradictions. These people often point to the Gospels, saying parallel accounts contain variations. These are not contradictions. Each Gospel writer set out to paint a portrait of Jesus that highlighted certain aspects of his nature and work and stressed a particular lesson.

Check Your Understanding

[image: images] Do we really need four Gospels? Wouldn’t one larger Gospel have been better?

Having four Gospels is an advantage. One longer Gospel would not allow us to experience the many layers of Jesus and his teaching. In this case, more is better.

[image: images] What is the advantage of seeing an account from different perspectives?

Different perspectives allow us to see Jesus from different points of view. The writers present a unified story but with different insights, and the variations let us see the many facets of the gospel message.


The Men Who Wrote the Gospels

[image: images]

The Bible is both a supernatural and a human book. Human authors wrote under inspiration a book that has never been matched. No other work carries the deep insight, the moral teaching, and the obvious fingerprint of the divine. Often called the Word of God, the Bible came to be through human writers, each with a history, and each with a story of his own. Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John are household names. Known for their association with Jesus and the early church, they should also be remembered as the most read writers in history. Just who were these men?

[image: images]

Matthew, also called Levi, was a tax collector. No one likes to see the tax collector coming, but in Jesus’ day, the stigma was far worse. People loathed tax collectors, not because they took hard-earned money from the citizens but because they turned most of the money over to Rome. A Jew collecting taxes from other Jews to give to an oppressive, occupying nation like Rome was considered the lowest work a man could do. Tax collectors made their money by adding a surplus to the tax. That was Matthew’s place in society: despised, avoided, his only friends other tax collectors.


[image: images] Passing along, Jesus saw a man at his work collecting taxes. His name was Matthew. Jesus said, “Come along with me.” Matthew stood up and followed him.

Matthew 9:9 MSG

Only Luke is with me. Get Mark and bring him with you, for he is useful in my ministry.

2 Timothy 4:11–12 NRSV



Matthew 9:9 tells how Jesus saw Matthew sitting in the tax collector’s booth, approached him, and uttered two words, “Follow Me” (NKJV). Matthew did. He became one of the twelve men chosen to follow Jesus. An interesting tidbit: Matthew mentioned coins more often than did any other Gospel writer, something natural for a former tax collector.

Mark is most likely John Mark (again a man with two names). In the Gospels, we learn that he lived with his mother, Mary. It appears that Mary was a woman of some wealth and owned a home large enough for Jesus and the disciples to celebrate the Last Supper. Other meetings were held there (Acts 12:12). When the mob came to arrest Jesus, a young man followed, and many think that man was Mark. The arrest came late at night. In his haste to see what happened to Jesus, the young man covered himself with a linen sheet. He was nearly captured.

Mark would join Paul and his cousin Barnabas on a missionary trip but leave before it was over. He eventually would go on other mission trips. Sometime later he became associated with Peter. The apostle called him “my son” (1 Peter 5:13). It was during this time that Mark wrote his Gospel under the direction of Peter.

[image: images]

Luke wrote two New Testament books: the Gospel of Luke and the book of Acts. The Gospel of Luke covers the life and ministry of Jesus; Acts reveals events of the early church. In Acts Luke recounted the missionary journeys of Paul. In some of those accounts he switched from third person (Paul sailed to …) to first person (We sailed to …), indicating Luke accompanied Paul on some of the trips.

Called the “beloved physician” (Colossians 4:14), Luke gave some of the most detailed accounts of Jesus’ activities. His writing style shows that he was an educated man. He was the academic of the Gospel writers.

John not only wrote the Gospel of John but also three epistles (letters) and the book of Revelation, a record of a vision he received while exiled on the island of Patmos. He and his older brother James (as well as several other disciples) were fishermen and worked for their father, Zebedee. John was an insightful man who expressed himself in simple terms. He wrote in the simplest Greek, and his Christian motto was, “Children, love one another.”

He was also a man of courage. After Jesus’ arrest, he was the only disciple willing to follow him to the cross. John was one of the first to hear of Jesus’ resurrection, and he and Peter were the first to examine the empty tomb.

Although John wrote simply, his writing is profound. His Gospel stands apart from the others in tone, content, and approach. He, Peter, and James made up the “inner circle” of the disciples, the closest of the close. He never referred to himself by name in his Gospel, but did call himself “the disciple whom Jesus loved” (21:7 NIV).


[image: images] Peter and John answered, “Do you think God wants us to obey you or to obey him? We cannot keep quiet about what we have seen and heard.”

Acts 4:19–20 CEV



Of all the disciples, only John died a natural death. All the others died while continuing the ministry of Jesus. That isn’t to say John had it easy. He suffered under persecution and was exiled, but nonetheless he outlived all his friends and companions.

Something to Ponder

[image: images]

The four Gospels are accounts written by men who couldn’t be more different: Matthew, a tax collector; Mark, a travel companion to Barnabas, Paul, and later Peter; Luke, a physician moved to write a comprehensive biography of Jesus; and John, a plainspoken fisherman. Two, Matthew and John, were part of the chosen Twelve; two, Mark and Luke, were not. Matthew, Mark, and John were Jewish; Luke was Gentile. Matthew was an outcast; Luke was a respected member of society.

The backgrounds of the Gospel writers show how the message of Jesus cuts across social lines, education, and personal history. It is open to everyone.

Final Thought

[image: images]

What can be said about the Gospels can be said about the entire Bible: It was written by real people to real people to help us live godly lives in a real world. It is all there for the reading.

Check Your Understanding

[image: images] Does it matter that the Gospels were written by common men instead of by religious or political leaders?

There is no doubt God inspired men from different walks of life and different experiences to pen the Gospels. It is easier to relate to people who have been through similar or greater trials.

[image: images] Does the particular background of one of the Gospel writers appeal to you more than the others’?

Each Gospel emphasizes different aspects of Jesus and his ministry. One Gospel may resonate with us more, but all were written for our benefit. The story of Jesus’ life is incomplete without all four Gospels.

[image: images] Why do you suppose the writers went through the trouble of producing the Gospels?

For them and all Christians, the story of Jesus is the most important story ever told. Not to share it would be a crime.


The Land and People of Jesus’ Day

[image: images]

The land and time Jesus lived in would strike most of us as unusual and unsettling. It was a difficult period filled with hard work and uncertainty. Yet Jesus was not born into that land by mistake; it was part of God’s plan. To understand Jesus’ ministry, we need to know a little about the land and people of his day. These people followed him, came to him for help, and listened to his sermons. Some were the people who would challenge him, mock him, and ultimately hang him on a cross.

[image: images]

Most people were farmers, herdsmen, or craftsmen. They worked hard and received by our standards very little for it. Wealth was confined to a few landowners. The rest of the people lived in simple, one-room mud homes, working the fields or crafts during the day.

Everything revolved around family, worship, and work. The Jews instilled their beliefs into everything, taking great pains to rear children who knew the Mosaic laws. However, even religion provided oppression. Many religious laws made life difficult, and several powerful sects competed for influence over the masses.


[image: images] He was chosen before the creation of the world, but was revealed in these last times for your sake. Through him you believe in God, who raised him from the dead and glorified him, and so your faith and hope are in God.

1 Peter 1:20–21 NIV

When the people saw the sign that he had done, they began to say, “This is indeed the prophet who is to come into the world.”

John 6:14 NRSV



Many people spoke up to three languages: Aramaic (a language similar to Hebrew) served as the daily language; Greek was the business language; and because of the Roman presence, Latin was spoken.

Rome ruled with a heavy hand, levied steep taxes, and did things offensive to first-century Jews, such as controlling activities at the temple. Uprisings were common. Groups were formed for the express purpose of killing Romans. Pontius Pilate, who would be governor during Jesus’ ministry, hated Jews, and Jews returned the sentiment. History records an event in which Pilate ordered the slaughter of a group of Samaritans.

Still, Rome did bring roads, security, and law to the land, but at a price. The hatred would reach the boiling point in AD 70 when Rome destroyed the temple and much of Jerusalem, killing tens of thousands.

As difficult a time and land as it was, Jesus operated his ministry there, and he forever changed the world.

Take It to Heart

[image: images]

We do not choose where we are born. In free countries, we make changes in our lives and improve our situations. Jesus did something different. He sought no wealth, no improvement of his condition. Instead, he chose to improve the lives of others by offering a spiritual strength found only in him.

Check Your Understanding

[image: images] Why do you suppose God chose such a unique time in history for Jesus’ arrival?

It was the perfect place and time. Rome made travel easy with its extensive roads; Greek provided a common language. The people were ready for a Messiah to teach them what God truly wants.

[image: images] Do you think Jesus’ ministry would have spread faster if he had been wealthy?

No. The people then, as now, needed a Savior they could relate to. Jesus was one of them. Like many, he would suffer at the hands of the Romans.


Jesus’ Arrival

 

At Christmas, people around the world celebrate the arrival of Jesus and have done so for two thousand years. The way he arrived teaches us a great deal about him.

 

[image: images]
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Jesus Before His Birth

[image: images]

It is a difficult concept for many to grasp, but Jesus existed before his birth. Sounds odd, but it is nonetheless true. When Christians speak of the preexistence of Jesus, they mean that he existed in the eternal past. In short, there was never a time when Jesus was not. The Bible holds many passages about Jesus before his birth, and Jesus himself claimed an eternal existence. The life of Jesus does not begin with his birth; he has no beginning.

[image: images]

Theologian Herschel Hobbs said, “The story of the life of Jesus Christ did not begin in Nazareth or Bethlehem but in eternity. It is true that Jesus of Nazareth was God; it is even more correct to say that God became Jesus of Nazareth.”

The preexistence of Jesus is one of the most important doctrines. The deity of Jesus rests on it. The virgin birth is unique in history, but it is not what made Jesus the Savior. His teaching, healing, and sacrifice make sense only if he was truly God incarnate.


[image: images] By him all things were created: things in heaven and on earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones or powers or rulers or authorities; all things were created by him and for him. He is before all things, and in him all things hold together.

Colossians 1:16–17 NIV

The Bread of God came down out of heaven and is giving life to the world.

John 6:33 MSG



One thing that makes the Gospel of John distinctive is how he began his work. He did not start with the birth of Jesus, as did Matthew and Luke. He began before time. John 1:1 reads, “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God” (NKJV).

It is almost impossible to understand, but God took on flesh. John said it this way: “The Word became flesh and dwelt among us, and we beheld His glory, the glory as of the only begotten of the Father, full of grace and truth” (John 1:14 NKJV).

Many passages show Jesus as Creator. Jesus claimed preexistence: “I didn’t come from heaven to do what I want! I came to do what the Father wants me to do. He sent me” (John 6:38 CEV). If we trust him in other things, we must also trust him in this.

Final Thought

[image: images]

Although he was God in the flesh, he was every bit human. He felt cold and heat; he hungered and thirsted; he needed sleep; he felt pain; he laughed and wept. Jesus left behind greater things than can be found on this earth, but he found us worth it.

Check Your Understanding

[image: images] Does it really matter that Jesus has existed eternally?

Yes. His preexistence is evidence of his deity, authority, and qualification to be Lord and Savior.

[image: images] Does it matter that we don’t fully understand how Jesus can be God in the flesh?

No. We have sufficient information, but we will probably never fully understand. Some things are beyond human comprehension. Most of us do not understand the details of how electricity is generated, transmitted to our homes, and made available with the flip of a switch, but still we do not hesitate to turn on the lights.


What He Left Behind to Come Here

[image: images]

The new pastor had left a beautiful small town near the ocean to take a church in the desert. One of the parishioners, while on vacation, traveled through the pastor’s former community. When he returned he approached the minister after church and described how he had traveled to where the pastor had lived. He paused and then asked, “Are you crazy? Why would you leave that place for the desert?” We might be forgiven for harboring the same thought when considering what Jesus left behind to come to earth.

[image: images]

Jesus’ leaving heaven is like a painter becoming a brushstroke on his painting, or a playwright becoming a character in his own play. For some it is easier to imagine putting all the oceans in a teacup or trapping the atmosphere in a bottle than it is to understand that God would take on human form and walk this planet.


[image: images] Think of yourselves the way Christ Jesus thought of himself. He had equal status with God but didn’t think so much of himself that he had to cling to the advantages of that status no matter what. Not at all. When the time came, he set aside the privileges of deity and took on the status of a slave, became human! Having become human, he stayed human. It was an incredibly humbling process. He didn’t claim special privileges. Instead, he lived a selfless, obedient life and then died a selfless, obedient death—and the worst kind of death at that—a crucifixion.

Philippians 2:5–8 MSG



Jesus left behind many things to visit this world. First, he left the glory of heaven. We know very little about what heaven looks like. We know it is inhabited by God, his angels, and believers who have died. Revelation describes it as a beautiful place (21:1–22:7). Trying to describe it properly is beyond human language.

By coming to earth as a human, Jesus took on certain limitations and weaknesses. For example, the timeless One became bound by time, by the passing of day and night. Formerly, he was above time, unaffected by its passing. On earth time ticked by for him as it does for all of us.

God is described as being omnipresent—present everywhere at all times (Psalm 139:7–12). There is no place in heaven or on earth a person can go where God is not. During his earthly ministry, Jesus was bound by our three spatial dimensions.

He also took on basic human needs for food, rest, warmth, shelter, and more. In heaven he had no such needs, but on earth he felt hunger and thirst, weariness, and emotional and physical pain.

Take It to Heart

[image: images]

Christ uncrowned himself,” William Dyer wrote, “to crown us, and put off his robes to put on our rags.” Jesus made great sacrifices for us. He left behind glorious things so he could take us in. There is much to admire about our planet; there is much to look forward to in heaven.

Check Your Understanding

[image: images] When we think of Jesus’ sacrifices we usually think of the cross, but he made many others. What do those sacrifices teach us?

His sacrifices show the strength of his love for humanity. The highest sacrifice is the cross, but we shouldn’t overlook all that he left behind.

[image: images] If someone said, “Love isn’t defined by what we give, but by what we give up,” would you agree?

There is certainly some truth in that. Love is expressed in the giving of ourselves, but it is also demonstrated by what we’re willing to give up for someone else.




End of sample
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