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The Gospel and Acts

The Gospels and Acts present the best historic and theological interpretation of the Life of Jesus Christ available to people in the modern world. On the one hand, the Gospels are a straightforward telling of the life of Jesus of Nazareth. Two of the Gospels describe his birth. All four Gospels describe his life and ministry, including teaching, healing, and miracles. Every Gospel gives a detailed reporting of the final week of Jesus’ life, including a clear description of his crucifixion and a proclamation of his resurrection. Luke alone wrote a two volume work that proclaims the result of the ascension of Jesus by describing the work of the Holy Spirit through the apostles in the years following Jesus’ resurrection.

On the other hand, the Gospels and Acts are a complex collection of written records that describe the life and ministry of Jesus with different emphases. While many parts are identical, some parts of the Gospels appear to be in tension with other parts. The first three Gospels are very similar while the fourth is quite distinct. While the Gospels report much of Jesus’ life, they are not mere biographies of Jesus. They proclaim the meaning of His life and resurrection through the reporting of the events therein. The process by which Jesus’ actions and words came to be written in the form we know in the Gospels is rather complex. Jesus spoke in Aramaic yet the Gospels are all recorded in Greek. The Gospels and Acts require careful analysis to be understood most accurately.

This volume is intended to guide the reader through the major themes and complexities of the Gospels and Acts. The first chapter introduces the historical context into which Jesus was born. Each of the Gospels is then assessed in three chapters. The first chapter is more academic, giving theological or historical background to either the process by which the Gospels came to be written or the comparison between the Gospels. The second chapter provides an overview of the Gospel, and the third chapter takes a major theme or section of the Gospel and addresses it more specifically. This section is designed to be used as an independent Bible study guide to that portion of the Gospel. Since all four Gospels report very similar accounts of the last week of Jesus’ life, they have been combined into one section entitled “The Passion of Christ.” Likewise, since Luke and Acts were originally written as a two volume set, the introductory chapter to Acts is found in the section on the Gospel of Luke.

May this volume be used to spur people on to a greater knowledge and love of Jesus Christ, the central character in the Gospels and Acts. 

Chapter 1: The Historical Background to the Gospels and Acts

In what kind of world did Jesus grow up?

In order to understand the message of the Gospels and Acts, it is important to understand something about the historical setting in which they were written. The life of Jesus accomplished salvation for people of all times and from every nation. Yet this great act of salvation, recorded inerrantly by the gospel writers, took place in a particular time and a particular place. Jesus ministered in Palestine in the first part of the first century. What religious, cultural, and political issues informed the world in which he lived? What were the major debates of His day? Against what ideologies was Jesus preaching in his time? A survey of the Jewish and Roman backgrounds of first century Israel will help us understand the message and ministry of Jesus of Nazareth.

Jewish Background: History
Jesus lived one millennium after the establishment of the nation of Israel by King Saul, six centuries after the fall of that kingdom to the Babylonians, and four centuries after the last event recorded in the Hebrew Bible. The golden era of Israel began under the leadership of her greatest Kings, David and Solomon. During that era Israel was wealthy, expanding, and independent of the control of other nations. That era, however, was very short. By 920 BC Israel had been split because of  internal conflict. Two centuries later, after many years of fighting with enemies both within and without, the Northern Kingdom of Israel fell to the kingdom of Assyria. Her citizens were deported and never returned. In 586 BC, the Southern Kingdom of Israel, Judah, fell finally to Nebuchadnezzar and the conquering Babylonian army. They were deported to Babylon, where they would spend seventy years in captivity outside of the promised land. This was all part of God’s judgment for Israel’s idolatry. God’s restoration of Israel began in 538 BC when Persia conquered Babylon and sent a group of Israelites back to Jerusalem with support to rebuild the temple. A century later, the wall surrounding Jerusalem was rebuilt under the leadership of Nehemiah. The restoration of God’s people after their captivity had begun, but only in part. With the prophecy of Malachi around 400 BC, the era of OT prophets closed. No inspired writings were composed again until the beginning of the New Era.

The closing of the Old Testament canon did not mean that nothing happened during the next 400 years. Many events worthy of note occurred and were recorded by Jewish and secular writers. The Persian Empire which conquered Babylon in 538 ruled for about two centuries. Their empire reached its peak under Darius (514-486 BC) but began its decline under Xerxes (486-465). He attacked and conquered Athens, but was defeated by the Greeks at sea. His luxurious court and high taxes began to overextend the resources of Persia. Artexerxes (465-424) faced two revolts in Egypt. Persia steadily declined until they were conquered by Greece in 334 BC.

Alexander the Great conquered vast territories for Greece but died young in 323 BC, reportedly depressed that there were no more worlds left to conquer. His vast kingdom was divided among his 4 generals, whose successors would fight over the coming centuries to establish their particular kingdoms and areas of influence. The Ptolemies ruled in Egypt and the Seleucids in Syria after the breakup of Alexander’s kingdom. Jerusalem is located between these two kingdoms and was a point of contention between the two of them. Jerusalem was primarily under the jurisdiction of the Ptolemies for the first 150 years after the death of Alexander and then was taken over by the Seleucids. 

One important consequence of Alexander’s conquests was the process of Hellenization. As the Greek empire expanded, Greek culture spread with it. This included language, education, culture, and religion. Throughout the Greek empire politicians and business leaders were required to learn the Greek language. Centers for education were established where the Greek classics were taught. Gymnasiums were established with their sports and training centers. Temples were established for Greek gods. This process of Hellenization was received in various way, even among Jews. Many considered the spread of the Greek language and education to be progress. This development and advancement of civilization was considered to be a benefit to be pursued. Some Jews received these changes and simply filtered out the parts, like polytheism, that they considered offensive. Jews in Alexandria developed a great center of learning after the pattern of the Greek philosophers. Other Jews considered the entire process of Hellenization to be a compromise of their faith. Studying pagan philosophers, wrestling naked in the gymnasium, and speaking a language other than Hebrew was an affront to their self-understanding and was resisted fully. The Hasides, from the Hebrew word meaning “holy”, were the leaders of those who resisted Hellenism and all its changes. To this day, the root word can be heard in the term “Hasidic” Jews, those who hold on to orthodox traditions and are very resistant to modern changes. These matters come from the conviction that they are set apart to be “holy.”

The desire to be separate from Greek influence became especially poignant in the first part of the second century BC. Antiochus Epiphanes was eager to re-take land from the Ptolemaic realm in Egypt. After an unsuccessful battle against Egypt, in which the rising power of Rome forced him to retreat, he returned home to Syria in an especially bad mood. He discovered upon returning to Jerusalem that the Jews had removed his high priest and placed their own in power. They had acted upon a false rumor that Antiochus had died in battle and would pay dearly for this mistake. In response Antiochus deposed their high priest, killed many Jews, and offered a pig upon the altar in the most holy place. This act was not simply mean spirited. It was an attempt to force the Jews to become Hellenized. However, it produced the opposite effect. It united Jews of all kinds to resist him and in the coming years led the Jews to rebel in what came to be known as the Maccabean revolt (167 BC). This revolt was led by Mattathias and his son, Judas Maccabeus, who died in battle in 160 BC. A decade of battles led to the re-establishment of some religious freedom for the Jews. They cleansed and re-dedicated the temple and expelled Syrian troops from Jerusalem. Continued fighting, political maneuvering, and negotiations led to limited Jewish independence in 142 BC.

The Hasmoneans took the role of acting as the defenders of the Jewish people. They represented the Jews in political negotiations with the Syrian, Ptolemaic, and eventually Roman leaders. However, in the process, they alienated the Hasides, who felt the Hasmoneans were too quick to compromise with worldly powers. For example, the Hasmoneans appointed from among themselves each successive high priest. He was not required to be from among the sons of Zadok, as Jewish tradition (the Old Testament) required. The Hasides considered this a spiritual compromise for the sake of political expediency.

It is likely that during this period the Qumran community was founded. This community is known today because their collection of scrolls was found in 1947 in the area of the Dead Sea. This Jewish community emphasized that the sons of Zadok were the only ones who could truly serve as high priests and in their writings called the high priest in Jerusalem “the wicked priest.” They represented an extreme form of Hasides.

This limited independence of Jerusalem lasted until 63 BC, when Jerusalem was conquered by Pompey. Herod the great, the one mentioned in Matthew 2, ruled from 40 BC until just after the birth of Jesus. He was a cruel but effective ruler. He helped rebuild the temple, not out of religious conviction, but out of political shrewdness. He was succeeded by his 4 sons, including Herod Antipas, who was mentioned in Luke 3 and Matthew 14. Archalaeus, one of the four, was eventually replaced by Pontius Pilate.

After the life of Jesus, the key event in Judea that related to the Gospels and Acts was the fall of Jerusalem. In 66 AD Rome required a tax from the temple of 17 talents. This pushed an already burdened people over the edge. They already paid taxes to Rome, but considered this new tax on their tithe a sacrilege. They refused to pay and the tension with Rome escalated. In 70 AD Rome sent Vespasian to take Jerusalem. He laid siege to the city for 5 months. During the siege he was called home to Rome to become emperor and his son, Titus, completed the conquest of Jerusalem. The temple was destroyed by the Roman army just as it had been destroyed by the Babylonian conquerors six centuries earlier. In fact, it was at this time that the land was re-named Palestine, literally meaning “land of the Philistines.” In doing so Rome was attempting to declare that God’s great act of salvation accomplished in Israel had never really occurred. They wrote history as if the Jews had never existed and God had never intervened in history to save His people. 

The Jews did not disappear, of course, but dispersed to other countries. They completely adapted to having the synagogue as the center of their religious life. A series of councils from 80-90 AD were held in Jamnia which determined what would become “normative” Judaism. It was from this base that Rabbinic Judaism would develop. Also at this time Judaism was responding to the rising threat of the new Jewish sect, Christianity. These councils made it clear that those who professed faith in Jesus would be excluded from Judaism. 

During the reign of Trajan there were additional Jewish uprisings in Egypt, North Africa, Cyprus, Mesopotamia. In 135 AD one final revolt by the Jews was led by Barcochba (son of the stars) against Rome. His rhetoric was popular among Jews but required declaring that their leader was the Messiah. Christian Jews could not make such an affirmation and so were persecuted by non-Christian Jews. At this point the separation between Christian Jews and Jews became final. The result of this failed revolt was that Rome forbade Jews from entering Jerusalem. From a human point of view, the judgment against Jerusalem was complete.

Jewish Background: Social Groups

The Jewish historian Josephus wrote towards the end of the first century AD to explain and defend Jewish culture to his Roman patrons. In Antiquities he described several different groups of Jews, many of which we meet in the New Testament. The Pharisees were the “separate ones” who strictly followed the law. They believed in predestination, immortality, the resurrection of the dead, angels and demons, all the Scriptures, including the law, prophets, and the writings, and the oral tradition of the Talmud. This Talmud claimed to be the words God gave Moses at Mount Sinai that were not recorded in the Pentateuch. The Pharisees were likely the successors to the Hasides of the previous centuries. Matthew 22:34-36 captures their typical approach to life: “What is the Greatest commandment?” Pharisees were highly concerned with matters of the law and the correct understanding and interpretation of it.

More radical than the Pharisees, but along the same lines, were the Essenes. They led a strict and regimented life and did not marry. They did not hold private property and withdrew from society. They were similar in character to Christian monks of later centuries. The Qumran community was likely an Essene group. Some scholars speculate that John the Baptist may have come from an Essene background.

On the other side of the spectrum were the Sadducees. They were politically oriented and held power in their community. The Sadducees were the successors of the Hasmoneans. Theologically, they were somewhat the opposite of Pharisees. They only regarded the Pentateuch as authoritative. They didn’t necessarily reject the rest of the Hebrew Scriptures but put the Pentateuch so far above the other writings that they became secondary. By stating that the Pentateuch was the only certain source of doctrine, the rest of the Hebrew Scriptures were not fully trusted. They denied angels, demons, and the resurrection. Matthew 22:23-24 captures their skepticism when they attempted to trap Jesus with a question about the resurrection. 

More radical than the Sadducees, but along the same line, were the zealots. They refused to pay taxes and were ready to take up arms against Rome. Since Rome was the great opponent to true Judaism, they were willing to give their lives for the purity of Judaism. One of Jesus’ disciples was a zealot.

Josephus refers to a group of Jews that he calls the Scribes and Rabbis. These are those Jews who wrote and copied the law. Not every community had their own copy of the scrolls to use in synagogue worship. A class of people developed who would copy the law for use in the synagogue. In the process of copying the law, they obviously came to know its details very well. It is thus not surprising that many of the Scribes became Rabbis and teachers of the law. They knew the contents of the law so well they naturally became the ones who taught and explained it. It should be noted that as they copied the law, they often found it important to copy the marginal notes, particularly when dealing with the Targum or the Septuagint, or when copying the scroll from a well known Rabbi. These notes in some cases became incorporated into later generations of the text. It is difficult in some manuscripts to determine what is “text” and what is “commentary.” Most Rabbis continued in their secular profession while leading their community in religious practice.

Josephus also refers to the Diaspora, those Jews who lived outside of Judea, but who were still committed to their historic religion and culture. Among Diaspora Jews, there were both Hellenistic and Hebraic Jews. To consider the scope of Judaism, think of the difference between Jews who had always lived in Palestine and Jews who had lived for centuries outside of Palestine without a Temple. Consider in both groups the varieties of approaches to speaking Greek and accepting various elements of Greek culture. Some parts of Jewish culture were more rigid, while other parts were more flexible.

One other group referred to by Josephus were the general people, perhaps what was referred to earlier in Judaism as “the people of the land.” These were the common people, common Jews, who worked on the land and were not involved in all the high political and economic issues of their day. This may have made them appear to be less strict in bringing offerings to the temple or perhaps lax in the way they adhered to the laws and traditions of their religion. This could be the people referred to in the NT as “sinners,” a label used by religious leaders to refer to those who appeared to be irreverent in the practice of their religion.

All of these groups are found among the Jews of the New Testament. It is vital to observe that, while being quite diverse, they all had a very legitimate claim to be Jews. No one group could legitimately say, at least from a sociological point of view, that they alone were Jews. All of these groups of people considered themselves truly and properly Jewish. Of course, they may have considered other groups more, or less, faithful to true Judaism. But all these groups were truly Jewish. Furthermore, among the followers of Jesus, we do find Jews from basically all of these groups. Jesus did not align himself with one of the existing forms of Judaism. He lived out the truest expression of ideal Judaism and proclaimed that expression in His gospel. Perhaps elements from all the groups are represented in Him. This observation may serve as a cautionary warning to those who would divide the followers of Christ into factions and determine which single faction is exclusively “Christian.”

Jewish Background: Synagogue Worship

Jewish worship was fundamentally transformed at the time of the New Testament. Theologically, the reasons for this will be addressed in the chapter on eschatology. Sociologically, however, the reasons can be seen in the political transition that began in the exile. One of the founding pillars of Judaism was worship in the Temple, the place God promised to show Moses. Jerusalem was conquered by David and established as the holy site by Solomon. Temple worship centered around daily, weekly, monthly, and annual sacrifices. Worshippers brought sacrifices to the temple to practice their religion. They also celebrated the three main feasts, Passover, Pentecost, and tabernacles, at the Temple in Jerusalem. Worshippers would gather at the temple to hear the Scriptures read and to reaffirm the covenant at these feasts. Therefore, the destruction of the temple by Nebuchadnezzar and again six centuries later by Titus were major blows to Jewish self-understanding.

However, beginning in the exile, an alternative to temple worship began to develop. This was not an official pronouncement, but a natural development by a people in exile. Jews began to meet locally in smaller groups for worship. Eventually they built community centers for these meetings. By the time of the New Testament, synagogue worship had developed into a fairly standard form. The service was led by elders and began with a blessing and a lifting of the hands. The designated leader stood to read from the law or the prophets and sat down to preach. The reading was followed by singing of the psalms, and a sermon from the text read, often connected to the psalm. The service was concluded with a benediction. The reading and sermon was the center of the synagogue service. It was not uncommon for a visitor to be asked to expound the text that was read. During the week, the synagogue served as a center for the Jewish community, where justice was administered, politics were discussed and decided, and education was provided. It was also where funerals were conducted. The synagogue pattern for worship was copied in early Christian practice. The only change was that the reading from the Torah was replaced by or supplemented by a reading from the gospels and the epistles.
Jewish Background: Language
This brief history of Judaism reveals the multi-lingual context of the first century Judaism. Historically, Jews read and spoke Hebrew. Many traditional Jews could still read Hebrew, but even traditional Jews of first century Palestine spoke Aramaic. Aramaic, a Semitic language related to Hebrew, was the court language of Babylon. Beginning in the Babylonian captivity, Jews began to speak Aramaic. Even after the exile the majority of Jews did not return immediately to Judea. Many remained in Babylon and continued to function in Aramaic. Jewish “Targums” are translations of the Hebrew Bible into Aramaic, often accompanied by brief explanatory notes in the margin. During the 4th and 3rd centuries BC Greek became the dominant language of the region. When Rome rose to power Latin became the major language. All four languages were known in first century Palestine, which is why at Jesus’ crucifixion, “King of the Jews” was written in three of the four languages. 

Just as in modern times, so also in ancient times, languages practiced simultaneously influenced each other. Some Greek phrases are clearly patterned after Hebrew and Aramaic idiom. Some Aramaic or Hebrew phrases, like “lama lama eloi sabbactani” and “abba” in the Gospels had to be translated into Greek so that the readers outside of Palestine who would not understand the Aramaic roots could understand the text. The Semitic background to linguistic and cultural thought is very significant in interpreting the words of the NT. Furthermore, it must be remembered that even though the Gospels and Acts, along with the rest of the New Testament, were written entirely in Greek, Jesus preached and taught in Aramaic. So even the inerrant words of Jesus recorded in the Gospels, printed in red in some Bibles for emphasis, are still a translation of His actual words. The very words of Jesus come to all humanity through translation, even to those who read and spoke ancient Greek as their native language.

Jewish Background: Holy Writings

As we consider the Jewish context in which Jesus lived, it is important to consider the background to the Holy Scripture used in Judaism in the first century. First of all, the Scriptures used by the Jews of the first century naturally consisted of what Christians today call the Old Testament. It was divided into the Law, the Prophets, and the Writings. The law consisted of the five books of Moses, known as the Pentateuch. The Prophets consisted of the former prophets, which Christians call the historical books, and the latter prophets, consisting of both the major and minor prophets. The Writings include Psalms, wisdom literature, and the remaining books of Daniel and Chronicles. However, while the ancient Hebrew scrolls were deeply valued, most synagogues used the Septuagint, the name given to Greek translations of the Hebrew Bible. Just as during the Babylonian captivity the Hebrew Scriptures were translated into Aramaic and became the Jewish Targums, so also in the Hellenistic period the Greek translations became common. Key Jewish leaders, particularly in major Greek centers of learning like Alexandria, wanted to present their faith as contemporary and relevant to modern Jews. They wanted to teach the new Greek-speaking generation of Jews the faith of their fathers. In their missionary zeal, they proclaimed their faith through a Greek translation of the Scriptures. However, this raised the question of authority. Were only the ancient Hebrew scrolls authoritative, or were the translations also authoritative? 

This question is immediately relevant for Christians since most New Testament citations of the Old Testament come from the Septuagint. Only a few seem to come directly from the original Hebrew text. In fact, the Septuagint became so closely associated with the new Christian faith that in the latter part of the first century, Jews began to distrust the Septuagint. They commissioned a fresh translation of the Hebrew Scriptures into Greek to be sure no Christian interpretation was imbedded in the translation. The question of “correct” translation of the true “meaning” of the OT text was very significant even in the first century. So, while the ancient Hebrew manuscripts of the OT were clearly authoritative, Aramaic (Targums) and Greek (Septuagint) translations were the common literature of first century Judaism.

The closing of the Hebrew canon in 400 BC did not mean that Jews produced no more literature. Some works in Hebrew and many works in Aramaic and Greek were written in the four centuries before Christ and the first two Christian centuries. These can be roughly divided into two groups: the Apocrypha and the Pseudepigrapha. Apocrypha refers to the books found in some Christian Bibles (Catholic, Orthodox) but not in Protestant Bibles. The apocrypha consists of history, legend, wisdom, psalms, and apocalyptic literature. These works were widely read and respected, but in general differentiated by first century Jews from the canonical works of the Hebrew Bible. However, they were included in the Septuagint translations of the Hebrew Bible, and thus were incorporated into many early Christian Bibles. The Pseudepigrapha consists of a greater number of works of greater diversity. These works were never considered to be on the same level as the Scriptures but were widely read. Some works re-told portions of Scripture in greater detail. This detail might simply be extended commentary on the meaning of Scripture or might include claim to be part of the oral law, considered to be genuine revelation received by Moses on Mt. Sinai. Thus, just as in the modern era, so in the ancient world there existed a significant body of literature surrounding the ancient Scriptures which shaped and interacted with all interpretation of that Scripture.

The effect of this diversity of literature stresses the importance of considering how the Scriptures were interpreted. The will of God was originally given to Moses and interpreted by Him to the people. Likewise, in the era of the kings of Israel, the King and his circle of prophets interpreted the will of God to the people. After the exile there was no king and were very few prophets to interpret for the people the will of God. The priests who read the word of God to the people became the key interpreters of God’s will. Eventually teachers of the law and the wise men became the ones who knew how and when to apply the Word of God. They became the interpreters of Jewish practice. This occurred both in Jerusalem and amidst Jews of the Diaspora. It is for this reason that the Jews wanted to test Jesus to see how He read and interpreted the laws found in the Hebrew Bible. For this same reason it is vital for us to learn to properly interpret the entire Bible in to determine the will of God for our time.
Roman Background

The Jewish background is the most important background for helping us to understand and interpret the world of Jesus. The same is true for understanding the theology of Acts. However, Acts interacts more with the first century Roman system of government. Therefore a brief overview of the Roman background of the New Testament will be given here.

Rome was ruled by an emperor, or Caesar, in the time period of the New Testament. The peaceful provinces were ruled by a proconsul who had a reasonable amount of autonomy. Provinces that were troubled or prone to rebellion were under Caesar’s direct control and were called Imperial provinces. The following table provides an annotated list of the Roman emperors of the New Testament period.
Augustus 27BC-14 AD

Tiberius  14-37

Caligula  37-41  

Demanded worship of himself and ordered his statue placed in the temple in Jerusalem. He died before this was carried out.

41-54  Claudius 

He expelled Jews from Rome

Nero  54-68  

Nero persecuted Christians and likely ordered the execution of Peter and Paul

Vespasian 69-79 

As a general, he began the conquest of Jerusalem, which was finished by son Titus

Titus 79-81

Domitian 81-96 

His persecution of the church may have provided the background for the writing of Revelation.

Nerva 96-98

Trajan 98-117

Hadrian 117-138.  

Hadrian had a shrine for Jupiter built on the ruins of the temple in Jerusalem, thus inciting the Bar Cocba revolt.

Herod Great 37-4BC

Rome often allowed native vassal rulers like Herod to operate in their own land. Herod’s father, Antiapater, rose to power and placed Herod in Palestine. However, the Jews resented him because of his non-Jewish (Edomite) ancestry. Herod was a clever politician. He rebuilt the temple to conciliate his subjects. While everyone knew this was not out of religious conviction, the political favor he gained was significant. Herod was shrewd and even cruel. He killed two of his wives and at least three of his sons. Augustus said it was better to be Herod's pig than his son. He left his kingdom to his four sons, Archalaeus, Herod Philip, Trachontis, and Herod Antipas. Herod Antipas executed John the Baptist. Jesus stood before Herod Antipas at His trial. Paul stood before Herod Agrippa, the grandson of Herod. Archaelus was removed in 6 AD for misrule and was eventually replaced by Pontius Pilate, who served as a local governor. While Rome governed the land through Herod and his descendants, daily life was regulated by the Sanhedrin. That meant local citizens paid double taxes, both to Rome and to the Temple establishment. Thus, when Rome taxed the Temple in 67, this was basically a triple tax that pushed an already unsettled people over the edge to rebellion.

Roman Background: Philosophical Schools
The philosophical systems upon which Roman thinking was founded were built on the classical Greek philosophical movements of previous centuries. Platonism considered the physical and material world a type of the true, yet unseen, spiritual world. What human beings can see is only a form or a representation or a shadow of the reality that is not seen. The spiritual reality behind the object is ultimate truth. Clement and Origen developed a form of Christian Platonism in the second and third centuries AD. Epicureanism focused on the pursuit of genuine happiness and pleasure. Thus, Epicureanism ignored the gods and political life.  Epicureanism was hedonistic and avoided pain. Stoicism emphasized developing religious and moral fiber and fulfillment of one’s duty. Stoics taught that reason was the “logos” that founded all true knowledge. They encouraged the pursuit of virtue. Cynicism taught that its followers must be independent of all externals. They rejected popular pursuits of comfort, affluence, and social prestige. 

With these philosophies in mind, it is interesting to consider how a first century reader would understand the “logos” of John 1:1? Was John using a Greek philosophical term to define Jesus? Or perhaps was He using a Jewish term, since the ten imperatives of Genesis 1 and the ten commandments of Exodus 20 are also known as “words”? Which background is most important in understanding what John meant? While the answer to that question is complex, surely John was aware of both backgrounds and made some intentional use of both.

Roman Background: Religious Views

Roman religion was polytheistic and diverse. There were many versions of similar stories told in different regions. A mother goddess, like Isis or Cybele, gave life to people, animals, and vegetation. A sky Father, like Zeus, Apollos, Jupiter, or Sarapis oversaw life in general. Magic was important and controlled through the use of oracles, astrology, omens, interpreting dreams, sacrifices, witchcraft, amulets, and magical formulae. Superstition and syncretism, the practice of combining parts of many diverse religions into one, were prevalent. In addition to these traditional gods, emperor worship was periodically practiced. This was not universal, but various emperors did practice this and require homage. For polytheists, such worship was not a problem. However, for Jews and Christians, such worship was highly problematic. 

After the New Testament era mystery religions developed in the Roman empire. These were characterized by secret initiation rites, rituals and coded terminology. From this context a mix of mystery religions and Judeo-Christian teaching combined to form a new approach to religion termed Gnosticism. Gnosticism is an excellent example of syncretism. Gnosticism combined ideas from Platonism, Judaism, Christianity, and new mystery religions. For example, creation was an accident that occurred when part of the divine fell and mixed with matter. This is a common part of ancient Babylonian mythology combined with Platonism. Man forgot his heavenly origin and had to be enlightened to regain that knowledge. In Gnosticism salvation consisted of being awakened and being released from matter. This was very reminiscent of Platonism, but was described using Christian terms such as sin and salvation. It is important to keep in mind that Gnosticism came after the birth and initial growth of Christianity. Thus Gnosticism was a perversion of previously existing truth, not a contemporaneous religious system that helped shaped early Christian doctrine.

Conclusion

We understand everything in its own context. The Jewish and Roman backgrounds to the Gospels and Acts do not control their meaning. But they do help us to understand more precisely how Jesus’ words and actions would have been understood in their original setting. Careful consideration of the meaning of Jesus’ life in the first century will help us more faithfully interpret the meaning of Jesus’ life in our own century.
Chapter 2: Classic Methods of Studying the Gospels

Introduction

Careful reading of the Gospels will not only give a reader a clearer picture of the life and teaching of Jesus, but it will also raise a number of questions. There are four different Gospels, and while they overwhelmingly agree on the nature of the life of Jesus, they do have some differences. How do we deal with the “problems” created by comparing the four Gospels? For example, did one (Mark 5:2) or two (Mat 8:28) demoniacs meet Jesus after he crossed the lake? Was blind Bartimaeus healed as Jesus entered Jericho (Luke 18:35) or as Jesus departed (Mark 10:46)? Did Jesus cleanse the temple at the close of his public ministry, as reported in the synoptic Gospels, did he cleanse the temple at the beginning of his ministry, as described by John, or did he actually cleanse the temple twice, something no single Gospel writer portrays? 

This further raises questions about the nature of the Gospels. Are they intended to be read as a list of the things Jesus said and did in strict chronological order, are they organized thematically, with similar acts and teachings combined into literary sections, or are they to be understood as some combination of both? What is the intended level of precision in the recording of Jesus’ words? Are the Gospels a word for word reporting of Jesus’ words, or are they a summary of Jesus’ teaching on various occasions? While these questions can be set aside as academic concerns for others to decide, it is helpful to consider them, as we all subconsciously answer these questions anyway. Our answers in turn shape how we read the Gospels and how we interpret Jesus’ teaching.

The reader of the Gospels and Acts must be careful to avoid two extremes. The critical scholar takes great pride in his modern knowledge and pronounces judgment on the ancient texts. Obviously, says he, the Bible is full of errors. He solves the problems raised by comparing the Gospels by declaring that since different people wrote the Gospels they were free to contradict each other. Each author had his own concern and so created his own Gospel. He shaped the life of Jesus as he liked and even invented sayings of Jesus and events in Jesus’ life to suit the author’s purpose. This liberal view denies God’s inerrant inspiration of the Bible. So one extreme is to say that the Bible is an entirely human book and so contains many errors. The other extreme is that practiced by fundamentalist scholars. These scholars argue that since the Bible is true there can’t be any contradictions. They tend to ignore certain parts of Scripture, minimizing the emphasis of particular texts in order to simplify the problem. They re-interpret key words to make sure that all the texts say the same thing. They might ignore new information that could threaten their positions. Like ostriches they bury their heads in the sand and say, “We don’t see any contradictions.” This is no more faithful to God’s word than the approach taken by liberal scholars. 

The responsible reader of Scripture will avoid both extremes (Eccl 7:18). He will look carefully at the text, comparing it with other texts, and humbly seek to interpret it in light of all the available data. The wise interpreter of Scripture is humble, and thus able to say, “I don’t know” when there is not enough data to make a firm conclusion. The approach taken in this series is one of responsible and open-eyed commitment to inerrancy. The Bible is wholly true in all that it affirms. The Gospels do not teach contradictory truths. However, since they were each written from a different perspective and by a different author, there are variances in their accounts. These variances give us a greater understanding of the life of Jesus. Just as the three chromatic colors combine to create a full picture on a video projector, so also the four Gospels combine to give us the fullest picture of Jesus. As we examine classic approaches to studying the Gospels, some of the questions raised above will be addressed and reading strategies will be proposed to help us consider how we might answer some of these difficulties.

The Gospel Genre
What genre are the Gospels? Genre is important because it gives us the framework by which we intuitively and subconsciously interpret the literature we are reading. We read a newspaper or a magazine article differently than we do a novel. If a story begins with жили были дед да баба we already know what to expect, and will read the story differently than if a story begins with “The Kremlin reported this morning at 10:30 that the newly appointed finance minister…” What genre are the Gospels? Are they history or myth? Both are valid ancient genres, and we must determine what genre we are reading before interpreting our literature. Are the Gospels Greek hero stories or perhaps Jewish midrash (extended interpretation based on a particular Biblical text)? Are the Gospels intended to be biographies or a sermons? While the Gospels obviously give many details about the life of Jesus, they are also intended to be proclaimed as sermons, both of which require their own type of interpretation. A biography will follow the chronological order of its subject closely, while a sermon can be organized chronologically or topically without any compromise to the faithfulness of the message. Are the gospels primarily history or theology? That is, are the portions of Jesus’ life that are selected and included in the Gospels placed there to give a succinct history of Jesus’ life, or to reveal the theology he taught?

We must first determine the genre of the gospel in order to know how to read it properly. The Gospels are not really biographies, although they share much in common with that genre. First of all, ancient biographies were not anonymous. Their authors made themselves known in their works. Although ancient church tradition identified the authors of each Gospel, the canonical Gospels are all formally anonymous. The text itself does not name the author. Second, the Gospels are silent on large sections of Jesus’ life, an absence that would be unacceptable for a biography. How was Jesus educated? What happened to his parents and other relatives? Jesus’ life from birth to age thirty is entirely unrecorded apart from one paragraph reporting on an event in Jesus’ life at age 12. Third, the Gospels are disproportionately focused on the last week of Jesus’ life. Half of Mark reports about one week in the life of Jesus. The Gospels lack literary signs prominent in most ancient biographies. They also combine teaching and action in a preaching-oriented work. Thus, the gospels are not primarily biographies since they do not attempt to give a full history of the life of Jesus. On the other hand, the Gospels are not mythological descriptions of the origins of Christianity. While the Gospels give the philosophical basis for the gospel, they present themselves as a series of generally chronological events in the life of Jesus that form the foundation of His new movement. 

Perhaps the closest parallel to the Gospel genre is that of Old Testament theological narrative. The Pentateuch and Historical Books of the Old Testament record historical events for the purpose of declaring the truth about God and His relationship to His people. While these books recorded history, they shaped it not only to make theological statements, but ultimately to proclaim the greatness of God to a people and summon them to faithfully follow this God by living in a covenant relationship with Him. This purpose and structure can be seen in the Gospels, particularly in Luke, who copies the style of the Old Testament historical books. Meredith Kline proposed that the Gospels were actually patterned after the book of Exodus. The first portion of the book described the life of the covenant mediator (Exodus 1-18) while the second half described the nature of the covenant the mediator came to establish (Exodus 19-40). The first half of each Gospel is dedicated to describing the life of Jesus, the mediator of the New Covenant, while the second half, holy week, is dedicated to describing how he established that covenant. Jesus is portrayed as a second Moses who leads a new Exodus. Thus, it is not the details of the mediator's life that are important, but the event in salvation history which God accomplished through the life and actions of this mediator. That is why so many questions about the details of Jesus’ life are left unanswered. The purpose of the Gospels is to explain the historical basis for the new covenant, proclaim its demands, and summon people to faith in the mediator of this covenant. 

One additional key element of the gospels, one that differentiates it from pure biography and history, is its purpose. The purpose of the gospels includes proclamation. It is not only dissemination of information designed to give a positive interpretation of the subject described therein. It is a sermon designed to elicit personal faith in the subject described, Jesus of Nazareth. Acts 10:36-43 gives the outline of Jesus’ life used in the apostolic proclamation of the gospel. This outline is used as the basis for the structure of the synoptic Gospels. The Gospels are like long sermons. They have a historical setting, a particular audience, and a purpose: they are designed to draw its hearers into a relationship with Jesus through repentance and faith.

Form Criticism

Since the early centuries of Christianity, believers have asked the question, “How did the Gospels come to us in the form we have them?” Luke 1:1-4 suggests there were at least three stages in the development of the canonical Gospels. The first stage was that of “eyewitnesses and servants of the word.” The first generation of believers taught others what they had seen and heard. This stage is generally considered to be exclusively oral. The second stage includes the “many others who began to draw up an account of those things.” This second stage represents the transformation of Jesus’ life and teaching from oral to written form. This may have occurred gradually, as sayings and stories were written, then collected into larger sections, and eventually written as entire gospels. Or it may have occurred fairly quickly when an author decided to put everything down in written form. Generally, the former is more widely accepted. The third stage is that of Luke, who investigated other written works and then composed his own Gospel. We will break up the study of each of these phases with each of our four Gospels. This chapter will consider the earliest stage in which the stories and teaching of Jesus were transmitted orally, generally known as the study of form criticism. 

The goal of form criticism is to identify the individual stories or sayings of Jesus in their smallest units. Form critics propose that these units were repeated and re-told orally in different settings in the earliest phase of the development of the gospels. They believe that the oral period was the main method of passing on Jesus’ teaching during the first 20 years after His ascension. In ancient and oral cultures, those who re-told the stories were more skilled in remembering and retelling stories than modern people. They faithfully passed on the tradition which they had heard. While it is assumed that this phase was entirely oral, it is fully possible that there were personal written notes that listeners took as they heard and subsequently re-told the story, particularly among Jesus’ twelve disciples.

This type of examination identifies the different forms or subgenres which appear in the Gospels. Then it attempts to describe the ways in which these forms developed during the period of time in which they were passed along by word of mouth prior to the writing of the Gospels themselves. Form critics have identified six general categories for gospel material. The first four focus primarily on Jesus’ teachings while the last two on the narrative material.

Individual sayings. These include wisdom or proverbial sayings, prophetic and apocalyptic utterances, legal sayings and church rules, including what are often called “sentences of holy law” and “I-sayings”, in which Jesus reveals something about his own identity or mission.

Pronouncement stories. They are short stories about an action of Jesus whose primary purpose is to lead up to a climactic pronouncement on a given topic. Many pronouncement stories are also conflict or controversy stories, pitting Jesus against his opponents on a crucial topic which divided them.

Parables. These are short, metaphorical narratives, usually fictitious, designed to reveal some aspect of the kingdom of God. 

Speeches. These are longer, connected utterances of Jesus.

Miracle Stories. These are narratives of the supernatural deeds of Jesus, typically divided into two main categories—healing miracles and nature miracles.

Historical Narratives. These are often labeled legends or myths, partly because of their content (associating Jesus with God in some way) and partly because not all of each narrative is believed to be historically trustworthy.

Once the form has been determined, the second task of the form critic is to determine the original context, or Sitz im Leben, in which the unit was used. Why was this unit preserved? How did it function in the community? It has been suggested that pronouncement stories would have been most often used in public preaching. Miracle stories may have been used in Christian apologetic against Greco-Roman beliefs in other divine men or primeval heroes. Parables may well been transmitted during times of popular storytelling. These suggestions reveal the underlying assumptions of classic form critics which undermine its use. The assumption is that these stories circulated independently of the other stories about Jesus and in the context of a variety of other sayings not related to Jesus. This notion, while possible, is unlikely. 

The third task of the form critic is to attempt to reconstruct the history of the tradition. His goal is to discern the original saying of Jesus in its oldest context, then see what might have been added to the original saying over time as the church context developed. It is here that the difficulty of fully accepting the approach of form criticism becomes clear. The form critic is attempting to find the text behind the text, and considers himself competent to remove the parts of the text he considers later and not original or authentic.

The presuppositions of form criticism include the following questionable assumptions. The first assumption is that the teachings of Jesus and the narratives about his life were transmitted orally over a considerable period of time before they were ever written down. The second is that they assume that these units of material for the most part circulated independently. Thus it is concluded that one had to work backward and remove various additions and embellishments which had crept into the tradition to recover the original, pure forms. These forms, they believed, were originally short, streamlined and unadorned, and very Jewish in style and milieu. However, form critics have overstated their case. While Jesus taught with short units, they may very well have been written down by disciples. Furthermore, these units did not circulate independently. From a very early date significant portions of the gospels circulated together, as is the case with the Passion narrative. Form criticism fails to adequately account for those who would guard and control the passing on of the tradition. The apostles themselves, the eyewitnesses and servants of the word, were commissioned by Jesus to pass on the teaching He had given them.

However, there are some definite benefits to the discipline of form criticism. Form criticism helps students of the Gospels recognize the importance of genre identification. Form criticism provides guidelines to interpreting individual units by comparing them with other small units of the same type. In this way form criticism helps highlight the form and purpose of each genre by isolating key points. Form criticism also provides keys to determining gospel outlines. Form criticism reveals the individual units of text that make up each section of the gospel.

However, there are significant weaknesses to the use of form criticism. Some passages do not easily fall into one of the primary form-critical categories. In the ancient world students of rhetoric sometimes claimed that mixed forms were aesthetically pleasing. Thus it is likely that such forms appeared right at the start of the Gospel tradition. For example, when Jesus healed the paralytic in Mark 2:1-12, it is recorded as both a miracle story and a conflict story. This leads form critics to propose that Mark combined two different stories into one. However, it is possible that Mark mixed the two genres intentionally to create a literary element of surprise. The problem with all attempts to determine the meaning of the text behind the text is that it makes the new text, created by the interpreter, authoritative over the ancient text. 

Donald Guthrie provides an alternative to Form Criticism, which he calls the “Guarded Tradition” hypothesis. First, he suggests that Jesus’ words were received as being on a par with those of the prophets, which are among the portions of the OT usually held to be the most historically reliable. Since expectations about the Messiah included seeing Him as a teacher of wisdom, His words would have been safeguarded. Furthermore, over ninety percent of Jesus’ sayings are couched in quasi-poetic form which would have been easy to remember. Mandatory elementary education for boys until about the age of twelve (such as Jesus’ disciples would have received) almost exclusively involved rote memorization. Like other rabbis, Jesus seems to have encouraged the practice of memorization before meditation or application. Thus, the sayings of Jesus were likely passed on without significant change. Almost all teachers in both Greco-Roman and Jewish circles gathered disciples around them to perpetuate their teachings and lifestyle. The apostles would have been those who guarded Jesus’ teaching from alteration. This view could be called “Flexible Transmission within Fixed Limits.”

Form criticism does not give us a definitive answer to how the gospel was transmitted in the earliest period nor the process by which we received the written Gospels we have in our Bibles. But it does highlight the various units found in the Gospels and give us insight into how each sub-genre functions and why it has been preserved.

Chapter 3: The Gospel of Mark

Introduction

Suppose someone decided to read the Gospel of Mark for the first time. What kind of work would he think he was reading? Consider just the opening portion of Mark’s Gospel, Mark 1:1-15. How does this passage define a “Gospel”? We assume we know the answer, but upon what basis do we think we know what a “Gospel” actually is? What does it mean that Jesus is the Christ or that Jesus is the Son of God? Do the terms “Christ” and “Son of God” reflect Jewish or Greek world-views? If the main purpose of the story is to say something about Jesus, why did Mark start with John, who quoted from Isaiah?  What is the relationship between Jesus, John, and Isaiah, and how does Elijah fit in? Why is John baptizing? Was this common Jewish procedure or something entirely new? Who is the Holy Spirit? Remember, the doctrine of the Trinity commonly accepted today was not fully articulated for the first readers of Mark’s Gospel. What is the Kingdom of God, and why is repentance so important? When we read the Gospel of Mark, we have some preconceived notion of the answers to these questions. But the student of Mark should allow the text to inform him of the answers to these questions, which will then shape the way the reader understands the Gospel itself.

What was Mark's idea of a Gospel?
If we compare Mark to the other three Gospels it is possible that it might seem somehow deficient. Many people claim John, Matthew, or Luke as their favorite Gospel, but few claim Mark. However, these “deficiencies” are only apparent when Mark is directly compared with the other three Gospels. If Mark was written first, as will be suggested in a later chapter on source criticism, then it must be considered on its own merits. If Mark wrote first then there were no existing criteria either to aid him or by which he should be judged. So let us ask Mark what his concept was of a Gospel was. Mark considered that a Gospel must be “a passion story with an extended introduction.” It is possible that Mark’s own unknown predecessors had seen only the necessity of writing a passion story by itself, without any introduction. It may be that for the first Christian generation, it was considered more appropriate for witness to the resurrection to be given orally by the apostles themselves. For Mark, the ‘good news of Jesus Christ’ clearly began with the public preaching of Jesus and culminated with the cross. Mark wanted to tell the whole story. So he wrote not only about the passion of Jesus Christ, but also gave a summary of Jesus’ life and teaching. Mark may have assumed that the more detailed teaching of Jesus, like the Sermon on the Mount, was already well known to the church of his day. Such teaching would have been given orally in the ancient world and repeated by new disciples, rather than be given in written form. After all Mark's Gospel represents the transition point between the oral and the written form of the Gospel.

Gospel Outline
While Mark does not write a pure biography, he does give an outline of the life and ministry of Jesus of Nazareth. The other synoptic Gospels follow this outline, which follows the outline of apostolic preaching given in Acts 10:36-43. The Gospel writers follow the outline of apostolic preaching but place some events or teaching thematically within the major sections listed below.
I.
Birth and announcement by John
—Birth skipped by Mark

II.
Baptism followed by temptation

III.
Galilean ministry

A.
Began public ministry

B.
Called disciples

C.
Demonstrated power over nature, disease, 

demons, and death

D.
Taught with authority

E.
Faced conflict with religious leaders

IV.
Judean ministry

A.
Increasing popularity and publicness

B.
Increasing conflict with leaders

C.
Teaching in Parables

D.
Focus on discipleship

E.
Mission of 12, 70

V.
Entrance into Jerusalem

VI.
Passion Week

A.
Cleansing of the Temple

B.
Jesus questioned by various groups of Jews
C.
The discussion of the coming judgment

D.
The last supper

E.
Betrayal and Arrest

F.
Trial and Denial

G.
Crucifixion, burial

VII.
Resurrection, Appearances, and Ascension
—appearances and ascension skipped by Mark
This structure is followed by Mark who organized his Gospel into the following sections:
Prologue  




1:1–15
Jesus’ ministry in public as the “Messiah, 
Son of God” 



1:16–8:26
The Center of Mark’s Gospel: 

Peter’s Confession


8:27-30

The Passion of the Messiah


8:31–16:8
Mark:  A Literary Perspective
Let us now consider for a moment reading Mark as a novel or as a story. The Gospel, of course, is a historical account of the life of Jesus and not a fictional novel. But as a literary exercise, try reading the entire Gospel in a single sitting. See what additional insights you receive by paying attention to how it sounds read not as a sequence of verses but as a complete literary whole. Mark did not write his Gospel with verse numbers and chapter headings, but as a complete literary work. If read as a novel, we would first notice the plot. Mark’s introduction is followed by increasing conflict, rising action, a climax, and a very short dénouement. The plot consists of Jesus’ proclamation in word and deed of the “gospel” from God. Jesus proclaimed that God’s promised redemptive rule was at hand and so summoned people to repent and respond in faith.  Mark wanted his readers to respond in faith and “think the thoughts of God” (8:33). The plot is carried forward by the ensuing conflict between Jesus and the demonic (1:12–13, 21–27), between Jesus and the Jewish authorities (2:1–3:6; 12:13–44), between Jesus and his family (3:20–21, 30–35), between Jesus and his disciples (8:14–21), and finally between Jesus and the Roman authorities (15:2–15). The climax is seen on the cross where victory is gained through a sacrificial death. The denouement consists of the responses to Jesus’ death. Mark is not just a chronological account of the life of Jesus, but a novel with conflict, a plot, and its resolution.

The second thing we would notice if we examined Mark as a novel would be the different kinds of characters seen in his work. Clearly there are good and bad characters. Some characters are stock or stereotype characters, while others are round, that is, others change and develop as the story progresses. We can see these things through people’s responses to the message of Jesus. The story is told through the response of the characters in the novel. How do people respond to Jesus’ actions and words? Some are interested, many are confused, and many oppose Jesus. The beheading of John foreshadows what will happen to Jesus, giving the story a sense of foreboding.

The third observation we would make involves the use of space and time in Mark. Mark begins with action around Galilee (1:16–7:23), then moves north and east of Galilee (7:24–9:29), then back to Galilee (9:30–50) and on to the Trans-Jordan (10:1–52), and finally closes in Jerusalem (11:1–16:8). In regard to time, Mark is a Gospel of action. The word “immediately” is used 42 times, which gives the gospel story a sense of urgency. Everything happens quickly. The events recorded in Mark could have occurred within the period of one year. It is the three Passovers recorded in the Gospel of John which suggest that Jesus’ ministry lasted for three years. If Mark 16:9-20 is excluded as a textual addition, as most modern scholars hold, then the Gospel ends very quickly. Perhaps even that is for literary effect. It leaves the reader surprised and desirous of a certain type of conclusion. This lingering feeling is the very effect Mark wanted to produce in his hearers. The dramatic conclusion to Mark leaves the reader wanting to say, “Stop, wait, Jesus isn’t still dead, he is risen!” The reader wants to finish the story, thus confirming in him the faith the Gospel was designed to engender. 

Time and space in the narrative are compressed or shaped for purposes other than strict chronology. That is why it is important to understand the genre of the Gospels. A biography must follow strict chronological order, while a sermon can easily be shaped thematically and move back and forth between thematic organization and chronological organization. The Gospels take an overall chronological approach to the life of Jesus with thematic organization in some sections. 

Fourth, what effect does the narrator have upon the reader? What effect is created when the narrator, and thus the readers, know something the characters do not? In a typical horror movie, there will be a scene when the viewer knows the evil person or monster is in the room, and the character in the film does not. The hero will prepare to enter the room oblivious to the danger the audience knows lies inside. When the hero opens the door, not even looking into the room, perhaps even lingering in the open doorway unaware of the danger, the viewer wants to scream at the character, “No! Don’t go in the room!” The disparity between the knowledge of the viewer and the knowledge of the character produces an emotional reaction in the viewer. Likewise, when the disciples in Mark don’t fully understand who Jesus is, when they are afraid or don’t understand how Jesus does miracles, it produces in the reader the desire to shout out, “Hey, disciples, Jesus is the Son of God. Listen to Him. Of course He can command the wind and the waves. He is God in the flesh!” We want to correct their ignorance and teach them the truth because we know the right answer. The effect of such narrative technique upon the reader is that it strengthens the reader’s faith. It confirms in their minds the overall message of the Gospel, that Jesus is indeed the unique and divine Messiah sent to save His people, and that we ought to trust him and follow him whole-heartedly.

Introductory Material:  Author, Place, Date, and Purpose
Like all of the Gospels, Mark is formally anonymous. Nowhere in the text is credit given to an author. However, tradition holds unanimously that it was written by Mark. Those who object argue that the Gospel itself does not claim to be written by Mark. The attribution to Mark in the title was certainly a later addition. No person named Mark is mentioned anywhere in book. They note that Mark's Gospel does not insist that it is directly dependent on the testimony of some particular, well-known, trusted eyewitnesses, as John's Gospel and Luke's Gospel do. However, these apparent weaknesses may not have occurred naturally to an earlier evangelist. A first Gospel does not need an author’s name to distinguish it from others and guarantee its authenticity, since there are as yet no other Gospels with which to compare it. More likely the anonymity reflects the author’s understanding that his Gospel was hardly a creative literary product but rather was an expression of the gospel from God. Mark’s work was not original, but merely the written form of the teaching and stories of Jesus as preached in the early church. Since no single author could lay personal claim to creating this Gospel, the Gospel is anonymous.

Around 115 Papias said Mark recorded Peter’s teaching but never travelled with Jesus. “And this is what the Elder said, ‘Mark, who became Peter’s interpreter, accurately wrote, though not in order, as many of the things said and done by the Lord as he had noted.”
 Papias included the comment that it was not necessarily in chronological order because that was not Mark’s purpose. Tradition unanimously ascribes this Gospel to Mark, more specifically John Mark of Acts 12:25. Barnabas and Mark shared in the Gentile missionary outreach at Antioch. They went on the first missionary journey with Paul, but split up before the second missionary journey because of Paul’s disagreement over Mark. Paul’s eventual reconciliation with Mark is alluded to in 2 Tim 4:11. 1 Peter 5:13 associates Peter and Mark with Rome.

John Mark was closely linked with at least 3 major apostolic figures (Paul, Barnabas, and Peter) and also associated with several early centers of Christian tradition (Jerusalem, Antioch, and Rome). The same church tradition considered Peter to be the ultimate source of information contained in Mark’s Gospel. Tradition holds that Mark accurately wrote down Peter's reminisces of Jesus' life and teaching. Mark may have simply recorded the preaching of Peter, or the common and generally-held tradition of one particular church. Peter, along with the other disciples, is shown in a very human light in Mark’s Gospel. This was before the days of the idealization of the apostles. Jesus healed Peter's mother in law. There are many stories in which Peter plays a prominent role. Mark's Gospel follows fairly closely the skeleton of Petrine preaching in Acts 10:36-43. Marcan theology is consistent with that of the early apostolic community at Jerusalem, of which Peter is a representative. These reasons do not prove that Peter was the source of Mark’s Gospel, but do show that it is a plausible proposal.

Most propose that Mark was written in Rome. Some have noted “Latinisms” in Mark. Mark's Gospel certainly must have been associated with some ‘great church’ or it would neither have survived nor become the basis for other Gospels. If Mark was writing a missionary gospel for Gentiles, he could hardly have written it in a more suitable place. In regard to the date Peter died around 64 AD. It is highly probable that Peter was at Rome towards the end of his life (1 Peter 5:13). According to the earliest tradition Mark wrote after Peter’s death in Rome during Nero’s rule. Clement of Alexandria placed the writing during Peter’s time in Rome (approximately 45–65 AD). If Luke was written in 63 AD and used Mark, then Mark would have had to be written prior to 63 AD. A date of the late 50's - mid 60's is generally proposed, depending upon whether it was written before or after Peter's death. Nonetheless, both the place and the date should be considered hypotheses, not proven theses.

Purpose  

Mark’s purpose in writing can be seen in his opening verse. Mark 1:1 is a statement of what the author intended to do, namely, write the “gospel concerning Jesus Christ, Son of God.” By focusing on who Jesus was, the evangelist reassured his readers that Jesus was indeed the “Messiah, Son of God.” This was seen not only in his authoritative defeat of Satan, his forgiveness of sinners, his healing the sick, his feeding the hungry and his raising the dead, but above all in his death. Ultimately, Mark’s purpose was to proclaim the gospel of Jesus Christ so that people might believe in Him.

Themes

Titles for Jesus

Mark used various titles for Jesus to reveal His nature and identity. First of all, Jesus is the Christ. “Christ” is the Greek equivalent to the Hebrew “Messiah,” or “God's Anointed.” As the gospel spread to the Gentiles, who exclusively spoke Greek, the close correlation between “Christ” and “Messiah” blurred. Eventually the title “Christ” became a virtual synonym for “Jesus.” Mark's gospel suggests that Messiah is to be understood in a very different sense from the popular triumphalistic view of nationalistic Judaism. Jesus redefined the term “Messiah” through his life, death, and resurrection.

Jesus is the Son of God in Mark. This title is proclaimed by a Gentile centurion at the cross in 15:39. In contrast to the Jewish religious authorities who stood at the cross mocking Jesus as the “Messiah, king of Israel” (15:32), the Roman centurion publicly declared, “Truly, this man was God’s Son!” (15:39). Jesus for Mark is the “Son of God” in his role as “Messiah, Son of God” (1:1; 14:61–62; 15:32, 39).

Jesus is the Son of David. In the New Testament period this was clearly a Messianic title. No son of David had ruled as a proper king in Jerusalem for over 600 years. In the writing of that time the expectation of the son of David increased to superhuman levels. While the full divinity of the Son of David was a surprise, His cataclysmic victory over the forces of evil as represented by worldly political empires such as Rome was anticipated in his rule. To Jesus, Son of David clearly involved supernatural status (12:35-37).

Jesus’ favorite designation for Himself was the Son of Man. Jesus alone used this title of Himself and He did so in three different ways. First, it can be purely descriptive of Jesus himself, almost as a substitute for the pronoun “I”. Second, it can refer to a figure who will suffer, most likely unjustly and on behalf of others. Most significantly, however, is its apocalyptic use. The son of man is described in Daniel 7:13-14 as a being who rides on the clouds, meets with God the Father (the Ancient of Days), and is given a kingdom to rule over eternally. It is this aspect that so infuriated the Jews at Jesus’ examination before the Sanhedrin. He clearly associated Himself with the Danielic Son of Man, who was a unique, divine figure.

One key designation of Jesus is that of the servant, which is most clearly seen in Mark 10:45. This phrase not only described Jesus as a humble person who was willing to put the needs and desires of others above His own. It is a reference to the servant spoken of in Isaiah 42, 49, and 52:13-53:12. Isaiah spoke of a servant who would suffer for others, even to death, to bring about their redemption and proclaim God’s glory to the nations of the world. Perhaps the most unique aspect of the New Testament is how it joins the figure of the powerful reigning Son of David with that of the Suffering Servant who gave up his life as a ransom for others. 

Through these titles for Jesus, Mark gives us the clear picture of the divinity of Jesus. Mark chose not to write about how such a figure came into our world. Mark did not write about or expound upon Jesus’ pre-existence as John did, nor did he write about Jesus’ miraculous birth as Matthew and Luke did. Nevertheless Mark communicated clearly that Jesus was divine. Mark’s testimony to Jesus’ divinity is all the more remarkable in view of Mark's description of Jesus as an intensely human figure with fully human emotions.

Suffering

Suffering is a significant theme in Mark’s Gospel. Mark showed that the path to discipleship was through rejection and suffering. The death of John prepared the reader for the reality that the Son of Man must suffer. From chapter 3 onwards the reader anticipates that something bad will happen to Jesus. The three-fold prediction of the passion by Jesus (8:31, 9:31, 10:33) tells, with rising intensity and greater and greater detail, that this suffering is not accidental but a divine necessity. Jesus’ suffering and death are an inescapable part of His calling. Jesus warned that tribulation and persecution that would test his disciples (4:17). Why did Mark stress the inevitability of suffering?  No doubt Jesus stressed it. If Mark was written in Rome, under Nero's reign, than here was reassurance. Mark may not have said as bluntly as Peter did that “for to this you were called” (1 Pt 2:21), but he put it just as clearly in different words. Nonetheless, Mark ended his Gospel with an announcement of the resurrection, a proclamation of Jesus’ victory accomplished through suffering.

The Hidden Messiah

The Messianic Secret has drawn much scholarly attention over the years. In the first half of the Gospel of Mark, Jesus neither proclaimed His Messiahship Himself nor accepted the attribution of it to Himself by others. Jesus asked people to keep his identity a secret in the first half of the Gospel and only in the second half became more open about his identity and his mission. Jesus commanded the demons to be silent. Jesus commanded the disciples not to tell anyone His true identity until after he had risen from the dead. Jesus commanded healed people not to tell what He did, but interestingly, they disobeyed. This is in contrast to the second half of Mark, where Jesus accepted and acknowledged such a confession from Peter.  At that point His identity was no longer a secret. The time had come to declare it openly.

The most likely explanation for this phenomenon is that there was a huge potential for misunderstanding. The Jews expected a politico‑military figure who would bring immediate political victory to Jerusalem and focus on things in this world. Furthermore, the Jews did not expect the Messiah to be divine. Jesus needed to explain the nature of His Messiahship before he was openly declared to be the Messiah. Even after Peter's declaration, much care was needed to explain this to the disciples. Only after Peter's confession of Jesus could the glory of the transfiguration be revealed. Only after the resurrection did they truly understand the meaning of Messiahship for Jesus. Therefore, Jesus spoke openly to those who understood. Jesus waited for the time, so he would not meet a premature end. Mark’s messianic secret corresponded to his portrait of Jesus as Messiah, Son of God, whose true significance could only be grasped in the light of the cross. 

Responses to Jesus
One goal of Mark is to show how people responded to Jesus, both in hostility and in faith (1:27, 2:12, 25‑28, 3:16, 4:41). The Pharisees constantly responded with skepticism and even hostility. Even the disciples usually misunderstood Jesus. Mark portrayed the disciples in a less-than-positive light. They failed to understand Jesus’ teaching in parables (4:13, cf. 4:34; 7:18), on divorce (10:10–12) and especially about his coming death (8:32–33; 9:9–13, 32). They failed to understand what he was doing when he calmed the storm (4:35–41) and walked on the water (6:45–52). Indeed, they failed to understand fully who He was, as seen by Peter’s response to the passion prediction in 8:31–33. This failure to understand constantly reappeared throughout the section of 8:27–10:52 as well as during Jesus’ arrest and trial. The disciples seem precariously close to the leaven of Herod and the Pharisees as they respond to Jesus in the hour of their own need (cf. 4:35–41; 6:45–52), their special role. The story about the blind man (8:22–26) indicated, their sight is at best partial. Their response to Jesus’ teaching and his coming death in 8:27–14:63 demonstrated even more clearly their need for the second touch. However Peter, representing all of the disciples, did profess true comprehension of Jesus’ identity in the center of Mark’s Gospel.

Overview of the Gospel of Mark
Prologue
1:1‑15
The Gospel of Mark begins very quickly. In the first 15 verses Mark takes his readers to the equivalent positions of Matthew 4 and Luke 4. The title of book is given in Mark 1:1, “The Gospel of Jesus Christ, Son of God.” Mark’s Gospel begins with a proclamation of the true nature of Jesus (1:1) which will take his disciples a long time to learn. Jesus’ identity will remain to the last a mystery for most, even to the crowds whom He has fed and healed. In the first 6 verses Mark provides a fulfillment of prophecy, an example of typology, and John's own prophetic announcement of Jesus. The reference to John wearing clothes made of camel's hair and eating locusts is an example of typology. Mark is revealing the divinely intended repetition of characteristics or themes in history which call attention to God’s actions repeating themselves in a greater way. Just as Elijah announced God’s judgment on a people and summoned them to follow Yahweh, their true king, so John would summon the people to repentance and call them to follow their true King, the Messiah sent by the Lord. 

All four Gospels include this preparation phase where John takes the center stage. John is preparing the world for the message from Jesus. John is the link between the Old Testament and the New Testament. He is the last prophet and the forerunner of the Messiah. After Jesus’ time of preparation, He is introduced to the readers by John. In Jesus’ baptism scene, God is revealed as Trinity. The Father, the Son, and the Spirit are all three seen simultaneously in the same location. This excludes modalism as a means of understanding God as Trinity. God does not merely appear at different times and different places in different forms. He exists eternally as Trinity. Mark’s introduction is packed full of theological truths that prepare the reader for a fast moving Gospel.

Part I: 
1:16‑8:26

From the very opening of Mark, Jesus demonstrates unique authority. In the first few chapters Jesus demonstrates His authority over demons, disease, nature, and death. Jesus further reveals His authority by means of teaching and healing. The people immediately see that His authority is different from that of the Pharisees (1:22). His teaching authority comes not from human institutions but directly from God. His power over evil spirits confirms the extent of His authority. Jesus can overpower even the greatest spiritual enemies.

In Mark everything moves quickly. By the end of chapter 1 Jesus had already gained extensive popularity. He was sought by the crowds. At the same time, Jesus was not compelled to please the crowds. He got away from the crowds to pray. Furthermore, He followed His Father's command to travel and preach and leave the crowd. In 1:44 we are already introduced to the Messianic secret. Rather than emphasize and proclaim His role, Jesus commanded those who had seen His power not to tell anyone. Jesus is not a politician or a pop-star working on gathering popularity and fame. Jesus knows it is not yet time to be declared publicly as the Messiah. This public proclamation will be done ironically and shockingly through a cross, not through a supernatural healing or deliverance. So he commands those who discern his identity not to tell others.

Just as the action moves quickly in Mark, so does the opposition. Jesus battled demons in chapter 1 and the Pharisees in chapter 2. The Pharisees’ opposition to Jesus is almost expected by us, but we must remember that their response to Jesus in many cases is quite understandable. If Jesus were not divine, their response in 2:7 would have been absolutely correct. “Who can forgive sins but God alone?” However, the reader has understood from the first verse of Mark’s Gospel that Jesus is the unique Son of God. Jesus conflicts with the Pharisees over His friendship with sinners, His view of fasting, and His understanding of the Sabbath. Jesus announced the need for new wineskins to hold the new teaching He was bringing. Such a view could not have been popular with the Pharisees. 

In His conflict over the Sabbath, note what Jesus did not do. Jesus did not address specific questions about Sabbath regulations and argue that the Pharisees’ interpretation was too narrow or rigid. Instead Jesus pointed to Himself as the only one who can interpret properly the law. When Jesus referred to the time David picked the grain because His men were in need, He did not go on to say that His own men were in need. Jesus implied that He was like David. Jesus was demonstrating that He was the true Son of David and in some sense actually greater than David. Jesus could pick grain on the Sabbath because He was Lord of the Sabbath, not because of some legal maneuvering. This left the Pharisees with two choices: either to accept that He was much greater than they had expected or to fight Him as a false teacher. They obviously chose the latter.

The pattern laid out in this conflict with the Pharisees is basically the choice faced by everyone who meets Jesus. Either they must accept Him as their divine Lord who has absolute authority or they must fight against Him as a false teacher. The Gospels exclude any middle ground. The Jewish leaders made their choice and looked for a way to accuse Jesus. Having hardly given Him a chance, they condemned Him according to their human standards and by 3:7 were already plotting to kill him. This revealed their hardness of heart, and so revealed the effect of grace on every man. Grace either softens or hardens. It does not leave a heart untouched.

As Jesus encountered further opposition in chapter 3, he chose to withdraw from the crowds. This symbolized his official break from the Pharisees. They responded by accusing Him of being demon-possessed in 3:20-30. Jesus responded with a cryptic parable explaining His mission. Jesus is the thief who comes in the night to rob the strong man of all his goods. Jesus was opposed not only by official Judaism, but also by His own relatives. In 3:31-35 Jesus’ family came and demanded He submit to them. When they called him Jesus was busy doing the will of his Father. Their summoning him implied that they had a priority of relationship with Jesus and could call Him to submit to them. Jesus’ lack of response clarified what it means to be a child of God. There is no priority greater than doing the will of God.

Mark 4 records many parables of Jesus. They are not as tightly organized as those in Matthew but do cover many of the same parables. This suggests to many that Mark was written earlier and that Matthew more thoroughly organized the parables and teaching of Jesus into separate sections. Mark then moved to describing Jesus’ ministry around the Lake of Galilee. Jesus calmed the storm and cast out a legion of demons. Jesus’ demonstrations of power were increasing in scope. In chapter 5 He cast out not one demon, nor several sequentially, but thousands instantaneously. Jesus then healed a sick woman and raised a young girl from the dead. Jesus moved beyond amazing acts of supernatural healing to the ultimate act of restoration, that of resurrection. Jesus demonstrated in this that He has authority over life and death. Despite this exceptional authority, Jesus was not universally received. He was rejected in his own city in chapter 6. The beheading of John in chapter 7 foreshadowed Jesus’ execution in chapters 14-15. Remember this Gospel began by linking John’s ministry with Jesus. 

Mark then reported the feeding of the 5,000 and Jesus’ walking on water. Jesus had authority over nature and natural laws. When Jesus described what makes a man clean or unclean in chapter 7, Mark is continuing to show the contrast between Jesus and the religious leaders. Mark 7:24-8:26 recounted Jesus’ return to Galilee. He interacted with the Syro-Phonecian woman, eventually granting the woman’s request and delivering her child from a demon. While Jesus was sent primarily to the Jews, throughout the Gospels we do see His ultimate mission was really much broader. Jesus performed a second miracle of feeding thousands, this time four thousand, with just a few loaves and fish. The section concludes with a man Jesus touched twice in order to heal him (Mark 8:22-26). After Jesus’ first touch, with spit on his fingers, the man saw things, but not clearly. After the second touch, everything became clear. This is an illustration of the disciples’ comprehension of Jesus’ identity. The disciples had been with Jesus, but still did not fully understand who He was. They would need a second touch. In the very next passage Peter would be able to see clearly and then be able to declare properly who Jesus was.

Part 2: The Passion of Jesus the Messiah

The section of Mark form 8:27 through the end of chapter 10 is called “The Road to Jerusalem.” It begins with Peter’s confession in 8:27-30. The first half of Mark has been leading up to this point. Each unit in the Gospel leads the reader to ask the question, “Who is this Jesus?” The disciples had not been seeing Jesus clearly, but in this passage, Peter was given eyes to see and ears to hear and so declared Jesus to be the Christ. This is the central affirmation of Mark’s entire work and his goal for every reader. Every unit in the first half of Mark’s Gospel drives the reader not only to this intellectual affirmation, but ultimately to this spiritual profession of faith. Once this point has been established, the focus shifts to the requirements of Jesus’ disciples. The second half of the Gospel will shift the focus from the identity of Jesus to the nature of His mission. Why has Jesus come? What kind of movement, or kingdom, did He come to establish? What will be required of those who enter His kingdom?

Mark answers these questions first by emphasizing Jesus’ suffering. Three times Jesus predicts his own death (8:31, 9:31, 10:33). Jesus’ mission was to suffer and die. This was not a mistake nor an unfortunate result of political or religious oppression. This was His mission. Furthermore, Jesus called His disciples to follow Him, even in suffering. Following Jesus will be costly. As Jesus turned toward Jerusalem, he prepared His disciples both for His own suffering and for theirs that would follow. Jesus’ three predictions of suffering punctuate the drama with a recurring message of a coming judgment. They form an inescapable background to the story, perhaps similar to a deep and persistent drum beating in the background. Jesus will suffer unto death and show His disciples the cost of following Him.

Once Jesus arrived in Jerusalem, things were set in motion for the climax of the story. This section of the Passion narrative will be examined more thoroughly in the section on Matthew. Jesus was met by crowds and welcomed enthusiastically. His entrance into Jerusalem was followed by the cleansing of the Temple and the cursing of the fig tree. Both of these were symbolic acts of judgment on the city. When Jesus began teaching publicly in the square, He was questioned by a variety of leaders and answered them all convincingly. He silenced His opposition. He then gave His teaching on what would come in the last days.

Mark’s passion narrative formally begins in chapter 14, which recounted the institution of the Lord’s Supper, Jesus’ prayer in the garden, and His arrest by the angry mob. Since Mark 14:51-2 is unique to Mark, some have speculated that the man who ran away was actually the author. Mark 15 records Jesus’ trial before the Sanhedrin, Peter's denial of Jesus and Jesus’ trial before Pilate. In the end, Jesus was crucified as a criminal outside Jerusalem and buried. The Gentile soldier recognized His identity and declared Him to be the Son of God. Mark 16:1-8 then recorded a brief account of the empty tomb. 

If the shorter ending of Mark is accepted, that Mark ends in 16:8, then the report of Jesus’ resurrection is very short and the Gospel ends abruptly. In fact, no appearance of Jesus was recorded. This would be a very surprising ending. Some have argued that this is actually the original ending of Mark, done so intentionally for dramatic and rhetorical effect. The angel does say that Jesus will appear to them, and clearly alludes to Jesus’ resurrection. But the actual resurrection is not spelled out in Mark. If intentional, this would produce in the reader the desire to finish the story and say, “Yes, He is alive. You won’t find him in the tomb, because He is still alive.” This is ultimately the purpose of the Gospel, so it is not impossible for the original Gospel of Mark to have ended in verse 8.

Textual Question of Mark 16:9-20
Mark 16:9-20 is one of the two larger texts in the New Testament whose authenticity is seriously questioned. Mark 16:9-20 is often called the “longer ending” of Mark. This ending to Mark is not found in some important early manuscripts and seems to be deliberately excluded. It was rejected as unreliable by most early authorities including Eusebius and Jerome. The style is unlike that of the rest of Mark. It seems that the longer ending shows knowledge of the end of the other three Gospels. One possibility is that an early editor considered Mark’s abrupt ending unacceptable and gathered reliable material from the other Gospels and Acts to complete Mark’s original. Several alternative endings to Mark have been found in ancient manuscripts. For example, between verses 8 and 9, several early manuscripts and versions read “But they told Peter and his group briefly all the things that had been commanded them. And after these things Jesus himself appeared to them, and sent out through them from east to west the holy and incorruptible proclamation of everlasting salvation.” This reads like an early attempt to tidy loose ends. The last clause in particular does not sound Marcan in its expression. One manuscript actually ends with this summary, omitting 9-20 altogether. It appears that the alternate verse 9 and the extant 9-20 are official early church endings of the Gospel of Mark which either supplemented his abrupt ending or replaced a presumably lost ending. Thus while Mark 16:9-20 is undoubtedly reliable early tradition, it likely is not part of the original Gospel of Mark. Therefore, caution should be taken in building a theological position upon these verses.

Ten Bible Studies from Mark

Mark 1:1-11

1. What do we learn about Jesus of Nazareth from the opening verse of Mark? What is a “Gospel,” that is, what kind of literature are we reading?

2. Read Isaiah 40:3-5. Why do you think Mark quotes Isaiah at the very beginning of his Gospel? 

3. The Gospel is about Jesus, but the first character introduced is John. Why? What is John’s role? Do we sometimes play a similar role? How?

4. John called people to repentance. What did that mean to various Jews of first century Palestine? What did that mean before Jesus began his ministry? What was the meaning of John’s baptism?

5. Why does Mark tell us what John wore and what he ate? Read 4 Kings 1:8. How is John related to Elijah?

6. Is Jesus’ baptism by John the same as our baptism, or different? What is the meaning of your baptism?

7. What does this passage teach us about the Trinity?

8. What does God the Father say about Jesus at the end of this passage? What does this mean? How does it influence the way we think about, and even worship, Jesus?
Mark 2:1-12

1. Why were the four men bringing a paralytic to Jesus? What did they think about the man? About Jesus? What did they expect to have happen?

2. How did they present their friend to Jesus? How do you think his entrance made him feel? Made Jesus feel? Made the crowd feel?

3. What surprising thing does Jesus say when the paralytic is lowered in front of him? In what ways is this surprising?

4. How can a paralyzed man sin? If he can’t move in any way, how can he sin? What does this show us about sin?

5. The teachers of the law noticed the surprising thing Jesus said. Is their statement that God alone can forgive sins correct? Step away from the story and reflect on that truth for a moment. Do you really believe that God alone can forgive sins? What ramifications does that have for the way you live your life? The way you approach God?

6. What is surprising about Jesus’ question in verse 8? What does this suggest about the nature of Jesus?

7. What is the answer to Jesus’ question in verse 9? What is Jesus’ logic in verses 10-11?

8. How did the different characters in the story respond to Jesus? The men who carried the paralytic, the paralytic himself, Jesus, the teachers of the law, and the crowds? Which one characterizes your typical response to Jesus?

Mark 3:22-27
1. There are more demon possessions recorded during the ministry of Jesus than any other point in Biblical history. How might this be related to the enemy’s strategy?

2. What accusation do the teachers of the law make? How can a teacher of the law so thoroughly confuse the work of God and the work of the devil? Do people get that confused today?

3. Do the principles Jesus used to explain why he can’t be from Satan also apply to Jesus’ own kingdom? Can Jesus’ kingdom be divided?

4. In Jesus’ one verse parable, he speaks of a house being robbed. Who is the strong man, what are his possessions, and who is the thief in this parable?

5. How has Jesus already battled the strong man in the first three chapters of Mark? How will he “tie him up” in the remaining chapters of Mark? Is Satan bound or free today?

6. How does Jesus “rob the house?” How have you been freed by Jesus from the power of an evil landlord?

7. The Gospel is basically the story of Jesus defeating the strong man and robbing his house. What role did Jesus’ first coming play in this battle and what role will His second coming play?
Mark 4:35-41

1. Jesus had shown himself to have authority over demons, disease, and even death. What does Jesus have authority over in this passage? Did Jesus know there was going to be a storm before he set out?

2. When the storm comes up, how do the disciples respond? How does Jesus respond? Why the contrast?

3. When is it appropriate to be worried about a storm, and when is it sinful?

4. What allowed Jesus to sleep during the storm? Would the boat have capsized if the disciples had not woken Jesus?

5. How does Jesus address the wind and the waves? How does the response of the wind and the waves compare with the response of demons Jesus commanded? What might we see in this?

6. If we only had Mark 4:40 in the Bible, how would we define “faith”? What is the relationship between fear and faith?

7. The disciples were at first afraid of the storm, but then became even more afraid when they saw Jesus command the wind and the waves. Why did they respond in fear? How would you feel if the person you were traveling with commanded nature and it obeyed?

8. In verse 41, the disciples asked the central question of the first half of Mark, “Who is this man?” In what ways does Mark 1-8, and this passage in particular, answer this question? What things in your life have led you to your answer of that question?
Mark 5:1-20

1. How was the man who lived among the tombs looked upon by society? Who is comparable to such a person today?

2. Why did the man fall on his knees before Jesus? How do the demons relate to Jesus?

3. What is the significance of the name, “Legion.” What does this reveal to us about Jesus?

4. What happens to the demons once they enter the pigs? What does this reveal to us about the nature of demons? What does this reveal to us about the authority of Jesus?

5. How is the behavior of the pigs contrasted with the new behavior of the man? Why were the townspeople afraid when the saw the man sitting with Jesus?

6. The man is a picture of what Jesus does when he redeems and saves men from the kingdom of darkness. How have you seen that occur among people you know?

7. Why do you think the people wanted Jesus to leave their region? What did they fail to understand? Who behaves that same way today?

8. What did the former madman do after Jesus refused to take him on the boat? How did people respond? What was the nature of His witness, and what can we learn from Him?
Mark 6:30-44

1. Why were so many people crowding around the apostles? What was Jesus’ response to his disciples’ needs? Do you ever feel the need to get away from the crowds and find a quiet place to rest?

2. Even after they secluded themselves, the crowd found them. How did Jesus respond to the crowd? What happens to sheep who don’t have a shepherd? Whom do you see around you who doesn’t have a shepherd? How do you respond to them?

3. How do the disciples respond to the problem of the crowds? How does Jesus respond? Why are the responses different? How do you respond to problems, like the disciples or like Jesus?

4. How did Jesus solve the problem of the crowds? By what authority could he do that? Can we do similar things today, or is this action unique to Jesus?

5. Had anything like this ever happened before? Read 4 Kings 4:42-44. What does it mean that Mark is showing us that Jesus is like Elisha?

6. How is the feeding of 5,000 people related to manna in Exodus 16? Is Jesus greater than Moses?

7. Why were bread and fish left over? Does that mean it is OK to waste food? What is this showing us about the character of God?

8. In what circumstances to you feel like your lack is overwhelming and the problem is too great? What is God revealing to you about Himself in this passage?
Mark 7:1-23

1. This passage shows a number of contrasts between Jesus and the Pharisees in regard to their religious traditions. What are popular “traditions” you see people following that they would consider religious and fairly important to their culture?

2. What action of Jesus and his disciples upset the Pharisees in 7:2? Why did the Pharisees insist on washing their hands? Was Jesus disrespectful to his elders?

3. Why do traditions like this tend to multiply, both in quantity and in perceived importance? What does Jesus say about this tradition and others like it in 7:6-8? What does it mean to honor God with your lips but have hearts far from him? Have you ever done that?

4. Jesus critiques the practice of using religious vows to neglect honoring one’s parents in 7:9-13. Does this ever happen in your religious circle?

5. Can food make someone unclean (7:14-19)? Does Jesus contradict the Old Testament in this passage?

6. Can you eat and drink any food you like, according to this passage?

7. What does Jesus teach is the heart of “uncleanness” in 7:20-23? Are we defiled? According to this passage, how can we become clean?

8. Read Matthew 23:23. Consider carefully where you might be following the details of the law while ignoring the weighty matters. How can you fulfill the weighty matters of the law?
Mark 8:27-30

1. Why might people have been wondering who Jesus was? What kind of things had Jesus done that attracted attention?

2. Why might people have thought Jesus was John the Baptist? What did those two men have in common? What is the relationship between Jesus and John the Baptist?

3. Why might people have thought Jesus was Elijah or one of the prophets? In what way was Jesus a prophet? In what way was He more than a prophet?

4. This is the first time one of the disciples identifies Jesus as the Christ, the Messiah from God. Before Peter’s confession, who did they think Jesus was? When were they surprised by His actions? What does Acts 1:6 show about the disciples’ understanding of Jesus’ identity even after His resurrection?

5. After the parallel passage in Matthew 16:13-16, how does Jesus explain Peter’s understanding of the nature of Jesus? What does this mean?

6. Who do people today say Jesus is? In what ways are they right? Have you met any people like the Pharisees, who say that Jesus is the prince of demons? 

7. Are you ever like the disciples, who understand partly, but not fully, who Jesus is?

8. What does it mean to truly believe that Jesus is the Christ? What does it mean to not simply repeat some traditional words are intellectually agree that Jesus in history was a unique figure, but to fully believe that He is the Messiah?

9. What do you consider the most critical factor in your life that led you to confess that Jesus was your Savior and Lord?

Mark 8:31-38

1. What topic does Jesus address immediately following Peter’s confession of faith in Mark 8:27-30? What is the relationship between faith and discipleship?

2. Jesus predicted his death 3 times in Mark’s Gospel: Mark 8:31, 9:31, and 10:32-34. Why do you think Mark (and Jesus) had to repeat this prediction?

3. How does Peter respond to Jesus’ prediction of his death in 8:32? What do you think Peter was thinking when he rebuked Jesus? Was Peter in some sense justified for his comments? What was he trying to accomplish?

4. Why did Jesus respond so strongly? Was there another way Jesus could have accomplished our salvation? When do we try to accomplish God’s plan by man’s means? When do we avoid the difficult things God has called us to do?

5. What did the phrase “take up your cross” mean to people in first century Palestine? Was it a metaphor? How does that shape the way we understand what it means to us? What does it mean for you to take up your cross?

6. How can you lose your life by trying to save it? What does it mean to “save” your life by “losing” it?

7. Share an example of someone you think has gained the whole world but forfeit his soul? Are you tempted by such an example?

8. What does it mean to “be ashamed of me and my words” in this generation? How can we live in such a way as not to be ashamed of Jesus and His words in our generation?
Mark 10:35-45

1. What did James and John request in 10:34-37? How do people use their friends to try to gain political or social status in our world?

2. What “cup” was Jesus going to be baptized with? What is the irony between their understanding of drinking the cup and his? Did they fully understand what it meant to be a disciple of Jesus?

3. Share an example of someone whom you have seen “lording” their power over others. Do we act any differently when we are in charge?

4. How did the other disciples respond to this request from James and John? What does this show about their hearts?

5. Jesus summarizes his style of leadership and his purpose in 10:45. What does it mean to be a servant leader? Give an example of how you have seen this modeled well.

6. In our world, great people tend to have power, authority, and resources to accomplish their goals. Can we really be leaders and rulers in our society if we only serve others and behave as slaves?

7. Together develop a list of ten practical real things you can do for others to act as a servant or a slave toward them. As you develop this list, consider what is unique to a believer’s approach to serving others. How do we differ from other servants?

8. Jesus not only served others with his life, but also through his death. What does it mean that Jesus was a ransom? While we can’t die to save others from their sins, is there a way our service towards others can be redemptive?
Chapter4: Jesus and the Kingdom of God

Introduction

Jesus began his ministry by proclaiming that the Kingdom of God had draw near. How would ancient listeners have understood the term, “the Kingdom of God”? The Gospels introduce the ministry of Jesus by stating that he proclaimed the nearness of the Kingdom of God. No word of explanation is ever offered, and the conclusion must be that the idea of God’s Kingdom was well known. How would Jews in Palestine have interpreted this proclamation of a Kingdom? Since this phrase is central to everything Jesus said and did, it is important to examine the concept carefully. While there is no single Old Testament reference to this expression, the idea is present throughout the Old Testament. As a point of clarification, the concept of the Kingdom of God is referred to in various ways in the Synoptic Gospels. Matthew uses the phrase Kingdom of Heaven instead of Kingdom of God as a way of communicating effectively with his Jewish readers. He simply avoids using the proper name for God by talking around it, a common technique in the first century. An examination of parallel passages in Mark and Luke demonstrates that the terms “Kingdom of God” and “Kingdom of Heaven” are synonyms. The word “Kingdom” is also sometimes used absolutely while still referring to the Kingdom of God.

Old Testament Background

The Kingdom of God first of all must be understood against the background of the Kingdom of Israel. Israel had been a properly recognized kingdom at various points in her history. She had a king, a palace, geographical territory, and a people. More importantly, however, was that God stood behind the king and the nation. Israel was never really an independent nation. She was always dependent upon her God. The King was God’s vassal on the earth, the person who would most clearly represent the nature of the reign of God. The King was always to show the people that Yahweh was the true King. In a number of instances Yahweh is presented as king. In other places He is described as having a royal throne from which He currently reigns or will reign from in the future. Psalm 21:29 says that “the kingdom” belongs to the Lord.

The idea is not, however, confined to texts with explicit royal attributes. The concept that the Lord is King underlies His whole relationship to Israel and ultimately to the world. When Moses tells Pharaoh to let the Hebrews go, it is not a request but a demand from the lawful king of Egypt to Pharaoh. The covenant form that defines Yahweh’s relationship to Israel presupposes the fact that Yahweh is King. When the Lord divided up the land of Canaan, He did so as a sovereign King. He could divide up and give out land as He pleased because He was the King. While God’s kingship can be seen in the period of the judges, the accession of David to the throne made the situation much clearer. The king was understood to reign as Yahweh’s representative and serve under Yahweh’s lordship. The monarchy was looked upon as the concrete manifestation of Yahweh’s rule. The promise to establish David’s throne forever, despite the rejection of Solomon led to the focus on a future Messiah. A future king would rule over David’s kingdom in righteousness and prosperity.  The Davidic kingdom was integrally connected to Yahweh’s rule. Even during the exile and in the post-exilic period, the prophets and priests spoke of a restoration of David’s kingdom.

The entire concept of the kingdom, however, was radically transformed by the visions given to Daniel. Daniel 2 and 7 contrast the Kingdom of God with the kingdoms of this world. In Daniel 2 the kingdoms of this world are represented by a statue made of different materials. These kingdoms are the ones that will rule over and oppress the people of God. In contrast to the human kingdoms, a stone represents the agent who establishes God’s kingdom. This stone smashes the kingdoms of this world and eventually grows to become a mountain that fills the whole earth. It is a kingdom not made by human hands but one that comes directly from God. In Daniel 7, the same idea is communicated through more graphic and emotional imagery. The kingdoms of this world are represented by wild un-earthly beasts (Daniel 7:1-8), while the agent from God is figure described as “one like a son of man” (Daniel 7:13-14). This figure takes part in condemning the other kingdoms and eventually reigns with the saints over the entire earth. Daniel transformed the notion of the kingdom by describing it without any reference to David or Israel. Daniel described a kingdom that covered the whole earth and whose reign would last forever. Daniel portrays a new figure, one like “a son of man” who will reign over this kingdom forever. The new situation brought about not only a new understanding of the kingdom of God but also the transformation of its agent.

Inter-Testamental Development 

In the period between the close of the Old Testament and the advent of Jesus, the expectation of the restoration of the Kingdom of Israel developed. The centuries-long Gentile rule over Palestine intensified the longing for liberation, national identity and the happiness of the Jewish people. While the term “kingdom of God” is rare in Judaism, the idea is found frequently, either explicitly as the kingdom of the Messiah or implicitly in descriptions of the messianic age. Two tendencies can be observed in the reference to this expectation. First, Jews expected a political, this-worldly conception of a temporary, Davidic kingdom with Jerusalem as the center and the Jews as the primary beneficiaries. This was usually followed by a judgment and the establishment of a new world. Second, a later, apocalyptic conception of a transcendental and everlasting kingdom was described in universalistic terms. This kingdom comes by direct intervention.

Thus, by the time of Jesus there were clear lines of thoughts about how the kingdom would come. The inbreaking of the kingdom of God would be preceded by a time of tribulation and upheaval both in heaven and on earth. In rabbinic literature this came to be called the birth pangs of the Messiah. The Messiah’s appearance in some texts was preceded by the coming of Elijah or the prophet-like-Moses. The expectations of the Messiah himself are diverse. Some expected the Messiah to be a fully human, Davidic Messiah who would conquer the wicked. Others spoke about a pre-existent, supernatural being with powers to judge the kings and the mighty. While in 1 Enoch the Messiah appeared after the judgment, in most other works he actually conquered or judged his enemies. A number of works echo the sentiment of Psalm 2:1–3 and presuppose a final assault by the ungodly against the Messiah in order to thwart the establishment of the messianic kingdom. These powers are annihilated sometimes by God or more often by the Messiah himself, who is sometimes presented as a warrior or a judge.

In this literature the establishment of the Messiah’s kingdom involved the gathering of the scattered Israelites and the restoration of Jerusalem. The messianic kingdom was understood to imply the ultimate reign of God over his people, which would fulfill the Old Testament idea of God being king over Israel. In Jewish literature the kingdom was centered in Palestine, with Jerusalem being “the jewel of the world.” Jubilees probably presents the first instance of a temporary messianic kingdom of 1,000 years. This was brought about gradually by man’s moral or spiritual development, during which time the powers of evil are restrained.

Since all these diverse approaches to the kingdom of God are found throughout first century Judaism, it is very important to see what Jesus actually said about the Kingdom. The Kingdom Jesus inaugurated was not just any kingdom, but the final eschatological kingdom. It was announced by John, as all the gospel writers make clear. In Matthew 11:2-15 Jesus answered John by saying that all that Israel had been expecting was coming to fruition. All kingdom and Messianic expectations that had been foretold in the Scriptures are coming to fruition in Jesus. Jesus explained that John was the final prophet of the Mosaic covenant and at the same time the herald of the new covenant.

Definition
So what is the Kingdom of God? The Kingdom of God is God’s sovereign, dynamic and eschatological rule. The kingdom of God had continuity with the Old Testament promise as well as with Jewish apocalyptic thinking, but differed from them in important respects. The Kingdom of God referred to God’s eternal rule rather than an earthly kingdom. Its scope was universal rather than limited to the Jewish nation. The Kingdom of God was imminent and potentially present in Jesus rather than a vague future hope. The Kingdom of God was connected with the very person and mission of Jesus. The Kingdom of God was the very fulfillment of the Old Testament. Throughout Matthew there are a number of passages that declare that the Kingdom of God came “in order to fulfill” a text or a theme of the Old Testament. For example, in Mt 5:17-20, Jesus says, “I have not come to abolish but to fulfill the law.” The Kingdom Jesus inaugurated caps the entire Old Testament mission. This is seen in Jesus’ statement to the disciples on the road to Emmaus in Luke 24:25-27. All of the OT pointed to Jesus. Acts records the continued preaching of the kingdom from the Old Testament.

Furthermore, the Kingdom of God can not be dissociated from the Son of man, who in Jesus’ teaching, as in Daniel, is its agent. The destiny of the Son of man is therefore directly connected with the coming of the kingdom of God. The present activity of the Son of man, especially his casting-out of demons, is an integral part of the proclamation of the kingdom of God.  It is the preliminary warfare of the Son of man against the evil powers in his work of making possible the entrance of the kingdom of God in human history. The Son of Man came and tied up the strong man (Mark 3:27). He cast out demons and robbed the house that had been seized by Satan. He will thus crush the statue (Daniel 2) and destroy the beasts (Daniel 7, as well as Rev 12-13) and thus reveal who indeed is the King of kings (Rev. 19).

The Kingdom as Present and Future
Scholars have long debated whether the Kingdom that Jesus proclaimed was fully present in Jesus’ life and ministry or was a future reality to which Jesus was pointing. Passages that point to the Kingdom as already being present include texts like Matthew 9:14-15, where the Kingdom arrives with Jesus, the bridegroom.  In Matthew 4:17 Jesus openly states that the Kingdom of God is at hand. In Mark 2:21 Jesus tells a parable about the need for new wineskins. That clearly implies that the old wineskins are no longer necessary because the new wine, a reference to His Kingdom, has come. The first beatitude speaks of the Kingdom in the present tense, “…for theirs is the Kingdom of Heaven.” Note the condition stated in Luke 11:20 when Jesus says that the Kingdom of God has come upon you already. If Jesus is driving out demons, which he is doing quite regularly, then the Kingdom of God is already present.

However, there are a few verses that make it clear that in some way the Kingdom of God was still future. Mat 16:27-8 speaks of the Son of man coming in the future to give rewards. Jesus associates that event with the coming of His Kingdom. Likewise, in Matthew 25:31-33 when Jesus tells the parable of the sheep and the goats, he speaks of the future time when the Son of Man will come in his glory. There is still a future aspect of the Kingdom that will come with final judgment and eternal rewards. This is made explicit in Luke 19:11 which corrects those who thought the Kingdom of God would come immediately in all of its fullness.

One parable that reveals the nature of the Kingdom is found in Matthew 13:31-32. This parable of the mustard seeds speaks of something that had a very small beginning, virtually unnoticeable, but a dramatic conclusion, being larger than all the other plants in the garden. The Kingdom of God was introduced with a small and apparently insignificant beginning. But it will have a dramatic conclusion in the future. Just like the tiny stone cut in Daniel 2 not only smashed the huge statue, but eventually grew to fill the entire earth, so also the Kingdom, which began ironically through the death of the messenger, would destroy the Kingdom of the evil one, and eventually grow so large as to fill the entire earth. This understanding of the presence of God’s Kingdom is central to understanding the message of Jesus. Jesus taught this to his disciples so they would understand the apparent contradiction between their victory in Christ and their current suffering. The Kingdom which Jesus began appeared to be weak and insignificant. But since it is God’s Kingdom, it will grow and expand over time to eventually fill the whole earth.

The Moral Demands of the Kingdom

The Kingdom of God placed significant moral demands upon the disciples of Jesus. The first condition was to “repent and believe the gospel” (Mark 1:15). John called people to repent in Matthew 3:7-8 as a way to prepare for the coming of the Kingdom. People must renounce the kingdom of this world and forsake their allegiance to this world and place their faith in the one establishing the Kingdom of God. A childlike faith is a presupposition for entering the Kingdom of God.  The gospel is the good news about the sovereignty of God. God’s great act of salvation, in fulfillment of all His revelation, demands that our hearts be fully devoted to Him. Nothing may stand in the way of the Kingdom since no one who has put his hand on the plow and looks back is fit for the Kingdom of God. The Kingdom may demand the sacrifice of marriage and family as well as of possessions. The Kingdom must be preferred to everything and every relationship. At the other end the Kingdom holds the promise of repaying as many as a hundredfold. All this illustrates the seriousness with which people must act with regard to the Kingdom of God. They must seek to enter in by the narrow gate.

The ethical demands of the Kingdom occur in concentrated form in the Sermon on the Mount. Here we see a continuation with the ethical teaching of the Old Testament, although Jesus’ requirements go beyond it by penetrating behind the letter to the spirit and intent of the law. Jesus lifts up a performance motivated by pure love and devotion to God and love to one’s neighbor. Love is the fulfilling of all the commandments from our hearts.
The Parables of the Kingdom. 

Jesus often taught about the Kingdom of God by using parables. The parables of the Kingdom occur in concentrated collections in Mark 4 and Matthew 13. These parables illustrate different aspects of the Kingdom of God. The parable of the sower illustrates people’s response to the message of the Kingdom of God. Several parables, such as the parable of the mustard seed and the leaven, illustrate the intense growth of the Kingdom after an apparently insignificant beginning. The seed that grows quietly illustrates the slow but persistent work of God. Several parables, such as the wheat and the tares and the dragnet, illustrate the reality of the final judgment that the Kingdom brings. The wheat and the tares illustrate the mixed nature of life in the current era which will be settled when the Kingdom comes in its fullness. The parable of the pearl of great price reveals the inestimable value of the Kingdom of God, for which people must be prepared to give up everything. Parables are not mere stories told to illustrate a point. They reveal truths about the Kingdom of God. Jesus cites Isaiah 6:7-10 when he tells parables. “He who has ears to hear, let him hear” (Mark 4:9). Parables have an aspect of judgment as well. They separate those who hear from those who don't. God has given some to hear, and He has judged some by not allowing them to hear. The parables, therefore, don’t merely illustrate principles of the Kingdom. They divide listeners into two categories: those in the Kingdom, and those outside.

In Mark 4:9 and its parallel in Mat 13:11 the Kingdom announces both salvation and judgment. Salvation is given to those who receive the Kingdom, while judgment is brought upon those who reject the Kingdom. More precisely, the Kingdom has come to announce both salvation and judgment. Those who have been given ears to hear will understand the parables and live according to the principles taught therein, while those who have not been given ears to hear will reject the meaning of the parables and fight against the Kingdom, thus confirming their position outside the Kingdom. The parables of Matthew 21 include a stern warning against Israel that judgment is coming upon her.

Nonetheless, there is a consistent theme of grace which runs throughout Jesus’ teaching on the Kingdom. First of all, God has given his disciples grace to understand the mystery of the Kingdom (Luke 8:10). The Kingdom of God is not like getting what we deserve, but like getting the wage that Jesus, who worked the whole day, earned (Mat 20:1-16). The Kingdom is illustrated frequently by examples of forgiveness to those who least deserved it. Thus, while the Kingdom is about both salvation and judgment, it is permeated throughout by grace. 

Bible Studies on the Kingdom of God
Overview of the Kingdom of God

1. What is a kingdom? When Jesus began his ministry, he announced that the Kingdom of God had come near (Mark 1:15). What kind of “kingdom” is Jesus talking about?

2. How is the Kingdom of God related to the Kingdom of Israel? In what ways are they similar and in what ways are they different?

3. Read Daniel 2:44-45. What different kingdoms are discussed? What happens to each one and why? Read Daniel 7:13-14. What is the relationship between the son of man and the new kingdom discussed in this passage?

4. How might people have misunderstood the kingdom Jesus announced in the first century? How might people misunderstand the Kingdom Jesus announces in the twenty-first century?

5. In what ways is the Kingdom of God already fully present? Consider Matthew 4:17, 9:14-15, and Mark 2:21.

6. In what ways is the Kingdom of God still future? Consider Matthew 16:27-28, 25:31-33, and Luke 19:11.

7. How can mixing up the future and present aspects of the Kingdom of God affect the way we live as believers?

8. What does Mark 4:30-32 teach us about the Kingdom of God? How have you seen this principle of the Kingdom applied in your own life?

The Moral Demands of the Kingdom of God

1. The Kingdom of God is entered by means of repentance. Why? Of what did mankind need to repent of when Jesus began his ministry?

2. Mark 10:13-16 speaks of entering the Kingdom with a childlike faith. In what way should our faith be childlike? Should we aspire to have an “adult” faith? 

3. The Kingdom of God requires absolute commitment (Luke 9:61-62). What happens if we look back? How does it affect the way we walk by faith?

4. The Kingdom of God requires priority over every other relationship. What relationships are most difficult to put in subjection to the demands of the Kingdom? Why?

5. How does the Kingdom of God bring both salvation and judgment (Mark 4:10-12)? How have you seen different people respond to the claims of this Kingdom?

6. Matthew 20:1-16 tells a parable about grace. Who was shown grace? How do we experience that same grace today?

7. How do you feel about the absolute demand the Kingdom of God places upon you? Is it too great a burden? When is it hardest to yield completely to your King?

8. The Kingdom of God has destroyed the power of the Kingdom of this world. How have you seen that occur in your city? How have you seen the power of the kingdom of darkness destroyed in your life?

Chapter 5: Source and Redaction Criticism

Source Criticism
Observation of the similarities between the four Gospels, especially between the first three, has led people to speculate about the relationship between each of them. Were they written independently of each other? If not, how did the Gospel writers make use of the other Gospels? How are we to understand the difference between the three accounts? The issues related to the Gospel of John are of a different type and will be addressed separately in the section on John’s Gospel.

When the three synoptic Gospels, Matthew, Mark, and Luke, are compared, the similarity between them is striking. 640 of the 661 verses of Mark appear in some form in Matthew or Luke. Of Matthew’s 1068 verses, 622 can be found in Mark and 235 in Luke. Likewise, of Luke’s 1149 verses, 350 can be found in Mark and 235 in Matthew. Put another way, Matthew contains over 90% of Mark, while Luke contains over 50%.  Matthew and Luke both have a high degree of verbal agreement with Mark, 50% and 40% respectively. There is significant similarity in particularities to material in common. In many cases the order and declension of the words are identical. Likewise, the material frequently follows the same order. This has led scholars to propose that one or two of the Gospel writers used one or two of the other Gospels when writing his own Gospel.

Non-dependent answers to the Synoptic problem.

For many centuries the most commonly held theory was that the three Synoptic Gospels, all written in Greek, mutually depended upon an earlier Aramaic source. Most scholars through the mid-eighteenth century assumed the Gospels were written in the traditional canonical order and were all dependent upon this earlier Aramaic gospel. They assumed a long period of oral history prior to the simultaneous and independent writing of the Gospels. Fragments were written down and eventually grouped into collections and tracts which eventually formed the three Synoptic Gospels. These approaches were unsatisfactory because of the extensive word for word agreement in the Gospels and also because of the similarity of the order in which the sayings were given. This has led to the proposal that the Gospel writers made use of previously written Gospels.

Priority of Matthew

Augustine appears to have become the first Source Critic when he called Mark the “abbreviator of Matthew.” He suggested that Matthew wrote the first Gospel, following the New Testament order, and that Mark read Matthew and condensed it. This theory was expanded by Griesbach in 1789. He proposed that Mark made use of both Matthew and Luke and was the last of the three Synoptic Gospels to be written. Griesbach proposed that Luke had used Matthew. In the 1960's, this view became popular again among a few scholars. However, there are significant objections to the theory that Matthew was written first. Mark's shorter gospel includes more details than Matthew, including some details reported by neither Matthew nor Luke. If Mark knew all of Matthew and was primarily condensing it, it is hard to understand how he added so many details. Matthean priority suggests that Luke used Matthew. However, Luke made no use of Matthew’s birth accounts or the Sermon on the Mount. This would be difficult to understand. This has led most scholars to assume that Luke made no use of Matthew’s written Gospel and that both Matthew and Luke made use of Mark’s Gospel.

Priority of Mark

The most widely held view today among scholars is that Mark wrote his Gospel first and that Matthew and Luke both used Mark. The narrative material in Matthew and Luke exists only to the extent that these Gospels mutually agree with Mark.  This led scholars to infer the literary priority of Mark. Scholars noted that Matthew and Luke both follow Marcan order quite closely and never deviate from it simultaneously. Matthew and Luke both occasionally make what appear to be stylistic or grammatical “improvements” to Mark, and not vice versa (Mk 10:17-18; Mt 19:16-17). Mark is often called a more rough version, where Matthew and Luke have smoothed out some theological, psychological, and literary difficulties. It seems much easier to explain why Matthew and Luke expanded Mark’s shorter Gospel than to explain why Mark omitted so much of Matthew and Luke. 

Two Source Hypothesis
Scholars believe that Matthew and Luke used not only Mark, but also a second written source when they wrote their Gospels.  This second source of sayings came to be called Q and is the basis for the two-source hypothesis. While such a source has never been found, many scholars have come to believe that a written source did exist that included the material common to Matthew and Luke but not found in Mark. They suggest that this source circulated for some time independently of other Gospels.

Q, now sometimes called “the Synoptic Sayings Source,” is traditionally defined as the material, between 220 and 250 verses, common to Matthew and Luke but not found in Mark. The Q hypothesis explains the agreement of the wording between Matthew and Luke. It explains the doublets found in Matthew and Luke in which one saying is common to all three gospels and the second of the doublet is common to Matthew and Luke. Similarly, it explains the doublets in Luke unique to Luke, since Matthew frequently conflates such traditions. The Q hypothesis explains the partially common order of the non-Marcan material that is found in Matthew and Luke. Furthermore, the order of the material suggests that Q formed a complete Gospel prior to its incorporation into Matthew and Luke. The Gospel of Q would have followed this outline: 

I. The preaching of John the Baptist and the Temptation of Jesus

II. The teaching of Jesus

III. The response to Jesus’ teaching

IV. Jesus and his disciples

V. Jesus and his adversaries

VI. Preparation for the Imminent End

VII. The Eschatological Discourse.

Four Source Hypothesis

In 1924 Streeter proposed what came to be known as the four source hypothesis. He argued that the additional material unique to Matthew came from a written source “M” and the written material unique to Luke from “L”. He proposed a location for the writing of each gospel, locating Mark in Rome, Q in Antioch, L in Caesarea, and M in Jerusalem. While M and L have not been recognized as distinct written sources, the concept of M and L as unique material of some sort has been received. 

However, the two source hypothesis is not without its own difficulties. It is difficult to explain why Luke omitted the entirety of Mark 6:45-8:26 from his Gospel.  It is difficult to explain the origin of passages where Matthew and Luke agree with each other against Mark, typically called the ‘minor agreements’.  Scholars supporting Marcan priority have suggested that Luke had a defective copy of Mark or that there existed an Ur-Mark (early version) text which was used by Matthew and Luke. Streeter answered the objection about the “minor agreement” texts by dividing them into four categories: 1) Irrelevant agreements which were merely stylistic improvements, 2) Deceptive agreements which were the result of independent editorial work of Matthew and Luke, 3) The influence of Q agreements and 4) Textual corruption, referring to those texts brought into conformity with parallel accounts by later copyists. This explanation satisfied most scholars who were concerned about the “minor agreements.”

An Evangelical Synthesis

Guthrie proposed a more nuanced approach that satisfied the concerns of Evangelicals.
 First, Guthrie noted four key factors that typically do not receive adequate attention. 1) The written Gospels were accepted at a very early period as authoritative. Their historicity does not appear to be in doubt by early witnesses. 2) The Gospels concern a unique person and must therefore themselves be in some measure unique. The words of Jesus would have been regarded as sacred and committed to memory because of their intrinsic worth. 3) The Gospels material formed the basis of Christian preaching and teaching and was not the consequence of those Christian activities. 4) The activity of the Holy Spirit must be kept in mind during the discussion, since Jesus promised He would guide the apostles and bring His teaching to their minds.

Guthrie therefore proposed a six stage hypothesis on the origins of the Synoptic Gospels:

Stage 1: the apostolic preachers gave prominence to the passion narrative, adding narrative accounts for context.

Stage 2: catechetical material was developed to teach new converts.  This material was primarily oral and perhaps very much like Q.

Stage 3: Mark wrote his Gospel in Rome on the basis of Peter’s preaching.

Stage 4: Matthew expanded Mark’s Gospel on the basis of his own personal reminisces.

Stage 5: Luke wrote his gospel in the manner described in his prologue.  While it is possible that he had Matthew, it is more likely that he independently drew from catechetical material.  

Stage 6: Churches moved from primarily using one Gospel to using a collection of three or four in the ensuing decades.

Guthrie cautions evangelicals who hold to Marcan priority. First, he reminds us that the process through which the Gospels came into being was a complex one. This process was so complex that no source-critical hypothesis, however detailed, can hope to provide a complete explanation of the situation. He urges caution, arguing that we should treat this hypothesis more as a working theory than as a conclusion set in concrete. For any given text we thus may conclude that Matthew is more primitive than Mark, or that Luke has followed a special eyewitness source rather than Mark, or that Matthew has relied on his own remembrance or written notes rather than on Q. Furthermore, oral tradition was repeated by the 12 and the 70 who went out to preach. They surely spread fixed forms of the sayings and miracles of Jesus as they repeated the message in each new town.

The material in the Gospels was proclaimed orally, retold in various settings, recorded in parts and eventually as a complete whole, and then collected into a four-fold Gospel collection. As Evangelicals, we are confident that the Holy Spirit guided the process by which the acts and sayings of Jesus were transmitted, gathered, recorded, edited, and preserved. With that confidence, we can test the various hypotheses that explain the production of the Gospels, having confidence that the final form which was preserved in Scripture was the one that God intended for His people.

Redaction Criticism

Why do accounts that sound very similar in the four Gospels actually differ? Compare the Beatitudes in Matthew 5:3-12 with their parallel in Luke 6:20-23. First of all, while Matthew has 8 positive statements, Luke reports 4 positive beatitudes and 4 negative woes. Study of the Greek text will reveal a few minor differences. What is the origin of these differences? Were they different events in which Jesus said different things, or do they refer to the same event and reflect minor variations in how the editor presented them? What about the temptation of Jesus? Why are the three temptations reported in a different order in Matthew and in Luke? Redaction criticism studies the way in which Gospel writers took the same information and reported it in various ways to fulfill their purposes.

Consider any oral sermon. Do the verses referred to in the sermon follow chronological order, canonical order, or are they perhaps arranged thematically? The thesis of redaction criticism is that the writer of each of the Gospels functioned as an editor who chose how to arrange both the individual sayings and events in Jesus’ life and shaped them to fit his purposes. This fits within the understanding of the Gospel genre described above. 

Redaction criticism is a historical and literary discipline which studies both the ways the editors and authors changed their sources and the seams or transitions they utilized to link those traditions into a unified whole. The purpose of this approach is to attempt to better understand the author’s theology and his purpose in writing. Redaction criticism builds upon the results of source criticism, typically following Markan priority and thus using Q and sometimes M and L. The methods and presuppositions of source criticism are assumed by redaction criticism. Redaction critics assume that the final form was a long time in the making and went through various stages of formation. However, in focusing study on the final stage of editing, redaction critics attempt to focus on the changes wrought by the Gospel writers themselves. This is accomplished by asking why the changes were made and by trying to find consistent patterns in the alterations made by the redactor. Such modifications should reveal the particular interests or theological tendencies on the part of the Evangelist who introduced them. 

These modifications also reveal the particular interests of the community that received the text and their sociological setting. Thus redaction criticism is interested in both the theological interests and the ecclesiastical situation behind the Gospel texts. The key to redactional study is a good synopsis of the Gospels, which becomes the basis for the research. A scholar compares the Gospel accounts, compiles the differences and then studies the resultant data by means of several stages of analysis.

The difficulties of redaction criticism lie in the fact that we do not know for certain what sources the editor had before him, nor do we know the actual circumstances in the church context to which he was writing. It is not always clear if one writer added a detail or if another omitted a detail. It is difficult to know when a writer was using a different source and when he altered an existing source. It is also dangerous to presume we know what the author himself was thinking, as there are far too many details to which we will never have access. However, the benefits of redaction criticism are abundant. Such study reveals the unique contributions of each evangelist which helps define his interest and emphasis. Redaction criticism reminds us both of the individuality of each Evangelist and the richness that comes from having four perspectives. Redaction criticism is also healthy in that it focuses our attention on the final form of the text, rather than on hypothetical preliminary stages of writing.

Chapter 6: The Gospel of Matthew

Matthew’s Introduction
The opening two chapters of Matthew reveal much about the author’s intention and plans for his Gospel. These two chapters are unique to Matthew and thus give us insight into his particular concerns. Matthew began his Gospel with the genealogy of Jesus and immediately followed it up with five passages which each explain how Jesus was the fulfillment of an Old Testament prophecy. What does this suggest to us about the nature of Matthew’s Gospel? Could this explain why Matthew was placed first in order of the four Gospels? Matthew clearly wanted to show how Jesus fulfilled the Old Testament Scriptures in multiple ways. Thus he began with a multi-faceted view of the many and diverse ways by which Jesus revealed the true meaning of the Scriptures.

Matthew began his gospel with the genealogy of Jesus in 1:1-17. The genealogy is interesting for several reasons. First, it is structured in three groups of fourteen names, each bounded by a significant moment in the history of Israel. The first fourteen generations cover Abraham to David, the second David to the exile, and the third the exile to Jesus Christ. The three pairs of sevens suggest perfection. They also suggest that the genealogy is not exclusive, but a selection of ancestors centered around key moments in Israel’s history. Unlike Luke, whose genealogy stretches back to the founder of the human race, Matthew began with the founder and father of Israel. By beginning with Abraham Matthew shows that Jesus is a true Israelite. In fact, Jesus is ultimately the one and only true Israelite. Matthew is revealing to the readers that the entire history of Israel, including its founding by Abraham, the establishment of the kingdom by David, and her judgment in the exile, are perfectly summed up in the culmination of her history, Jesus of Nazareth. 

Matthew’s genealogy mentions four women, Rahab, Ruth, Uriah’s wife, and Mary. These unique women display both their own outstanding commitment to the Lord and the Lord’s broader purposes in salvation. Rahab was a Canaanite prostitute whose fear of the Lord saved not only the Israelite spies, but her own family from judgment. Ruth was also a non-Jew, a Moabitess who feared the Lord and would not leave her Jewish mother-in-law. While the name of Uriah’s wife is not stated, her husband certainly was not Jewish. These non-Jewish women in the genealogy of Jesus clearly demonstrated that Matthew had a broader purpose in his Gospel than just the Jews.

Matthew then told five stories about how Jesus fulfilled prophecies recorded in the Old Testament. Matthew was not merely telling stories or giving chronological information. He was showing how Jesus fulfilled the entire Old Testament. He began with the story of Jesus’ birth. Although Luke also recorded the story of Jesus’ birth, Matthew and Luke told the story differently. Matthew gave no details about the birth itself, but instead gave only enough details to show how Jesus’ birth fulfilled prophecy. Matthew told the story in 1:18-25 of the angel’s announcement to Joseph that Mary’s child would be a unique gift from God, even a sign for the people. The problem of Jesus’ miraculous conception was told primarily to reveal that the solution was a fulfillment of prophecy. Just as God promised a sign to King Ahaz in Isaiah 7:14 when he was being threatened by foreign powers, so also God gave that same sign to His people when they were under Roman rule in the first century. However, Ahaz did not respond positively to the sign, but instead rejected the offer of a sign. This is part of the reason that God judged his people with the exile (alluded to in Matthew 1:11-12). This sign was being given again to God’s people. How would they respond? In Matthew’s first fulfillment story, Jesus is the fulfillment of prophecy who confirms God's presence through the name “Immanuel”.

The second account told of the visit of Magi in 2:1-12. Wise men from the east, pagan astrologers, saw a sign of a star and followed it to Jerusalem. No explanation was given regarding their religious convictions nor their country of origin. The text didn’t even say that there were three men, only that there were three gifts. These wise men would bow before Jesus in worship and adoration and give him gifts worthy of a king. Herod, on the other hand, the very king of the land, was deeply disturbed at the arrival of Jesus. His concern was reflected in the people of the city who were disturbed with him. Herod acknowledged that the birth of the child was the fulfillment of Micah 5:2 but responded with fear, lying, and murder. This introduces a major theme of the Gospel: How will people respond to the announcement of the new King, of the fulfillment of prophecy? Will people respond like Herod, with fear and murder, or like the wise men, with worship and adoration of the new king? Furthermore, this passage reveals the contrast between the two kingdoms. One kingdom is characterized by manipulation, power, and fear, but all to no avail, while the other is characterized by the weakness and helplessness of a baby, but with divine protection and care. Furthermore, while the Old Testament reference suggests that Matthew was written for Jews, who are the heroes of this passage, the only ones who actually worship Jesus? It is foreign wise men who bow before the new king. Matthew’s intended readers are not exclusively Jewish. He wrote for a wider audience.

The third account tells of Joseph and Mary’s escape to Egypt in 2:13-15. God revealed Herod’s plans to Joseph in a dream, just as he had to the wise men in the previous verse. The use of dreams in Matthew 1-2 communicates clearly that God was intervening in history to do something extraordinary through the child. The Scripture cited in this passage, Hosea 11:1, is used in an interesting but complicated manner. In Hosea the calling out of Egypt refers to the exodus and the son called is Israel. God so loved His son that He freed Him from slavery in Egypt. However, Israel continued in disobedience. So through Hosea, God warned His people that He was about to send them back to a place of bondage through the hands of the Assyrians. In Hosea, Egypt is a place of bondage. However in Matthew Egypt is a place of protection. In Hosea “my son” is a nation (Israel) while in Matthew he is an individual (Jesus). While the questions raised by this passage regarding the interpretation of Old Testament prophecy in the New Testament are complex, there are several conclusions that can be drawn. The first is that Jesus is true Israel, the fulfillment of the ideal of the nation Israel in the one, true Israelite. “My Son” describes both the nation of Israel and its true “son” Jesus. Second, Matthew shows the ironic reversal of Egypt as a place of the Lord’s protection. God protects his “son” in Egypt both from famine in Genesis and from Herod in Matthew.

The fourth fulfillment passage, Mat 2:16-18, is a typological fulfillment. Jeremiah 31:15 spoke of the Lord’s discipline in the exile that led people to weep. Matthew places the text in a new context, the weeping of the parents after Herod’s murder of the children in Bethlehem. However, the murder of children by an angry king has a familiar ring to it. Where have we seen a king try to kill babies before? Just as God protected Moses from the wrath of Pharaoh, so also He protected Jesus from the wrath of Herod. Just as the most powerful king in the region was incapable of frustrating God’s plan in the exodus, so also Herod was incapable of frustrating God’s salvation in first century Judea. Just as God protected Moses in Egypt, even in Pharaoh’s own household, from the murderous plans of Pharaoh, so again God protected His chosen deliverer in Egypt, the ironic place of divine protection. This is a “second Moses” text, one which suggests that Jesus will lead a new Exodus. This alludes generally to the prophecy of a “prophet like Moses” in Deut 18:18.

The fifth passage speaks in 2:19-23 of Joseph and Mary’s return to Nazareth after Herod’s death. It is unclear which Old Testament passage is being cited in this text. Jesus wasn’t a Nazirite, like Samson, since Jesus drank wine. Thus, it unlikely that Matthew is referring to the Nazirite vow of Numbers 6. The most common explanation is that someone “from Nazareth” referred to someone from nowhere special. If that is the case, than the text could refer in general to passages like Psalm 21 or Isaiah 53, which speak of the Savior being of no repute. In this case Jesus is fulfilling the general trajectory of Old Testament prophecy and not only individual texts.

Matthew thus introduced His Gospel by showing many of the ways that Jesus fulfilled the Old Testament. Jesus is genetically linked to the great figures of Jewish history. He is the One of whom many prophets spoke, both in His coming and in various events of His life. Jesus is a second Moses. He is ideal Israel, and He fulfills the general predictions about the Messiah. Matthew wants us to see that Jesus is the fulfillment of the OT in every way. This concept will be developed throughout Matthew’s Gospel, so he doesn’t waste any time introducing the theme. Jesus as fulfillment is at the center of our attention from the opening words of Matthew’s Gospel. Like a diamond that sparkles in a different way when viewed from different angles, so also Matthew shows his readers the beauty of the many and various ways by which Jesus fulfills the Old Testament.

Matthew then continues his opening with a second introduction in Matthew 3:1-4:17. If we accept that Mark wrote his Gospel first, we see that Matthew repeated the introduction from Mark, with the expansion of examples of John’s preaching and the detailed description of Jesus’ temptation. Thus, Matthew began with a double introduction to his Gospel.

Structure of Matthew’s Gospel

There are several ways scholars see the structure of Matthew’s Gospel. The first is geographical and follows the structure laid out in Mark and in the apostolic preaching of the life of Christ.

1. The Birth and Infancy of the Messiah (1:1–2:23)

2. Preparation for Ministry (3:1–4:11)

3. Public Ministry in Galilee (4:12–15:20)

4. Ministry in the Neighborhood of Galilee (15:21–18:35)

5. Journey to Jerusalem (19:1–20:34)

6. Last Days of the Messiah’s Life (21:1–28:20)

The second structure scholars see in Matthew is based on textual cues. In two key places Matthew uses the phrase, “From that time on . . .” That produces the following outline for Matthew.

I. The Person of the Messiah  


1:1-4:16

A. Genealogies

B. Birth narrative

C. Baptism by John

D. Commission by God from heaven

E. Temptation narrative

F. Preparation of Jesus for public ministry

II. The Proclamation of Jesus the Messiah
4:17-16:20

A. Sermon on the mount

B. Narratives of healing and casting out demons

C. Discourses

D. Parables

E. Discourses with the disciples

III. The Passion of Jesus the Messiah
       16:21-28:20  

A. Jesus speaks openly about his upcoming death and moves to Jerusalem.

B. The Suffering, Death, and Resurrection of Jesus Messiah

This structure follows the outline of Mark, centering the Gospel around Peter’s profession of faith. However, the most interesting observation regarding the structure of Matthew is how he highlights five sermons or discourses of Jesus. These are unique to Matthew at least in the form in which they appear in his Gospel. Each discourse by Jesus is accompanied by a narrative sequence. If the birth narratives are considered an introduction to Matthew’s Gospel and Jesus’ death and resurrection a climax or conclusion, it produces a five point outline for Matthew’s Gospel.

I. Introduction: Birth Narrative


1-2

II. Discipleship




3-7

A. Narrative-Introduction to Jesus     3-4

B. Discourse-Sermon on the Mount   5-7

III. Apostleship




8-10

A. Narrative-Jesus’ authority
     8-9

B. Discourse-Apostleship
     
     10

IV. The Hiding of the Revelation


11-13

A. Narrative-Conflicts with 
     Jewish Leaders

     11-12

B. Discourse-Kingdom Parables
     13

V. Church Administration


14-18

A. Narrative-Jesus reveals the cost 
     of discipleship

     14-17

B. Discourse-Forgiveness

     18

VI. Judgment




19-25

A. Narrative-Jesus enters Jerusalem  19-22

B. Discourse-Woes and  Predictions  23-25

VII. Conclusion: Passion Accomplished

26-28

While all three structures reflect valid interpretations of the way Matthew organized his Gospel, the final is the most useful for highlighting the teaching of Jesus as seen in Matthew.

Matthew’s Gospel follows the pattern of Mark, both following the apostolic preaching found in Acts 10:36-43 and the general geographical outline of the Christ’s life and ministry seen in Mark. Matthew adds the five discourses which present extended sections of Jesus’ teaching. The major discourses cover the Sermon on the Mount (5-7), teaching on apostleship (10), parables of the Kingdom (13), the nature of forgiveness (18), and Jesus’ eschatological parables and teaching on His return (23-25). Each discourse alternates with a narrative section which helps interpret the nature of the teaching.

Introduction: Author, Date, Place, Purpose
The authorship of the first Gospel from the earliest traditions has always been attributed to the apostle Matthew, known also as Levi. Papias, who wrote in 100 AD, was cited by Eusebius as saying that Matthew was the author. “Matthew collected the oracles in the Hebrew language/dialect, and each interpreted them as best he could.” For centuries people assumed that there was a Hebrew or Aramaic original that stood behind the Gospel of Matthew. It is now presumed that “language/dialect” most probably refers to the style of writing rather than the language. Matthew was composed originally in Greek but in a Jewish style. Irenaeus wrote in 200 AD that Matthew had composed a Gospel. The characteristics of the Gospel show that the author was most likely a Jewish Christian with an extensive knowledge of and a strong interest in the Old Testament. He was familiar with scribal traditions and with the methods of Rabbinic debate. The author was capable of writing in good Greek, even though his own cultural background was clearly Semitic. According to the Gospels, Matthew was a tax collector. Matthew’s Gospel is the only Gospel that records the passage about Jesus paying the Temple tax (Mat. 17:24-7). A tax collector would be fluent in Greek. Unlike in Mark and Luke, Matthew is never referred to as Levi in Matthew’s Gospel. These observations do not prove that Matthew wrote the first Gospel but do demonstrate that it is a plausible hypothesis.

Matthew has been dated by conservative scholars as early as the mid 50’s to around 70 AD. One main issue in dating Matthew is the absence of any explicit mention of the destruction of the Temple in Jerusalem. Surely a Gospel that so prominently declared judgment against the Jews would have mentioned the destruction of the Temple, and the siege of Jerusalem, as part of God’s judgment. The lack of any explicit allusion to the destruction of the Temple suggests that Matthew was written before it occurred. Many of the references to Temple practices would have been obscure if Matthew had been written much after 70 AD. If Matthew used Mark to compose his Gospel, then Matthew must be written later than 58-62. Therefore a date in the late 60’s seems most likely.

The location of the community to whom Matthew was written is speculative, but Palestine and Antioch have been proposed as possibilities. The Gospel was written to people with a Jewish background who had an interest in the Gentile mission. One the one hand, it is clear that Matthew was writing to a Jewish audience. He spoke of the hope that was given in the Old Testament. He expounded Old Testament law, explaining the many ways in which Jesus was the fulfillment of the Old Testament. The controversies Jesus had with the Jewish religion and its leaders would primarily have been of interest to Jews. Matthew began his Gospel with a genealogy that highlighted the major figures in Israel’s history. He thus was clearly writing to those who had a Jewish background. However, Matthew was also written as a Gospel for all nations. Matthew had a distinct emphasis on God’s plan for all peoples. Matthew concluded his Gospel with the command to preach the gospel to all nations. Matthew emphasized the failure of Israel, particularly of its leadership. Jewish leadership was replaced by Jesus, who was all that Israel was intended to be, and the Jewish nation was replaced by the community of those who responded to Jesus' message. Who besides Peter recognized that Jesus was the Son of God? A Roman centurion, that is a Gentile foreigner, recognized the nature of Jesus. Matthew’s purpose was to declare that Jesus was the fulfillment of the hopes of Israel and the Writings of the Old Testament to both Jew and Gentile.

Theology
Fulfillment

Matthew was very interested to show how Jesus was the fulfillment of the Old Testament. His introduction (chapters 1-2) showed many and varied ways in which Jesus fulfilled the Old Testament. Matthew used a formula to demonstrate how Jesus fulfilled an Old Testament prophecy. The pattern states, “in order to fulfill what was written in …”. This phrase is used specifically 11 times in Matthew (1:15, 2:13, 2:15, 2:23, 4:14-16, 8:17, 12:17-21; 13:14, 13:35; 21:4-5; 27:9-10) and more generally two more times in 26:54, 66. The key interpretive verse for this theme is Matthew 5:17, where Jesus says, “Do not think that I have come to abolish the Law or the Prophets; I have not come to abolish them but to fulfill them.” Jesus came not to merely endorse the existing minimal understanding of the Old Testament. He called for a more radical obedience which did not do away with the law, but which revealed the full extent of the law. Jesus called people to a greater righteousness than that of the scribes and Pharisees, which He himself not only taught, but practiced. He called people to be perfect, as His Heavenly Father is perfect. Jesus’ fulfillment did not abolish the Old Testament law code, but revealed its full meaning. Jesus alone fulfilled the law and thus was qualified to be both the Messiah and the sacrifice. Matthew's use of Scripture is an outworking of a careful tracing of scriptural themes, which in different ways point to Jesus as the fulfiller not only of specific predictions, but also of the broader pattern of God's OT revelation.

Jesus did not only fulfill the prophecy of the Old Testament, He also fulfilled the patterns found in the Old Testament. Matthew used typology to show the uniqueness of Jesus. Jesus was the new Moses, who was protected from the murderous intentions of a tyrant who ordered the execution of newborns. Jesus was protected in Egypt, tested in the wilderness, and heard the unmediated voice of God. Jesus came down from a mountain and gave the people a new law and had his appearance transfigured after that encounter. Matthew also uses typology to show that Jesus was “the One greater than” those who came before. In Matthew 12:3-4 Jesus was greater than the Temple. In Matthew 12:41 Jesus was greater than Solomon, and in Matthew 12:42 Jesus was greater than Jonah. Jesus was not merely a repetition of the patterns of God’s working in the past. He was the climactic “fulfillment” of that pattern.

Matthew showed his readers that Jesus was ultimately the fulfillment of history. He came at the turning point of history and began a new era in the history of salvation. In doing so Jesus began a new era of fulfillment.

Matthew and Israel

Jesus’ coming brought a decisive change to what it meant to be the special people of God. Matthew demonstrated clearly what he considered to be the failure of Israel. Judgment had been announced in the past by the prophets. Matthew showed how Jesus declared that ultimate judgment had come upon Israel. There is a note of finality of judgment which is particularly pronounced in Matthew 21-23. The parables of 21:28-22:14 point to more than a change of leadership. Matthew 21:43 speaks explicitly of a new nation. The loss of Israel’s privilege was not so much an end as a new beginning, opening the way for the true people of God to be constituted in which Jew and Gentile alike would be members, not on the basis of their nationality, but of their response to Jesus.

Matthew’s emphasis on discipleship reveals a new, true Israel. This is evident in the nature of people’s response to Jesus and the Kingdom He proclaimed. Will people respond like the Jews, who rejected Jesus, or like sinners, who gathered around Jesus to hear and study His words? The righteous remnant will constitute Jesus’ “called out ones” (church), a prominent OT word for the congregation of God's people. The twelve disciples imply that they are the true representatives of the new people of God. In the new people of God the only thing that matters is one's response to Jesus.

The Teacher's Gospel

The Gospel of Matthew is structured in such a way as to highlight the teaching of Jesus. This in turn can be used by teachers to instruct disciples in the faith. Instructions are given pertaining to the right use of Old Testament law (5), divorce (5:31, 19:3-9), the Sabbath (12:1-14), misuse of scribal tradition (15), and how to develop healthy relationships within the Christian community (18). Matthew reads like a manual for the church. Naturally, Jesus is the great teacher, giving instruction and admonition everywhere he goes. Every section in Matthew ends with Jesus’ teaching. The only section of Matthew’s Gospel that does not conclude with Jesus’ teaching is the final section. In Matthew 28 Jesus commissions His disciples to act as teachers themselves by going and making disciples of the entire world. This pattern suggests that Jesus expected His disciples to continue spreading His teaching under the guidance and direction of the Holy Spirit until the very end of the age.

Matthew's Christology

Matthew expands the christology already seen in Mark’s Gospel with additional titles for Jesus. In Matthew Jesus is the Servant of the Lord. The phrase, “You are my son” spoken by God the Father at Jesus’ baptism is a reworking of Isaiah 42:1. The phrase “to fulfill all righteousness” found in Matthew 3:15 is an echo of Isaiah 42:1. Joseph of Arimethea is likely intended to recall Isaiah 53:11. The summaries of Jesus’ ministry given in Matthew 8:16-17 and 12:15-21 are designed to present Jesus’ ministry as the fulfillment of the two quoted Servant of the Lord passages, Isaiah 53:4 and 42:1-4. Jesus is the Servant of the Lord spoken of in Isaiah 42, 49, and 53.

Jesus is the Wisdom of the Lord in Matthew. The concept of personified Wisdom seen in Proverbs 1-9 was picked up and developed by Jewish literature. This idea is present in Jesus’ description of Himself as a Wisdom teacher in Mat 11:29, where Jesus says to “take my yoke upon you.”  In Jewish literature wisdom is the “yoke” students took upon themselves. Matthew 11:19 suggests that Jesus was Wisdom itself. This idea is more thoroughly developed in John 1:1.

Matthew presents a clear picture of the divinity of Jesus. On several occasions Jesus fundamentally takes the place normally occupied by God the Father. Jesus declared sins forgiven in 9:6. Jesus demanded total allegiance, even to His name in 7:21-23 and 10:37-42. The Son of Man sat upon the throne in 19:28 and 25:31. Matthew ascribed to Jesus the qualities normally associated only with God the Father. This effectively proclaimed the divinity of Jesus. Matthew opened and closed his Gospel with the proclamation that God is with us (1:23, 28:20). The presence of God is uniquely and completely manifest in the person of Jesus of Nazareth who Himself is with us until the very end of the age. 

Eight Bible Studies from Matthew
Matthew 2:1-18

1. Why did the Magi come from the east, and what was there purpose? Were they Christians, Jews, pagans, or something else? What is unusual about the way God spoke to them?

2. How did Herod respond to these wise men? Why was he “disturbed”? Who else was disturbed?

3. What contrasts can you identify between the ways Herod and the wise men responded to the appearance of Jesus? How do those responses compare with people’s responses today?

4. What Old Testament prophecies were fulfilled in this passage? What is the significance of Micah’s prophecy (Micah 5:2) being fulfilled in Jesus? 

5. What is the significance of Hosea’s prophecy (11:1) being fulfilled in Jesus?

6. What is the significance of the gifts the Magi brought to Jesus? What would be comparable gifts we could offer Jesus?

7. How did God warn both the wise men and Joseph of upcoming danger? What does this suggest about the importance of the child? Have you seen God work in dreams before?

8. How did God protect Joseph’s family during the famine described in Genesis 41? How did God protect Joseph’s family from an angry tyrant in Matthew 2? In what ways have you seen God’s ironic protection?

Matthew 10:34-42

1. Compare Matthew 10:34 with Luke 2:14. Is this a contradiction? Did Jesus bring “peace” or not?

2. Compare Matthew 10:35-37 with Luke 1:17. Is this a contradiction? Did Jesus come to bring division or reconciliation to families?

3. When does the life of faith in Jesus take priority over our relationship with our relatives, especially those who are older? How have you experienced division in your family because of your faith?

4. What does it mean to follow Jesus by carrying a cross? How do you personally do this?

5. Describe a way in which you have “lost your life”, particularly by dying to yourself in the context of family relationships, and in that way “found it.”

6. What does verse 40 suggest about those who receive the Bible as the word of God? What doe sit suggest about those who do not receive Jesus’ words as from God?

7. Is it appropriate to do something for the reward offered by God, or is that a selfish motive?

8. To whom can you offer a “cup of cold water?” What prevents you from doing that? Pray together about how you can offer a “cup of cold water” to the “little ones” around you.

Matthew 11:25-30

1. What has the Father hidden from the wise and the learned? Who are the wise and learned today?

2. To whom does Jesus refer when he says “little children”?

3. What exactly was “God’s good pleasure”? In what way did this give God pleasure?

4. What does the first part of verse 27 teach us about the scope of knowledge and authority of God the Father? If He committed all things to the Son, can there be anything beyond His control or knowledge?

5. What does the end of verse 27 teach us about how we come into the Kingdom of God? How does Jesus reveal Himself to people? How did Jesus reveal Himself to you?

6. What makes you weary and burdened? When does “religion” make you feel that way?

7. What does it mean to take Jesus’ yoke? In what way is it easy and light?

8. How have you found rest for your soul in Jesus? How have you found Jesus to be humble and gentle toward you?

Mat 12:38-45

1. Why did Jesus refuse the request of the Pharisees and the teachers of the law to do a miracle? Who demands miracles from Jesus today?

2. What was Jonah’s original mission (Jonah 1:2)? In what way is Jesus’ mission parallel?

3. Why did Jesus say the men of Nineveh would judge this generation? How can Gentiles (men of Nineveh) judge Jews (men of this generation)?

4. How is Jesus greater than Jonah?

5. How is Jesus greater than Solomon? How would you compare or contrast the wisdom of Jesus and the wisdom of Solomon?

6. According to 43-45, what is the problem of this generation?

7. What “demons” are in the “house” of our society? Is our society empty or has it been filled? If it is filled, with what is it filled?

8. What needs to happen for this generation to not only be swept clean and put in order, but ultimately to be filled with the Holy Spirit?

Matthew 13:24-30 Wheat and Tares

1. How is the Kingdom of God like a man sowing? How do you see sowing happening today? Who is actually the sower today?

2. What was “good seed” in the ancient world, and what is it today? 

3. What did the enemy do in this parable? How does the enemy do this today?

4. When did the nature of the seed, and thus the nature of the plant, become visible? When are we unsure what kind of “plant” we are dealing with?

5. What is the surprising advice of the farmer? What does this suggest about the nature of the Kingdom of God right now? 

6. What difficulties do we face knowing that the nature of the field in which we live is mixed?

7. Who will ultimately sort everything out? How? How does that affect the way we live and relate to other people?

8. What insight does this parable give you into the Kingdom of God and your life as a believer?

Matthew 14:22-33

1. Why did Jesus send the disciples ahead instead of going with them? Why did Jesus, God in the flesh, have to pray?

2. Jesus sent the disciples ahead into a sea that he knew would be dangerous. Wouldn’t it have been better for Him to go with them? When is it more important to remain behind and pray, and when should we stick with our friends when they might be entering a dangerous sea?

3. How did the disciples first respond to Jesus’ miracle of walking on water? Why did they respond that way? How do you think you would have responded had you been in the boat?

4. Do you think Peter actually expected Jesus to call him to walk on the water? How might you have felt in Peter’s place?

5. What happened to Peter? How did He respond? What have been your “wind” and “waves”?

6. How long do you think Peter was actually in danger of drowning? As believers, are we in actual danger of “drowning” or are we only in “perceived” danger?

7. What caused Peter to doubt? What causes you to doubt? When is doubt appropriate and when is it the opposite of faith?

8. The main point of the story is found in the last verse, 33. How do you think the disciples “worshipped” Jesus on a boat? Are you worshipping Jesus on your “boat”?

Matthew 17:1-13

1. When Jesus went up on the mountain, his face was transfigured. Why? Who else’s face had been transfigured when He met with God? What is the significance of this parallel?

2. Why do you think Moses and Elijah appeared, as opposed to Abraham and David, or Enoch and Solomon, or perhaps Joshua and Isaiah? What is their significance?

3. What do you think the disciples thought was happening? What do you think was actually being discussed?

4. What does God the Father say to interrupt Peter? When has He said this before? What is the significance of each of these events?

5. Why did the disciples fall on their face? What did it mean for them to “Listen” to Jesus at that time? What does it mean for us?

6. In what way was John the Baptist Elijah? What was John’s role?

7. Do you see the irony between Jesus being glorified physically before the disciples and then saying that he would die like John the Baptist? What does that teach us about the very nature of the gospel?

8. This passage gives us a tiny glimpse of Jesus’ glory. How can this affect your faith today?

Matthew 18:21-35

1. Forgiveness is central to this parable and ultimately to the entire Christian faith. What makes it hard for you to forgive others? What obstacles do you face in offering genuine forgiveness to others?

2. When is forgiveness simply too much to expect anyone to demonstrate? Are there some offenses which we simply cannot forgive?

3. Can you forgive someone who has no idea how deeply he has offended you? Can you forgive someone who is not seeking forgiveness?

4. What does forgiveness cost you when you give it to someone else?

5. With whom do you identify in this parable? The king? One of the servants? The one who didn’t have the 100 denarii? The ones who told the king? Why do you identify with them?

6. What size debt do you honestly feel like you have been forgiven?

7. It is often said, “Forgive and forget.” Have you been able to “forget” what people have done to you? Have you “forgotten” how much God has forgiven you? Does the reality of how much you have been forgiven truly affect the way you forgive other people?

8. Who might you need to forgive even today? What would real forgiveness look like in that situation? Pray for each other that you could minister God’s grace to others by truly forgiving them.

Chapter 7: The Sermon on the Mount

Introduction: Jesus is the divine interpreter of God's law

Matthew 5 opens with a man speaking from a mountain giving the people the law of God. This man, who as an infant survived an assassination attempt by an ungodly king, went on to be raised in Egypt. This man was tested in the wilderness for a period of 40 units of time. This man authoritatively interpreted for us the law of God. Just as Moses gave the people the law in Exodus 20 and then expounded it in Exodus 21-24, so also the new Moses would give God's law in Matthew 5-7 and teach His people the full and proper way of understanding it.  Jesus was not replacing the law that was passed on from Moses and taught through the elders, judges, and kings that followed. Jesus was interpreting the law to its fullest extent. He was showing us its highest and most ultimate meaning. In fact Jesus was showing us the law’s true meaning, even the original meaning, although the original audience was not fully ready to grasp this. The sermon is addressed to those aspiring to be His disciples. This sermon will reveal, particularly in the beatitudes, the qualities of a true disciple. In this sermon Jesus speaks as the divine interpreter of God's actions and words. Jesus brings full meaning to all that God has done. Thus, this sermon is not merely a weekly message, but a paradigm for life in Jesus’ kingdom.
The Beatitudes (5:3-12)
The Sermon on the Mount is Jesus’ first recorded sermon in the Gospel of Matthew. It is a manifesto which describes the key qualities of a citizen of the Kingdom of Heaven. With the eight beatitudes Jesus lays out the requirements which are necessary for entering the Kingdom. These qualities are snapshots of a disciple. They describe what happens to a person as He comes to fully understand what his conversion means. These statements are direct contradictions of life in the kingdom of this world. The word “blessed” in this context refers to the happiness that comes through participation in kingdom.  There is often a contrast between worldly and spiritual happiness. According to Jesus true happiness is not for the rich and powerful of this world, but for the poor and oppressed who know they depend upon God alone. 

The beatitudes can be divided into two groups. The first four focus on the disciple as an individual while the second four focus on the disciple’s relationship to others. The two sets of four basically correspond to each other. The poor in spirit from beatitude № 1 will naturally show mercy to others as described in beatitude № 5. Likewise those who mourn will be poor in heart, those who are meek will be peacemakers, and those who hunger and thirst for righteousness will very likely be those who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake. 

The first beatitude teaches us that those who are dependent upon God will receive eternal riches. The poor in spirit are those who recognize their own spiritual bankruptcy. What does it mean to be “poor in Spirit”? It means not to lack courage but to acknowledge spiritual inadequacy. The person who is poor in spirit confesses his unworthiness before God and freely acknowledges his dependence upon the Lord. He joyfully accepts God’s direction and participates in the life of the Kingdom. This person is contrasted with those who consider themselves “rich” in spirit. Such a person considers himself competent and adequate to do things independently of God’s presence and sets himself up against God and His word. The reward for the person who is poor in spirit is that he will inherit the Kingdom of Heaven. Only this reward, promised in the first and last beatitudes, is in the present tense. All of the others are stated in the future tense. Although the rewards of the beatitudes are future oriented, they begin in the present. How can someone develop the quality of being poor in spirit? It begins by renouncing everything except God upon which we depend. We do not depend upon our name, our achievements, our nationality, or our “connections” with people in power. We acknowledge that we are completely dependent upon God. This is the first step, the first of eight portraits of a disciple.

The second beatitude promises that those who mourn will be comforted. Why do we mourn? We mourn because we experience personal and physical pain. We mourn when those close to us suffer. We mourn when we face prolonged injustice and wickedness in this world. We grieve when we see the innocent condemned and the guilty set free. We mourn because God's will is not done on earth as it is in heaven. The godly Jews of Jesus' day wept because of the humiliation of Israel, but they understood that it came as a result of their personal and corporate sins. We mourn because we see the reality of sin rampant in our society. How do you respond to sin in the world? Do you mourn, weep, and grieve? Or do you laugh at it and ignore its wickedness? Do you mourn over the sin in your own life or just make excuses for it? If you mourn over the tragedy of sin, particularly the sin which begins in you, you will be comforted. This is the promise of Isaiah 61:1-3. Those who mourn will be comforted with everlasting protection from further suffering. What Jesus began at His first coming He will complete at His second.

The third beatitude teaches us that the meek will inherit the earth. The basis of this gentleness is love, not weakness. Meekness in this context suggests gentleness and self-control. It suggests freedom from vengeance, retribution, and bitterness. It suggests peace in the soul. Consider what Jesus said in Matthew 11:28-30. “I am gentle and humble in heart.” Jesus had the power to raise the dead, calm a storm, and walk on water. But he was gentle enough to heal a woman from her flow of blood and forgive a thief on a cross.  He didn’t overwhelm people. What is the promise for the meek? They will inherit the earth. Entrance into the promised land became a pointer toward entrance into the new heavens and the new earth. Psalm 36:9-11 teaches us that the powerful, influential, and successful of this world will be here for “a little while”. The meek, however, will inherit a new heavens and a new earth.  What characterizes you?  How do you accomplish your plans? Do you accomplish your goals using gentleness or harsh self-seeking power-brokering? Only one way inherits something that lasts.

Those who hunger and thirst for righteousness will be satisfied. God alone can truly satisfy.  Hunger and thirst refer to deep longing and desire, like that mentioned in Psalm 41:2-3. What is the object of your desire? Do you desire Christ-like righteousness? Do you seek personal righteousness and broad justice, or do you desire human success and fame above all else? Only one will satisfy.  The world can perhaps satisfy temporarily, but only God can satisfy eternally. Do you want to be like the man who spent his whole life climbing the ladder of success only to find out it was leaning against the wrong building? Develop a hunger and thirst for righteousness. Fix your attention on Christ, so you will know what genuine righteousness really is. Don't let anything distract your attention from righteousness. Don't accept anything less as a substitute.

The second four beatitudes correspond in order to each of the first four. They build upon each other. This literary device shows that these characteristics are not a not a schvetsky stol (buffet), but all one package. This God-like character in its entirety should be progressively seen in all true disciples. Only where such character is found is the Kingdom of Heaven, God's control, truly present.

Blessed are the merciful, for they will be shown mercy. Who are the merciful? The merciful are those who understand the mercy they have been shown. They are poor in spirit. They have mourned over their own sin. They understand the mercy and grace of God. They have a genuine relationship with God. Those who have been shown mercy will show this forgiveness to others not occasionally but as a way of life. Mercy will be a characteristic of their lives. They will show this by not condemning, criticizing, or judging others. They won’t exploit the weaknesses of others for their own advantage. They will give others a second, third, and fourth chance. They give others right to make mistakes. These are the ones who will show others compassion. Mercy embraces compassion for the suffering and needy. These people give to those who have no opportunity to give back. The merciful will be shown mercy. There is a clear reciprocity here. You will reap what you sow. Mercy is a primary characteristic of the Kingdom. Since we have been shown mercy, we will also show mercy. Do we only show mercy when we hope to get something back?  Or do we love and forgive as a character trait?  
Blessed are the pure in heart, for they will see God. What does it mean to be pure in heart? First, it requires internal moral purity. “Clean” means there are no spots, blemishes, or impurities. Pure in heart means that there is no worldly desire and plan lurking beneath our outward actions. Such thoughts are immediately confessed and expelled. Purity of heart goes far beyond purity of hands. Purity of heart is what counts before God. Purity further indicates that the heart has a single focus. It is not divided. This word refers to material that is genuine and not mixed with other materials. The internal and external behaviors of such a person are in harmony with each other. Those whose hearts have admitted their poverty and mourned over their sin, who have understood the work of Christ and trusted in His purity and holiness, naturally strive to have pure hearts. These disciples will see God. We see God by faith in the present (Heb 11:27) but in physical reality in the future (1 Jn 3:2-3). 

Peacemakers will be called sons of God. What is peacemaking? One simple answer is that it is what Jesus did. He brought peace into the world, both with God and with men. We are peacemakers when we bring God's peace into our current situation. This includes bringing the gospel to people. It also includes bringing reconciliation between men. Instead of delighting in division, slander, and tension, disciples of Jesus delight to make peace wherever possible. Disciples bring patience, mercy, forgiveness, and humility into their environment. They do not merely avoid conflict or quickly give in. The peace they bring is costly and involves sacrifice. Peacemakers are not be provoked into foolish quarrels and prideful stand-offs. They strive to place themselves in a position to help resolve conflict through a spirit of reconciliation, compromise, and unity. They fulfill Rom 12:18: “If it is possible, as far as it depends on you, live at peace with everyone.” Peacemakers will be called Sons of God. As they do the very work Jesus did they will inherit eternal life.

Blessed are those who have been persecuted for the sake of righteousness, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. It is not a coincidence that Jesus spoke first about peacemakers and then about persecution. The world loves its own hatred and prejudice so much that peacemakers will not be welcomed. The ironic result of this lifestyle is not worldly blessing but more frequent persecution. In verses 11 and 12, Jesus expands on this last beatitude. Persecution includes insult, offence, gossip, slander, and even opposition that ends in imprisonment or death. Note, however, that this is always persecution for righteousness, not for our own foolishness. The reward for those who suffer persecution is the Kingdom of Heaven. When you suffer insult and persecution because of the name of Christ, you follow the path of our forefathers who were persecuted for righteousness. We suffer even as Christ suffered. Do you avoid Christ's name in certain situations? Do you avoid righteousness in certain situations in order to avoid persecution?  Don't be afraid: you have an eternal reward. When we suffer for righteousness we become more like Christ. If your focus is on your eternal home, and your eternal reward, then you will be truly happy. 

God's kingdom has already come in part and will come in perfection when Christ returns.  Let that reality govern your personal life and your relationships with others. As God transforms your character through the presence of His Spirit, you will become salt and light in the world. Since Jesus taught His disciples to live by a new set of values, let Him turn the way you relate to others upside-down.

Salt and Light (5:13-16)

Why are we here?  What is the purpose of keeping the church on the earth? Jesus teaches us that we are the salt of the earth. That means we are the salt of our community, our region, and our society. Salt has two major functions. Salt preserves food and seasons food. In the ancient world salt was essential for preserving food. It prevented meat from spoiling. Jesus’ disciples prevent, or at least slow, the process of spiritual and moral decay in our society. Without disciples our society would decay and degenerate at a much faster rate. Furthermore, salt enhances flavor. Meat has its own natural flavor. Salt adds to and enhances the flavor of meat. Disciples bring out the quality of true life in their speech and conduct. Disciples enhance the quality of life for those around them. Salt, however, must be used in the right measure. Too much salt kills, while too little salt goes unnoticed. When questioned, Jesus answered people in the right measure according to what they were able to receive and understand.

Jesus warned us that salt can lose its saltiness. The actual chemical, of course, cannot change. But in the ancient world salt was stored in large blocks. Such blocks of salt could lose their saltiness in two ways. First, salt could lose its saltiness by dissolution. If a salt block was left out in the rain, the salt would dissolve over time and be leeched out of the block. When we grow indifferent to our spiritual state or lose our fire, the salt loses its effectiveness. Second, salt could lose its saltiness by contamination.  If salt was mixed with other chemicals or less pure minerals, its effect would be minimized. Sin contaminates our witness and the effect we have upon the world. Let us preserve the moral condition of our world through lives transformed by the gospel. We can do this through our conversation (Col 4:6) and our actions (1 Peter 2:13). 

Jesus then added a second metaphor, calling His disciples the light of the world. Light brings clarity and truth to confusion and darkness. In the Old Testament, the symbol of “light” had many meanings. First of all light alludes to God’s opening words in creation, “Let there be light.” Metaphorically light refers to guidance that God gives. This is seen literally in the fire of God’s presence that led the people through the wilderness. This is seen figuratively in the Word of God which gives us direction in life (Psalm 118:105). Light reveals truth as well as exposes sin. In the New Testament light can refer to God’s holiness, in contrast to darkness, or can symbolize God’s blessing. Most importantly Jesus is the light of the world (John 8:12). Consider a young child afraid of the dark. As he lies in his bed, he misunderstands reality because of the lack of light. Shadows become monsters and darkness becomes the place where evil creatures lurk. However, once the light is turned on, the confusion disappears and truth brings great comfort. Jesus’ disciples are the light of the world, dispelling darkness and bringing truth to the world. Announce God's presence to the world and show God's direction through your lives.

Light is not meant to be concealed. Jerusalem was called the city on a hill. It was on a hill and could be seen from a distance. Even at night its torches gave light to the area. Why does anyone light a candle? So he can see. The purpose of the lamp is to give light to all around. However, sometimes believers hide their light. When they practice their faith only together and never in the world, they hide their light. When they relate only to other believers and make virtually no effort to develop meaningful relationships with unbelievers, they put their light under a bowl. Announce the goodness of God to your community. Since our call is to be a light to those around us, go into the world bearing Jesus’ light.

One friend told a story about flying over a remote area of Afghanistan in the 1960’s. The pilot was returning at the end of the day and got lost over unknown terrain. The sun was setting and there were no airfields with lights for hundreds of miles. The pilot and the passengers were losing hope. In fact, my friend wrote a farewell letter to his wife and son telling them of his love for them and summoning them to walk faithfully with the Lord. He placed the note in his Bible with the hope that it might be found among the wreckage of the plane. As the light of the sun was fading, my friend recognized a village he had visited not long ago. He told the pilot to fly low over the village and attempt to signal that they were in trouble. They flew several times over the village until the people there realized what was happening. They went to the road and took torches, lamps, and even car headlights to light the landing strip in that village. The pilot was able then to see the landing strip and safely landed the plane with the last bit of fuel in the tank. You are the light of the world. There are many planes flying in the dark that can not land safely. Shine your lights in Central Asia so that those lost in the darkness can see where to land and find safety.

Jesus' attitude toward the Old Testament (5:17-48)

In Matthew 5:17-20 Jesus gives us the key to understanding His interpretation of the Old Testament. Jesus Himself came to fulfill the law. This text serves as the interpretive key for understanding the “in order to fulfill” texts in Matthew. The word translated “fulfill” can have several meanings. It can mean “to fill” in a literal sense, as in filling a jar with water. It can similarly mean to fill a measure. “Fulfill” can have the meaning of a goal or actualization of the thing fulfilled, in this case the law. “Fulfill” can refer to the realization of a prophetic prediction. It can also mean to complete or finish. The main interpretive question in Mathew 5:17 involves the way in which Jesus completed the Old Testament law. Did he bring it to an end, so that the Old Testament law is no longer binding, or did Jesus show the meaning and goal of the law? Matthew’s understanding is that Jesus not only accomplished all that the law required, but ultimately revealed and extended its meaning and application.

The Pharisees had a thorough understanding of the law and its application. They applied the law to every area of life. However, by specifically quantifying what qualified as the fulfillment of the law, they actually lowered its standard. Any definition of law that is fully measurable and humanly attainable is inadequate. The law points not to something minimal, that can be attained by human effort, but to something maximal, that can only be attained by supernatural empowerment. Jesus redefined righteousness as the full embodiment of love. He gave the law its maximum application. Righteousness involves words and thoughts as well as deeds. Conversely, sin includes not just transgression or violation of external standards but also everything that is not fully loving. The demands of the law are actually far greater than the Pharisees taught. Jesus came and taught not an abrogation of the law, but the fulfillment of its true intent.

Jesus explained this principle by means of a series of contrasts. Jesus taught on murder and anger (5:21-26), adultery (5:27-30), divorce (5:31-32), oaths (5:33-37), legal rights (5:38-42), love for enemies (5:43-47), and concluded with the call to be perfect in 5:48. Jesus was not giving us a new legalistic code but rather was showing us the intention of God Who wrote the law. He was revealing to His people the life of discipleship. Genuine love for God will result in actions from the heart. The disciple who follows this ethic will not be characterized by legalistic perfection but by a life fully devoted to God. 

Consider the first example in 5:21-26. The subsequent cases all follow the same pattern, so attention will be given the first case to illustrate the meaning of the other cases. Jesus gives a short sermon on Exodus 20:13. In a sense, the text is quite simple. In Hebrew it consists of two words. The translation of these words into Greek is fairly simple, “Do not murder.” There perhaps could be a question of the nature of killing. Does it refer to the taking of any life, or only taking human life, or only taking human life with criminal or malicious intent (as opposed to self defense or in a defensive war)? While that is a meaningful distinction, it is not the issue that Jesus addresses. Jesus points to the heart of the commandment. What does it really mean? What is the true intention of this commandment? I once received a government notification that I owed some taxes. I first needed to be sure that I properly understood all the legal terms in the notice. Then I needed to understand which tax I actually owed. Then I needed to interpret the real meaning of this notice. Was it merely a standard form that was sent to everyone, or was it directed to me as a foreigner as a sign that I was a special target of investigation? Was it intended to motivate me to pay the tax or to secretly pay an individual in the tax office? This short letter required significant interpretation. Jesus' short sermon gave His followers understanding into the full meaning of this Old Testament text. 

Many people would assume that this commandment is a safe text to interpret. The command not to kill or murder is more or less universally accepted. Even the distinction between killing and murder is not that difficult. The historical context of the Old Testament makes clear that the absolute prohibition here is murder with malicious intent. The Old Testament sanctioned the taking of life in various circumstances, such as during a government sanctioned war or in defense of one’s family or possessions. Most cultures today follow a similar pattern. Most cultures would agree that murder is always a condemnable action and that killing brings with it judgment. David could not build the Temple because he was a man of war. But Jesus showed us there is much more in this law than meets the eye.

The command to not murder appears to many to be attainable. I have never killed anyone personally. In general, I think I'm pretty good at keeping this commandment. However, many people think only on the individual level, not considering the collective guilt of their family, society, or nation. Nonetheless, the standard is not minimal, counting only the taking of a life as criminal, but maximal, counting everything against a brother as criminal. Anger, insults, and accusations are all grounds for judgment.

Jesus redefined the standard used for judgment. The standard measures not only external actions but also internal intentions. The commandment does not only forbid actions, like murder, but also forbids words motivated by hate and anger, like durak and idiot. I suspects this includes famous hand gestures as well. Perhaps this refers even those things you said through the glass to other drivers, even though they couldn't hear you, or under your breath to your boss when he looked away. The commandment forbids not only deeds, but even motives. Thus the murderer who failed because of circumstance or cowardice is no less wicked than the one who succeeded in committing the crime. Jesus’ standard is not minimal but maximal.

Consider the sin of Cain, who in the fourth chapter of the Bible asked the question, “Am I my brother’s keeper?” What is the right answer to that question? What is your responsibility to your brother? Do you consider your obligation fulfilled when you haven't murdered him?  Have you fulfilled the law only when you've held your tongue? While that may be better than what most people do, Jesus is showing us the problem with our line of thinking. In Jesus’ parable of the Good Samaritan, the priest and the Levite didn't do any harm to the man on the road. They didn't beat him or take his possessions. They didn't do anything to hurt him. In fact, they didn't even touch him. They did absolutely nothing to him. That is the condemning part about their actions: they did nothing. According to Jesus’ ethic, they would be no less guilty than the robbers when they stood before their Judge. Their failure to love was no less a violation of righteousness than those who physically attacked him. Jesus is teaching an ethic of love that is humanly unattainable. Each negative command of the Ten Commandments holds within it the opposite positive command. So the command to not murder holds within it the command to do good, to love, to serve, and to care for others. Thus, our obligation to the law of God is fulfilled only when we have fully and completely loved our brother. Anything less is a violation worthy of judgment. 

Jesus' interpretation of the law calls us to a radical love for others. Consider His teaching on anger. Jesus did not psychologize when he spoke about anger. He didn't qualify what kind of anger it was or call us to analyze it. He called it a sin of which we need to repent. Anger is part of the motivation that leads to words and deeds that harm others. It is connected to the chain of events that leads to murder. While I find great benefit from thinking about why I got angry, and what goals were blocked, and how I might resolve the situation, I suspect I haven't repented enough of my anger. I suspect Jesus would like to see more repentance and less psychology in my dealing with anger.

Jesus then works this out in two interesting examples. He mentions the brother who has offended someone else and the brother who is being taken to court. Note that both of these cases involve the disciple at fault. Do you see the cleverness of these examples? We love to talk about other people being at fault. They have sinned against us and we are angry. Here Jesus' examples force us to deal with the other reality, the one that we love to ignore. Jesus forces us to consider what we must do when we have offended someone and they are angry with us. Jesus is more interested in how we deal with our own sin than how we evaluate the sin of others. We must love those whom we've offended. Disciples initiate reconciliation with those in the church. They go and seek forgiveness. They don’t postpone reconciliation but initiate it. By the way, we shouldn't be surprised to be at the altar, in God's presence in worship, when we realize our sin. When we draw close to God He will expose our sin. By confessing it and being reconciled, we will draw even closer to Him.

Jesus then teaches us that we must love those who take us to court. Disciples wisely seek reconciliation with those outside the church. We seek peace with those whom we offend outside the church. Jesus does not enter into an extended discussion of going to court here. The point is that disciples seek reconciliation and find ways to love even their opponents. A human court may not demonstrate the mercy of God's court. If convicted there, you can't expect mercy. Be wise and reconcile yourself before you get to court. Both these examples get at the point of the law: Do not murder. We fulfill the law when we show love. Therefore we initiate reconciliation motivated by genuine love.

It is essential that we see how high the standard is that Jesus is teaching. This is not a new or modern interpretation of the law, but the very thing Jesus taught in his first and perhaps most famous sermon. How can we fulfill the law? This is a troubling question since it appears we can't. Jesus' standard is so high it is unattainable. Jesus concludes this series of interpretations with the command to “Be perfect, therefore, as your Heavenly Father is perfect” (Matthew 5:48). We can define perfect in various ways, but it always produces the same result: it does not describe us. Jesus' standard is much more demanding than His listeners expected.

Jesus’ teaching requires us to re-think our view of righteousness. We all have a tendency to set an attainable (read: minimum) standard of righteousness. We all want that so we can feel good about ourselves. We like something that is attainable and doable. Jesus here is showing us the impossibility of attaining this kind of righteousness. A central message of the Scriptures is that righteous is not attainable apart from God's divine intervention. Even believers are not righteous in this sense. We love to jump to Paul here, and describe our justification by faith. Jesus' atoning death declared us righteous before God. Of course that is true, but what does that change? Our lives continue to reflect a lower standard. Our lives prove that we are not righteous. This disparity drives us to Christ.  It forces us to depend upon God. This makes us poor in spirit, and in need of mercy, qualities described earlier in Jesus' sermon.

Have you forgotten the standard? Have you begun to feel self-righteous because you haven't murdered anyone? The Pharisees did and earned Jesus' rebuke. Re-examine the standard. Ask for humility.  Ask for dependence upon God. Ask for Holy Spirit empowered strength to love others. Righteousness is seen fully only in Jesus.  If we look at His life and actions we will see how it is lived out. The only way we can be righteous is to be in Christ. By the work of the Spirit, we have begun to at least in some way to reflect Jesus. But we do recognize it is a foreign righteousness, one that God has begun to establish in us but which is not natural to us.

Spiritual Disciplines
In Mat 6:1-18 Jesus teaches His disciples about giving, praying, and fasting. The entire section emphasizes the audience for which these religious deeds are done. Are they done for our Father who is in heaven or for the praise of men? This section will focus on the Lord’s prayer in Matthew 6:9-13 as one example of these three spiritual disciplines. 

What is prayer? Why do people  pray? On the one hand, the concept of prayer is not really so difficult to understand. We instinctively know many key things about prayer. Through prayer we communicate with God. Prayer is primarily a heart level of communication rather than the formal pattern of spoken words. Prayer lies at the heart of the way we practice our faith. However, prayer can often be hard to practice. We don’t know what to say. We’re not sure if God really hears us or if He changes circumstances because of our prayer. Maybe we have been disappointed in prayer. God understands all of these obstacles to prayer. Therefore in the Lord’s Prayer Jesus taught His disciples how to pray so that we would properly understand the fundamental elements of prayer.

Prayer begins with a focus on God rather than man. The concerns of the first half of the prayer, the first 3 petitions, are all God-centered. The first word is “Father,” which most scholars think reflects the more personal “Abba” from Aramaic. This word is used not only to address God. It also instructs us about what kind of God He is. God is personal and caring and we are His beloved children. Jesus invites us to address His Father in the same personal way that He does. 

Prayer is a call to acknowledge that God alone is great. Prayer requires humility, which is why we bow our heads, fold our hands, and often get on our knees. Prayer is done corporately as well as individually which is why the prayer begins with “our” instead of “my.” Whose name to we want to see hallowed? Whose kingdom do we want to see expanded? Whose will do we really want to do? True prayer clarifies for us the answer to these questions.

The first request is for God’s name to receive proper honor. We ask that God’s name, God’s reputation, be made holy. We ask that honor and reverence be attributed to God’s name. We can’t actually make God any more holy than He already is. But we can ask that the glory He displays and the effect it has upon those who look upon it may increase. The second request is for God’s kingdom to come. While we address God as our Father we recall that He is also our King. He is a divine ruler with absolute power. God’s kingdom is defined by the area where He reigns. This reign is currently invisible and limited. But we know it is growing and will become the kingdom that fills the whole earth. The third petition is for God’s will to be done perfectly. This is a direct outworking of His kingdom. We ask that the rule of our King extend in us and beyond us so that His will is done not partly but fully. God’s kingdom is not now visible through governments and armies and economic power. It is visible through people following His will. This prayer asks for individuals and groups to fulfill God’s will voluntarily and be willing instruments in His plans.

Such prayer wrestles with the contradiction between heavenly and earthly realities. As soon as we begin to pray, we feel the tension described in these first two verses. Our Father is in heaven while we are on earth. We intuitively sense that God’s Kingdom and will are implemented perfectly in heaven. However in the world where we live, God’s rule and will are not fulfilled perfectly. In fact, it appears that God’s will is frequently not fulfilled at all. We can go for hours, days, and even years without seeing God’s will fulfilled. But where does it all start? It must start with us. Prayer calls us to abandon our man-centered lives and seek God’s glory first of all. Each line is a summons to acknowledge our man-centered thinking and return to the God-centered lives we were created to live. 

The second three requests remain God-centered. Having given attention to God’s holiness, kingdom, and will, we do not now change to focusing on ourselves and our personal caprice. Prayer must always remain God-centered. Our first request in this second set is for our daily bread. Our daily bread comes first of all from God. Consider the context of the first people who prayed for daily bread. This term is a reference to manna in the wilderness. God provided them with enough bread for each day. Manna was a miraculous provision for their daily need for food. But if they gathered more than they needed for one day it rotted. Why? Did God not understand principles of food preservation? Of course He did. God was teaching His people to trust Him. God was teaching them to rely not on themselves or the gods of Egypt but on God who would provide for them every day. He even doubled the provision on the day before the Sabbath and prevented it from rotting so they could rest on the Sabbath. Our God truly is good and He wants us to learn that from experience.

Bread is a symbol for our daily needs. It naturally includes food, but it goes beyond that. I think prayer for health is included here, as well as prayer for work, for a place to live, and for clothes. Daily bread also includes our daily relationships. We ask that God would provide us with the friends and family we need. We also ask that He would use us to be friends. What, exactly, does God promise to provide for us? Look at Matthew 7:9-11. God does promise to provide for our needs. But what about our desires? Does God promise to provide for every whim or fancy we might entertain? That is a product of modern marketing, which promotes dissatisfaction so people feel a greater desire for something new, better, something that the marketer is selling. The company needs to sell more products, so they create dissatisfaction with the old products so we will want new ones. I don’t think this is what Jesus is getting at. He is asking us to bring our daily needs before Him.

The second request is for forgiveness. The term debts in the Lord’s prayer are referred to as transgressions in v. 14 and sins in Luke’s parallel prayer (Luke 11:4). The term refers to a debt before God, an obligation we have because we have violated His will. This verse does not focus on money but on the debt we have before God because we have sinned against Him. This prayer is God-centered since only He can forgive sins. This prayer reminds us that our sins are first of all against God. Even when the person whom we’ve wronged doesn’t mind, or even if they never know, we sin against God first of all. 

The request for forgiveness has a rather shocking catch to it. Our forgiveness is contingent upon our forgiveness of others. It can be read, “Forgive me my sins in just the same way that I forgive others.” In case someone missed this nuance it is further explained in vv 14-15. Here there is a very clear warning: those who don’t forgive others will themselves not receive forgiveness of sins. This warning is very serious. Without forgiveness we have no salvation or eternal life but only judgment. One way to understand this is to consider the effect of forgiveness. When God forgives our sins we understand grace in a personal and experiential way. Thus, we naturally begin to forgive others in that same way. If someone has received forgiveness, and truly understood it, the result will be that they will forgive others. The person who does not forgive others has not actually understood the forgiveness he himself has received.

The final petition, deliver us from temptation, reminds us that there are two ways: the path of testing and temptation and the path of deliverance and safety. This final request is for God’s leadership and direction. We recognize that despite our plans and intentions, ultimately it is God who is in control of our lives. We see before us two paths: one leading to temptation and evil (or the evil one) and one continuing with God under His protection and provision. We pray that God would lead us in the right direction. Proverbs 16:9 tells us “Ñåðäöå ÷åëîâåêà îáäóìûâàåò ñâîé ïóòü, íî Ãîñïîäü óïðàâëяåò øåñòâèåì åãî.” This prayer calls us to acknowledge that there are two ways to go. Sometimes we are at fault for choosing the wrong path. Sometimes circumstances control things. But ultimately God is in control. This prayer, like the others, is God-centered. We recognize His authority and power to determine our path and we submit to His direction.

The prayer ends as it started with our focus on God’s glory. How are you going to pray now? What will be the focus of your prayer? Will you seek to expand your kingdom or God’s, your will or God’s? Will you dwell on your glory or God’s? God cares about you and will provide for your needs. He will transform you by His grace and forgiveness. He will protect you in temptation and testing.

After Jesus’ teaching on spiritual disciplines, He concludes chapter 6 by teaching on the disciple’s attitude toward materialism. Jesus makes clear that our treasure is in heaven, not on earth. The key question a disciple asks himself is this: “Is the focus of my life what I acquire on earth or in heaven?” Since disciples serve God alone they store up for themselves treasure in heaven not on earth. Jesus then turns to the subject of anxiety. Faith for Matthew is a very practical reliance on the care and power of the Father. Since God cares even for the birds and the flowers, which are here today and gone tomorrow, He will care even more for His own children.  Anxiety, therefore, is the opposite of faith and is ruled out for the disciple. Disciples seek first God and His Kingdom and trust Him to take care of everything else.

God is our Good Father and the Judge
Jesus begins the third chapter of this sermon by teaching on the attitude disciples should have towards each other. Disciples must not play God and judge others but should first focus on the sin found within their own hearts. The humility and sensitivity that comes from allowing God to correct us first gives disciples the right attitude in dealing with others.

Jesus then teaches His disciples about their overall approach to prayer. We pray to our Father who is in heaven, who genuinely desires to give us good gifts. Every child at New Year’s or on his birthday knows who gives good gifts. I had one grandmother always gave me neat toys and model airplanes. The other grandmother gave me blue underwear and socks. As an adult I learned that she thought my mother should have had only had one child and I was the second child. Therefore, I got blue underwear. How do you see God? Is He a grandmother who gives you blue underwear? Do you think He wants to give us lousy gifts? Consider this question for a while.  I think sometimes we have the idea that God either only gives us boring presents or that He doesn’t really want to give us gifts at all. Do you think somewhere in the back in your mind that your Heavenly Father is like that?

How many of you fathers have at some point thought about saying, “If you ask me for that one more time I’ll never give you another one of those as long as you live!” How many of you fathers have explained why you can’t get your child a cup of water or something that is out of their reach? Do you believe that your Father in Heaven is a like that? Do you think He is too lazy to get off the couch? Do you think He is irritated by our constant questions, as if He really wants to beat us if we come near Him? Our Father is a good Father who genuinely desires to give us good gifts.

Jesus then teaches the golden rule, that we should treat others the way we want them to treat us. While this teaching was not entirely unique, Jesus was the first to teach it positively. We are taught not only to refrain from doing to others what we don’t want them to do to us, but also to actively do for others that which we want them to do for us. This is the heart of the law as expounded by Jesus in this sermon. We take the initiative in love and seek to do for others that which is best for them.

Jesus concludes his sermon with warnings against inadequate forms of discipleship in 7:13-27. He warns His followers that there are two doors: one wide and one narrow. True disciples enter through the narrow door and remain on the narrow path. Jesus warns against false prophets who even do miraculous signs in the name of Jesus but of whom Jesus will say the most terrifying words a human being could ever hear, “I never knew you. Depart from me.” Jesus then illustrates these two kinds of people by describing two houses: one built on a solid foundation and one built on sand. While both houses appear the same, only one will withstand the wind and the rain. The other will fall with a great crash. Only those who hear and practice the principles Jesus taught will stand the judgment that will come.

Matthew concludes his reporting of Jesus’ sermon with an important observation. People were amazed by Jesus’ teaching. Both the content and the effect of Jesus’ preaching astounded the crowds. They discerned the divine origin of Jesus’ teaching and could tell its authority came not from men but from God. It is thus rightly considered one of the greatest sermons ever preached.

Eight Bible Studies from the Sermon on the Mount
Mat 5:3-6

1. What do you think it means to be poor in spirit? How would that be different from someone who was “rich” in spirit?

2. What does someone “poor in spirit” receive from the world? What do they receive from God? Why is there such a big difference?

3. What does it mean to mourn over your own sin? Do you more often mourn over your sin or over the natural consequences they produce in your life?

4. How does God comfort those who mourn?

5. What does it mean to be meek and gentle? Describe someone you know who demonstrates these characteristics.

6. If we are truly meek, won’t aggressive worldly people just run over us and dominate our world? Why should we then be meek?

7. What kind of righteousness is verse 6 referring to? What does it mean to hunger and thirst for this kind of righteousness? What prevents us from hungering and thirsting after righteousness?

8. What does it mean to be “filled” with this kind of righteousness? Which of these characteristics do you most want God to create in your life? Pray for Him to do so.

Matthew 5:7-12
1. Do you consider yourself a very merciful person? Why or why not?

2. How does the mercy we’ve been shown affect our desire to show others mercy? What prevents us from showing others mercy?

3. What does it mean to be pure in heart? What are the biggest impurities of heart affecting your community?

4. How do you understand the promise to “see God” given in this verse? How do we see God in the present?

5. What causes the most conflict among your friends and relatives? Have you had any success bringing peace into their conflict?

6. How does the peace Jesus established between man and God affect the conflicts we have with other men?

7. In what way have you seen people persecuted for their faith in your community? Is there a difference between being persecuted for your faith and persecuted for righteousness’ sake?

8. What motivates people to persecute believers? Pray for those who are persecuting you and your brothers. 

Matthew 5:13-16

1. Why do you use salt? What is it good for? What does it mean that disciples of Jesus are the salt of the earth?

2. How is our world decaying morally and spiritually? How do you think God might be able to preserve the world through Jesus’ disciples?

3. Salt enhances the true flavor of meat. How can disciples reveal the true nature of life, that is, life as it was designed to be lived out?

4. How can salt lose its saltiness? How can a disciple lose his saltiness? Does this happen in our world?

5. How does light function in our world? How does the Old Testament use the image of light?

6. How can Jesus’ disciples be “light” to the world?

7. What areas of your world do you think are particularly in need of light? What areas of our believing community do you think are particularly in need of light?

8. When are we tempted to hide our light? What prevents others from seeing the light God has given us? 

Matthew 5:21-26

1. Have you kept the sixth commandment, “You shall not murder”? On what do you base your answer? If you have violated this commandment, before whom will you answer?

2. Why does Jesus say that anger and insults are also a violation of the sixth commandment? Is it possible to live without violating this commandment?

3. Is Jesus adding to the Old Testament law or interpreting what God originally told the people through Moses?

4. What causes you to become angry? When is anger a sin? Can anger be non-sinful?

5. What does Jesus teach us to do if someone is angry with us? Have you ever actually done this? What was it like?

6. Why does Jesus say we should leave our gift at the altar and first go and be reconciled? What is the relationship between worship of God and being reconciled with our brothers?

7. How does Jesus say we should deal with unbelievers with whom we are in conflict? Why should we settle out of court?

8. If the standards Jesus taught are unattainable, what should we do with them?

Matthew 6:9-13

1. What does it mean to you to address God as Father? Most religions don’t use that title for God. What does it reveal to us about God and our relationship with Him?

2. The Lord’s prayer begins with praise to God and the desire for His name to be made holy. What does that mean to you? What is the difference between prayers of praise and flattery?

3. What does it mean when we pray for God’s Kingdom to come? What is the relationship between God’s kingdom and His will? Is His will done in your life as it is in heaven?

4. What is daily bread? Can prayer for daily bread include more than food? What about a new car?

5. How are we debtors before God? How does that affect the way we relate to other people? 

6. What do verses 14-15 tell us about the relationship between forgiveness to others and God’s forgiveness of us?

7. How do we end up getting tempted? Does God lead us into temptation, do we lead ourselves into temptation, or are we led into temptation by others including the evil one?

8. How have you been delivered from the evil one? How have you seen this prayer already answered in your life?

Matthew 6:25-34

1. What do you worry most about in life? (Food, clothes, friends, your future…)

2. A bird neither plants seeds nor stores no food for the winter, yet God feeds them every day. What can we learn about God and ourselves from this example?

3. Do you really believe that you cannot add a single hour to your life by worrying? When do you tend to worry about things or people? How does this affect you?

4. What makes nature beautiful? What makes people beautiful?

5. What is the difference between pagans and believers when it comes to our basic needs of life? Are believers promised they will always have lots of food and plenty of clothes?

6. When do you tend to be able to seek God’s Kingdom first, and when do you tend to worry more about the cares of this life?

7. What are you worried about that might (or might not) happen tomorrow? What does Jesus teach you to do in this passage?

8. How is faith the opposite of anxiety? What do 1 Peter 5:7 and Phil 4:6-7 teach us to do when we are tempted to worry?

Matthew 7:7-12

1. If you could ask for one thing, what would it be? What if it had to be something non-material?

2. What exactly do you think Jesus is promising in verse 8?

3. Verses 9-11 compare God to a human father. What kind of father (or grandfather or uncle) did you have? What kind of gifts did he give you?

4. What would you think of a father who intentionally gave bad gifts to his son? Do you ever think God is that kind of Father?

5. What does it mean that God is a good Father who loves to give good gifts? What gifts have you received from God the Father?

6. Verse 12 teaches us the golden rule. How is it a summary of everything taught in the Old Testament? Is it possible for us to fulfill this command?

7. What is the hardest thing for you to do for others that you want them to do for you? When they are not doing it for you, doesn’t it make it almost impossible to do it for them?

8. What is the role of the Holy Spirit and what is the role of the believer in fulfilling this command, or basically any of the principles taught in this Sermon on the Mount? 

Matthew 7:24-27

1. Describe the difference between a house built on a solid foundation and one built on a weak foundation. How have you seen the difference?

2. Both men heard the word of God, but only one of them put it into practice. Why? What leads some today to put God’s words into practice and what leads others to only listen?

3. It is easy to say we will do what Jesus taught in this sermon, but few can put it all into practice. How can we actually apply these principles in our lives for more than just the short term?

4. What threatens the foundation of your life? What are the strongest winds and waves you have faced?

5. Describe someone you know whose house seems to be built on a rock. What characteristics stand out?

6. Have you seen anyone’s house crash? What happened? Surely they didn’t plan for that to work out that way. Why do you think their house ended up crashing?

7. Have you ever felt like you were standing on shifting sand? What was it like?

8. What kind of authority did Jesus demonstrate through His teaching? Why did this amaze people?

Chapter 8: Introduction to Luke-Acts

Authorship

As with all the other Gospels, Luke-Acts is formally anonymous. However, a number of things can be discerned about the author of Acts. The author of Luke has traditionally been identified as the same as the author of Acts. Acts 1:1 makes reference to a “former treatise” and is dedicated to the same Theophilus as Luke. The vocabulary, style, themes, theology, and thought world are extremely similar. The narrative unity and literary parallels are significant. These all point to a common author of both works. 

Tradition from the second century onwards exclusively identifies Luke, the beloved physician of Col 4:14
, as the author of the third Gospel. Internally, this is argued from the “we-sections” of Acts.
 The “we” sections suggest an eye-witness and some-time companion of Paul was the author of Luke-Acts. Some have argued that this is a literary device, a method of writing used to give the impression of an eye-witness when such is not actually the case. Others have argued that the “we-sections” reflect selections from a source written by an unknown traveling companion of Paul. While such proposals are possible, the most likely scenario is that Luke himself is simply reporting what he experienced. Luke thoroughly adapted the sources he used and the use of “we” is not regular enough to suggest editorial work. 

If we examine Luke's use of sources, like the Old Testament and the Gospel of Mark, we find him to be a trustworthy historian. This does not mean Luke did not rearrange material for emphasis, summarize events in his own language or emphasize particular aspects of his received tradition. The Lukan speeches summarize and proclaim as well as report. Luke shows an interest in both history and theology, twin emphases evidenced not only in his attention to the time sequence of events and teachings, but also in their topical and theological relationship as well. Luke writes as a theologian and a pastor who is directed by the history which preceded him. To underemphasize any element in the Lukan enterprise, whether pastoral, theological or historical, is to underestimate the depth of his writing.

The Unity of Luke-Acts 

The unity of Luke-Acts is important because it both establishes the nature of the totality of Luke’s work and because the pattern established in the Gospel is completed in Acts. Church tradition considered Luke and Acts to be two volumes of a single work that were artificially separated by John’s Gospel during the early period of canonization. This allowed Luke’s Gospel to be part of the four-fold Gospel. Acts then formed the bridge between the Gospels and the Epistles, connecting the history in the Gospels with the teaching in Paul’s Epistles.
 In the modern period this division has led to Luke being studied independently of Acts and in comparison primarily with the other Gospels. 

It has been argued that Luke and Acts are not merely two independent writings from the same pen but a single continuous work. The obvious balance of the two volumes supports this idea. Both documents are of approximately equal size, they both span thirty years, both begin in Jerusalem and conclude with a long segment of the work (25%) dedicated to the last days of Jesus or Paul. Furthermore, the books begin with similar prologues, have an interlacing conclusion to Luke and beginning of Acts, and form one continuous story.

The significance of the unity of Luke-Acts is that Luke’s Gospel is not to be understood purely on its own. It is to be read as an unfinished story that leads to a sequel. Therefore, it is not enough to get at the meaning of the Gospel simply by comparing it with its synoptic companions; it must also be seen in comparison with Acts. Reading Luke-Acts as a unity affects the way Acts is studied. Luke saw the story in the Gospel as incomplete, as one that had to be taken further. Luke ought not be studied independently of Acts any more than Tolkien’s The Fellowship of the Ring should be studied independently of The Two Towers and The Return of the King. The themes and theology introduced in Luke are advanced and further developed in Acts. The history of God’s salvation begun in the Gospel will find its culmination in Acts. 

Date

The date of the writing of Luke-Acts affects the plausibility of its purpose. Theories of dating generally fall into three periods, pre-70, 70-90, and 100-130. Arguments for a second century date were based on a proposed conflict between Petrine (Jewish) and Pauline (Gentile) Christianity. This theory ultimately failed to convince scholars because of its speculative nature. The evidence for a sustained conflict between Petrine and Pauline Christianity was scarce and the data had to be forced to fit the mold if the theory was to be sustained. The biggest weakness in the second century dating is the lack of reference to the collected works of Paul, which most agree was completed by the end of the first century.

Those proposing an intermediate date typically argue that the reference to “many” in Luke’s prologue makes little sense in the early sixties. A significant amount of time must have past between the writing of Mark, a source typically dated in the 60’s that was used by Luke, and the writing of Luke-Acts. Frequently a date for Matthew in the 90’s is adduced as corroborative evidence. The reference to the “desolate house” in Luke 13:35, the embankment of the Roman army in 19:43-44, and the surrounding armies of 21:10 are interpreted as only making sense in a post-70 setting. It is argued that the information is too specific to be written before the fall of Jerusalem. The most common dates in this range are between 75-85. The references to the fall of Jerusalem, however, are not decisive, as similar predictions of the destruction of Jerusalem were not unusual and can be found in OT Scriptures.
 A prophetic critique of Jerusalem, including typical means of destruction, could just as easily be the recorded saying of Jesus as the post-fall interpretation of the apostles. Thus nothing requires a post-70 dating of Luke-Acts. The events of Acts can be interpreted in that setting and do not require a later date for interpretation. 

Arguments for an early date are based on the following reasons. Luke gives no description of Paul’s actual trial before Caesar nor does he make any explicit mention of Paul’s death. Luke makes no mention of the Neronian persecution of Roman Christians in 64 or to the fall of Jerusalem in 70. Luke shows no awareness of Paul’s letters, which suggests Luke-Acts was written well before the Pauline corpus was collected and established. Despite the fact that these are all arguments from silence, the later the date is proposed, the stranger the absence of explicit reference becomes. These absences suggest that the work was completed before these events occurred. 

The apologetic element of the purpose of Acts, to defend the propriety and legality of Christianity before Roman citizens, makes little sense if it had already been declared illegal or become the object of official government persecution. The themes of Acts related to Jew-Gentile controversies, such as dietary restrictions, inclusion of Gentiles into fellowship, and the council of Jerusalem, reflect issues of greater interest to the first century church than the second. The changes of the post-70 world of Jerusalem would surely have drawn more interpretive attention in the first half of Acts had it been written closer to 90 AD. Nothing requires a date as late as the mid 80’s, although it could be possible. Nonetheless, the best overall evaluation of the date is approximately 70 AD.

The Purpose of Luke-Acts

Luke opens with the clear statement of purpose: 1:4, “so that you may know the certainty of the things you have been taught.” Theophilus is a Christian who has received some instruction and is in need of confirmation and support of his faith. Possibly functioning as Luke’s patron, Theophilus was probably a wealthy, well-educated Gentile representative of Luke’s readership. The stated reason and basis for the work is edification and instruction of a presumably young convert. Acts describes the history of the early church, focusing on its expansion, despite opposition, throughout the Mediterranean world and ultimately to Rome.

If the unity of Luke-Acts is to be taken seriously, then the purpose of Luke must be related to the purpose of Acts. The two volumes ought to be seen as complementary and together furthering one over-arching goal. Acts serves the Gospel by confirming it, and that the Gospel serves Acts by introducing it. Luke was writing a story of Christian beginnings, like the Gospel of Mark, simply in two volumes. If the first volume included all that Jesus began to do and teach, then the second volume dealt with what Jesus continued to do by the Spirit through His apostles. The culmination of the work may even be dominant in determining the overall purpose of the work.

Was Luke-Acts written to persuade Greeks to become Christians, to edify and strengthen believers, or as some sort of apologetic work? The apologetic motivation is clearly present, but contains far too much detail to be a legal document intended for use in Paul’s defense in Rome. It is better to understand the apologetic aspect as a tool to strengthen believers in their mission. Although the primary audience for which Luke wrote is the Christian community, his apologetic method offered Christians a missionary tool to assist them in evangelism. Luke-Acts is in every way a book devoted to clarifying the Christian self-understanding.

Just as Luke’s Gospel had given his readers everything they needed to know about Jesus, Acts would give them everything they needed to know about the apostles. Luke wished to hold up before his readers a set of Christian ideals which would show them what their own Christian life should be and at the same time supply them with a strong motivation for following the example. The preface to Luke indicates that the audience has already received instruction in the Christian faith. The author expects readers to have a sympathetic understanding of the mission of Jesus and the apostles. The purpose for which Luke wrote included explaining the nature of the origins of the faith of the believing community in order to strengthen their faith and equip them to proclaim and defend this faith in their communities.

Theology and Major Themes of Luke
Redefining the people of God

Luke is concerned to pass on to a post-apostolic age of Christians an account of Jesus, which is intimately related to the biblical history of Israel of old. Luke insists that it is only within the stream of apostolic tradition that one finds this salvation. Jesus is “Israel-in-person” who gathers Israel to himself in a return from exile. The new believing community is described by Luke as the new people of God. If those who call upon the name of Jesus are the true heirs of Israel’s story, those who refuse to receive Jesus are part of the community of older brothers out in the field, angry and refusing to join the banquet. 

This can be seen in the parable of the wicked tenants in Luke 20:9-19 and its parallels in Mark 12:1-12 and Matt 21:33-46. Jesus alludes to Isaiah 5 without citing it. He tells a familiar story in a way that surprises and shocks the hearers. The parable summarizes the history of Israel, just as Isaiah’s parable did in its first telling. Jesus is not just telling any story, he is telling the story. He is telling a story that recites the foundation story of Israel. However, Jesus is telling it in a surprising and shocking new way. The tenants, who in the parable represent Israel, killed the son. The wickedness of God’s people is condemned by the leadership itself. They recognize the wickedness of this deed yet go forth in the narrative to do the very thing they declared to be wicked. They killed the son. The result is that the vineyard was taken away from them and given to others, to those who accepted the authority of the landlord and would give him his proper due. This is precisely how the “history-of-Israel” summaries are used in Acts 7 and 13. The history of Israel leads to those who respond to Jesus’ message. The Jews who are rejecting and opposing Jesus will be rejected as wicked tenants who killed the son, and the vineyard will be given to others, Jews and Gentiles, who call upon him with faith.

Luke, based upon Jesus’ telling of the parable, is not simply telling another story. He is not simply gathering historical data and compiling it in a historical anthology. He is using one and the same story and retelling it with a new ending. He takes the idea of a new people of God, based on Jesus’ original use, and writes a history which works this out. He redraws the story of Israel around Jesus, the true Israelite, and redefines the people of God as those who follow Jesus. This new ending subverts other tellings of the same story. It is not just any story, it is the story of God’s people, the new and more complete history of Israel.

A Universal Gospel
Luke’s Gospel has a greater aspect of the universal offer of the Gospel to all nations. This begins with his dating references which connect the events of Palestine with world events in Rome. This suggests that the births of John and Jesus, their subsequent ministries, and even their deaths, will have world-wide significance. Unlike Matthew, Luke traces Jesus’ genealogy back, not to Abraham, but to Adam. Jesus is presented as the universal redeemer who has brought salvation to all nations, not just to the Jewish nation. Luke includes more stories about Samaritans and Gentiles than the other synoptic writers. The parable of the Good Samaritan is found only in Luke’s Gospel.

Luke not only emphasizes other nationalities receiving the gospel, but he also emphasizes how the gospel is for those in need. Luke gives greater emphasis on the preaching of the gospel to the poor, the widows, and outcasts. He gives greater emphasis to the role of women as well.

Luke is often called the Gospel of the Holy Spirit. Luke emphasizes how the Spirit came upon John, Elizabeth, Zechariah, Simeon, and even Jesus (1:35). Acts obviously continues this emphasis and raises it to an even higher level by reporting about Pentecost and the subsequent movement of the Holy Spirit into the Samaritan and Gentile regions. The miracles in Luke provide confirmation of the presence of God in the person of the Spirit. Miracles also serve to attest to the work of God’s Messiah. Miracles are by no means always a blessing, as is seen in Luke 10:13-14. Miracles draw attention not only to the deeds themselves but even more so to the salvation proclaimed by the Messiah to whom the miracles attest (Luke 10:20).

Christology

It is clear from Luke 1–2 that Jesus is introduced as a royal figure. Jesus’ sermon at Nazareth (4:16–30) likewise joins regal and prophetic motifs. Though Elijah and Elisha are elicited as parallels to Jesus’ situation (4:25–27), for Luke the anointing of Isaiah 61:1 looks back to the baptism with its regal-prophetic motifs. Luke presents Jesus as the Messiah, the Servant of the Lord proclaimed by Isaiah, and the prophet who ultimately reveals Himself as Lord.

The most unique parts of Luke are found in the opening two chapters and the road to Jerusalem in chapters 9-19. Luke’s introduction will be examined in the chapter entitled “Luke’s Use of the Old Testament” and Luke’s parables and teaching on discipleship will be addressed in the chapter entitled “Parables on the Road to Jerusalem.”

Structure of Luke-Acts

Luke uses the following structure in his Gospel:

I. Luke’s preface and the introduction of John and Jesus (1:1-2:52)

II. Preparation for ministry: anointed by God (3:1-4:13)

III. Galilean ministry: revelation of Jesus (4:14-9:50)

IV. Jerusalem journey: Jewish rejection and the new way (9:51-19:44)

V. Jerusalem: the Innocent One slain and raised (19:45-24:53)

The structure of Acts is parallel to and balanced with the structure of Luke.

I. Introduction (1)

II. The spread of the gospel in Jerusalem. (2-7)

III. The spread of the gospel in Judea and Samaria (8-12)

IV. The spread of the gospel to Gentiles through Paul’s missionary journeys. (13-20)

V. The spread of the gospel to the ends of the earth (Rome) by Paul as a prisoner. (21-28)

Chapter 9: Unity in Diversity: Luke’s Use of the Old Testament

Overview of Luke’s Use of the OT

Luke-Acts is not intended to be understood independently of the historical work of God in the OT. Luke’s work is intended to be read like a continuation and an escalation of the historical works found in the Old Testament. The language, style, and content of Luke-Acts indicates that Luke-Acts should be read against the background of the OT. Luke’s use of the OT differs significantly in form from Matthew’s, most markedly from Matthew’s formula citations. Rather than rely primarily on formal citation of Scripture as an explanation or proof of a particular point, Luke weaves Scripture into his story, most often through the voices of major characters in the narrative. 

Luke uses OT language and phrases to evoke Israel’s history. Luke used the OT not to apologetically defend, but to evangelistically proclaim the nature of who Jesus is, both as the one who fulfills prophecy and the one who reinitiates ancient patterns of divine salvation. Luke wrote the entire story of Jesus and his followers in light of Scripture. Through programmatic speeches and narrative themes, Luke uses the key elements of the new exodus motif of Isaiah 40-66 to unite his theological program for the new people of God. Luke uses Scripture to interpret the divine events that are happening in their midst. Scripture is used to punctuate and support Luke’s key ideas. Peter’s Pentecost sermon is foundational in Acts because it interprets that great event of Jesus’ crucifixion in light of Scripture, Jesus’ own teaching and His heavenly exaltation. Luke uses Scripture as a legitimation device, designed to give Gentiles an argument from antiquity. Their faith was in no way inferior to the other religions of the ancient Mediterranean world. This apologetic aspect argued that the new movement should be seen as legitimate before Roman officials.

Jesus was the One who taught His disciples how to interpret His death and resurrection in the light of Scripture (Luke 24:25-27, 44-49), demonstrating how these events are at the heart of God’s plan for Israel and the nations. In so doing He was outlining for them how to understand the Scriptures christologically and in terms of “the Kingdom of God,” a way of referring to Israel’s hope for a decisive manifestation of God’s rule in human history. Luke concludes his Gospel with a uniquely Lukan account of the disciples walking with Jesus on the Emmaus road. Luke 24:27 and 47 are the interpretive keys to Luke’s use of the OT. The OT influences Luke-Acts not only through citations, allusions, and typological fulfillments, but also through narrative structures upon which Luke-Acts is built. 

Examination of Luke’s Use of the OT in key Passages

Luke introduced his two volume work with a barrage of OT citations, allusions, and echoes, used in a great variety of ways. As these are examined and described, we will see a full and complex use of the OT. The diversity of uses in Luke, plus the “history-of-Israel” texts in Acts, make Luke’s argument that “all the Scriptures” spoke of Him fairly convincing.

Luke’s Prologue:  Luke 1:1-4

Luke’s prologue makes no citation or allusion to an OT text or passage. However, in this opening prologue, Luke describes the contents of his work as “the things that have been fulfilled among us.” The events which have come to pass are not ordinary events but those that bring to fulfillment that which was spoken of earlier. While the word translated “fulfilled” can mean “to accomplish” or “to carry out,” the notion of fulfillment is prominent in its use in Luke 1:1. Luke-Acts is not an independent series of events, but a series of recent events that is connected to a much larger history of events and promises which forms the history of God’s salvation. The rest of Luke-Acts will confirm that the OT is that which is coming to fulfillment. Luke’s prologue sets the stage for OT Scripture to have a substantial and controlling influence of how the events about which Luke writes are to be understood. The fact that this is done without explicit citation also sets the tone for Luke’s method of using the OT.

Infancy Narratives: Luke 1:5-2:52

While only a few Scriptures are explicitly cited, a whole complex of motifs, ideas, and theology is brought in through speeches surrounding events. The opening of Luke’s work sets the tone for his entire work. It is an overture, laying out the themes and methods Luke will use. The impression made by these first two chapters will shape the reader’s understanding of all that follows. “Literary critics speak of the ‘primacy effect’ in narrative. What the narrator presents first, when the reader is seeking basic orientation, will stand out and affect the reading of the rest of the story.”
 The OT background of the first two chapters signals to the reader how important the OT is for understanding Luke-Acts and for filling in the narrative gaps.

Luke makes use of the OT in many and various ways in the infancy narratives. Although the OT is only cited explicitly in Luke 2:23-24, the allusions are numerous. They come from Gabriel, Mary, Elizabeth, Zechariah, and Simeon. Scriptural echoes fill the speeches and songs of the major characters. These echoes refer to great individuals, such as Abraham, Jacob, and David, to OT concepts and images, such as priestly rites, righteousness, and Temple requirements like circumcision and offerings for newborn children, as well as to OT motif’s, like the “arm of the Lord” and “salvation from one’s enemies.” OT speeches and promises serve as the pattern for Gabriel’s announcements to Zechariah and Mary and Mary’s response to Elizabeth. Type scenes, such as the barren wife, an angelic visitation, or a birth announcement, structure the narrative. In this portion of Luke’s gospel, which is entirely unique to Luke, he establishes his use of the OT as the foundation of his work. Having laid the foundation, he does not repeat it once he moves on to the next section. He assumes the reader has it in mind, and uses it to fill in the gaps once he moves beyond chapter 4 of Luke. The categories Luke uses include typology, fulfillment of promise or prophecy, and narrative parallelism. Intertextual echoes and inner-biblical exegesis are also in play, as these themes recur throughout the OT.

Luke 1:5-25: The barren wife will have a child

The introduction of Zechariah and Elizabeth is done through the OT type scene of the righteous but barren wife. The scene includes a godly couple with proper priestly lineage. Zechariah and Elizabeth are described as “upright” and “blameless”. Since they are faithful servants of God, the reason for Elizabeth’s barrenness is not their sin. Priestly service, along with their heritage, calls to mind the patterns established in Exodus and Leviticus, without citing any texts explicitly. The setting reflects first century Jewish practice based on legislation set out in the Pentateuch. The scene is modeled on those of Sarah and Hannah, which also find parallels with Rachel and Samson’s mother. It is a type scene from the OT which gives the reader the feel from the very beginning that OT history is continuing. The influence of 1 Sam 1-3 will continue to be felt, as it informs the narrative structure of the entire infancy narrative. It will play into Luke’s christology, as it sets up the work of salvation that leads to a new king.

The angelic appearance is modeled after the OT pattern of a theophany. The opening words “Don’t be afraid” are the almost stereotyped reply of a heavenly visitor or divine figure when appearing to the fearful recipient of a revelation. The angel’s name itself is an allusion to Dan 9:21, while Zechariah’s muteness echoes Dan 10:15. Luke uses these references to indicate that God’s prophetic and salvific acts are continuing.

The angel alludes concretely to the requirements for holiness, “he is never to take wine or other fermented drink,” found in the text describing Nazirites in Num 6:3, and the priestly requirement in Lev 10:9. This is followed by a concrete allusion to Mal 4:5-6, where the prophetic role of Elijah is announced, “Elijah will turn the hearts of the fathers to the children.” This text is used in a prophecy-fulfillment manner, implying by association the coming of “the great and terrible day of the Lord.” The setting of this scene takes on greater significance as it is related to this eschatological text. The combination of OT allusions increases the effect significantly. God is preparing to act in a dramatic way, one spoken of by the prophets of long ago.

Both of the last two allusions have intertextual lives. Malachi looks back to Kings and the prophetic ministry of Elijah. Numbers points forward, interacting with Judg 13 and 1 Sam 2. Likewise the barren wife theme was developed in Isa 54:1. The themes alluded to have a life greater than that seen in any one text. The angel concludes his announcement with the phrase, “to make ready a people prepared for the Lord.”  While this phrase is not found explicitly in the OT, it is an inversion on Isa 40:3, which prepares the way for the Lord. Here a people are prepared. The scene concludes with Elizabeth conceiving a child, parallel in structure to the account of Hannah.

Luke 1:26-56: The virgin will have an even greater child 

Luke 1:26-38.
The scene invites contrast and comparison with John’s announcement. Rather than introducing a barren couple, Luke introduces Mary, a virgin who is betrothed but not yet married. The difficulty in bearing a child has been raised to a new level. Rather than be “great in the sight of the Lord,” the child will be “great” in the absolute sense. The child is called “son of the Most High”. Most High is found in the OT as a title for God. The child will rule as a king from “the throne of his father, David.” Finally, the reign of the child over “the sons of Jacob” will last “forever. His Kingdom will never end.” The language of the angel’s announcement is drawn from key words and names of the OT. It alludes to 2 Sam 7, or its parallel 1 Chr 17, and the descendent of David sitting on the throne of David, which was developed further in Ps 89. 

This passage introduces the theme of Jesus as the fulfillment of the Davidic promise. Jesus fulfils the promise made to David by Nathan of a future son, who in the Prophets and Psalms was raised to a status of climactic proportions. Luke introduces the topic with Joseph’s lineage, “of the house of David.” One major aspect of this is that Jesus fulfills the promise made to David of a future son. The ideas associated with being “son” will be developed by Luke as he further defines and describes that concept with other OT references in Luke-Acts. The eschatological nature of this son of David is made clear with the reference to reigning on the throne of David forever. OT language is intentionally used on Luke’s part to create a “biblical” effect. Gabriel’s response at the conclusion of the episode, “for nothing is impossible with God,” echoes the words of the Lord to Abraham in Gen 18:14 after the birth of Isaac had been announced. The passage makes typological use of the themes introduced in 2 Sam 7 that had an intertextual life of their own. The God who worked in the past is working again.

Luke 1:39-56
In Mary’s visit to Elizabeth, OT terms and phrases are used to describe their meeting. The movement of the child in Elizabeth’s womb is parallel to Gen 25:21-23. The blessing that Elizabeth gives Mary echoes that which Deborah spoke to Jael (Judg 5:24). These allusions primarily continue the OT imagery of the entire infancy narrative section. Mary’s song is a personal thanksgiving psalm modeled after 1 Sam 2. It begins with a personal praise of thanksgiving to God, speaks of God’s holiness, of God’s justice in reversing the fate of the unjust rich and the godly poor, of victory over God’s enemies, of God’s salvation, concluding with God’s faithfulness to His covenant promises in the past. Verbal parallels are not precise, and are conceptual and synonymous, rather than verbal. The Magnificat alludes concretely to Ps 103:11,13, 17 in v. 50 and Ps 107:9 in v. 53. This song alludes to many OT motifs, such as “God the Savior,” “the holiness of God,” and “the arm of the Lord,” an important motif from the exodus picked up by Isaiah. Each of these motifs are by definition rich in OT intertextual echoes. These prophetic statements provide previews to the reader of the significance of John and Jesus in the work’s narrative world and encourage the reader to hope for, and expect, the salvation for Israel celebrated in these statements.

Luke 1:56-80: The Birth of John

The narrative description of John’s birth is centered around his naming and circumcision, an event obviously based on OT ritual. The introductory praise, “Praise be to the Lord, the God of Israel,” is found throughout the OT, although more frequently serving as a benediction than as an opening. The idea of God visiting his people is rich in OT background and is associated with God’s salvation. The “horn of salvation,” an OT symbol for strength, comes from the house of David. The word “mercy” is rich in OT background as a concept which points to God’s loyal love in relationship to his covenant promises. The language of salvation is reminiscent of Ps 105:10 and suggests contemporary Jewish hopes of political and national deliverance. The Davidic note of Gabriel’s announcement is repeated, as salvation will come from the new David. The infancy narrative’s fundamental christological category from the OT is that of a regal deliverer, a Messiah. Both Abrahamic promise and Davidic hope receive attention. The OT brings a note of continuity and design. But there is also escalation. The new era is greater than the old. The hymn concludes with a weaving of allusions in the final phrase, “to shine on those living in darkness and in the shadow of death, to guide our feet into the path of peace.” This phrase contains allusions to Isa 9:2, 42:7; 49:6, and Ps 107.10. 

The phrase, “as he said through his holy prophets of long ago,” reveals something of Luke’s view of OT prophets. The idea that God is fulfilling his promises to Abraham has just been alluded to, now Luke moves to the prophets in general. This type of reference to the prophets as a whole, rather than individually, is typically Lukan. Their words, whether they be described as promises or prophecy, are still valid and are coming to pass in the present. Luke sees them as just as valid for the present as in the past and has no problem recontextualizing past texts in present circumstances. This idea is related to the concept of remembering covenant, stressed here and based on the OT. The OT is used to indicate that prophecy and promises are being fulfilled in the dawn of a new eschatological era.

Luke 2:1-40: The Birth of Jesus

In 2:1-20 Luke explains how Jesus came to be born not in Nazareth but in Bethlehem. This passage is influenced by Mic 5:2 and continues the Davidic themes introduced in chapter 1. The Davidic references are used as fulfillments of both promise and prophecy, bringing to fruition both the words of the OT and the words of Gabriel from chapter 1.
Luke 2:23-24 contains the only explicit citations in the infancy narrative. A mixed citation from Exod 13:2, 12, and 15, is introduced by the formula, “as it is written in the law of the Lord” and is followed by a citation from Lev 12:8. These citations are introduced to demonstrate that Mary and Joseph are godly and fulfill the righteous requirements of the law. The same idea is found in v. 41, where Joseph and Mary are described as going every year to Jerusalem for the Passover. 

Jesus’ presentation in the temple is patterned after Hannah’s presentation of Samuel to Eli in 1 Sam 1:24-28. The descriptions of Simeon and Anna are parallel. Simeon is awaiting the “consolation of Israel,” strongly reminiscent of Isa 40, if not all of Isa 40-55. Anna is waiting for the “redemption of Jerusalem,” reminiscent of Isa 52:9. These phrases are parallel and mutually interpretive. Simeon’s oracle, the Nunc Dimittis, is a combination of phrases taken from Isa 40:5, 42:6, and 49:6. The second phrase, “for glory to your people Israel,” alludes to Isa 46:13. The first phrase adds the dimension of the gospel clearly being for the Gentiles, which will be seen throughout the narrative of Acts. This text is one that ties Luke and Acts together, as Luke’s Gospel primarily focuses on the gospel going to Israel (albeit to the least likely) and Acts describes the gospel eventually going primarily to the Gentiles (although not exactly to the exclusion of Israel). These texts combine to form an Isaianic program for Luke-Acts.

The second proclamation by Simeon refers to Jesus as a “sign”. Although the birth of Jesus is not clearly dependent upon Isa 7:14, in this text Jesus is described by the same term found in Isaiah. Jesus is destined or appointed to cause “the falling and rising of many in Israel.” This is relevant in Luke’s development of how the Gentiles become part of the people of God. The falling has as a background the stone texts of Isa 8:14 and 28:13-16, as well as Ps 118:22. The child divides the many of Israel into two distinct groups, those who fall and those who rise. The judgment of unbelieving Jews is rooted in God’s OT judgment and in prophecies of judgment. Luke’s major theological arguments are supported with OT allusions and echoes. The statements about Jesus’ growth in 2:40 and 52 parallel that of Samuel in 1 Sam 3:19 and conclude the narrative parallel with 1 Sam 1-3.

Conclusions from the Infancy Narratives

In the infancy narratives we have seen the various ways Luke refers to the OT, the various methods he uses, and the various purposes they support. Luke cites the OT with a formula. He alludes to it both concretely and generally. He employs many types of echoes and intertextual motifs. Luke is creating a sense of fulfillment that will be central to his christology and his ecclesiology. In the infancy narratives Luke uses images and phrases rather than complete texts in his allusions and echoes. Nonetheless, he is careful and intentional with his use of the OT. He combines texts and rewords them to create a new whole, rather than citing them separately or sequentially.

The OT gives a typological background to the entire passage, as OT events are repeated in similar ways, only to a greater degree. The miraculous births, the angelic announcements, and the new David all are built on typological uses of the OT. Furthermore, the OT is used to form a narrative substructure to the OT. The opening two chapters of 1 Samuel are emulated throughout the opening two chapters of Luke. 

Luke uses the OT to accomplish his theological purposes. Luke picks up many OT themes, particularly those related to the eschatological fulfillment of Davidic promises, but also including a number of other themes as well. In the infancy narratives, Luke uses the OT primarily to establish his christology. The fulfillment motif is strong in this section. God is fulfilling his promises to Abraham and David. God is fulfilling His words spoken through the whole body of prophets. However, particularly in the Nunc Dimittis, Luke’s ecclesiology is introduced. Luke will define the new and restored people of God as the fulfillment of God’s plan from the OT.

Programmatic Texts: Luke 3-4

In chapters 3 and 4, Luke makes significant use of the OT in Jesus’ baptism (Ps 2:7), the genealogy (tying Jesus to Adam and OT history), and in the temptation narrative (three explicit citations of Scripture). These passages reveal further use of the OT that is important to Luke’s christology. This section will focus on another aspect of the use of the OT, that of programmatic statements made by Luke and taken from Isaiah. In these chapters Luke cites Isaiah 40 and 61 as programmatic texts for the ministries of John and Jesus respectively, which form the substructure of Luke-Acts.

Luke 3:4-6

John’s ministry is introduced with a dating formula, reminiscent of the dating of the kings and prophets in the OT. John’s ministry, as Jesus’, begins with a programmatic citation from Isaiah. The citation from Isa 40:3-5 is introduced with the formula, “As is written in the book of the words of Isaiah the prophet.” This citation from Isaiah makes it clear that John’s calling is prophetic, fully in line with the great prophets of the OT. Luke alone includes the extended citation from Isaiah, including the final line, “and all mankind will see God’s salvation.” Luke includes this part of the citation to support his emphasis of the gospel going to the Gentiles. John will inaugurate a new era of salvation, the eschatological era prophesied of in Isa 40-55.

According to Luke, John’s prophetic ministry of restoration is characterized and defined by Isa 40:3-5. This passage from Isaiah looks back to the Exodus from Egypt and anticipates a new exodus from captivity. Some have argued that first century Jews saw themselves in a continuing state of exile. Citing various Second Temple texts, as well as Neh 9:36-37, they argue that the return from Babylon was not all that was promised and expected. The idea of a new restoration of Israel, the consolation mentioned in Isa 40:1, has already been alluded to through Simeon. Now “the way” is introduced with the citation of Isa 40:3-5. “The way” symbolized the presence of God in the ancient Exodus story as well as the anticipated eschatological event. The consolation that Isaiah spoke to his community is recontextualized to apply to John’s listeners in the new era of salvation. This Isaianic motif is central to Luke’s universalistic theology.

This paradigm was applied to Jesus and naturally leads to the development of a universalistic emphasis in the salvific program of the new exodus. Luke introduces John’s ministry as being characterized by this text from Isaiah in preparation for its full development in the narrative in Acts. God is bringing about universal salvation. He prepares people for it through John and accomplishes it through Jesus. Luke used Isa 40-66 as a pattern for the theology of his work. The citations from Isaiah are found here and in Luke 4, serving as programmatic texts for John and Jesus.

Luke 4:16-30  

In the first section of this key passage, Luke begins his description of Jesus’ ministry with a citation from Isa 61. The text is introduced with the phrase, “the place where it was written.” Luke alone among the synoptic evangelists places this Isaiah passage so early in Jesus’ ministry. Most scholars see this as an intentional Lukan move to establish Isaiah as programmatic for Jesus’ ministry. Jesus read from Isa 61:1-2, with the addition of one phrase, “to release the oppressed,” from Isa 58:6. The joining together of these two texts may be deliberate Lukan exegesis, as a forerunner of the gezerah shavah rule, connected by the use of the same word “release.” This passage points to the idea that Jesus fulfills not only the Isaiah text, but multiple strands of the OT story.

Jesus announces that the ministry of the Isaianic figure is fulfilled in him. By using the proverb “no prophet is accepted in his own country,” Jesus identifies himself as a prophet. The figure of Isa 61 can be seen as the servant of Isa 40-55. Combined with the argument that Luke uses the OT to equate the servant of Isa 40-55 with the royal Davidic figure of Isa 7-11, it becomes clear how important the OT is for Luke’s christology. Luke uses the OT to establish his christological foundation. The ministry of Jesus will be categorized by these five elements of the Isaiah passage: 1) to bring good news to the poor; 2) to proclaim release to the captives; 3) to restore sight to the blind; 4) to let the oppressed go free; and 5) to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor. This text thematically connects Luke and Acts, as the deliverance and salvation begun through Jesus were continued through his disciples. Jesus’ ministry will introduce “the year of the Lord’s favor.” This phrase is a reflection upon the Jubilee year, and thus shows inner biblical exegesis.

Luke 4:16-30 is not only programmatic for the ministry of Jesus found in the Gospel, but also establishes the pattern for the narrative in Acts. The Isaiah quotation sets up the context for the rejection of Jesus by his own people. After Jesus indicates that the Isaiah passage is fulfilled in Him and in His ministry, He uses the OT figures of Elijah and Elisha to announce that the good news proclaimed by the Isaianic figure will also go to the Gentiles. Gentiles will be included in the fulfillment of salvation in the new era. The point of the OT figures of Elijah and Elisha is that they ministered to non-Israelites outside the boundaries of Israel. In this programmatic text Luke makes clear that the proclamation of the gospel to Gentiles was an original part of the Gospel. Just as with Luke 2:32, the bulk of the fulfillment of this text will be demonstrated primarily in volume two. 

The Jewish listeners then change their response to Jesus from wonder, “all spoke well of him and were amazed at the gracious words that came from his lips,” to anger and hatred when they hear this news. This pattern foreshadows what will become the standard pattern of rejection portrayed in Acts, beginning actually in Jerusalem, but particularly in the synagogues to which Paul had traveled when preaching the gospel. In the Nazareth pericope, “the issues concerning (1) the rejection by the people of God (i.e., Jews) and (2) the reconstitution of the people of God with the inclusion of the Gentiles becomes the focus of Luke’s reappropriation of the Nazareth scene and also of his reinterpretation of the Isaianic tradition. These issues become directly relevant in the claim of the early Christians to be the people of God.”

Summary Statement: Luke 24
In Luke 24:44-45, Luke portrays Jesus as stating that Scriptures, defined as the Law of Moses, the Prophets, and the Psalms, speak of Himself. This is followed in vv. 46-47 with a Lukan summary of the gospel, ultimately a summary of Luke-Acts. This is a repetition of the same concept taught by Jesus to the two disciples in Luke 24:25-27. The OT is described in its totality as a single entity. Luke, more than the other evangelists, uses this global reference to refer to the totality of the entire OT. He similarly refers to “all the prophets” as a whole. The entire OT points to Jesus. Luke portrays this use of the OT as originating with and being inspired by Jesus’ own teaching about the nature of the OT.  Luke portrays Jesus as establishing a christological hermeneutic of the OT. The OT is best understood, is properly understood, when interpreted through the lens of the new era of fulfillment inaugurated by Jesus Himself. All the OT points to Him, and the OT all needs to be understood through Him. Luke makes explicit that there is a global sense in which the entire OT can be interpreted. Not only can individual passages, promises, and prophecies be interpreted as being fulfilled in Jesus, but so can the entire flow of the OT. Whether it is a prophecy or a promise, a substructure of the narrative, or imagery which shapes a narrative, it all finds its ultimate meaning in Jesus.

Conclusion

This survey and exploration of Lukan use of the OT has demonstrated the ways in which Luke handles and uses the OT. While he does cite the OT formally, he more often alludes to an OT text or combines parts of two or more texts. He frequently alludes to motifs that have an intertextual life of their own. Furthermore, he uses the OT to establish his theological aim. Christological and ecclesiological ideas about the nature of Jesus and the reconstituted people of God are undergirded by OT allusions and motifs. While Luke’s christological interests are primary, and receive the bulk of the OT citations, the ecclesiological use is no less significant, even if less frequent. The new Moses must have a people to lead; the new David must have citizens of his kingdom. Some have suggested that Luke is creating narrative by a midrashic technique of expanding key passages. Luke is not engaged in a midrashic interpretation of Scripture, but in a retelling of Scripture. “Luke is ‘re-writing’ the entire story of Jesus and his followers in light of Scripture.”
 He sees patterns repeating themselves in a new era, and so writes in such a way as to bring out those corresponding relationships. He is telling the story of Jesus and his followers in OT terms in order to make christological and ecclesiological statements. 

Six Bible Studies from Luke’s Use of the OT
Luke 1:5-25

1. Elizabeth was a godly woman, yet was not blessed with a child. Why? Do you think she might have felt like God was not listening to her prayers? When have you felt that way?

2. Had a godly woman ever been barren before? When in the OT did this happen? How does this affect the way we read this passage? How does it affect the way we read Luke’s whole Gospel?

3. Why was Zechariah afraid when he saw the angel? Are you ever surprised when God answers you when you are praying?

4. Why would John’s birth be a cause of great rejoicing for many people? Didn’t he preach about repentance and a coming judgment?

5. What does it mean that John would minister in the “spirit and power” of Elijah? What kind of power did Elijah have?

6. How did Zechariah respond to the angel’s news? How was he like Sarah in Genesis 18:12? Do you sympathize with his reaction?

7. Zechariah was disciplined with the temporary inability to speak. How do you think that affected him? What happened to him when he finally left the temple?

8. How has the Lord’s discipline in your life affected you? Have you learned from Him through such times of discipline?

Luke 1:26-38

1. Compare the angel’s announcement to Mary and his description of Jesus with the angel’s announcement to Zechariah and his description of John. How are they similar and how are they different?

2. What did the “throne of his father David” mean in the first century? How could Jesus rule as a king when the Jewish nation was subject to Rome? Compare with 2 Sam 7:14-16.

3. What does Psalm 2:6-8 teach us about kings of Israel? What did it mean that Jesus was God’s son?

4. Mary asked a similar question to the one Zechariah asked the angel. Why wasn’t she disciplined by the angel?

5. How was Jesus conceived? Why is it significant that Jesus was miraculously conceived?

6. The angel told Mary that “nothing was impossible with God.” How does this compare with Genesis 18:14? How are the situations similar? How are they different?

7. What do you consider “impossible” in your life that God might consider “possible”?

8. Mary humbly accepted the Lord’s will for her life in verse 38. When is that easy for you to accept and when is it difficult?

Luke 1:39-56

1. What caused Elizabeth to be filled with the Holy Spirit? What was the result of that “filling”? What causes us to be filled with the Spirit and what is the result?

2. According to verse 45, why was Mary blessed? How can Mary be an example to you in your present situation?

3. How is Mary’s response to Elizabeth parallel to Hannah’s prayer in 1 Sam 2?

4. One of Luke’s intentions is to give the reader the “feel” that OT history is simply continuing in the gospel. What affect does that have upon the way we read this story?

5. How many parallels can you find between Mary’s song and Psalm 103? How does it affect us that Mary prays like the Psalmist prays? Can we do the same?

6. The “arm of the Lord” typically refers to God’s deliverance in the exodus from Egypt. How does that background influence our understanding of verse 51?

7. Mary refers to the humbling of the powerful and the lifting up of the weak. What characteristics of God are seen in this action? Why is that theme so important?

8. Verses 54 and 55 refer to “helping” Israel and “remembering” Abraham. What does this reveal about God’s character? How does this affect our understanding of Jesus’ ministry?

Luke 1:57-80

1. How did the relatives and neighbors respond to Elizabeth’s proposed name for her son? Why did they respond so strongly? Was their objection justified?

2. What does Zechariah do as soon as he receives his voice? Of whom does he speak in 68-75?

3. What is the symbolic significance of a “horn”? How is Jesus a “horn of salvation”?

4. How is Jesus evidence that God is remembering the promise he made to Abraham?

5. How does Jesus enable us to “without fear…serve God in holiness and righteousness all of our days” (74-75)?

6. In verses 76-79 Zechariah finally speaks about his own child. What will John’s role be?

7. What was the role of OT prophets? How did John serve as a prophet? Do believers continue this prophetic role today? How?

8. Luke 1:79 alludes to Isaiah 9:2. How did John fulfill that role? How did Jesus fulfill that role? How do we fulfill that role?

Luke 2:25-40

1. What was Simeon waiting for? What did the “consolation of Israel” mean to a first century Jew? How does it relate to Isaiah 40:1?

2. Why did Simeon feel like his life’s purpose had been fulfilled when Mary and Joseph brought their child to him? Do you feel like your life purpose is complete because you have seen Jesus?

3. Read Isaiah 49:1-6. What was God’s original intent for Israel? How does this relate to Jesus’ mission as prophesied by Simeon?

4. How did Jesus come for both Jews and Gentiles? Was Simeon’s prophecy fulfilled?

5. How did Jesus cause the “falling and rising of many”? How was He “a sign spoken against? In what way do those actions continue?

6. How does Jesus reveal the hearts of men? How have you experienced your thoughts and deepest desires revealed and exposed by God?

7. How did a sword pierce Mary’s heart?

8. How did Jesus grow, according to verses 40 and 52? How is this possible? Read 1 Sam 3:19-21. How does this help us understand Luke 2:40 and 52?

Luke 3:1-6

1. Luke 3:1-2 uses an ancient dating formula to tell the readers when John began his ministry. What affect does it produce when John’s ministry is set in the context of a list of national and international leaders?

2. What was the core of John’s message? How did that relate to Jesus’ message, according to Luke? Note Luke 24:47.

3. How does the fact that John’s ministry fulfills Isaiah’s prophecy affect the way we think about John? How was John connected to the ministry of OT prophets like Isaiah?

4. The beginning of John’s ministry is linked to Isaiah 40:1-5. Why did God’s people need comfort proclaimed according to Isaiah 40:1-2?

5. How could readers prepare for the Lord’s coming in Isaiah’s day? In John’s day? In our day?

6. What is the “way” of the Lord in Isaiah? How is this related to filling the valleys and leveling the mountains? What is the “way” in Luke?

7. Luke alone includes the phrase, “all mankind will see God’s salvation.” How is that related to Luke’s particular interest? How does that affect our reading of Luke’s Gospel?

8. John was God’s instrument not only for preparing Israel for the coming of Jesus, but ultimately for preparing all the nations. How can we be instruments for preparing “all mankind” to see God’s salvation?

Luke 4:16-30

1. Jesus’ first recorded sermon was based on Isaiah 61:1-3 (with a phrase from Isaiah 58:6), which itself was based on Leviticus 25:8-19. What was the intention of the original Jubilee year taught in Levitucus? Who benefited from such a year?

2. What characteristic of God do you see revealed in the Jubilee passage in Leviticus? In what ways is this absent from our world? In what ways is this character trait absent from our churches?

3. Isaiah proclaims a Jubilee year prophetically for the people who will be in Babylonian captivity. Why would they be in captivity? What did the new Jubilee mean for them?

4. How did Jesus use the reference to the year of Jubilee to begin His ministry? What is literal and what is figurative about Jesus’ jubilee year?

5. What do you think a Jubilee year would look like in today’s political and economic world? What part do we play in announcing Jesus’ Jubilee year to our world? 
6. Jesus came to forgive our opponents and bring them into His kingdom. How does that affect the way you feel about them?

7. After reading from Isaiah, Jesus mentioned Elijah and Elisha. Why? What was common about the parts of their ministry that Jesus referred to? How was this related to Jesus’ mission?

8. How did the people who heard Jesus’ first sermon respond? Why did they react this way?

Chapter 10: Luke’s Parables
Introduction

Luke’s parables are some of the most well-known and beloved parts of the Bible. The parables of the Good Samaritan and the Prodigal Son are unique to Luke. Luke’s parables include more personal details and have more developed plots than those in Matthew and Mark. Luke typically provides the context into which Jesus spoke the parable which gives insight into its meaning. Luke’s parables are mostly found in his section, “The Road to Jerusalem” in chapters 9-19. In this section Jesus is teaching His followers the nature of His Kingdom and what it means to be His disciples. Jesus’ parables further this end. 
It is important to keep the main point of each parable in mind in order to avoid fanciful and overly allegorical interpretations of the parables. Jesus made the main point of His parables clear, so that is where the interpretive focus needs to remain. Parables hold up one reality to show us truth in the Kingdom of God that might not be easy to grasp. Jesus used parables to confront His listeners with the character of God’s Kingdom and to invite them to participate in it more fully. A parable has a very different effect upon people than an explanation or a formal teaching. People can identify with characters in the parable and “see” the truth of a story. Examining the context in which the parables were spoken and the expectations of the original listeners will help modern readers more deeply understand the meaning of these teaching stories. 
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The Good Samaritan: Luke 10:25-37

Jesus told the parable of the Good Samaritan in response to a question posed to him by a teacher of the law. The setting of this parable makes its intention even more clear. A religious lawyer was testing Jesus. He wasn’t asking Jesus a question as much as he was seeking an opportunity to demonstrate his own knowledge. His first question was a standard religious question, “What must I do to inherit eternal life?” This question is given by every generation in every language and in every culture. Every good religious teacher must have an answer to this question.
It seems unlikely that the teacher of the law was really looking for an answer from Jesus. It seems he was hoping to expose Jesus in some way and then demonstrate his own learning before the people. Jesus understood the teacher’s motivation and turned the situation around. Although the lawyer came to test Jesus, Jesus actually tested the lawyer. Jesus answered the lawyer’s question with two short questions, “What is written in the law? How do you read it?” The lawyer answered correctly, citing Deut. 6:5 and Lev 19:18. Jesus confirmed the lawyer’s answer and stated that it was the key to inheriting life. Then Jesus gave the appearance that He was ready to conclude the discussion. This did not satisfy the lawyer, so he asked another question, “Who is my neighbor?”
This question appeared to be straightforward. However, it revealed something much deeper, and something more problematic. Like all of us, the lawyer knew he knew he hadn't fully loved his neighbor. No matter how hard he tried or what means he employed, he knew in his heart that he had not kept this command. His conscience had convicted him of that. None of us have truly loved our neighbors fully. So he was looking for the exception, the legal loophole, to justify his failure to love. While he was asking the question, “Who is my neighbor,” what he really wanted to know was the answer to the question, “Who is not my neighbor?” The answer to that question would reveal when he was not obligated to love. This answer could then be used to categorize people whom he had failed to love as not being his neighbors and thus free him from the condemnation of his conscience. Jesus, fully aware of this motivation, told a parable that would not be at all satisfying to the teacher of the law.
Jesus answered with a parable in which a man fell into the hands of robbers who beat him and left him for dead. The road from Jerusalem to Jericho had many turns and is to this day dangerous. A man was simply walking down the road, apparently by himself, when he fell into the hands of robbers. They took his clothes, beat him, and left him to die. There is no explanation of their motives because the story is not primarily about the robbers or even about the man. The parable is about how people responded to the man.
The first two men who came down the road were a priest and a Levite. The road was frequently used by priests and Levites living in Jericho as they went to Jerusalem for their duties. These two men showed no response to the man on the road. They passed him by without offering physical or spiritual help. To the first hearers this must have been surprising. Why didn't these people, respectable religious leaders, stop to help? Shouldn't they be the first to show mercy? Try to hear the parable as the first hearers did, not as those who have heard this story many times. An ancient listener would have been confused as to why the priest and the Levite did nothing. This would have puzzled the listeners, who likely would have concluded that these respectable people must have had an important reason for not giving aid. Perhaps their religious duties to the many took precedent over their duty to one individual. Perhaps they were being wise, avoiding a trap. Perhaps the man was already dead and they could not risk becoming unclean. One possibility could have been that the injured man was a Samaritan. Samaritans were hated by Jews because of their historical compromise and their intermarriage with pagans. They were considered to be corrupt compromisers of the true Jewish way. If the man were a Samaritan, the priest and Levite might be justified in ignoring him. What question were they ultimately asking?  Whom do I not have to love? How can I justify my lack of love? Therefore, it is possible that the first listeners thought the man on the road might have been a Samaritan.
Stories and jokes often follow the law of three, which states that a complete story will have three events or characters, the third of which will be the climax and conclusion. Who would the third man be? Perhaps he would be a layman, a regular Jew, who would find a way to help. This would give the story an anti-clergy ending. Perhaps the third would be the chief priest who would explain the mystery of why the man could not be helped. The third person to pass by was the “good Samaritan,” which was definitely not what the listeners expected. A first century Jew could not have said those two words together. To him it would have been a contradiction in terms. The Samaritan, who would be expected to be the enemy, turned out to be the hero.
The Samaritan showed genuine love for his neighbor. He felt compassion for the man. He decided that the man’s problems were the Samaritan’s own problems. His compassion turned into actions. He took no thought of risk for himself. He could have been attacked himself. He could have become unclean. His own priorities of time and business were put at risk. Nevertheless, he showed practical care. He dressed the man’s wounds and took him to a safe place. He showed sacrificial care, giving his own things to care for the man. The bandages weren’t likely from an аптечка, but likely were torn from his own clothes. He walked while the injured man sat, or lay, on the donkey. He paid for the care. Furthermore, he showed generous care. He stayed with the man for a while. He did not show minimal care, but provided extended care, as much as the man needed. He never even suggested that the injured man make any repayment or thank him in a special way. He truly loved his neighbor as himself.

Jesus concluded with a simple question. “Which of these three do you think was a neighbor to the man who fell into the hands of robbers?” Jesus did not give a direct answer to the man's question, “who is my neighbor.” The reason he did not answer the question directly is because it was the wrong question. When we ask, “Whom do I not have to love?” we are obviously starting in the wrong place. We should be asking the question, “How can I love” and “Whom can I love?”
The lawyer was dumbfounded. He could not even bring himself to say “the Samaritan.” He said, “the one who showed mercy.” The extent of Jesus’ command to love is so clear and difficult that the lawyer hardly knew what to do. Then Jesus said, “Go and do likewise.” Jesus said our responsibility is to love sacrificially anyone who is in need of us. We are all much more like the lawyer or the priest than like the Samaritan. Will we confess our lack of love? What if the demand to love is inconvenient? What if it will cost me something? What if I will be at risk when I love? Jesus tells us that when we ask these things, we are asking the wrong question.
The Rich Fool: Luke 12:13-21

Consider a wealthy man who opened his own brokerage firm. Since he was paid by commission, he made money off of every trade, regardless of whether prices were going up or down. He knew the market well so knew when to buy and sell. Eventually, he had so much money, he couldn’t even think of how to spend it all. He had stocks, cars, a house, and cash, but was afraid that the quantity of cash he had could easily be stolen. So he decided to buy land, which he considered the best long term investment. “I now have 87 billion dollars,” he thought, “so I can take life easy, eat, drink, and be merry.” Let your mind consider such a lifestyle just for a minute. Imagine if you could have any car, any house, any computer, and any sound system. You could have a different cell phone for every day of the week. You could eat every day at your favorite restaurant. In fact, you could hire the chef to personally work for you in your home. You could vacation wherever you wanted to, like New Zealand, Thailand, and Switzerland. That doesn’t sound too bad, does it? Who wouldn’t want such a life? Who among us doesn’t long for such a setting? The problem is God’s opinion of this person. God evaluates this man’s life and calls him, “Безумный!” That’s about the worst fate a person could receive. God’s evaluation of us as fools has disasterous consequences for eternity. Therefore, it is very important to consider why this person received such a harsh verdict from God. 
In the context of this parable, two brothers were arguing over an inheritance. Apparently, one received the inheritance and the other didn’t. So the younger brother was attempting to force, or shame, the older brother into sharing the inheritance by means of an authority figure. Jesus did not allow Himself to be lured into this kind of role, but instead went to the heart of the matter. Both of the brothers were driven by greed. They both valued material possessions more than their relationships with each other. They certainly didn’t understand the real meaning of Jesus’ presence. So He told them this parable to help them understand the deeper issue. 
This parable warns us against the dangers of greed. It begins with the assertion: “жизнь человека не зависит от изобилия его имения.” Really, though, the parable is easier to understand if we start with the end of the parable in verses 20-21. God, who granted us life on this earth, will one day require it from us. Life is a gift from God that has been given and one day will be taken. Men are given life at birth. They did not earn it nor purchase it. It was a gift given to us by God. We don’t see God physically, but He sustains us every day of our lives. One day, God will require our earthly life from us.

In this life there are very few guarantees. There is no guarantee that we will be wealthy, although we’d all like it. There is no guarantee that our health will be great for the entire course of our lives, though we all hope for that. There is no guarantee that the weather will be good on our birthday, wedding day, on even during our outdoor church picnic. There’s no guarantee that the Chinese won’t overrun the border and take over Almaty tomorrow. But there is one guarantee given to all of us: death. Every one of us will taste death. None of us will avoid it. One day, every one of us will meet death face to face. We’ll hear the knock of the grim reaper [Mr. Death] upon the door. We won’t want to answer. But he won’t go away. Our life on this earth will come to an end. Our life will be required of us. That is guaranteed. That is why Solomon said in Ecc 7:2, “Лучше ходить в дом плача об умершем, нежели ходить в дом пира; ибо таков конец всякого человека, и живой приложит это к своему сердцу.” A wise man will think deeply about the reality of death, because it will shape the way he lives. This parable, however, really isn’t about death: it’s about life. Knowing that we will die, how will we live?
If you knew that today, at the end of the day, you would be visited by death, how would you live the rest of the day? Would you run to the store to buy new furniture, new clothes, and new cell phone? Would you try to collect all your debts so you had another 10,000 tenge in your possession when you died? Would you run ask your boss for a raise? I hope not. What would you think of a person who did that, knowing they had six hours to live? You would sadly acknowledge that he was a fool. He was highly confused about the meaning of life. The point of this parable begins with the fact that there are things far more important in this life than gathering grain.
When we die, we will stand not before Mr. Death but before God. He gave us our life and He will require it of us one day. We will be called to give an account. How will we answer? I built big barns? I have a huge депозит? I по серезному ate, drank, and was merry? The point of this parable is that the first priority in life is preparing to meet our Creator. Our highest calling is to develop our relationship with Him. Listen to what Jesus said just a few verses earlier in Luke 12:4-5. “Говорю же вам, друзьям Моим: не бойтесь убивающих тело и потом не могущих ничего более сделать; но скажу вам, кого бояться: бойтесь того, кто, по убиении, может ввергнуть в геенну: ей, говорю вам, того бойтесь.”
Have you come to terms with the reality that a loving, good, and all powerful God will one day call you to account for your life? That is not a question to put off until you’re old. This is the central question of life that none of us can put off. Jesus is trying to wake us up so we don’t spend our whole lives building bigger barns only to be called fools when we die. If we understand this big perspective, the main point of this parable is clear. Life does not consist in the abundance of one’s possessions. The end of the parable gives the basis for the statement at the beginning. Why does life not depend upon the abundance of one’s possessions? The reason is that life is much more than the life we see in our short span of time in which we live on this earth. There is a God who created us and there are people in our lives whom we are to love.
What flaws can you see in the man’s approach to wealth? First of all note that in this parable Jesus nowhere teaches that wealth is a sin. The Bible does not teach that it is wrong to have possessions or that wealth is evil. The Bible does teach, however, that wealth is not the most important thing. There are several things that are much more important.

The first key element that is missing form this man’s perspective is his awareness of the source of his wealth. How did this man come to be wealthy? Who made the land fruitful? In agriculture it is obvious that the individual farmer plays only a limited role in accumulating wealth. God is the one Who granted rain, Who designed crops to grow, and Who protected the crops from harm. The Lord gave this man his wealth. Why is any many wealthy? Who gave him the mind, the parents, or the circumstances to obtain such wealth? A wise man will think clearly about where his wealth comes from and be properly humble and thankful for it. In this parable we hear nothing about this man’s view of God, God’s Kingdom, or eternal wealth. It appears the man is only thinking of earthly treasures.
The second key element that is missing form this man’s perspective is the responsibility that comes with wealth. What was this rich man’s view of his responsibility to those close to him? We don’t hear about how he helped his son who was starting his own business and struggling financially. We don’t hear about his relative who needed an operation. We only hear about the man’s interest in himself. What was this man’s view of his responsibility to the poor and needy of his society? Did he build a barn in the center of town where those who were in need could buy bread at a discounted price? Did he build a barn for the widows who were chronically struggling to live on their pension? Did he use his grain to feed those who were temporarily unemployed, the victims of earthquakes or floods, or the orphans? We don’t hear anything like that, so we suspect that he was blind to all of these needs. Note the frequency by which he refers to himself: сам собою, мне, мне, моих, мои, мой, мое, моей. Where do you think his focus was? He did not understand that God blesses us so we can be a blessing to others.

I generally lead a very busy life. Everyday I have many things to do. The reality of my life is that I never get everything done. I see that I make choices every day about the things I will definitely get done, those I will try to get done, and those I am willing to put off and risk they never get done. What are you willing to leave undone? The man in this parable accomplished great things for his own benefit and comfort. He left a few things undone, however. He failed to develop His relationship with God and he failed to find a purpose in his life bigger than himself. The man was not called a fool because he was rich. He was called a fool by God because he left the most important things unfinished.
Store up goods for yourself that will not deteriorate. Every one of you has had a dream of how to make tons of money and how to set yourself up for a good life. We have all used our creative energy and our resources to try to build bigger barns. Will you use that same energy to think about how to store up treasure in heaven, where вор не приближается и где моль не съедает? How can you develop a meaningful relationship with God? How can you invest your life in serving others? What if loving others was your first priority every day, and building barns was your 7th? Would you be OK at the end of your life if you had no barns, but a crowd of family and friends around you who knew you loved them and whom you loved dearly? Приготовляйте себе влагалища не ветшающие, сокровище неоскудевающее на небесах

The Cost of Discipleship: Luke 14:25-35

In this parable Jesus tells two stories comparing the Kingdom of God with a man building a tower and a king defending his city. This passage raises the question of the cost of discipleship. What does it mean to follow Jesus? What kind of planning and commitment are required of those who want to follow Jesus? I am afraid that many have lost the clarity and urgency of these questions. Let’s begin with a definition of discipleship. A disciple is a committed follower of Jesus who in a community of other disciples is being transformed into Christ’s likeness in thought, character, and actions in such a way that the world is being transformed through him. This parable focuses on the first part of the definition. It emphasizes what it means to be a committed follower of Jesus.

The Kingdom of God requires a major commitment of all our resources. This parable is introduced with the problem of the crowds. Many people like crowds. Singers, politicians, and sports figures like people who will watch them and cheer for them. Their fans might even wear t-shirts or hold banners with the famous person’s face on them. These are true, genuine followers, but nothing is required of them. They can, and often do, change their tastes. If a new music group or rock star comes along, these fans might abandon the first singer to follow the next. With musicians and politicians this is very natural. Jesus, however, is not very interested in this phenomenon. He takes care to explain that He is seeking something else, committed followers who have counted the cost. In these parables He lays out clearly the commitment required to be a disciple of Jesus.
The problem of half-hearted discipleship begins with the problem of the crowd. So many people have a basic commitment to simply follow the crowd. A crowd was following Jesus, so they decided to follow Him too. This is like the phenomenon of a line. How often do people see a line or a crowd and just jump in, thinking there must be something good in there? People think something might be fun or interesting so they decided to try it for a while. I tried to learn the piano this way, but of course didn’t get very far. The fundamental problem was that there was no real commitment. Consider the parable of the sower. What happened to the seed that landed in shallow soil? What happened to the seed planted among the thorns? They started to grow, but were unable to finish. They both began the process of discipleship but could not complete it.

That is why Jesus told this first parable in verses 28-30. What is necessary to build a tower? Building a tower is not a weekend undertaking or even a project that will take a few weeks. Building a tower is a major undertaking. It takes resources and planning to see it through. It is not something you decide to do on the spur of the moment. It is a major building project. I believe God wants us to be faithful followers, faithful disciples of Jesus. It is one of the core values of our faith. But I am afraid many of us are like those disciples who start well but don’t know how to finish. We have gotten involved in our faith, and really do believe it. But we don’t know how to go farther. We’re not really sure what’s involved, or if we can or want to go farther. We haven’t really decided if we want to follow through.
Why do people begin the path to discipleship but not follow through? Some people didn’t really understand what they were registering for. They thought they were signing up for fun. “Follow Jesus,” they heard, “and your life will be lots of fun.” Some thought they were signing up for health and success. Others thought they were signing up for protection from problems and harm. The problem is that these claims are only partially true. There is of course joy, protection, and eternal health promised in the Gospel. However, in the short term we can face many trials and ordeals as we await the final coming of Jesus. 
The problem stems from the concept of a consumer religion or consumer worship. Churches sell religion and people buy it. Churches advertise, entertain, and serve clients. However, when the product ceases to entertain, when the short-term benefits of the product seem to diminish, or when a new shiny product comes along, people go away and buy that one instead. People look at our religion just like another product in our market. True churches are not selling a religious experience or membership in a religious club. Jesus Christ is calling people to be His disciples. This is a radical call. This is a major commitment. I hope you take time to make a serious decision, not one merely based on emotion, popularity, or a currently urgent need. Of course it takes time to understand the call and as we grow, we understand this call more fully. But the call to faith, to following Jesus, is an expensive call. It costs everything. It costs your whole life. (27) It costs everything you have. (33) Jesus does not give you a sales pitch. He calls you, summons you, as does His Father. This is a very serious commitment with a serious cost.
If you are going to follow Jesus and to be His disciple, it will cost you a lot. It will not cost 10% of your money or 2 hours per week. It is not merely a request to give up drunkenness. Becoming a disciple of Jesus will cost you everything you have. You will have to ask yourself how badly you want this. Do you know the parable of the pearl treasure found in the field (Matt 13:44)? How badly do you want to be part of Jesus’ Kingdom? Think carefully about what you really want most of all. Jesus warns us that He will not accept half-hearted disciples.

The second parable (31-32) compares the Kingdom of God to fighting a war in which you are constantly outnumbered. If the numbers were even, then the decision would then be one of strategy. How can I make the most of this situation? This would be comparable to any sports event when the number of players on each team is the same. Can we, with our skills, beat them, with their skills? In Jesus’ parable the odds are not even. You are outnumbered 2 to 1. I get the feeling that we will always feel outnumbered. Are you ready to be one of the 300 Spartans willing to fight countless enemies and give one’s life without a second thought? Discipleship involves constantly going against the flow. The life of a disciple means becoming part of a new kingdom. The kingdom of this world doesn’t like it and it won’t change. For the disciple it will feel like everyone else is always going in the other direction. Frequently, your position will be attacked. This is what disciples expect.

Wartime mentality understands the need for sacrifice. During a war, we understand the need to economize for the war effort. We choose to live without certain metals or rubber. We understand the need to be ready to turn out the lights or to not go out at night. Of course we don’t like living in a time of war or hardship. But we don’t really get to choose the era in which we live or the way other people behave toward our faith. All we can do is choose how to respond to the tasks and situations given us. Our choice is very clear: how will we respond to the demanding call of discipleship?

Maybe you didn’t know following Jesus would be this hard. Following Jesus requires work. Following Jesus will provoke opposition. You could lose your job. Following Jesus may not make you popular. Your current friends could mock you. So maybe you’re asking yourself the question: who needs this? I would respond by asking, “Who needed the second world war?” No one needed it, but because of the aggressive actions of the Nazis it had to be fought. The spiritual battle between good and evil, between light and darkness, is obviously real. You can pretend we are not in a war zone, but you are only by denying reality. You’re only real choice is to decide how you will respond to reality.

While the Kingdom of God requires everything we have, there are benefits to being a disciple. It is true a disciple must carry his cross, meaning he must be willing to give up his life. But look at the benefit: whoever gives up his life will gain it. No one can really save their life. We are all given a limited time to live and everyone is guaranteed death. Here Jesus teaches us that the path to life is to entrust our lives to Jesus. By dying to yourself, you actually gain your life back. True disciples can tell you how this is true even in this life. It is also true that a disciple must give up all his possessions (33). That sounds pretty expensive. But look at the benefit. Such a disciple eternally receives much, much more (Matt 19:29). There is reward, partially in this life and perfectly in the next. If you are really seeking riches, no prize seized in this world will compare to the riches given in the next. 

Follow Jesus, and with Him you will build the city of God. Fight with Jesus, and with Him you will take part in the greatest military victory of all time. Give you life to Jesus, and you will gain a life you can never lose.

The Prodigal Sons: Luke 15

How do you feel when you realize that you have lost something valuable? What do you do? How do you feel when you find it? When you find it, you are so happy, you have to tell somebody. Jesus tells us a parable so we will understand that God is like that. In fact, the point is so important that Jesus made the same point three times. He told two preparatory stories so we would be prepared to understand this, then tied it up with a third that actually has a surprise ending to it.
The first parable in Luke 15:4-7 is about being lost in the field. Consider a shepherd who had one hundred sheep. He came home at the end of the day and, after counting all of his sheep, realized he had lost one. He walked back up the road a bit, asking his neighbors if they had seen his sheep. “You know, the one with the black spot on his right side, have you seen him?” No, no one had seen that sheep. So he went back down the road, out through the fields, up into the hills, looking for a sheep that had gotten lost. Finally, after what felt like hours, he found the lost lamb, idly grazing, not even aware that he was lost. He hoisted the sheep up onto his shoulders and carried it home. As he passed by his friends and neighbors, he called out to them, saying, “Hey, look, I found him! Yes, he was up past the field, behind the trees, just down from the brook.” He told everyone his good news and they all rejoiced with him.

One year we were on vacation at Lake Borovoe. We walked half way around the lake, enjoying the woods and the beaches. When we turned to walk home, my teenage son decided he wanted to walk around the lake the other way. We were about half way around the lake from our sanatorium, so we agreed and he set off on his own. We told him to call every 30 minutes from his cell phone to be sure he didn’t get lost. His second phone call informed us that he could not find the road or the lake, that he was lost, and then we lost connection. It was now 7:00 in the evening and we only had an hour of daylight left. When I looked at the map, I realized he was on the edge of a huge forest where he could wander for hours or even days. This was one of those parental moments that brought fear and terror to the hearts of mom and dad. About thirty minutes later, we got the call that he had turned around and, after stumbling through the forest, found the road again. He was heading home the original way we had come. I got in a taxi to go get him to be sure he got home safely. There was much rejoicing when this lost boy was found.
In Jesus’ parable about the sheep, how many objects were there to start with? 100. How many got lost? One. What would have happened если бы овцу не нашли? It would probably have died. What is the main point of this section? Есть радость в небесах когда грешники каются. 
Now look at the second parable in Luke 15:8-10 about being lost in the house. Have you ever lost anything in the house? This woman lost one of her very valuable coins, likely part of her family inheritance. She knew it hadn’t been stolen but was lost in the house. She looked under the sofa, behind the wardrobe, on all her bookshelves. She looked once, twice, three times everywhere, but could not find it. After much searching the woman finally found her coin. She could not keep the information to herself but had to tell someone. She had to share her joy.

On that same vacation in Borovoe my wife lost her jewelry in the hotel room. We looked everywhere for it. We looked under the bed, in all the drawers, on the window sills, and under the rugs. We looked once, twice, three times. We asked the hotel manager if they had found anything in our rooms, but they said, “no.” (Of course, we were very suspicious of the people who had cleaned our rooms.) Eventually, we found the jewelry in a small zipper pouch in one of our bags. When my wife found her jewelry, she was so glad, she told all of us, including the hotel manager. Everyone rejoiced.
Let’s ask the same analytical questions about the lost coins. How many objects were there to start with? Ten. How many were lost? One. What would have happened if it had not been найдетса? Nothing. It would simply have remained lost. What is the point of this section? Есть радость в небесах когда грешники каются.
The main point is very clear: God rejoices when lost things are found. Of course God doesn’t lose things, like we lose our sheep or our coins. But when lost people are found, when sinful people are saved, He rejoices. He doesn’t say, “Oh, I have 9 more. It was only one of 10, or one of 100. It’s not a big deal.” He rejoices. Have you seen a city after their team won the world cup, the European championship, or some other great sports victory? People rejoice. They dance, sing, and go out into the streets to celebrate together. God celebrates when lost people are found. How do you respond? Do you say, “Oh, I didn’t know anyone was lost? Who was it?” Or perhaps do you say, “Well, we had 99 anyway, what’s the big deal?” Or do we say, worst of all, “Him?!? He’s not worthy. I don’t trust his repentance.” I’m afraid many of us tend to give the third response. We’re not sure how to respond to those lost people being found. Some of us haven’t even noticed that someone was missing. We are only thinking about the 99 and haven’t noticed what is happening in the life of the one. Do you rejoice, when lost things are found?

Before we consider the most famous part of the story, let’s remember the key questions. How many items did we start with? First 100, then 10. What do we expect next? Perhaps 1, but we get two. How many are lost? Although we expect the answer to be one, ask yourself how many are lost as you read the story again. What is the main point of this set of stories? See what it reveals about the point of these parables.
We first read about the younger son in Luke 15:11-24. Look at how the younger son offended his father. He basically said, “I wish you were dead. For me, I would more prefer you to be dead.” That is basically what he was saying when he asked for his inheritance. Furthermore, the neighbors probably all saw him leave. He опозорил his father’s house. Then he went to a distant land and lived in sin. I am sure news of his lifestyle reached his hometown and brought even more shame upon the father. The younger son mocked his father's values. He lived off of his father's wealth. He did whatever pleased him. However, when the денги кончились, вместе с ними, друзья. People fed their pigs, but not this foreigner. He came to understood all too well his place in society. A Jewish boy was worth less than pigs - that's the bottom.
The younger son understood he was lost. This is not intellectual brilliance nor spiritual insight. He merely observed that he was безвозвратно lost. He decided to return home to look for work. He did not expect any restoration or reconciliation. He only hoped to get a job as a servant where he would at least be fed and have a roof. This story is not about the great repentance of the son. It is not about the bravery, wisdom, or spiritual sensitivity of younger son. He was simply hungry.

This story is about the расточительная love of the Father. He взял the shame of the son upon himself. He saw the son while he was a long way off. As the son approached his father’s house, the father could feel the staring eyes of the neighbors judging his son. The father did not have to think over his decision while people made fun of his son. He ran to the son so that his neighbors, instead of looking at the son, would look at him. He took the shame of the son upon himself. He обнял and kissed his son. The father personally confirmed his love for the son. He publicly demonstrated his forgiveness and restoration. He restored to his son the signs of sonship by giving him a ring and sandals. The father did not even let his son finish his prepared speech. He slaughtered the fattened calf. He called his neighbors and friends to a feast to rejoice, because his lost son had been found. What is the theme of these stories? Whom does the father represent? He rejoiced when a lost son was найден.
Do you understand the расточительнаяlove of the Father? Такая любовь пренебрегает всеми человеческими прописными истинами. Would you parent like this father? It is not logical. It is excessive. What do you think his neighbors thought about the behavior of the father? What do you think the elders in his church thought? The father’s love is a picture of the grace of God. Our Father shows grace and love in abundance, forgiving even самые страшные sins. He rejoices when the lost are found, даже если они пахнут свиньями. Have you experienced that love? Do you know a Father who loves like that, I mean, who loves too much? Do you know a Father who runs to you to take your shame, who won’t even let you finish your poor justification for your sins? The love the Father shows us is too much for us to comprehend. Are you still trying to pay Him back for the money you lost? Такой долг котрый у нас есть неоплатный. God’s love is gracious, is grand, and is the greatest thing you can know.
This well-know part of the story is actually not the key part of the story. The younger brother was lost, and we knew he was lost. Everyone in the story knew he was lost. There was no secret about it. Even this fairly dull brother eventually figured that out. He was lost, then found, and his father rejoiced. We already knew the main point of the story. But the story doesn’t end there. It continues for 7 more verses. Some say these last few verses ruin the story. The parable is one of the best stories even in secular literature. Some, however, think the part about the older brother ruins it. However, I think the last 7 verses are the key to understanding this parable. So let’s review the questions: How many elements are there in the beginning? How many are lost? Where are the elements lost? Who is the only person in the story who does not understand the main point of the story? Look at Luke 15:25-32.

What was the offense of the older brother? He, too, is a prodigal. He brought shame upon his father by refusing to celebrate. When his father came to him in the field, he оскорбил his father. He considered work for his father slavery. He considered his father's gifts worth nothing. He associated the younger son's immorality with the father when he said “your son lived with harlots”. He mocked his father's forgiveness and grace. The older brother отрекся the younger brother. He did not call him “my brother” but instead “your son”. This ultimately shows us he did not know his own father. He rejected His father's daily care and provision. He rejected the grace his father showed to others. He did not understand the love of the father, even while his father was showing that same love to him. He did not understand the heart of his own father. Note, however, that the love of the father was the same towards the older brother. He took the shame of his older son upon himself. He went out to his older son while the guests saw him out in the field, refusing to come inside. He demonstrated the same extravagant love to the older son. Он подтвердил права старшего сына. He did not reject the son when he behaved poorly.
The only difference is that we don't know how the older son ultimately responded. There the parable ends.  We don't know what happened next. Did he repent and come in with his father? Or did he refuse and leave his father's house? The story does not answer the question because it is the question the listeners must answer. There are two kinds of lost people. Some are lost in the far country while others are lost in the house. But they are both lost. Some know they are lost, others don't. The most dangerous position to be in is one who is lost and doesn’t know it. This parable is clearly directed at one group of people - those who don't know that they are lost. Why don't they know? Because they are lost in the house. Read Luke 15:1-2. There are people who do not rejoice when lost people are found. They don’t fully understand what it means to wander around in a bog. They, like the older brother, mock the grace and forgiveness of the father. They say the younger brother was not worthy of the father’s love. They don’t realize how lost they are and how far they are from their Father.
Where are you lost? Some of us were lost in the house. Some of us were lost in the field. But we all were lost. Will you accept the love of your Father, who has come to you? The only bad place to be is the place where you never knew that you were lost. Here’s a test to see if you’re lost in the house. Do you rejoice when lost people are found? This is something very close to the heart of your Father. If you don’t rejoice, you may not know your Father. You may be more lost than the one in the field. It doesn’t matter where you’re lost. It only matters if you turn to your Father and accept His grace. As one who knows what it is to be lost and then found, I invite all of you to turn to your Father and thank Him for his extravagant love.

The Shrewd Manager: Luke 16:1-13
How honest must Jesus’ disciples be? How would you answer the following questions, particularly if your honest answer was not what the person was hoping to hear. “Do you like my new dress?” “Do you want to help me?” “Do you have any money?” “Where are you going?” The parable of the shrewd manager in Luke 16:1-9 examines the internal character of a disciple.
In this parable a manager was doing a poor job and got fired. We don't know exactly why. Perhaps he was lazy. Perhaps he neglected keeping up with market trends. Perhaps for every truckload of material that the master received, twenty percent went home to the manager’s house. We don’t know exactly how he had been dishonest, we only know that he was fired. The servant used his last minutes in the office to change the accounts so those in debt to his mater would help him in the future. The debts were large, so the debtors were probably wealthy. Perhaps they would need a manager in the future and would remember his assistance. For the shrewdness of his action he was commended by his own master.
However, this parable raises a few questions. What did the steward actually do? Whose money did he give away and under what circumstances? For what exactly was he praised by his mater? More specifically, what are we, as disciples of Jesus, supposed to imitate? This parable is famous for its difficulty of interpretation. The best way to consider it is to first look at the part that is clear. The steward wasted the resources of the master. The steward did what the prodigal son had done with the possessions his father had given him. He wasted his master's goods. Therefore the steward stood before a crisis in his career and ultimately in his life. The steward made a decision quickly and showed his resourcefulness. In doing so he successfully provided for himself in this life.  That is the clear part.

The unclear part is just what he did and how we are supposed to imitate him. Was he unrighteous in general (v. 8), or specifically in his last actions on the job? This question is troublesome because we want to know if Jesus somehow commended dishonesty, that is, did He somehow indicate that the end justifies the means? We don't know exactly what the manager did because we don't live in first century Palestine which had its own business culture. Perhaps he cleverly gave away the possessions of the master to gain standing for himself. In this case, he said the master was being generous and forgiving part of the debt. If the master then accused him of deceit, the master would appear very ungenerous. Or perhaps he lowered the interest on the debt to accomplish the same objective. Jews weren’t supposed to charge interest. But they often did, considering it "excess" grain.  Thus it was not depriving the poor of their share, which was the intent of the prohibition. They hid the charges by inflating the bill. Either way, the master praised the servant for his ability to make quick decisions and his resourcefulness. 

Note carefully, however, what follows in 10-13, where Jesus taught on absolute honesty. Jesus’ business ethics are very clear. This is not a parable about how to run a business but about how to respond to the coming crisis. Disciples are to imitate his resourcefulness and his ability to make quick decisions, but not necessarily his methods. Consider the resourcefulness the people in this world use to obtain things for themselves. I read an article about a man who flew across the English Channel. He invented a small flight suit, basically a rocket with wings, was dropped from an airplane over England, and flew the 30km over the English Channel. He went early in the morning and the London airport rescheduled flights to not interrupt his attempt. He flew over the channel to France then turned off his rocket, opened a parachute, and landed. He used a lot of energy and resourcefulness to accomplish his purpose.
Why are we less creative and energetic? How often do you employ such creativity and resourcefulness? More relevant to us, however, is the question of how often we use all our mind and resources to examine spiritual problems. The people of the world use all their energy and resources to obtain worldly treasures. Do we use all our resources and the proper means to obtain heavenly treasures?  In contrast with the diplomatic, clever conduct of such people, those who are members of the Kingdom of God all too often act unwisely and undiplomatically toward others. Do we allow the gospel to make us naive?  God wants us to use our creative energies to live in the world for His purposes and his glory.

Disciples demonstrate honesty and trustworthiness. Luke made sure that there would  be no misunderstanding about Jesus' teaching on honesty. Luke understood that there could be confusion about what was commended. So he clarified this teaching in the following verses with Jesus' teaching on honesty. There is a difference between worldly and Biblical honesty. Worldly honesty considers dishonesty in small things to be acceptable. Worldly honesty in big things is typically brought about by the threat of force. People are honest because they are afraid of the consequences of being caught. A disciple's honesty, however, is a characteristic given to him by God. Speaking and revealing truth is a fundamental attribute of God that He gives to His disciples. There is another who is known as the father of lies who gives his traits to his disciples (John 8:44). 
Honesty is something that is revealed by our actions as well as our words. Our actions and words reveal the condition of our hearts. Therefore, even little things reveal the condition of our hearts. A disciple’s honesty in small things flows from his transformed heart. This new heart will make itself known through a disciple’s transformed character.
To develop our integrity, God uses the principle of testing and training. God entrusts us with little in order to train us in righteousness. As we learn God's ways and grow in faithfulness, He entrusts us with more. Honesty must be seen in the minute details if it is to be manifested in the major affairs of life. In the Kingdom of God, God uses little things to train us and prepare us for the bigger tests. If we are untrustworthy with worldly riches, why would God bless us with spiritual riches, like eternal life?  Our dealings with worldly items, just like our dealings with small amounts of money, reveal the condition of our hearts.

Why do athletes practice the same actions over and over again? Why does a basketball player shoot hundreds of free throws or a gymnast endlessly repeat a flip on the beam? They repeat their actions so that when the pressure is on in a key competition and the opposing fans are screaming, they won't flinch. Disciples allow God to train them in integrity so when the pressure is on, they will speak the truth in love.

One major point in this parable that is often missed is the question of how disciples respond to the crisis that is coming. The steward was facing an impending crisis -- getting fired. The unjust steward had a clear objective -- to provide for himself in this life. He used his mind, and someone's money, to obtain that objective and he was successful. We, too, face an impending crisis - judgment. Our objective is to obtain eternal life for ourselves and for others. We must use all of our resources to obtain that objective.
What are our objectives?  What things are most important to us, things in this world or things in heaven? If we are spending our time working objectives that last only for this life, we already have our reward. Use your time and resources wisely, because the time will come when our job is finished and we will be called to account. What resources and position has God given you to advance the kingdom of God? Use your resources shrewdly to accomplish that purpose.
How honest do we have to be? Our honesty is a reflection of who we are, and of whose we are. Thus, our honesty should reflect the character of Christ. Let us, as disciples of Jesus, show resourcefulness and creativity in order to properly order our lives in light of the coming judgment. 
Unworthy Servants: Luke 17:7-10

Who among us is content to permanently be a servant? I am afraid the answer is not many. We look at this parable like there are different kinds of jobs. One happened to be that of a laborer, working in the field, and the other that of a manager or owner. Human nature leads us to think that our work is more important than the other’s work, even if it pays poorly. We tell ourselves, “That soft manager wouldn’t last a day in the field.” As modern people we want to look at all work being equally valuable. Therefore the idea that after a hard day’s work, the laborer has to come home and first prepare his boss’s food and serve him, and only later prepare and eat his own food, is offensive. Most of us have a certain degree of pride which says we are above being servants. We are above being told what to do. We are above putting the needs of “masters” above our own. “Let him get his own dinner. I’ve worked my shift.” 
Our personal goal is to be a master, not a servant. We all want to be bosses, managers, and VP’s. We want to have titles that show we are people of importance. We identify with the idea of being the boss so we find it hard to accept the idea that after doing our day’s work we must still serve the master. Even more, for this service we get no salary or bonus, no break or rest time, not even thanks. 
To understand this parable we must begin by examining Jesus’ purpose in coming to earth. Consider Phil 2:3-8. Jesus was God in the flesh. He is worthy of our attention and respect. Jesus deserved a good life yet He did not use His power or position for Himself. Why? Jesus came to serve His Master. Jesus considered it more important for Him to do His Master's work. In this case, His Master was God the Father. Jesus considered the will of the Father more important than His own personal desires. So He gave every thing He had to serve His Father.

Jesus also came to serve us. While His primary focus was serving God the Father, He very seriously served us as well. His service to the Father was on our behalf. He cared for people physically and emotionally through healings, exorcisms, and emotional attention. Even when exhausted after long days of preaching and teaching, He cared for the needs of the sick and the hungry. Jesus ultimately cared for us so much that He gave His life as a substitute for ours. Jesus lived out His own teaching, “Нет больше той любви, как если кто положит душу свою за друзей своих.”
Embrace the role of a servant. Orient your life to do the Master’s bidding. This is obviously fundamental to our faith. But have we accepted the role of being His servant, or are we still resisting inside wanting to be the master? I don’t think many of us want to be God’s master. But I’m afraid most of us want to be the master of our own lives. We want to be the boss. We want control over what God gets to ask us to do. We are like those who built the tower of Babel, who wanted access to God and the right to speak to Him on their own terms. We have trouble accepting the role of being a servant.
Have you ever wanted to say, “Yes, Lord, I’ll serve You, but I won’t serve him, or them. Let them get their own dinner.” The root of our problem is pride. If we yield our lives to God, and acknowledge that He has the authority to command us and tell us what to do, then serving others with joy is how we serve God. It doesn’t matter if they are worthy or not. It doesn’t matter if they’ve worked hard or not or if they are good or bad people. That is God’s problem. Our task is to serve our master through serving others. Remember Phil 2:3-5, “Ничего не делайте по любопрению или по тщеславию, но по смиренномудрию почитайте один другого высшим себя. Не о себе только каждый заботься, но каждый и о других. Ибо в вас должны быть те же чувствования, какие и во Христе Иисусе.” Embrace the role of a servant. Serve God through serving others.
It unnerves me that in this text the servant is not thanked. As a leader, I firmly believe that people who do good work, both volunteers and staff, ought to be thanked. However, the focus of the text is on the servant. We must understand who we are. We are servants who have not done anything heroic when we simply have fulfilled our duty. If we have embraced the role of a servant, we aren’t looking for praise for doing our daily job. 

This points us to a more specific application. Whose thanks and appreciation are we looking for? Our true Master is not shy in giving thanks or saying encouraging words. He loves us as a Father, and values us, even though our efforts are weak, partial, and imperfect. He loves us because we are His children. Is His approval enough? Is it enough that we are doing what He has asked us to do?
The problem is that we often work for the praise and attention of men. The thanks or attention we crave is that of men. We want people to pay attention to us. Some want to receive praise in the form of approving and pleasing words. Others want to receive praise in the form of raises and bonuses and a company car. Some are primarily de-motivated by the absence of thanks, that is, when they don’t get the thanks and approval they desire, they lose the desire to work. When we don’t get the thanks or approval that we want from men, do we cease to do those things God has created us to do? Do we cry out, “You fix your own dinner!” What motivates you to serve the Lord, attention from people or praise from God? We do not serve a man who needs us to build his own ego. We serve the One who is worthy. Have you embraced the role of a servant?

This story focuses on the role of a disciple as a servant. However, we do know the character of our Master. In Luke 12:37, Jesus says that he will come and serve those who have faithfully anticipated His return. Jesus, our Lord and Master, says He will turn around and serve us. This is the nature of grace.  Jesus does not serve us because we are more important than He. He serves us out of grace and love and allows us to participate with Him in serving others.

Finally, there is a reward that awaits those who serve. “А теперь готовиться мне венец правды, который даст мне Господь, праведный Судия, в день оный; и не только мне, но и всем, возлюбившим явление Его.” (2 Tim 4:8). We can look forward to rewards and thanks. We wait for these rewards from a gracious God who called us, motivated us, and empowered us to do all those things. Jesus does have words to say to His faithful servants. “Хорошо, добрый раб! За то, что ты в малом был верен, возьми в упрваление десять городов.” (Luke 19:17) Jesus does say words of approval to His faithful servants. There is a reward for those who seek His praise. Since Jesus served us by laying down His life for us, let us as true disciples serve others with humble gratitude.

Six Bible Studies from Luke’s Parables

The Good Samaritan: Luke 10:25-37

1. What motives do you think the teacher of the law had when he asked Jesus what he needed to do to receive eternal life? Do you know people who ask questions primarily for the purpose of showing off their own knowledge?

2. What is wrong with the question, “Who is my neighbor?” If someone is not my “neighbor,” what is my obligation to that person?
3. According to the teaching of this parable, are the priest and the Levite any better than the robbers? What was their obligation to the man on the road?

4. What are some situations in your life where you simply, “passed by on the other side?” When could you have shown love but chose not to?

5. What characteristics of mercy and love did the Samaritan show? What can we learn from this example?

6. What risks do we take when we show genuine love? Are their times the risks would be too great to justify showing love?
7. The listeners would have expected the Samaritan to be the villain in the story, but he ended up being a hero. How does this affect the way first century readers would have heard the parable? What does this teach us?
8. What does this parable teach you about the answer to the original question, “What must I do to inherit eternal life?”
The Rich Fool: Luke 12:13-21
1. How do our possessions tempt us to fight with our brothers? How has your love for “things” damaged your relationships?

2. How do people get rich today? What role does God play in causing people to become rich? How does an awareness of God affect our view of wealth? Is being rich a sin?

3. What responsibilities come with wealth? What does Genesis 12:3 teach us about the reason God blesses us materially?
4. What “barn” are you building? What dreams do you have that structure your goals, your career, and your finances?

5. What reality does this parable remind us of in verse 20? Why do you think so many people work hard at not thinking about death, and correspondingly their relationship with God, until they’re old?

6. Would you rather go to a birthday party or a funeral? What lesson can we learn from Ecclesiastes 7:2?
7. If you knew that today, at the end of the day, you would be visited by death, how would you live the rest of the day? What do you think you would do?
8. When you get to the end of your day, what things do you usually leave unfinished? What things do you think you should not have left “unfinished?” How do you feel about the discrepancies?
The Cost of Discipleship: Luke 14:25-35
1. Have you ever seen a building project that was begun but for many years not finished? Why did that happen? What projects have you begun that stood for a long time without getting finished?

2. What is the danger of beginning projects that we never finish? Is the danger only that others will mock us, or are we internally affected as well?

3. What does it mean to begin the process of discipleship and not be prepared to finish it? Where have you “stalled” in your efforts at becoming a committed follower of Jesus?

4. Describe a situation where an army was outnumbered by its foes yet still prevailed, or where a sports team was clearly outclassed, but still won. In what way are disciples outnumbered?

5. When have you felt that you were swimming against the current or constantly going against social norms because of your faith?
6. Why do you think people in this world are so hostile to our faith? Do you think, internally, they are ever threatened by God’s truth that is beginning to become evident in our lives?

7. This parable begins with the problem of crowds following Jesus. What is the danger of the “crowd” mentality in following Jesus? Did Jesus seek the adoration of the crowds?

8. How does Jesus clarify what it means to be a true disciple by means of this parable? How would you define a modern “disciple” of Jesus?
The Prodigal Sons: Luke 15

1. When have you lost something in a far away place? How did you look for it? Did you find it? How did you respond when you found it?

2. When have you lost something in the house? How did you look for it? Did you find it? How did you respond when you found it?

3. What is the main point of these two preparatory parables? Do you rejoice when lost people are found? Did you even notice someone was lost?
4. How did the younger brother offend his father and bring shame upon his father’s house? If he were your son, how would you have responded to such a son?

5. How did the father treat the younger son when he returned? Is this a sensible way to parent? What does this reveal about the character of God the Father?

6. How has God’s extravagant love affected your life? Have you come to terms with this extravagant love, or are you still trying to pay back your debt to your heavenly Father?
7. Why did the older brother refuse to rejoice with his father? Did he really know and understand the heart of his father? Was he a prodigal son?
8. What does it mean for a person to be lost in the house? Can someone in the house be lost and not know he’s lost? Who is in more danger, the son lost in the field or the one lost in the house?

The Shrewd Manager: Luke 16:1-13

1. How honest must we be as Jesus’ disciples? Is it OK for disciples to lie if an honest answer would offend someone or put the person in an awkward or even dangerous situation?
2. What did the manager do in this parable when he knew he was going to be fired? Why did he do that? What were the results?

3. Why did the master, who fired the manager, commend his manager? Why did Jesus tell us this parable? How are we supposed to imitate this manager?

4. Does Jesus approve of dishonesty in this parable? Note the teaching in 10-12. If someone is dishonest in little things, can he be honest with big things? What exactly is honesty?

5. Where do lies come from (John 8:44)? Are there such things as little lies or “white” lies? When do you struggle most with honesty?

6. What principle does Jesus teach in verses 10-12 that helps disciples develop honesty and faithfulness in service? Have you seen this work in your life? When do you resist the training it requires?

7. This parable highlights the manager’s response to a coming crisis. How did he respond? How do you usually respond to a crisis? What element is commended by Jesus?

8. Everyone one day will stand before God in the Day of Judgment. A crisis is coming. How can we respond to this coming crisis? How can we mobilize our resources and energy to best prepare for this coming crisis? What does verse 9 teach us to do in light of the coming judgment?
Unworthy Servants: Luke 17:7-10
1. What job is the lowest in the hierarchy of jobs in your city? Why is it the lowest? How much money would they have to pay you to accept this job?
2. This parable is ultimately about being a servant. Why do we resist that role? Why do you not want to be known as a servant? When are you tempted to say, “You prepare your own dinner!”
3. Jesus was both the King of kings and a servant. How does Jesus’ role as a servant affect our understanding of our role as servants?

4. Does John 15:13 only apply to single acts of giving up your life for another, like in a war, or does it apply to a daily giving up of your life? How can you daily give up your life for someone you love?
5. Do you ever want to say, “Yes, Lord, I’ll serve You, but I won’t serve him, or them. Let them get their own dinner.” When is it hard to serve others even when you know the Lord wants you to?

6. From whom do you love to receive thanks or words of appreciation? How does that motivate you? How does a lack of thanks or appreciation affect you?
7. When is it wrong to be motivated by the attention and thanks (or praise) of men? What does it mean to be motivated only by the thanks and attention of God?

8. For what heavenly rewards are we working (see 2 Tim 4:8)? What surprising thing does Jesus promise to do for those who eagerly await His return in Luke 12:37?
Chapter 11: The Synoptics and John

Introduction
Ever since the early second century when the Gospels were collected and circulated together as a four-fold Gospel, believers have wondered about the differences between the Gospel of John and the other three Gospels. It is clear that the Synoptic Gospels Matthew, Mark, and Luke have much in common regarding order, outline, and style; even containing entire passages that are virtually identical to each other. The Gospel of John clearly stands out from the other three. In the early centuries this led scholars to conclude that John was written last to complement the other Gospels. Clement of Alexandria is cited as saying, “Last of all John, perceiving that the bodily facts had been made plain in the Gospel, being urged by his friends and inspired by the Spirit, composed a spiritual Gospel.”
 There seems to have been a desire to defend the authenticity of John by explaining its differences from the other three Gospels. It also recognizes that the symbolic and theological character of John, even in the narrative portions, is different than that of the Synoptic Gospels. While many do support the theory that John was written intentionally to supplement the other three Gospels, the best approach is simply to recognize that it was written in a different context and therefore with a significantly different style.

The similarities between John and the other Gospels should be noted first. John after all is a Gospel. Its purpose is to proclaim Jesus Christ as the unique Savior and call people to faith in Him. John and the other Gospels draw on a common tradition based on the words and actions of Jesus Himself and the apostolic teaching about Him. All four Gospels report the feeding of the 5,000 and the sinner who anointed Jesus in Bethany. All four Gospels dedicate a major portion of their space to the final week of Jesus’ life. The best explanation of the common teaching material between John and the other three Gospels is to say that they overlapped, not that John used the Synoptics. It seems more likely that John and the other Gospel writers used common tradition than that John specifically used one of them as a source. The obvious similarities place them in a four-fold Gospel and in the same fundamental genre of Biblical literature.

Differences between John and the Synoptic Gospels
Having noted the similarities between John and the Synoptic Gospels, the differences that exist are significant. John structures the first part of his Gospel around seven signs, only one of which is found in the other Gospels. These signs and their related discourses are the dominant concerns that structure the first half of John. This differs from the Synoptic accounts, which are dominated by geographical concerns and the gradual revelation of the nature of Jesus to the disciples. Material unique to John in 1-12 includes Jesus’ ministry of baptism at the Jordan, Jesus’ interaction with Nicodemus and the Samaritan woman, Jesus’ seven “I am” sayings, and most of the material in chapters 7–11. Almost all of the upper room discourse, including washing the disciples’ feet, is unique to John. In the account of Jesus’ trial only John reports Jesus’ conversation with Pilate. It is noteworthy that in John there are no recorded instances of casting out demons, healing of lepers, or eating with sinners. In the Synoptic Gospels Jesus typically teaches by means of sayings and parables while in John Jesus’ teaching is characterized by longer discourses on themes related to His signs. The Gospel of John does not include any direct account of Jesus’ birth or infancy. John does not directly report Jesus’ temptation, transfiguration, or His establishment of the Lord ’s Supper. These differences are not contradictory nor do they cast doubt on the authenticity of John. But they do point out that the differences are not trivial.

There are some more significant differences that do cause tension between the Synoptics and John. In regard to geography, the first three Gospels report significant ministry of Jesus in Galilee. He only ministers in Jerusalem the week prior to His crucifixion. In John most of Jesus’ ministry is set in Jerusalem and Judea. The only descriptions of ministry in Galilee are the three signs reported in John 2:1–11; 4:43–54, and chapter 6. The rest of John’s Gospel, apart from the Samaritan context of chapter 4, is set in Judea. Several of the signs John reported are centered around Jerusalem and interpret a particular festival at the Temple. Jesus is reported to have attended three Passover celebrations and various other festivals in Jerusalem. John makes significant theological use of Jesus’ reinterpretation of these festivals in Jerusalem. He shows how the frequent presence of Jesus in Jerusalem leads to increasingly intense opposition to Him by the Pharisees and Jewish authorities. This complements the Synoptic description of the hostility between Jesus and the scribes and Pharisees. But the emphasis in John on Jesus’ ministry in Jerusalem is significantly greater than that of the Synoptics.

The Gospel of John also appears to give a different description of the chronology of Jesus’ ministry. In the Synoptic Gospels the ministry of Jesus appears to begin after John had been put in jail (Mark 1:14-20) while in John it appears that their ministries coincided for a time (John 1:35-51; 3:22-24). The action reported in the Synoptic Gospels during Jesus’ ministry could easily have occurred within the span of one year, while the three Passovers reported in John are the basis for the traditional understanding of a three-year ministry of Jesus. One famous difference in chronology relates to the event of the cleansing of the Temple. John placed it at the beginning of Jesus’ ministry immediately following his first sign (John 2:13-22) while the Synoptic Gospels all place it at the end of his public ministry as He entered Jerusalem. This has led many to assume that Jesus cleansed the Temple twice. However, it should be noted that no Gospel records that Jesus cleansed the Temple more than once. One common explanation is that John did not intend to present a chronological description of Jesus’ life but a thematic and theological one. Thus many argue that he placed the cleansing of the Temple at the beginning of Jesus’ ministry for thematic rather than chronological reasons.

The date of the Last Supper also presents a significant chronological issue. The Synoptic Gospels indicate that the last meal Jesus shared with His disciples was a Passover celebration (Mk 14:12) while John states that the meal took place on the eve of the Passover (Jn 13:1; 18:28). Furthermore John indicates that Jesus died immediately prior to the Passover (19:31). Some have suggested that the Synoptics are right and that John changed the date to emphasize that Jesus died as God’s Passover Lamb (cf. 1:29; 19:31–37). Others have argued that the Passover was observed on two different dates, one on the basis of a solar calendar and the other a lunar calendar. Others suggest that the Synoptics recorded an anticipated Passover, a meal steeped with Passover associations. The chief point made by all four Gospels is that the death of Jesus was a unique fulfillment of the Passover. Precisely on which day everything occurred is significantly less clear.

Integrating the Parts to Make a Whole

The best way to attempt to address these discrepancies is to humbly and tentatively allow them to create a whole three-dimensional picture. In human vision each eye actually sees a slightly different picture. The human brain then combines them to make a three dimensional picture with more depth and discernment than the view either eye saw independently. If both eyes saw identical pictures, the resulting image would be flat with less definition. When considering any of these questions the main issue begins with recognizing that we have two (or four) valid pictures. There is no need to remove or correct one for the other. That is the difficulty of arguing for two cleansings of the Temple. While such an approach resolves the tension and protects us from the possibility of seeing contradictions in the Bible, it leads us to teach something (two cleansings) which no Gospel writer records. Our desire to have one complete chronological account of Jesus’ life must not override our commitment to teach only what the Bible clearly teaches. The tension between the two accounts helps provide the depth of three-dimensional vision. The Bible is teaching more than the order of Jesus’ ministry. It is helping us to see the greater meaning of His actions.

The Synoptic Gospels present the disciples as being very slow to understand the nature of Jesus and His mission. They take a long time to even consider the question of His unique divinity. In John, however, the disciples grapple with the full divinity of Jesus and His mission in chapter 1. The result and effect of each Gospel’s portrayal of the disciples’ questions and growth are the same. The disciples conclude that Jesus is the Divine Messiah in whom we should trust. The disciples eventually came to understand and even proclaim this truth. John and the Synoptic writers simply communicate this truth by different means. The two are not necessarily contradictory. The time during which the disciples struggled to grasp the nature of Jesus may not be completely defined. But all four Gospels were written long after the disciples’ struggles had been resolved. The benefit of this lack of clarity is that the tension between them has the potential to produce a richer picture of Jesus than any one description could.

All of this simply requires us to maintain a proper degree of academic humility as we study the Scriptures as a whole. There will be questions that we cannot fully answer and tensions that we are not sure how to resolve. A proud skeptic will immediately scoff at the Scriptures and reject them as being full of errors and mistakes. A proud believer might immediately declare that since the Bible is perfect it can’t contain any errors. This may produce a temptation to resolve the issue quickly and perhaps overlook the subtlety of the text. A humble interpreter will see that the God who inspired the Scriptures is far greater than we can understand in any single moment. He has communicated some things in ways that don’t always give all the details that our curiosity desires to discover. However, He has provided all we need to know and has promised to lead us into all truth so that we will discover the intent that God has for us in each of the Gospels.

Chapter 12: The Gospel of John, by Allen White
Introduction

This book contains the good news of the life and ministry of Jesus of Nazareth.  It especially establishes that Jesus was and is God’s Son and the promised Messiah (the Christ).  Jesus is not just the Christ and God’s Son, however; he is God Incarnate, both fully human and fully divine.  No other Gospel establishes this truth as clearly and as well as John’s Gospel does.  Without this Gospel, therefore, an extremely important part of God’s message to the world about the grace He freely offers would be missing.  It is as though God said, “Yes, I want you to know all of these facts about my Son, what He did and what He said, but I especially want you to understand who He is and what that means to you.”  The message is clearly and simply stated:  Whoever believes in Jesus as God’s only Son will be saved from suffering the penalty of his sins and will have eternal life.  But whoever rejects Jesus and refuses to believe in Him in this way will not be saved.  

Author

The book is named for John, the brother of James, a son of Zebedee, and one of Jesus’ closest disciples.  Only God really knows who wrote the Gospel of John, but long-established tradition, well-known and respected historical sources, and recent archeological discoveries convincingly affirm that the Apostle John personally wrote or at least dictated its writing.  

This book’s authorship has been challenged more than any of the other Gospels partly because the book doesn’t identify its author (but then neither do the Gospels of Matthew or Mark).  The book only alludes to its author as “the disciple whom Jesus loved” (John 21:20,24).  Tradition, again, says that this special disciple was John.  

But more than that, the Gospel’s authorship has been challenged because the book is so different from the three other Gospels, Matthew, Mark, and Luke (also known as the Synoptic Gospels), not just in its content but in its language and style as well.  It was claimed that the Synoptic Gospels are clearly “Jewish” in origin but that John is not.  Therefore, some argue that it must have been written by someone other than a Jew or perhaps by a Jew who had been strongly influenced by Greek culture and literary style.  That would mean that the author was not an eye-witness of Jesus’ life and words, which would bring into question the accuracy and reliability of the book’s contents.

Thanks to the recent archeological discoveries mentioned above, however, most of this criticism has been put to rest.  These discoveries not only help establish the book’s author but also help define when and where it was written.

Date and Place of Writing

The dating of John’s Gospel was apparently the back door to bringing its authorship, and therefore its credibility, into question.  Several critics took issue with the historical genre that the book represents, saying that it must have been written 150 or even 200 years after Jesus’ death.  This criticism was gaining ground in popularity and acceptance until several ancient manuscripts and parchments were discovered that included parts of this Gospel.  For instance, a scrap of papyrus was discovered as part of the wrapping of an ancient Egyptian mummy.  It contained only a few verses of the Gospel, but its circumstances date it from the first quarter of the second century.

Then, when the Dead Sea Scrolls were discovered in 1947, further evidence was uncovered which refutes the idea that the language and style of John could not have been present in Jesus’ day.  The writings of the members of the Qumran community, which was contemporary with Jesus’ setting in and around Jerusalem, showed very similar language and style to that of John’s Gospel.

Finally, geographically related discoveries by archeologists confirm some of the references in the Gospel of John that higher critics challenged as never having existed.  John wrote about of a Bethany beyond the Jordan River, a pool in Jerusalem called Bethesda, and a place called Aenon near Salim, where John the Baptist was baptizing (3:23).  All of these places as well as others not mentioned here have now been verified as true and accurate.

For these reasons, scholars are now confident that the traditional date of this Gospel’s writing (between A.D. 85-90 or even earlier) is entirely reasonable, and James M. Boice claimed that the late Near Eastern archeologist William F. Albright was willing to date its writing as early as the A.D. 60s.  

As to the place of the writing, tradition says that John wrote his Gospel while in Ephesus, but if it was written as early as before the destruction of Jerusalem, it could have been written while John was still in Palestine.

Writer’s Purpose

The book itself states its purpose (John 20:30-31).  According to this passage, John had a two-stage purpose, a first effect leading to a second.  It was written “that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that by believing you may have life in His name.”  The “you” obviously refers to second and subsequent generations of existing or potential believers because only they would have access to such a book.  Specifically, John states that the miraculous “signs” that Jesus did were recorded to accomplish this purpose.  The context of this statement of purpose implies that John was very selective in deciding what he would include in his Gospel and what he would leave out.  This Gospel was never intended to be an objective historical record of Jesus’ life and ministry.  John had a goal in mind, and he crafted his book, while maintaining truth and accuracy, to achieve that goal.

Distinctives of John’s Gospel

In pursuing his narrowly focused objective, the author created a unique Gospel so unlike the other three that they are often grouped separately from John and identified under the common term Synoptic Gospels.  Fully 93 percent of the material contained in John’s Gospel is original compared to the Synoptics.  Other material common to the Synoptics but recorded by John as having occurred at a different time or place has led some scholars to claim that this Gospel was organized thematically rather than chronologically.  They say John wasn’t concerned with strict historical accuracy. The truth is that without this Gospel it would not be clear that Jesus’ ministry covered a span of three years rather than perhaps one or two years.  Because of “sketchy” history and because the author was so selective in what he included and excluded from Jesus’ life and words, many have called it a spiritual Gospel in contrast to the more historically complete and orderly records of the other three Gospels.

Like the Gospel of Mark, John gives no information at all about Jesus before he began his ministry as an adult.  There is no birth story and no recording of Jesus’ lineage.  Why Mark leaves out these facts, no one knows, but it is clear why John did it.  He had a specific point to make and a job to do.  He got right to it.  He stated his theme and position in the beginning of the book and said exactly what his purpose was at the end.  Everything in between was carefully selected, stated, and calculated to achieve his purpose, without compromising the truth in any way.

John wasn’t especially concerned about Jesus’ many useful teachings about the law and on how his disciples and followers should behave, so there is no sermon on the mount (or on the plain) and there are no parables in this Gospel.  John does use figurative speech to add color and meaning to his message, and it does serve to separate seekers from skeptics, similar in function to Jesus’ parables, but this Gospel shows that unbelievers could never say that Jesus didn’t tell them the truth, clearly and unequivocally.  Here, more than anywhere else, we see why the Jews killed Jesus.  He claimed to be the Christ, the Son of the Living God, and in fact, God Himself.  He said it over and over again, using metaphorical terms like bread and light, gate and way, but still terms that they were very familiar with which they should have understood. Each time He said it more emphatically than before.

Other events and teachings of Jesus that are included in the Synoptics but are absent in John’s Gospel include Jesus’ baptism, His temptation by Satan in the desert, His transfiguration on the mountain, and His prophecy about the end of time and His own return from heaven (known as the Olivet discourse).  Many of Jesus’ miracles are also excluded.  John doesn’t tell about exorcising demons or cleansing lepers.  He doesn’t include much of Jesus’ teachings about the Kingdom of God (only mentioned twice).  Rather than recording the Last Supper and its sacramental implications for the life of the church, John opted for a special demonstration of Jesus’ love for His disciples through the story of the foot washing.  

Also absent from John are many of the miracles that the other Gospel writers recorded.  John only tells of eight miracles that Jesus performed, and only two of those eight are repeated in the Synoptic Gospels: feeding the 5,000 and Jesus’ walking on water.  The miraculous catch of fish that is recorded at the end of John appears to be a different miracle from the one recorded in Luke (Luke 5:4-9), because the first one is integrally linked to the calling of the disciples at the beginning of Jesus’ ministry.

John doesn’t say anything at all about Jesus’ agony in the garden of Gethsemane before His arrest, nor does he say much about the mocking, beating, and scourging of Jesus or of His great suffering on the cross.   And finally, John doesn’t end his Gospel with Jesus’ ascension or a general commissioning the way the Synoptics do.  

Other material that is included in John but absent from the other Gospels includes Jesus’ baptismal ministry (similar to that of John the Baptist) at the Jordan river, His conversations with Nicodemus and the Samaritan woman, the “I am” discourses, a “different” Last Supper (or at least not eaten as a Passover supper because it occurred at least 24 hours before the Passover), Jesus’ conversation with Pilate, and of course the conversation with Peter at the end of the book.  Also, almost half of John’s gospel (chapters 12 through 21) is dedicated to the words and activities of Jesus from the beginning of the last week before His arrest and crucifixion, through His death and resurrection, to the end of His time on earth. 

Finally, two other distinctives in John that should be noted include (1) Jesus’ use of the word “Father” (over 100 times) to identify God and to show the special relationship between the Father and the Son and (2) the use of the term “Jews” (in place of Pharisees and scribes) when speaking of those who opposed Jesus and sought his arrest and death.  This new term represents a change in thought and relationship regarding the Jewish people and the followers of Christ.  It presages the conflict between Jews and Christians that is evident in many of the New Testament epistles.

Themes and Significance

The great, overriding theme of the Gospel of John is that Jesus, the man, was and is the Christ, the very Son and only Son of God.  He is God Incarnate, the eternal Word through whom all things were made and through whom comes life and light for mankind.

The Apostle John goes to great length to present evidence of this truth.  He points to the evidence of God’s Word.  He points to the signs of the miracles that were displayed.  And he points to the testimony of witnesses from John the Baptist to the disciple Thomas who saw, heard, believed, and proclaimed it.  Only John’s Gospel contains Jesus’ own words, claiming to be only what God Himself can claim to be.  At least seven times
 Jesus uses the divine “I Am” to describe himself.  He is the bread of life (6:35), the light of the world (8:12, 9:5), the door or gate for the sheep (10:7, 9), the good shepherd (10:11, 14), the resurrection and the life (11:25); the way, the truth, and the life (14:6); and the true vine (15:1, 5).  Jewish reactions to these words show that they understood what Jesus meant, whether they accepted and believed them or not.

But more than these, John records an even clearer and more emphatic claim by Jesus to deity than in all the others when He said in 8:58, “before Abraham was born, I Am!”  These words could not be mistaken.  Either Jesus really was God Incarnate, or He was a blasphemer who deserved to die.  The challenge to believe in or reject Jesus is not made more strongly in any of the other Gospels than this.

Besides the person of Christ, two heavily emphasized themes run through the course of the book:  faith and eternal life.  Faith is represented by the requirement to “believe,” both to believe Jesus’ words and to believe in (or trust in) Jesus.  The Greek word for believe, pisteuo, is used 98 times in this Gospel.  The exhortation to believe is accompanied by the promise of salvation and eternal life to those who do.  Unbelief, on the other hand, brings condemnation and death (3:18; 8:24).  It is clear that John wants all readers to know that there are only two choices regarding the truth of who Jesus is:  believe and have eternal life (3:16) or disbelieve and remain condemned to hell for eternity.

A fourth major theme is the concept of light.  Though not well understood because of its abstract nature, this theme seems to be very important to the author and contains special insight into the truth of God and of His Son.  It is introduced at the beginning of the Gospel and is mentioned four other times at critical points in the book (3:19-21; 8:12; 9:5; and 12:35-36,46).  It certainly has implications regarding the revelation of truth to the world, but it may also have implications for the bestowing of God’s grace through His Son.  

Finally, a fifth major theme is relationship, specifically the personal relationship that exists between God the Father and God the Son and is made available to those who believe in Jesus as Savior and Lord.  This theme embodies concepts of love, fellowship, trust, obedience, and knowledge (or rather knowing someone personally).  Jesus often links these terms together and shows the connection between loving, knowing, obeying, trusting, etc.  This connection may be summarized in the term “abide” or “dwell in,” which provides a wonderful image of the living, active relationship that God desires with all believers.  No other gospel puts such emphasis on these aspects of the purpose and ministry of Jesus.  John emphasizes love and relationship much more than any of the Synoptic Gospels.  Along with this theme, the vital role of the Holy Spirit in believers’ lives is introduced and explained by the author.  God was with us in human form for a time and remains with us in Spirit from now on.

As already indicated, John intended the “signs” of Jesus to play an important role in providing evidence and confirmation of who Jesus is.  But it isn’t exactly clear what John means by the term “sign.”  Certainly some of the miracles that Jesus performed are included in the gospel, but not nearly as many (nor the same) as are recorded in some of the other Gospels.  It could be that John had a broader view of this term than just miracles, including perhaps Jesus’ words that explained or related closely to the miracles, as well as other actions of Jesus, such as cleansing or purging the Temple, talking with Nicodemus and a Samaritan woman, washing the disciples’ feet, and so on.  Also, the fact that John often related these activities and miracles of Jesus to special Jewish feasts and ceremonies may mean that the author intended this as well to serve as “signs” leading to faith and salvation.

Structure of the Book

Some Bible scholars have divided the Gospel of John into the following five sections: the prologue (1:1-18); the public ministry of Jesus as represented by His miracles and teachings (1:19-12:50); the private ministry of Jesus to his disciples just before his death (13-17); the death, burial, and resurrection of Jesus (18-20); and the epilogue (21).  Its seems better, however, to view the structure of the book in five different parts that give greater insight into how John went about accomplishing his stated purpose.  These parts could be titled Coming of the Light of Life (chapters 1-4), Jesus and the Jews (5-8), Calling out His Own (9-12), Jesus and His Disciples (13-17), and Jesus’ Death, Resurrection, and Departure (18-21).  Credit should be given to J. M. Boice for insight into this way of viewing the Gospel of John.

Like Mark, which starts at the beginning of Jesus’ public ministry, but unlike the gospels of Matthew and Luke, John includes no information about the birth and early life of Jesus.  But then John is not concerned with establishing either the royal Jewish heritage or humanity of Jesus as are Matthew and Luke, respectively.  Also unlike any of the Synoptic Gospels, John uses unusually abstract imagery to introduce the central focus of his gospel, the full deity of Jesus as God’s Only Son.  From the first chapter on, John wastes no time introducing all five of his main themes and begins to build on them.  At the same time, he clearly establishes the two expected and possible reactions to the truth his gospel contains.  “…but the darkness did not overcome or extinguish [the Light].”  “He came to that which was his own, but his own did not receive Him.  Yet to all who received him, to those who believe in his name, he gave the right to become children of God.”  Jesus’ early encounters with Nicodemus and the Samaritan woman show that some did hear and believe.

In the second section, John shows how opposition to Jesus develops.  Chapter five starts with a miracle on the Sabbath, in Jerusalem, in public, and during a Jewish festival.  In the span of four chapters the Jews progress from trying to find out who Jesus is to offering a number of excuses why he couldn’t be who he claimed to be and then turning on him to kill him.  Here are found the first “I am” claims of Jesus in the context of hostile confrontations with Jewish leaders.  He is the bread of life and the light of the world.  By the end of chapter eight, no doubt is left as to who Jesus claimed to be.  He is the “I AM” who existed before Abraham, who offers forgiveness to sinners, who gives life to whomever He pleases, who does what God (His Father) does, who sets people free, and who receives glory from God.  To receive Him is to receive life, to reject Him is to reject life (8:12, 24).  

Three more “I am” statements are contained in the next section.  This section begins with another miracle on the Sabbath, also in Jerusalem.  This miracle and the miracle that is the focus of chapter eleven drove the Jewish leaders to finally decide that Jesus had to die.  These two acts, the healing of a man born blind and the raising a man who had been dead four days and already buried, were miracles that could not have been faked and that only God could do.  But more than that, this section is about how Jesus went about calling out and saving a people for Himself in the face of strong public opposition.  The blind man believed and was saved.  Jesus is the Gate to salvation and the Good Shepherd who saves and leads his own.  Lazarus and Martha and Mary are his sheep, too, and after gathering these and others, He triumphantly enters His city for the last time to complete His mission and to receive His glory.  

Following this, Jesus withdraws from the public and prepares His own disciples for His impending death and the continuing ministry He had called them to.  He promised them the Holy Spirit to teach them and guide them after his departure.  Here, more than anywhere else in John’s record, Jesus focuses on love and relationship.  He wants his disciples not only to understand the full implications of who He is and why He came, but He wants them to know what that means in their ongoing relationship with Himself, with God, and with each other.  This section includes the last two of the seven “I am” statements, “I am the way and the truth and the life,” and “I am the true vine.”  Just before His arrest, Jesus’ words to His disciples evoked a response from them that indicated that they finally understood what He had been trying to tell them throughout his ministry.

John’s account of Jesus’ arrest, trial, crucifixion, burial, and resurrection is both similar to and distinct from the accounts recorded in the Synoptic Gospels.  It includes information and scenes not recorded in the others while it at the same time excludes other familiar scenes.  The result is a much fuller picture and understanding of the passion of Jesus on the cross.  Following His resurrection, Jesus appeared to his disciples and to others many times before going back to heaven.  The Synoptics record this fact, but John again succeeds in skirting the historical for the sake of personal and spiritual insight.  Rather than repeating the general call to faith and service contained in the Synoptics, John opts for a personal, one-on-one “commissioning” encounter between Jesus and Peter.  It doesn’t detract from the importance of the “Great Commission” to all who would believe, be saved, and follow Jesus, but rather it adds much inspiration and meaning to those individually who answer that call. 

John, “The disciple whom Jesus loved,” himself witnessed all of this and shared it for all generations to come.  And he did it in his own personal, inimitable way.

Bible Studies from John
John 1:1-18

1. What is a “word”? Is there a difference between a written word and a spoken word? Does a word, like the word “love,” mean the same thing to everyone? Does a word mean the same thing in every language?

2. What do you think “word” (logos) meant to first century Greeks? What do you think the act of speaking (ie, words) suggested to first century Jews?

3. In what way is Jesus the “word”? What does it mean for the “word” to take on human flesh? How can a person be the “word”?

4. List some of the many things in your life and experience that have a beginning. This passage alludes to Genesis 1, which describes the beginning of our world (and universe). What does it mean that Jesus, the word, existed before the very first “beginning”?

5. How does John’s allusion to Genesis 1 affect the way you understand light and darkness in verses 4-5?

6. What is the relationship between John and Jesus shown in verses 6-9 and 15? Why do you think the apostle John included that clarification in his introduction? What does it mean to you?

7. What is the distinction between “the world” and “his own” in verse 10? Why did they not receive Him? What does it mean to “receive” Jesus? According to verses 11-13, what happens to those who receive Him? Why did they receive Him?

8. How does Jesus reveal the Father’s glory? How have you seen God’s glory more clearly through Jesus Christ?

John 2:1-11

1. Jesus was accused of being one who “любить есть и пить вино, друг мытарям и грешникам” (Mat 11:19). Is there any truth to this accusation, or is it all slander?

2. Jesus was at a wedding when the wine ran out. What would the guests have thought of the host if there was no more wine? What does Jesus’ intervention suggest about the character and nature of Jesus?

3. Why do you think Jesus’ mother asked Jesus to do something about the problem? What does Jesus’ initial response suggest about her reasoning?

4. What is the difference between the way Jesus will “show his glory” and the way others wanted him to “show his glory”? Which way would reveal the full extent of God’s glory in Christ?

5. What was the immediate result of this first sign of Jesus? Who fully understood what had happened? Why did the disciples believe in Jesus?

6. A sign both points to the immediate reality of the miracle and the greater spiritual reality of God’s intervention into our world. What does this sign tell us about the kingdom of God? How do joy and celebration (the function of wine) relate to God’s purposes in the world? What does wine symbolize in Amos 9:13-15?

7. Jesus speaks of new wine in new wineskins in Mat 9:17. What is the “new wine” that Jesus is bringing?

8. How has Jesus brought new joy and celebration into your life? What “new things” is He bringing about in your life?

John 5:1-16

1. How long do you think the man had been coming to the pool for healing? Do you think he still had genuine hope to be healed? What have you waited for and longed for over a long period of time and not yet received?

2. In what was the lame man placing his hope for healing? Why could he not be healed?

3. What did the lame man literally want from Jesus (v. 7)? How was he spiritually blind in that moment? When do we use Jesus as a tool to get what we want, not realizing that what we really need is Jesus Himself?

4. How did the man ultimately respond to Jesus? What does it suggest that he reported to the Jews Jesus’ identity after he learned who healed him? How do you understand Jesus’ warning to him in verse 14?

5. Why did Jesus command the man to pick up his mat? If Jesus knew the leaders would be upset by the man carrying a mat on the Sabbath, why did He command him to carry it? Why not just have him leave his mat behind?

6. How did the Jewish leaders respond to this miraculous healing in verses 10 and 16? Why did they respond in such a way?

7. How had the Jewish leaders misunderstood the nature of the Sabbath? What was the Sabbath day created for? What is its purpose today?

8. This passage shows different responses to the work of Jesus. What different responses do you see to the work of Jesus today? In what different ways have you personally responded to Jesus?

John 7:37-39

1. Describe a time when you were extremely thirsty. What does it mean to be thirsty? What causes thirst? 

2. What does it mean to come to Jesus and drink? How have you felt Him satisfy your thirst?

3. What did Jesus tell the woman at the well about water in John 4:13-14? What does it mean to never thirst again? 

4. Read Isaiah 55:1-3. What is Jesus declaring about Himself by alluding to these verses?

5. How does water bring renewal to dry land? How does Jesus bring renewal to dry souls?

6. Contemplate being so satisfied with Jesus that you never felt the desire to drink water from another source. What do you think that would be like?

7. What is “living” water? In what way is the Holy Spirit our “living” water?

8. How have you experienced renewal and refreshment from the Holy Spirit as He works in your life?

John 8:31-47

1. What is freedom? What does freedom mean in a corporate sense? In an individual sense? In a spiritual sense?

2. Is freedom always a good thing? Can it ever be a bad thing?

3. In John 8:32, what does “truth” mean? What does freedom mean in that same verse? From what kind of slavery would Jesus’ listeners become free if they came to know the truth?

4. When do you feel most free? When do you feel most like a slave? How does a relationship with Jesus free you?

5. What conflict did Jesus see between the bloodline of his Jewish opponents and their actions? Who is their true father?

6. When do you see a conflict between your spiritual and physical heritage? What determines who our true father is, or more specifically, whose children we really are?

7. What title is given to the devil in John 8:44? Do we ever give evidence that we are his children? When do lies most frequently come out of your mouth?

8. What does Jesus claim in verse 46? How does this relate to what Jesus said about truth and about one’s father? What does this concept mean to you?

John 12:20-36

1. Why do you think John mentioned that there were Greeks at a Jewish feast? Are the Jewish Feasts meant to involve foreigners, that is, Greeks? How might this relate to the “all” of verse 32?

2. What “hour” had come in v. 23? What does Jesus mean by “glorified”? What irony is found in this use of the word?

3. What irony is found in the way we receive glory on this earth? What kind of glory or honor are you seeking?

4. How did the world respond to the voice of God in the verses 28-29? How does this typify their response to God? Have you seen similar responses in our world?

5. Jesus tells a short parable in verse 24. What is the purpose of a seed? How does it accomplish its purpose? What changes occur in the seed as it fulfills its purpose?

6. What parallels do you see between the seed and Jesus? Between the seed and Jesus’ disciples?

7. How is Jesus’ death a sign of judgment (verse 31)? How is Jesus’ death judgment upon the devil (verse 31)? What warning is found in verses 35-36 related to judgment?

8. How can judgment and salvation be proclaimed by the same sign? Why did Jesus then hide Himself from the Jews? Was this a sign?

John 13:1-17

1. What is the significance of Jesus dressing and acting as a servant (v. 4)? How does that summarize His purpose in coming to earth? Is Jesus’ role as a humble servant surprising?

2. How does Jesus interpret His actions in verses 13-14? What command is given to those who would follow Him?

3. What prevents you from living like a humble servant who fully gives himself to others?

4. How did Jesus’ confidence in God (16:3) empower Him to serve? Can we have the same confidence in God? How can your confidence in God empower you to serve others?

5. Did Jesus wash Judas’ feet? What is the significance of that act?

6. Read Rom 12:19-21. Are love and service for your enemies a reality in your life, or are they just pretty words? How can you personally love your enemies?

7. Why do you think Peter tried to avoid having Jesus wash his feet? When does your pride prevent you from receiving care from other people?

8. According to verse 1, what is the “full extend of His love” that Jesus was about to show the disciples? What is the relationship between washing the disciples’ feet and the cross?

Утешитель—John 14:15-18, 25-27, 15:26-27, 16:5-16

1. The word translated as “утешитель” literally means “one who comes alongside.” How does the Holy Spirit comfort us by coming along side of us? In the ancient world, this word was also used to describe a legal advocate who “came alongside” someone during a trial. How is the Spirit our legal advocate?

2. In John 14:16, the Spirit is called “another Comforter.” Who was the first comforter? How do you understand the relationship between Jesus and the Holy Spirit?

3. In what way is the Holy Spirit God’s “peace,” according to John 14:25-27? What is the difference between the peace the world gives and the peace God gives by His Spirit?

4. How does the Spirit remind us of Jesus according to 15:26-27? How has the Holy Spirit pointed you to Jesus? What is that supposed to do in us? Is that happening?

5. In John 16:8, we learn that the Spirit convicts us of sin. How does He do that? How have you experienced such rebuke from the Spirit?

6. Why are some people unaware of the Spirit’s rebuke? Read 1 Cor 2:14. Why do you think the world cannot or will not receive the Spirit of God?

7. What function of the Spirit is described in John 16:13? How does the Spirit guide us into truth? Read 1 Cor 2:12-16. How does this compare with Jesus’ role in Luke 24:27, 45?

8. Why is it significant that the Spirit “will only speak what He hears” and that “He will not speak on His own” (John 16:13)? What is the relationship between the Holy Spirit and the Bible? How have you experienced the Spirit “leading you into truth”?

Chapter13: Jesus’ “I am” claims

As many know, the Bible has a special relationship with numbers.  Or perhaps it is better to say that certain numbers have a special relationship with the Bible.  Three of those numbers are 3, 7, and 40.  They occur often in both the Old Testament and the New.  The Gospel of John is no exception.  A close study of John reveals three sets of related “sevens” in the book.

One “seven” is the subject of this chapter.  This chapter is a study of the statements Jesus makes about Himself regarding his deity.  They are known as the “I am” statements.  Seven times Jesus makes these claims about Himself, using a variety of symbols to shed light on different aspects or characteristics of his deity (6:35-51; 8:12,9:5; 10:7-9; 10:11-16; 11:25-26; 14:6; 15:1-8).  Each of these characteristics is brought out at critical times in the development of the Gospel.  They are tied to the context in which they appear, and they are connected to the major themes that run through the book, such themes as belief, life, revelation (or truth), love (or grace), and relationship.

The two other sevens that are related to the seven “I am” statements of Jesus include seven signs or miracles (2:1-11; 4:46-54; 5:1-9; 6:1-14; 6:16-21; 9:1-7; 11:38-44) and seven Jewish festivals and celebrations (2:1-2; 2:13; 5:1; 6:4; 7:2; 10:22; 11:55).  John carefully selected seven miracles of the “many…miraculous signs” that Jesus did during his earthly ministry (20:30) to achieve his stated purpose of convincing his readers “that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that by believing [they] may have life in his name.”  Only two of the seven miracles are repeated in other gospels: the feeding of the 5,000 and Jesus’ walking on water.  John also records an eighth miracle, the large catch of fish (21:3-11), but it occurs after John makes his statement about the special revelatory signs, and it appears to be a different miracle from the one Luke tells about at the beginning of Jesus’ ministry (Luke 5:4-7).  Though they are more difficult to connect to Jesus’ claims to deity than the selected miracles, the seven Jewish feasts also serve to accomplish the same purpose as the miraculous signs.  

Regarding the relationship between the signs and the feasts, the miracles are often performed either near the time of one of the feasts or actually at the celebration itself.  For example the miracle of turning the water into wine takes place at a wedding feast and the feeding of the 5,000 takes place during the Passover Feast. It could be that Jesus intentionally performed the miracles in a public place or when many people were present in order to demonstrate publicly that He was the Christ, the Son of God.  It could also be that the feast had implications regarding the miracle itself or was related to a particular characteristic of deity that Jesus claimed about Himself.  He was, after all, the fulfillment of Jewish ceremonial law and the conclusion of many of its practices (e.g., the blood sacrifices).

J. M. Boice points out another interesting fact from the Gospel of John that relates to this topic.  Seven other times, Jesus speaks about himself using the divine “I am” term.  These are generally more direct than the first set in claiming actual deity but are less familiar because they are not as distinctive nor as colorful.  They are discussed in more detail in the last section of this chapter.

“I am the bread of life”

When Jesus crossed the Sea of Galilee and walked up on the mountainside and sat down (6:1-3), did He know all that would transpire after that?  Verse 6 says He had already planned what He was going to do.  Of course that must have included performing a great miracle to feed the 5,000 people (or more, if you count women and children) who had followed Him.  But did He also know what the people would do and say in response to the miracle and how He would answer them?  It resulted in the first of the seven “I am” claims that Jesus made, and it caused all but Jesus’ closest disciples to turn away and stop following Him.

The occasion of this miracle is the context of Jesus’ claim to be “the Bread of Life,” and it encompasses virtually all of chapter six.  True to sinful human nature, the people misunderstood the miracle and reacted wrongly to it.  As always, they wanted a king who would fight for them, deliver them, protect them, and provide for them.  They weren’t looking for a Lord to love, serve, and worship.  So when Jesus wouldn’t let them make Him the kind of king they wanted, they came back the next day just to be fed the way He had fed them before.  Blind, short-sighted, and hedonistic, the Jews claimed to believe in God and worship Him alone, but their real god was their stomachs and whatever promised to meet their temporal, material needs.

Jesus tried to straighten them out and lead them to a deeper understanding of who He was and what He really had to offer them, which was eternal life through faith in Him.  When they didn’t respond in faith to a direct appeal from Jesus calling them to work “for food that endures to eternal life, which the Son of Man will give you” and to accept that “the work of God is this: to believe in the one He sent,” Jesus began to speak in more figurative terms.  “I am the Bread of Life.  He who comes to me will never go hungry, and he who believes in me will never be thirsty.”  It is strange that Jesus used almost identical language when speaking to an immoral Samaritan woman , and not only she responded in saving faith, but also many others in her town “became believers” (4:39-42). 

But the Jews here just couldn’t understand and would not believe.  They used another of their many excuses to deny Jesus’ claim and reject Him as their Christ and Lord.  How could this son of Joseph and Mary, whom they knew, claim to have come down from heaven?  They knew where He was from, or at least they thought they did.  Jesus went on to explain the relationship of Old Testament events and symbols to the truth He brought to the Jews.  The old bread from heaven (manna) could only sustain the people for a day and could not give eternal life, but Jesus could.   Moses said that man can’t live only on man-made bread but also needs heavenly bread, which is God’s Word.  Jesus is the Living Word that gives life everlasting to man.  

With the Jews persisting in their unbelief, Jesus confirmed them in it by demanding that they (symbolically) eat His flesh and drink His blood.  Only those totally committed to Him and totally convinced that He was “the Holy One of God” were able to pass that test of faith.   

“I am the light of the world”

Because John begins his Gospel with the concept of light and because it is mentioned on six separate occasions, from chapter one through chapter 12, it must be a major point that John is trying to communicate to his readers.  The question is, what exactly does John mean by the term light?  And what does Jesus mean when he says, “I am the Light of the World?”

Probably most would say that light in this sense represents truth.  When God took Abraham outside his tent and told him to look up at the night sky, all Abraham saw was light.  He didn’t really see stars; he only saw the light from them, shining out of darkness.  But God used the light of those stars to reveal truth to Abraham.  And in that truth was the wonderful grace of God for all mankind.  

It is interesting that some of the strongest words that Jesus imparted to the Jews who opposed Him are bracketed both before and after by this same self-declaration (8:12 and 9:5).  “You do not know me or my Father.  If you knew me, you would know my Father also.  …If you do not believe that I am the one I claim to be, you will indeed die in your sins.” (8:19, 24)  The encompassed text also has some of the clearest, most meaningful offers of grace that John writes about.  “If you hold to my teaching, you are really my disciples.  Then you will know the truth and the truth will set you free.  …If the Son sets you free, you will be free indeed. …I tell you the truth, if anyone keeps my word, he will never see death.” (8:31-32, 36, 51)  

The first time that Jesus said, “I am the light of the world,” there immediately followed an incident in which He showed undeserved grace to an immoral woman and gave her life back to her.  The second time He said it was just before healing a man born blind; thus showing the truth that some who think they see are blind, and those who have been blind will see the light of life and truth.  John wrote that Jesus, who said, “I am the Light of the World,” came to us full of truth and grace.  Light is both truth and grace.  Those who believe in Jesus will not walk in darkness, but will walk in truth and in grace.

The light of this grace and truth was only on the earth for a little while.  During that time, Jesus proved that men loved darkness more than light because their actions were evil.  They, as instruments of darkness, did not accept the Light, but rather tried to extinguish it.  On the other hand, Jesus called some out of darkness into the light to walk with him and to learn from Him.  While He was in the world, Jesus prepared His disciples to be sons of light so that when He returned to heaven, they would continue to pass on His light of truth and grace to all mankind. 

“I am the gate”

In the tenth chapter, Jesus speaks of Himself using the metaphor of a shepherd with his sheep.  In developing the metaphor, Jesus first speaks about a sheep pen that has a keeper and can contain several flocks of sheep.  This is the kind of large, walled, permanent pen in a town or city where shepherds bring their flocks for safe keeping at night.  In that situation, a shepherd comes to the pen in the morning, the pen keeper opens the gate, and the shepherd goes in and calls his sheep out from among all the other sheep in the pen.  In this scene, Jesus differentiates Himself as a true shepherd from a thief or robber, who doesn’t use the gate.

Later, however, Jesus speaks of a different kind of pen, one that has no gate, so the shepherd has to be the gate for the pen.  This is the kind of pen that isn’t in town but is out in the countryside, nearer where the sheep graze.  These pens are small, individual pens made of piled rocks or logs or whatever and are just large enough for the shepherd’s own flock.  Some shepherds in Palestine were even known to use caves for this purpose.  In good weather, shepherds often put their sheep in these makeshift pens at night and slept in the opening to protect them from wild animals.

It was this kind of pen Jesus was speaking of when he said, “I am the Gate for the sheep.”  He not only keeps the wolves out, risking his own safety for the sake of his sheep, but he also keeps the sheep in, because they trust the shepherd and won’t pass over him to leave the safety of the pen.  The sheep literally go in through the shepherd-gate to be saved from evil and death, so Jesus makes a wonderful analogy of His being the shepherd who provides salvation for the sheep.  But another aspect of this analogy is that Jesus said the sheep also “go out” through the gate to find pasture.  So here Jesus alludes to the abundant life that he talks about in verse 10.  The shepherd-gate not only provides salvation from death, but He also is the gateway to abundance and blessing that God generously bestows upon His sheep.

“I am the good shepherd”

In further development of the shepherd and sheep analogy, Jesus claims that He is the good shepherd who owns His own sheep and lays down His life for them.  He is different from a hired shepherd who doesn’t care about the sheep at all and will not risk his life for them.   

So often in the Bible, sheep are used as a symbol of God’s work and relationship with man.  Much has been written about the characteristics of sheep and how we are like sheep in comparison with and in relation to God.  It’s meant to be humbling for us but also enlightening for us as to how we should view ourselves in light of God’s holiness, power, and glory.  The Old Testament prophets also wrote about the shepherds that God appointed over Israel to take care of His people.  They were like the hired shepherds of whom Jesus speaks.  Rather than protecting, leading, and providing for the people, they only used and abused them for their own selfish purposes.  This was one of the causes of God’s judgment upon Israel and Judah when He sent the Assyrian and later the Babylonian armies against them to destroy them and make slaves of them.  At that time, God said He Himself would shepherd His flock, and He would restore them to their land.

Jesus is that promised Shepherd.  Like a good shepherd, He loves His sheep. He spends time with them and cares for them.  He meets all of their needs.  They know His voice and have learned to trust it.  They know the difference between His voice and another’s, and they won’t follow a stranger.  Jesus promises those who are His that He will not fail them and He will not lose any of them.  They are absolutely safe with Him.  This makes Him more than a good shepherd who loves His sheep and would even die for them.  He is God, the Good Shepherd, who possesses all power and authority on earth.  As God, He can guarantee salvation and life for His sheep.  All who believe in Him will have life and have it abundantly.

What a wonderful way to capture the essence of the relationship God offers in His work of reconciling men to Himself.  Jesus speaks about this again on the night that He was betrayed and arrested, but not in a richer or more meaningful way than this.

“I am the resurrection and the life”

Lazarus is dead.  His sisters, Martha and Mary, have already buried him, and he has been in the tomb four days by the time Jesus arrives at their home.  In fact, Lazarus was probably already dead and buried by the time messengers reached Jesus to tell him about Lazarus’ illness.  Martha is an outspoken, leap-before-you-look kind of person (kind of like Peter).  She meets Jesus in almost a confrontational, accusative way and says, “Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died.”  The strength of her faith is revealed in this one statement, but also its limitations.  She believed Jesus had the power to have done something to save Lazarus before he died, but not after he died.  She believed that if Jesus had been at their home, He could have saved Lazarus from death, but not from a distance.  She believed Lazarus would be raised to new life, perhaps even physically, at the last day, but she didn’t understand or really believe that he would be raised immediately, soon after their conversation.  This is evidenced by her reaction to Jesus’ command to remove the stone in front of the tomb.

Martha believed that Jesus was the Christ (the promised Messiah), and she even believed that Jesus was the Son of God.  But exactly what she understood or believed about Jesus’ divinity as the Christ and Son of God, we don’t know.  For Jesus, it wasn’t sufficient, because He took the opportunity to again claim deity for Himself.  He had to expand her faith and understanding about Him.  “I am the resurrection and the life.  He who believes in me will live, even though he dies; and whoever lives and believes in me will never die.”  He not only claimed power and control over the future resurrection of all mankind at the last day, he also claimed to be the resurrection (and the life) as a divine quality.  This is another aspect of who Jesus is as God Incarnate.  For Lazarus, Martha, and Mary, it had immediate, powerful implications, not just for a distant time in the future.  

It was important for Martha to believe what Jesus just said about Himself.  It was important for her to expand her faith and understanding of who Jesus is.  So He asked her, “Do you believe this?”  And the answer was, “Yes…sort of.”  She was getting there, but she wasn’t there yet. That was why she needed to witness what Jesus was about to do.  That was why all the disciples and the rest of the Jews needed to witness what Jesus was about to do.  This time, the dead person could not have just been unconscious or in a coma.  It couldn’t have been a magic trick.  He had been in the tomb four days, long enough for the body to begin to decay.  The spices couldn’t cover up the stench when they rolled away the stone.  That is why this miracle was so shocking and so climactic for Jesus’ public ministry.  This was the final straw for the Jewish leaders.  Jesus had to die, and He had to die soon.

This was a precursor, of course, for Jesus’ own resurrection.  He is the real Big Bang.  From the locus of His resurrection, all of life emanates and spreads inexorably throughout the earth.  Paul speaks of the incredible power of God in raising Jesus from the dead and seating him at His own right hand (Eph. 1:19-20).  Can you imagine the forces that were trying to keep Jesus dead?  All the evil power in the universe was focused on that one event.  No holocaust or natural disaster or world-wide catastrophe, or even super-nova, could possibly compare with the power that was being exerted in the tomb where Jesus’ body lay.  If He were to rise from the dead, both evil and death would be defeated, and there would be set in motion an irreversible wave that would sweep over the earth and ultimately restore all things.  It would not just be restored to the way it was in Eden but to the way it was before evil itself entered the world.

Jesus is the resurrection and the life.  It is so much who He is that even though He died, He could not and would not stay dead.  Praise God for this quality in Jesus and for what it means to us.

“I am the way and the truth and the life”

The key word here is the “way,” because it develops the theme that Jesus introduced at the beginning of the 14th chapter and it answers Thomas’ question about the way to where Jesus was going.  But more than that, Jesus wants His disciples to understand the fullness of who He is.  He doesn’t just show the way to heaven and eternal life, He Himself is the way.  And He is not just the way, He is truth itself, He is life itself.  He is all that anyone needs.  If you have Christ, you have God, because to know Jesus is to know God.  

Knowing God in this context is not a small concept; it is an enormous concept.  Knowing in this sense encompasses all other things about man’s relationship with God.  You cannot love God without knowing Him (17:25-26).  You cannot really obey, or please, God without knowing Him (i.e., having faith in Him—Heb. 11:6).  Following this statement by Jesus, He goes on to explain the necessity of knowing God the Son (and believing in Him) in order to know God the Father.  The Father and the Son are one.

Also, as part of this claim, Jesus added that, “No one comes to the Father, except through me.”  Paul repeated more or less the same words in Acts 4:12.  This is even more controversial than Jesus’ own claim to be God.  No one wants to have their personal freedoms limited by such a claim.  It is okay for Jesus to be God (or a god), as long as there are other ways to get to heaven, (i.e., avoid hell and have eternal life).  But it seems unfair, arbitrary, and inconsiderate to force people to believe in this one thing and this one person only in order to attain an eternal reward.

“I am the true vine”

No metaphor that Jesus uses to describe himself is more about relationship than this.  The Good Shepherd in chapter 10 is insightful in its own way in this regard, but it doesn’t address the aspects of the believer’s daily dependence on Christ the way this does.  The context of this passage is all about relationship.  These are the last few hours that Jesus has to spend with his disciples before He is arrested and crucified.  He has been talking about God’s love and about His own love for His disciples since chapter 13.  He has been trying to prepare His disciples for His departure, giving them words of comfort and assurance.  He has been telling them about the Holy Spirit who will come after Him to lead them and teach them.  And He has been giving them final instructions about continuing to live the life that He has called them to.  

Here, you see the interconnectedness of God the Father, God the Son, and all believers.  The analogy is a vine that has branches and produces fruit.  Jesus is the vine.  Believers are the branches.  God the Father is the gardener.  And if the relationship of the branches to the vine is maintained properly, in a healthy, mutually beneficial way, fruit will result.  There will be much fruit and lasting fruit.  It’s all about abiding, but abiding that has purpose not just for believers themselves but for the things they are expected to accomplish in God’s kingdom.  

Included in this analogy, however, is a warning about not abiding in the vine.  These are not Paul’s words or the words of one of the other New Testament writers.  Jesus himself warns about what will happen if His followers do not remain (or abide) in Him.  This is not a passage that brings into question the eternal security of true believers, but it is rather a warning about wasted effort and loss of reward in heaven.  Above all, it is strong encouragement by Jesus Himself to get believers to maintain close, healthy fellowship with Him for their own good and for the good of Christ’s body.

“I AM!”

Now, let us look at the seven times that Jesus actually claimed the “I am” name of God.  He used it in telling the Samaritan woman at the well that He was the promised and anticipated Messiah (4:26).  He used it when identifying himself to the disciples while walking on the water (6:20).  He used it at three different times when confronting the Jews in chapter eight (8:24, 28, 58).  He used it after washing the disciples’ feet (13:19).  And He used it when the Roman soldiers came to arrest Him (18:5).

Of those seven instances, the most significant and explicit by far is Jesus’ statement in 8:58, “I tell you the truth, before Abraham was, I am!”  At this climax of His confrontation with the Jews in chapter eight, Jesus removed any doubt whatever regarding who He claimed to be.  Jesus wasn’t just claiming to have been alive since before Abraham.  If wanted to say that, He would have said, “Before Abraham was, I was (past tense form).”  But by using the present tense in referring to the past, Jesus was claiming eternal, ongoing existence.  Even that, however, would not have caused the Jews to react the way they did, if Jesus had not used the name for God as His own.  God’s self-identifying I Am (Jehovah) of Exodus 3 was the term that Jesus used.  

Clearly, Jesus claimed to be God…not just the Messiah, the Great Prophet who was promised by Moses, not just the Son of God that was prophesied by Old Testament prophets and attested to by John the Baptist and others, but God Himself, incarnate, both fully man and fully God.  The Jews understood very well what Jesus was saying about himself.  They picked up stones to stone Him for what they believed to be blasphemy against God.  Apparently, they didn’t consider for a second that He was telling the truth and that they were lifting their hands against their own God with the desire and intention of killing Him.

It is good that John records this encounter with the Jews and Jesus’ own words in response to them.  No one, certainly no serious scholar of the Bible, can say that Jesus didn’t really claim that He was God.  Perhaps all the other verbal references and actions and events could be open to different interpretations, but surely this isn’t.  Thank God for the Apostle John and his Gospel for settling this issue in such a concrete, decisive way.  

Eight Bible Studies on the “I am” sayings in John 

Introduction and “I am the bread of Life” in John 6:35-51

1.  Why is it so important for the Bible to contain John’s Gospel record of Jesus’ own claims about Himself?

2. In what way or ways might these “I am” claims be connected to the seven signs or miracles that John also records in his Gospel?

3. Are these seven claims the only claims that Jesus personally makes regarding His deity?  If not, what are some other statements or claims that Jesus makes in this regard?

4. When Jesus said, “I am the bread of life,” what was the context in which he said it?

5. What were the people looking for on the day after Jesus fed them with bread and fish?

6. What was it that Jesus offered them instead?

7. How did the people respond to His words?

“I am the light of the world” John 8:12

1. When Jesus said, “I am the light of the world,” what was the context in which he said it?

2. What is the significance of the woman caught in adultery and the man born blind to this statement?

3. What basically did Jesus mean when He claimed to be the light of the world?

4. What is the significance and meaning of light in John’s Gospel?

5. Who are the “sons of light?”

“I am the gate for the sheep” John 10:7-9

1. What kind of gate is Jesus is talking about when He said, “I am the gate for the sheep?”

2. What two things does the shepherd-gate do for the sheep?

3. What must the shepherd be willing to do in order to be the gate for the sheep?

4. Who are the thieves and robbers about whom Jesus was talking about? Who are they today?

5. How have you experienced Jesus giving you abundant life? How is that contrasted with what the world offers?

“I am the good shepherd” John 10:11-16

1. How is Jesus as the good shepherd contrasted with a hired shepherd?

2. What relationship does this good shepherd have with his sheep?

3. What benefits do the sheep get from having such a good shepherd?

4. How does the Bible speak of Old Testament Jewish leaders as shepherds of God’s flock?

5. What do you think it means for us to know the voice of our shepherd? What difference has that made in your life?

“I am the resurrection and the life” John 11:25-26

1. When Jesus said, “I am the resurrection and the life,” what was happening at the time?

2. To whom did He say it, and what was her reaction?

3. What does this say about her faith and her understanding of who Jesus was?

4. What should she have believed about Jesus?

5. What significance did the accompanying miracle of raising Lazarus have in Jesus’ ministry?

“I am the way and the truth and the life” John 14:6

1. What was Jesus talking about when He said, “I am the way and the truth and the life?”

2. Which of those three words were in actual answer of Thomas’ question?”

3. What does it mean that Jesus is the truth?

4. What is the difference between showing the way (or revealing the truth and providing life) and actually being the way (and the truth and the life)?

5. What does this have to do with the concept of knowing God?

“I am the true vine” John 15:1-8

1. In regard to Jesus as the true vine, what does abide or abiding mean?

2. What happens if believers remain in (or abide in) Jesus as the vine? How have you experienced that?

3. What does it mean for Jesus to “prune” the branches? Have you ever experienced a “pruning”?

4. What will happen if believers don’t abide in Christ?

5. What is the promised result of close, continued fellowship with Christ?

“I am” John 8:58

1. What verse in John’s gospel contains Jesus’ most emphatic, most explicit claim to deity?

2. What is the context of this claim?

3. How do we know that this is what Jesus was saying?

4. What was the response of the Jews, and how does that confirm the interpretation that Jesus was claiming that He was God Himself?

5. Based upon this evidence, what is your conclusion about Jesus, not only as being the Messiah and Son of God, but also as truly being God in the flesh?

Chapter 14: Preparation for the Passion 

Since the Synoptic Gospels follow each other so closely throughout their portrayal of holy week, they will be treated together in this section. All the Gospels see the culmination of Jesus’ ministry in the cross. Holy week begins with Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem. He was hailed king by the crowds but quickly opposed once He entered Jerusalem. His entry was highly symbolic and must be examined to properly understand its significance. Jesus refuted the various groups of Jews who opposed Him culminating with His woes against the current Jewish leadership. These texts will be examined in the chapter entitled “Preparation for the Passion.” Jesus’ Olivet discourse, in which He explained what would happen in the “last days,” and His teaching on how to prepare for His return, will be examined in the chapter entitled “Eschatology in the Gospels.” The Passion Narrative proper, beginning with the Last Supper and concluding with the resurrection appearances, will be considered in the chapter entitled “The Passion Narrative.” 

Preparation for the Passion

The Triumphal Entry: Matthew 21:1-11
Why did Jesus go to Jerusalem? Imagine Jesus the day before Palm Sunday sitting outside Jerusalem. Why did He go?  We know He had been heading to Jerusalem for a while. He knew the religious leaders opposed Him. Recently His disciples had tried to talk Him out of even going near Jerusalem because they knew of plots to kill Him. He knew the masses didn’t fully understand Him. I suspect He knew that the crowds would praise Him on his entry. I suspect He also knew they would desert Him when things got difficult. Jesus knew what was in the hearts of men. He even knew His own disciples did not really understand His mission. They were still arguing about who would sit on His right and His left. They were still thinking about a political and physical kingdom. John the Baptist had already been executed. Jesus knew He likewise was going to suffer and die. Jesus had already three times predicted His own death. So why did Jesus enter Jerusalem, knowing that He would die there?

Иисус вошел в Иерусалим чтобы открыть истинный объект нашей веры. When Jesus entered Jerusalem, the city didn’t know what it was all about. The city shook in verse 10, just like when Jesus was born (Matthew 2:3).  The city would shake again at the end of the week. Such language described Jesus’ entry in the imagery of an appearance of God Himself. 

Пришедствие Иисуса в храм было царское действие. Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem on a donkey was not the entry of a poor beggar. His entry was a sign of the Messiah’s appearance.  People knew Zech 9:9: “Rejoice greatly, O Daughter of Zion! Shout, Daughter of Jerusalem! See, your king comes to you, righteous and having salvation, gentle and riding on a donkey, on a colt, the foal of a donkey.” Jesus was coming in peace, not war. But He was entering the city as a king.  That is why people hailed Him on the way. The king then entered the Temple to give proper praise to God. That is what kings did when they entered their city.  They were praised by the people and then they went to the temple. Jesus’ entry was a bit unusual, as he criticized the Temple. In this act He demonstrated that “Тот, кто больше храма” had come. He had the right and the authority to interpret how worship ought to be done. He even had the right to judge the Temple. Jesus’ actions revealed that He was the King and Messiah.

Иисус вошел в Иерусалим и в храм, чтобы открыть Свою славу. When the children praised Jesus, it was surprising enough that they were taken seriously, as they were young children. Note carefully what the priests and teachers of the law saw in Matthew 21:15-16. The children praised Jesus, not God. Jews were serious about monotheism.  Only God deserves praise. That is why they were so upset about Jesus. Look at Jesus’ shocking response. He cited Psalm 8:2-3: “Господи, Боже наш! Как величественно имя Твое по всей земле! Слава Твоя простирается превыше небес! Из уст младенцев и грудных детей Ты устроил хвалу.” Here Jesus took a text that applied to God and applied it directly to Himself. He was revealing who He was.  That is why the leaders were so upset. He claimed not only to be a prophet, king, and messiah, but even God Himself. 

Despite being the great King, however, Jesus showed His glory in an ironic way. Иисус пошел на крест, чтобы показать Свою славу. He would do that not с трибуны, на большое сцене, в спектакл или шоу. He would show His glory from a cross, and from an опусташонной tomb. The great Messiah and King would reveal His glory through a sacrificial death for His people. That showed us how to approach God. That act established a new temple.

As I think about Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem a picture comes to my mind. When we accept Christ, we ask Jesus into our hearts, into our “temple”. I think we sometimes almost feel like we are doing Jesus a favor, letting Him in. We picture Jesus outside, knocking, probably in the rain, and we kindly decide to let Him in. As I read this passage, I see a different picture. Jesus is outside the city, preparing to come in. He is righteous and tolerates no corruption. He is a prophet and speaks only truth. He is the legal King and long-awaited Messiah. Our life belongs to Him. He is like the officer of the law who has come to the city to apprehend the criminal hiding inside. He knows the false temples we have set up in our hearts. He knows our corruption and laziness. We can’t even blame the priests.  There is a problem with our own approach to God. He knows how we have substituted true faith for a show of religion. He will not tolerate that in His temple. He is coming по-поводу you. He will опрокинет your tables, and изгонит everything that distorts true faith. Then He will установит истиное worship of the one true God in your heart. Are you ready?  Do you still want Him in your life? That is what He offers.  This is what He is coming to do. The only alternative is what the religious leaders did. They sought a way to kill Him instead.

Let us return to the outskirts of Jerusalem, the morning of Palm Sunday. Why did Jesus enter Jerusalem, knowing it would cost Him His life? He saw a Temple in ruins.  Not the bricks, but the use of the Temple. He had to restore it, but His restoration came by destroying the Temple and building a new one. He built the new temple through His death and resurrection. The new temple shows us the nature of God. Jesus, raised from the dead, is our point of contact with God. By coming to Jesus, we worship God. By coming to Jesus, we receive God’s mercy and grace. By becoming a part of God’s temple, we become the point of contact for people to see God, and to experience His mercy. Jesus entered Jerusalem to establish a true approach to God. As you consider what happened during holy week, go to the cross. Look at Jesus. Meditate upon His suffering, death, and triumphant resurrection. Through Him worship the true, living God.

The Cleansing of the Temple: Matthew 21:12-17

Jesus’ first two acts upon entering Jerusalem were highly symbolic. The first event we read about after Jesus’ entry is the cleansing of the Temple. Jesus entered the court of the Gentiles outside the Temple building. There people were selling animals and changing money. Jesus выгнал both the sellers and the buyers. He опрокинул столи где меняли деньги. He overturned the скамейки of those selling doves. As He did this, He cited Isaiah and Jeremiah as the justification of His actions. How are we to understand what He did?

One the one hand, we can certainly understand what was going on in the Temple from an economic point of view. The practice of sacrifice in the Temple had modernized. Jews came from all over the world to the feasts in Jerusalem. Rather than bring an animal, which might have made the journey too difficult, they brought money to purchase an animal. They were simply obeying the laws of Moses. Furthermore, they had to change their foreign currency into local currency. Their Rubles and Euros weren’t valid in Jerusalem. They had to change their money after their journey to Jerusalem in order to offer appropriate sacrifices. The money-changers and those selling livestock were providing necessary services.  So why was Jesus so upset?

Иисус разоблачил проблему коммерции в храме. It is certainly possible that there was corruption in this process. Perhaps the sellers were overcharging for ceremonially clean animals. Perhaps the exchange rate wasn’t exactly fair. Perhaps the priests were profiting off of the proceeds of the pilgrims. While corruption is possible there is a more fundamental problem. Trade distracted from the purpose of the Temple. The Temple was a holy place.  People went there to meet with God. With all the commerce going on in the courtyard, how could one not be distracted? Жертва могла бы восприниматься как торговая сделка, а не как духовный символ. One could feel like he came to the temple to pay one’s taxes, not to pray and worship the living God. While the enterprise was appropriate, it changed the feel of why people came to the Temple.

What do you expect when you enter God’s house? There are many good and appropriate things that may occur, like seeing friends, making plans, and even pursuing business contacts with new friends. These things are not necessarily bad. But they can easily distract us from the main reason we come. We come to meet with God, to worship and praise Him. Do you realize that we are on holy ground when we enter God’s sanctuary? We come to listen to Him, so that through His Word, by His Spirit, He might speak to us. We come so that He might create us once again and so that Jesus might truly live through us. We come to be spiritually renewed. Jesus had to remind people of the most important purpose of coming to the Temple. In His act of cleansing, however, He did more than criticize the Temple’s commercial acts.

Иисус вошел в Иерусалим чтобы восстановить истинное назначение храма. Предназначение храма - дом молитвы для всех народов. Attending worship in the Temple was more than a religious formality.  The Temple was more than a place to read formal prayers to a distant God. The Temple in Jerusalem was a connection point with God. Jesus came to show us how we can approach God and genuinely connect with Him. Jesus Himself is the “way”. The full text of Isaiah 56:7, which is quoted in Mark, reads “дом молитвы для всех народов.” Isaiah described how the eunuch and the foreigner would become full participants in the Lord’s family in the Temple. None would be excluded, or included, on the basis of race. The Temple would not be the possession of one nation but God’s место для собрания for all nations. The gospel that Jesus brought revealed God’s purpose for all people, where there is no distinction between nationalities.

Furthermore Предназначение храма - дом исцеления для слепых и хромых. After Jesus cast out the buyers and sellers, He healed the blind and the lame. These were the people who were excluded from the holiest part of the Temple because of their “uncleanness.” We can see the symbolic basis for excluding imperfect people from Temple worship. But how would such exclusion make the person himself feel?  What does it communicate to the actual person that he cannot enter the Temple ground? What does it say about his relationship with God and society? Господин of the Temple showed the greater meaning of holiness. Jesus’ presence sanctified them by miraculously making them clean. Jesus дал им полноценность. For Matthew the “Son of David” is often one who heals. Jesus welcomed the blind and the lame into the Temple. There they could worship God and fully participate in the society of God’s people. This was the original intent of the Temple. The Temple was designed to be a point of mercy and grace, a point of healing for the blind, the lame, the sick, the deaf, the suffering, and the handicapped. The Temple was to be the place where God’s presence was made known to the world, both in might and in mercy.

However, the Temple was failing in its purpose. It was excluding the very people it was built to include. Those who needed a special touch of God’s mercy, like the blind, the lame, and those from other nations who did not know the one, true God, were being excluded from the Temple. For this reason, Jesus came as a prophet to announce judgment on the temple. Пришедствие Иисуса в храм было пророческое действие. Jesus was saying something more than that the temple was too commercial. Храм как подход к Богу проваливается; терпел порожение. People misunderstood the meaning of the sacrifices. People didn’t understand the role of the priests. The priests weren’t properly leading the people to God. The process of offering sacrifices in the Temple was no longer effectively pointing to the meaning of the sacrifice. 

Therefore, Jesus came to announce God’s judgment on the Temple. The “cleansing” of the Temple was temporary. After Jesus cleansed the Temple there is no evidence that the practice changed for any length of time. I suspect the sellers returned after a few hours or at the most after a few days.  We see this all the time in our city. Jesus’ actions served as a prophetic sign and a living parable. Like Old Testament prophets who lived out signs, like Ezekiel breaking a hole in the city wall or Hosea marrying a sinful woman, the cleansing was a sign of the judgment to come. This judgment did come 37 years later when the Temple was destroyed. The basis for this judgment is seen more clearly in Matthew 23.

Consider the context of Jeremiah 7:11, the verse that Jesus cited when He cleansed the Temple. Jeremiah warned the people of God’s coming judgment because of their false ideas of worship. Jeremiah’s criticism of the Temple of his day referred not so much to what went on inside the Temple as to how its worshippers behaved in daily life. People lived how they wanted during the week, then came to the Temple expecting God’s blessing. Jeremiah told them to go check out the shrine in Shiloh if they want to know where such thinking leads. In Jeremiah’s day the Temple had become a den of robbers so it was judged and destroyed. Now God would judge the second Temple as well. 

Jesus came to restore the true meaning of the Temple. What temple would be re-built in three days? Jesus’ body, of course.  And who are we? We are part of the new temple. We are instruments of healing for the sick, instruments who bring joy to the lame. This involves sharing the gospel. But it also involves sharing our lives. Overcome the physical barriers that separate you and develop genuine relationships with those who suffer from various limitations. Are we instruments who bring good news to the nations? When you see a foreigner, how do you respond? Do you back away because you don’t trust them? Or do you pray about how you might be a source of God’s blessing to them? God built His Temple for a purpose: to serve as a point of contact with mankind and to bring joy to those in need. Jesus cleansed the Temple to restore that purpose.

Matthew 21:18-22: The cursing of the fig tree

What was Jesus looking for when He came to Jerusalem? After cleansing the Temple Jesus cursed a barren fig tree. What did Jesus have against fig trees, particularly when Mark tells us it was not yet time to harvest figs? Проклинание смоковницы было живой притчей, а не актом мстительности of a hungry man. Jesus didn’t lose His temper and curse the fig tree. Jesus saw a fig tree without fruit and used the opportunity to обучить a very important lesson.

Проклинание смоковницы тестно связанна с очищением храма. Remember the context of this event: Jesus entered Jerusalem and came to the Temple. The cleansing of the Temple was a prophetic sign against hypocritical worship of God. Jesus’ cleansing of the Temple was a pronouncement of judgment upon the Temple. The Temple had been judged in the past. Jesus’ act was a prophetic sign that the Temple would be judged again. The cleansing of the Temple and the cursing of the fig tree are told together for a purpose. Jesus expected a certain kind of worship in the Temple, and He did not find it.

Иисус ожидал найдти плод на смоковнице. Leaves were a sign of life, of growth. A fig tree, like a cherry tree, first blooms, then produces small, green fruit.  Later it produces leaves. The leaves show that the tree is alive and has already bloomed. The leaves announce that the tree is healthy and should be producing fruit. This tree was not producing any fruit, not even small green fruit. Проклинанием Иисус просто сделал то, что внешный вид смоковницу совподал с ее внутреным состоянием. The outside looked good.  There were leaves. The tree looked like it would be fruit bearing. But the inside did not match. The tree, as far as producing fruit was concerned, was worthless.  It really was dried up and withered. Its ability did not match its appearance. Its external appearance boasted far more than its internal ability could deliver. So His cursing simply made the outside conform to its true state. 
In Luke 13:6-9 Jesus told another parable about a man looking for fruit on a tree. In this parable God is the landlord who expected to find fruit on His tree. When he found none he ordered the tree to be cut down. Jesus made it clear that if there is no fruit, He will cut the tree down. Knowing that our God is a God who does miracles, ask Him to produce a great harvest of fruit in your life. Jesus expected to find a certain kind of fruit among the people in His city but He did not find it. What do you think Jesus expects to find in your city? He has come to ваш town. He has come ищя for fruit. Найдет ли Он это? Какой сорт плода Иисус ищет?  Что Он хочеть найдти? Бог жаждует по верным ученикам.
Иисус использует чудо, чтобы объяснить какую определенную веру Он ищет. Jesus performed a physical miracle that pointed to a spiritual reality. The disciples seemed focused on the physical reality.  They were amazed that the tree withered. It seems like they didn’t really get the main point. They wanted to know how He did the physical part. Jesus used the miracle to explain that He was looking for a particular kind of faith. Иисус ищет простого доверия от своих учеников. I believe that was what Jesus was looking for in Jerusalem but found little of. Jesus was looking for simple faith that trusted in силе и добру Бога. Jesus commends even the smallest faith as extremely powerful in Matthew 17:20. Jesus didn’t require heroic faith. He was looking for simple trust of even the smallest amount.

Mat 21:23-28: The Question of Authority
Once Jesus had entered Jerusalem, the leaders of the city immediately challenged Him. Throughout the next few passages Jesus’ authority was challenged and questioned. Authority is an interesting thing though, isn’t it? We all intuitively know a lot about the importance of authority, about the fact that it exists, but locating it and defining it is more difficult than it first appears. Where is authority actually located? How does one obtain it? What is the role of qualifications and expertise? Who determines if we have authority or not, and by what means is this determined? Jesus gets to the heart of this matter in Matthew 21:23-28.

The religious leaders came to examine Jesus and they ставили под вопрос авторитет Иисуса. The chief priests and elders appeared to have authority. Their documents, like their пропуск and удостоверение, were all in order. They considered themselves the главная spiritual authority. Therefore they didn’t accept Jesus’ authority. They were suspicious of him. They wanted to expose Him as a самозванца. They exposed a tendency that we face all the time. Современные люди любят ставит под вопрос власть.

This is in interesting concept to consider in secular matters, but unfortunately this tendency extends to spiritual matters. Современный мир любит поставить свой просвещенный разум на место Бога. Мы предпологаем, так как мы современны, мы лучше знаем. Modern people are confident in their ability to judge better than those who have gone before them. They trust their own abilities and the latest developments. The modern world places authority in the enlightened reason of man. While this works well in some areas, like science and technology, it two областях имеет огромнный провал.

Просвещенного разума недостаточно, чтобы поднимать нравственный уровень общество. How much moral progress has humanity made in the last several hundred years?  As a society? As individuals? I don't mean to suggest that there has been no progress. I just mean to say that it has not kept pace with technological progress. We still go to war, kill, steal, divorce, and abandon children as a world like we did before. Человечество имеет нравственную неспособность из-за греха. We are unable to adequately develop better morals without God’s intervention. Our moral abilities are weak and unable to develop without God’s direct work in our lives. Modernity doesn’t help us make moral progress. This is because what modern people really want is to be the authority in moral matters so they can choose when and how to apply moral principles. We can apply them strictly to others and loosely to ourselves. We can justify our inabilities and failures. We can indulge in our desires and then approve of them as moral and correct actions. Ultimately, we want to be the final standard for judgment. 

Furthermore, просвещенного разума недостаточно, чтобы поднимать духовный уровень общество. What we really want to do is to take the place of God. Not in big matters, like running the universe, but in everything else, like deciding what I’m going to do and what is right and wrong, particularly why they are wrong and I am right. Ultimately, we want to play God. In this area, mankind has not progressed since the first couple snatched fruit from a tree. The modern world has failed to диагнозировать its spiritual malady. Why is this a problem? This passage begins with an extremely important question: Who has authority in our lives? Mankind wants to claim all authority for itself. 

While the modern world may claim enlightened reason is authoritative, another equally important source of authority for people in the world is public opinion. Общественное мнение было авторитетно для первосвященников и старейшин. When they asked Jesus a question, He answered them with another question. While it appears that He was avoiding the question, He was in reality preparing to give them the answer. He began by revealing that there were basically two options: authority is either от человеков или с небес. Jesus will eventually answer their question without words.

The chief priests and elders were supposed to be spiritual leaders, the wise and experienced men of their day. How did they answer Jesus? They weighed public opinion do determine which response the public could tolerate. What would people say about them?  How would people look at them? If they said John was a prophet, the people would think they were hypocrites for not listening to him. If they said John was not a prophet, the people would stone them for rejecting him. Note what questions they did not ask. They did not seriously consider what would happen if John’s authority really was from God. They did not consider what God might actually think about John’s, and thus Jesus’, authority. Furthermore, if John was not a prophet from God, why hadn’t the leaders told the people the truth? These are spiritual leaders who should have asked these questions. They didn’t because their thinking was all man-centered.  They were controlled by what men thought. If one is controlled by what others’ think, their opinions become for you authoritative.

Общественное мнение часто тестно связанно со страхом. Sometimes people are controlled by public opinion because they fear literal harm. The religious leaders were right to fear physical harm. There could have been обшественный безпорядок. The people respected John and might have attacked those who said otherwise. When we swim against the flow of public opinion there is no guarantee that all will be easy and that there will be no unpleasant consequences. However, fear of man for us should not be an authority. We know the fear of rejection and humiliation. When we are different from other people, they don’t like us. They mock and humiliate us, which causes real pain.  The fear is justified since these outcomes often come to pass. The question we must ask is, “What do we fear most of all?” That, for us, will be our authority. If we fear God most of all, then we will respond one way. If we fear men most of all, then we will respond another way. We will serve God when it is convenient.  When God’s opinion and man’s differ we will find out who for us is really God.
Иисус иронично показывал откуда Его власть. Initially, it appeared that the chief priests and elders had authority. They were official members of the Sanhedrin, the governing organ. Jesus was not “officially” part of that organ. They implied that Jesus’ authority was illegal. Jesus’ question reminded them that their authority also needed to be established. Their answer was motivated by the fear of men. Public opinion was authoritative for them. Thus they revealed that their authority came from men. They had forgotten that their authority (like all authority) was delegated authority. It was God’s authority not theirs in the first place. By the end it was obvious that the religious leaders did not have true authority. They did not know where John’s authority came from. Они парализованны страхом толпы. They could not answer a relatively simple question.

Jesus, on the other hand, had shown that he had genuine authority. Jesus entered Jerusalem on a royal donkey, came to the Temple and pronounced judgment on it, then taught openly about the Kingdom of God. Jesus showed a contrast between Himself the leaders. He was teaching in the Temple while the leaders were running back and forth checking everyone’s удостоверение. He preached in the Temple and заставил тех, без власти, молчать. Is there really any question about the kind of authority He had or where it was from? Jesus’ actions actually fully answered their question. John’s power was from God. John prepared the way for Jesus who was God’s greatest representative.

Therefore у Иисуса есть полная нравственная власть, чтобы управлят нашей жизнью. Jesus has unique moral authority. He can speak of righteousness, holiness, and even perfection, because He was righteous, holy, and perfect. Why does Jesus have the right to tell us when to date, how to treat our parents and our relatives, and how to relate to our government? Because He is our unique authority. His sinlessness set Him apart from all other moral teachers. His divinity showed us He knows what is best for us.

У Иисуса также есть полная духовная власть, чтобы управлят нашей жизнью. Jesus demonstrated that His authority was from heaven. Since Jesus was God’s representative on the earth He had unique authority to declare the truth about God. He had known God the Father from all eternity. His mission was to proclaim the truth about God in word and deed. He taught and showed us the truth about God.

Мнение Иисуса - единственное мнение которое имеет значение. Jesus, as God incarnate, is God’s perfect representative. The only opinion that really matters is His. Therefore, let us live for His opinion. Let us live for His pleasure, not that of the crowd. Don’t ask yourselves что скажет другие люди об этом. Ask yourself what Jesus would say. His approval or disapproval is the only opinion that really matters. Так как Иисус уникальный авторитет, давайте показывать жизнями Кто для нас авторитет.

In the second century a bishop from Asia was brought before a Roman proconsul and charged with treason for refusing to call Caesar Lord. Polycarp stood in an arena with a huge crowd of people around him. The proconsul said, “Take the oath and I shall release you. Curse Christ.” Polycarp said: “Eighty six years I have served Him, and He never did me any wrong.  How can I blaspheme my King who saved me?” Before Polycarp stood the proconsul of Rome, thousands of people in a stadium, and even wild beasts not far away. But Polycarp saw only one man, Jesus Christ. Polycarp lived, and died, всего лишь лдя одного.

Mat 21:28-32 Two disobedient sons.

Jesus taught His next lesson with a parable of two sons. The father asked each of them to work in the vineyard. One agreed, but changed his mind and did not actually work, while the other refused to work, but then changed his mind and eventually went to work. Such a scenario produces four possible options, described in the following сетка. 

[Insert diagram from Mat 21:28] 

The first option is a category I son who initially agreed to the father’s request and then actually worked. The second represents a category II son who initially refused to work, but then eventually decided to work in the vineyard. The category III son represents someone who initially agreed to work but then never worked. Finally, the category IV son represents someone who refused to work and followed through with his promise and never worked. Jesus’ parable raises several questions. Why are there only two sons in the parable, and not four? Jesus only talks about categories II and III. Why?  Why doesn’t he talk about category I people? Could it be that in church, we all think we’re category I sons, and all those other people are category IV people? What kind of statement is Jesus making about category III sons?

Jesus tells this parable to warn category III sons (religious leaders) of the danger they are in, because they не осознает своего непослушание. Remember, Jesus is speaking to the religious leaders, the chief priests and the elders. They claim with their words to be spiritually mature. They claim not only to obey God, but to be His representatives on earth. By external appearances, they appear to be category I sons. Кого-бы из этих двух сыновей вы бы одобрили на первый взглядь? Imagine you were a guest at someone else’s house. The father told one of his sons to run to the corner and buy bread.  The first refused, so he sent the second.  How would you respond? Don’t we like those formal “yes” answers? But according to our parable, who bought the bread? The one who at first refused actually bought the bread. Which is worse, saying “no”, an offense in most any culture, or saying “yes”, but then breaking your promise? What might Jesus be trying to show us? Иисус предупреждает религиозных лидеров того времени. Jesus was trying to show them their hypocrisy and sin. Jesus was showing the leaders that they are behaving like category III sons.

The danger of category III people is that they justify their disobedience. The category III son rationalizes his disobedience and ends up saying, “На самом деле, я не обязан быть послушен Богу, если я не хочу.” Anyone who justifies his disobedience ultimately shows he is not a category III son but a category IV son. We think we are not obligated to obey God and we ultimately say, “No!” We are in control, so we will fulfill God’s words when they are convenient but not when they are inconvenient. If we convince ourselves that our final answer is no, we are saying we are ultimately category IV people. The problem with category III sons is that they are ultimately category IV sons. When Jesus says that мытари и блудницы вперед вас идут в Царство Божие, He leaves as an open question whether the elders and chief priests are entering at all. Matthew 7:21-23 warns us that there are grave dangers to category III disobedience.

Кто в этой притче были истиными сыновьями Бога? I hope you can see just how shocking this parable is. The true sons are drug addicts, gypsies, alcoholics, and heavy metal rockers. In the parable they are prostitutes and tax collectors. These are the lowest people in society, considered sinners unworthy of God and traitors not worthy of our company. Jesus says not only that they are entering heaven, but they are entering ahead of the religious leaders. This is shocking!  What does this mean?

Мы все люди IV категории, которых Бог призывает к II категории. I hope you have seen that none of us are category I sons. We have all either said “yes” to God, but changed our minds along the way, or we have said “no” to God and justified our actions in some way. We have all told God “no” in some way or another even at the deepest level of our hearts. Do you now see why there is no discussion of the category I son? Because there are no category I sons. If we understand this, it is much easier to understand this parable.

Jesus is the only category I son and He loves category II sons. He knows our failures and sins and inabilities and loves us just the same. The purpose of this parable isn’t to beat us for our disobedience. It is to show us our disobedience so that we might change our minds (= repent). Let God change your “No!” to “Yes!” Царство Бога полное с людми IV категории, которые покаились. Why does Jesus not talk about category IV people?  There are plenty of those. Jesus doesn’t talk about them because Он видит в них потенциалных людей категории II. He calls them to repentance and faith, regardless of the magnitude of their sin. He calls them out of darkness into light. He promises healing if they will believe in Him. He promises to transform their lives if they will follow Him. While there are naturally people who remain category IV people to the end, Jesus loves them and calls them to faith.

Mat 21:33-46: The wicked tenants 

Jesus continued to warn the religious leaders about their coming judgment. Jesus’ next parable is a story about wicked tenants who refused to give the landlord his due. This is not a new parable, however. Корни этой притчи находятся в Исая 5:1-7. In Isaiah’s parable God was clearly the landlord and Israel was the vineyard. God had done everything to care for His vineyard. However, the vineyard produced no fruit. Therefore God judged the vineyard by bringing disaster against it.  The vineyard is explicitly identified as Israel. Isaiah’s point is that God will judge even His own people for disobedience. The theme of the disobedience of Israel, particularly in its leaders, continues in Jesus’ parable. In His retelling of the parable, He ironically predicts that the Jewish leaders will kill Him, which is exactly what they did. Just as they mistreated and killed the prophets before them, so they did with the Son.

Иисус более ясно определяет, что значит быть народом Бога. Камень, которые отвергли строители, сделался главою угла.  This is surprising and ironic, but it is pleasing to the Lord. The stone is Jesus Christ, whom the leaders rejected. Those who welcome Him are the new tenants. They will offer Him the fruit of simple faith and obedience. Those with great titles and long family history, but who have rejected Jesus, are those from whom the kingdom of God will be taken away. The stone they rejected became the stone by which they were condemned. The people of God are those who profess faith in Jesus Christ. A covenant understanding of verse 43 indicates that Israel was judged for her rejection of the messenger. They are no longer the people of God. The people of God are redefined by their relationship to Jesus. Jews are not excluded. They are included on the same basis as every other nation: response to the Son.

Mat 22:1-14: The Banquet

Jesus’ next parable warned the religious leaders of the consequences of not properly receiving the king’s son. However, it raised an interesting question for all of us. How do you picture God? Does God love to throw parties or do you picture God as miserly, uptight, and always serious? Jesus undermines our preconceptions of God with another comparison. Наш Бог любить устраивать грандиозные вечеринки. “Царство Небесное подобно человеку царю, который сделал брачный пир для сына своего.” The king had a son who was getting married, so he wanted to celebrate. When the guests колеблется he even tried to persuade them to come by describing the quality of the food. “Вот, я приготовил обед мой, тельцы мои и что откормлено, заколото, и все готово; приходите на брачный пир.” The King is not an aescetic.  He approves of good food. Think about a wedding.  What does it represent? It is a joyful event for a couple who gets married. It symbolizes many wonderful things, including friends, a new family, the future with its dreams and hopes, and perhaps love most of all. Marriage is God’s intention and so reflects God’s reign. What happens at a wedding?  People celebrate by eating, singing, dancing, telling stories and jokes, toasting, congratulating, and even kissing (горки). Yes, they even drink wine. Remember Jesus miraculously made more wine so that one wedding celebration could continue. God loves for us to celebrate and enjoy the relationships He has given us. It is true we often ruin what God gives by drunkenness and when we начинают хулиганить. But in principle God loves for us to celebrate in the truest sense of that word.

Верим ли мы, что Бог любить празники? I’m afraid our picture of God is different.  I’m afraid we don’t believe God likes to celebrate.  He doesn’t love parties. Возможно наше представление о Боге, то что Он скупой, counting every копейку and not wanting to spend an extra cent. Remember Eph 1:3: Благословен Бог и Отец Господа нашего Иисуса Христа, благословивший нас во Христе всяким духовным благословением в небесах. Возможно наше представление о Боге, то что Он очень строгий, watching carefully to be sure we don’t come home too late, sing to loud, or talk too emotionally. We think He wants to be sure we don’t have any fun. When we really have fun, then it must be sin. Remember Numbers 14:18: Господь долготерпелив и многомилостиве, прощаюший беззакония и преступления. Возможно наше представление о Боге, то что Он напряженный, never relaxed, never just enjoying the company of the saints. Remember John 15:15: Я уже не называю вас рабами, ибо раб не знает, что делает господин его; но Я назвал вас друзьями. Возможно наше представление о Боге, то что Он серьезный. Perhaps you think God is like a king in a bad mood. We must think solemn thoughts or петь погребальное пение to come into his presence. Remember Phil 4:4: Радуйтесь всегда в Господе; и еще говорю: радуйтесь. 

God has given us a constant reminder of the need to celebrate. Иисус жених, который сделал нам как церкви предложение, быть Его невестой. Библия говорит о банкете Мессии, который будет в последнии дни. In Isaiah 25:6-9 we read about a  роскошный banquet. Ignorance and confusion are done away with. Discrace, sorrow, death are removed. Sadness is replaced with rejoicing. The guest list includes people from every nation. This is a huge party. This theme is described again in the last book of the Bible in Rev 19:6-9. There the theme of a great, festive wedding banquet is again described. This is the celebration of the wedding between the lamb, Jesus, and His church, us. People are clothed in white, symbolizing righteousness. The idea of invitations is also included. The background of Revelation tells us that people from every tribe, nation, tongue, and people will be at this party. 

The picture of a banquet is used to describe the kingdom of God in various ways in the Bible. It is a picture of Heaven. It is a picture of what Jesus started and will finish when He returns. Вечеря Господня и банкет Мессии оба есхатологические. Eschatological simply means related to the things that will happen in the future, those things related to the culmination of history in the return of Christ. Communion reminds us of the fact that although we enjoy our relationship with Christ now, we still await the full experience in the future. Sin still affects our world. We can’t fully rejoice because of the many problems in our world. Вечеря Господня является представление того банкета.When we take communion, we remember that Jesus died for us. We remember that we are one body. However, we also must remember that the signs, a small piece of bread and a small cup of juice, are symbols of a feast. They foreshadow messianic banquet in which we will participate. Communion is предвкушение of a great feast. Communion, together with the teaching of this parable, remind us to celebrate the coming of the Messianic banquet.

Matthew 22:15-22: Paying Taxes to Caesar
Having already been tested by the chief priests and the elders, Jesus was next tested by the Pharisees and the Sadducees. The Pharisees came first and asked Him their question about paying taxes to Caesar. The question was controversial and obviously a trap. One answer would have made Jesus’ appear to be guilty of treason while the other would appear to make Him guilty of denying His people and ultimately denying the nation’s God. His answer was an example of wisdom. He deflected their attack by replying with an answer that defied their categories. He did not reply by picking one of the obvious answers but instead gave an answer that united both options in an unexpected way. Give to Caesar what is Caesar’s and to God what is God’s. 

At first glance it appears that Jesus did not actually answer their question. Those who accepted Roman rule would hear that they ought to pay taxes to Caesar and thus submit to a foreign authority. They would consider Jesus a supporter of Roman rule. Those who considered Roman occupation a violation of God’s decree for Israel would hear that they ought to give their money to God and thus not give it to the state. They would hear Jesus being subversive against Roman rule. Each person could hear what he wanted to hear and interpret Jesus’ answer differently. 

However, Jesus’ answer calls for further reflection. There really are not two kingdoms in this world, one belonging to Caesar and one belonging to God. It is not the case that we divide up our lives and our money and give a portion to the world and a portion to God. The truth is that everything belongs to God. We thus must offer everything we have to God because everything belongs to Him. There is nothing outside of His realm. Everyone who hears Jesus’ answer is confronted with the demand to offer to the true King everything that He is due.

Caesar, on the other hand, is a worldly leader who has been given authority by God to govern the land. There are some things we owe Caesar, but even those things flow from a life submitted to God. We do pay taxes to Caesar because even he belongs to the Lord. So there are reasons for paying taxes and submitting to government, but they are not because they are our authority. The reason we give to Caesar is because God is our king. This category defying answer is more than the Pharaisees were prepared for, so they left Jesus’ presence.

Matthew 22:23-33: Life in the Resurrection
The Sadducees came next, intending to show everyone how to refute a false teacher. They intended not only to expose Jesus’ foolishness but also that of the Pharisees. Саддукеи были священнические аристократы. Sadducees were likely descendants of Садок, the descendents of Aaron who had served as high priests since the time of David. Because of their faithfulness during that period they came to be the family from whom the chief priests were chosen.  Over time this led to the development of a priestly aristocracy. Priests together with the Pharisees were part of the governing body of Jerusalem. They had to know the law very well, particularly Leviticus, to properly deal with all kinds of sacrifices. They came to test Jesus, and like the Pharisees, they used their question as a trap.

Саддукеи исползовали закон Моисея, чтобы сделать головоломку. The Sadducees told a story of a woman who was married seven times. When her husband died, his brother would have followed Levitical law and married the widow, perhaps ignoring the Rabbinical saying, “Don’t marry a thrice widowed woman.” All of the characters in the story obeyed the law of Moses and appeared to be godly people.  Thus, in the resurrection, this woman would have seven husbands. This is either adultery, кровосмешение, or impossible. The Sadducees thought they had caught Jesus with a trap that would lead him to the only viable variant: admit there was no resurrection. They would expose His error as well as that of the Pharisees. Саддукеи, расказав все аргументы, считали, что Иисус уже у них в руках.
Саддукеи проигрывали до того как они начили. Jesus answered their question by stating that they заблуждались. They had distorted the Scriptures and denied the power of God. Саддукеи на самом деле не знали всего Писания. Why did the Sadducees deny the resurrection? They were so conservative that they suspected anything that came after the Pentateuch. They accepted the written Pentateuch, which corresponded with the five books of Moses. They rejected the oral Pentateuch, which was part of the “tradition” which Jesus criticized. They considered anything after the Penteteuch an иновацию, something picked up as new and trendy. Thus they emphasized one portion of Scripture at the expense of the other. They put the prophets and the writings on a lower level than the Pentateuch. The classic passages about the resurrection are found in Isaiah and Daniel. So they denied the resurrection as well as a number of other important doctrines of Scriptures.

Are there any Sadducees among us today? Мы часто так подчеркиваем одну часть Писания, принебригая оставшую. Perhaps we are Sadducees вниз головой.  We so focus on the New Testament that we are completely unaware of God’s revelation in the Old Testament. It is true we must read the Old Testament in light of the New Testament. But we still must read and understand the Old Testament. We must work on reading and understanding all of God’s Word, not just one part. The Sadducees knew one part very well, yet they received Jesus’ condemnation: “You are in error.” Do you know what the greatest problem is of sects and cults? It is not that they do not read Scripture. They usually read more Scripture and know it better than we do. They read Scripture selectively, disproportionately emphasizing a few key truths and completely ignoring others. What if you wanted to learn a new language? How many letters of the alphabet would you have to learn? What if you learned thoroughly how to use nouns, adjectives, and adverbs but decided not to learn verbs. What if you learned, by rote, every word that starts with А, Б, В, Г, and Д?  Would that be enough? Мы должны учиться богатство всего Слова Божьего.

Мы тоже должны учиться как читать слово Божье. The Sadducees misread the Scriptures. They did not believe in the resurrection because they did not know how to read the Scriptures. This is a more nuanced problem, but an important one worth examining. Саддукеи связали отрывки и идеи, которые не объязательно имели связь. The law of Moses provided care for widows in Deut 25:5. Since a widow in the ancient world was at high risk, this law provided a husband for her. The land must be passed on to the next generation. This preserved the family line of the deceased brother. This also protected the inherited land from changing hands. What is this passage trying to teach us? God cares about widows. This text teaches us how to provide for family and descendants. We have obligations to our family members.

Is this text addressing the question of eternal life? The Sadducees asked an interesting question, but didn’t match it with a text that was very helpful to their question. Moses was giving a law that would give an example that could be followed.  He didn’t answer every related question. What if the brother was already married?  What if the brother was previously married to her sister? What if the brother is a drunkard or an unbeliever? What if the brother (or the widow) was not very attractive? Moses wasn’t attempting to answer every possible question with this one law. The Sadducees combined this law with a question of the resurrection to create a false paradox. There are other Old Testament Scriptures that speak about eternal life, like Isaiah 26:19: Оживут мервецы Твои, восстанут мертвые тела! Likewise Daniel 12:2 says: И многие из спящих в прахе земли пробудятся, одни для жизни вечной, другие на вечное поругание и посрамление. 

Since the Sadducees didn’t accept these verses, Jesus chose a text from the Pentateuch to reveal the truth about the resurrection. Иисус кое-что показал нам, как читать Писание. In Exodus 3:6 God was revealing His name. God revealed His character and His nature. By using the names of the Patriarchs, God was revealing something about His character. What does this passage teach us about God and the nature of man?  Those questions are better questions to ask Exodus 3:6. God has a relationship with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. God’s relationship with them did not finish when they died. He continued to be their God. To “be the God of” someone implies a caring, protecting relationship with them. This relationship is as permanent as the living God who makes it. As Calvin commented, “As no man can be a father without children, nor a king without a people, so, in the same way, the Lord cannot be called the God тех, кроме живых.” The Patriarchs did not cease to exist, enter purgatory, or go into an endless sleep until the end of time. They continued to have a genuine relationship with God. They are alive right now in God’s presence. God has relationships with the living. More precisely a relationship with God makes one truly alive, even after death. If we return to the idea of marrying one’s brother’s widow, Jesus shows that there is a better way to preserve a brother’s lineage than through marriage. There is a resurrection, if one knows how to read the Scripture.

Be sure and ask the right question when you read the Bible. First, ask what this passage teaches us about God. What does this passage teach us about how God relates to us and about what He expects of us? Ask the questions that the Bible directs us to ask. Be careful about forcing every verse in the Bible to answer questions that they were not designed to answer. Do we ever use Scripture like the Sadducees, to set up some problem, or deny some other truth of Scripture? Scripture can be misused just as easily as it can be used properly. One can tell that the Sadduccees used the Scripture to accomplish their purpose, not vice versa. The Scripture was used to cover their framework, not the other way around. Look carefully at how you use Scripture. We must use the Scriptures to know God so that Scriptures might change us to be useful for God’s purposes, and not the other way around.

Matthew 22:37-40: The Great Commandment

As Jesus continued to confound his opponents, someone came to Him with what must have been a frequently debated question: Which is the greatest commandment? Of the over 600 commandments found in the Old Testament, which one was the greatest? Jesus answered the heart of the question without getting dragged into a theoretical debate. He first quoted the second half of the Shema, Deuteronomy 6:5. This summarizes the first four of the Ten Commandments. This commandment focuses mankind’s attention on God, not out of fear but out of a response of love. Few could argue that this commandment lies at the heart of the revealed religion of the Scriptures. Jesus then added a second command to go with the first by citing Leviticus 19:18. This verse falls in a more ordinary part of the Pentateuch yet nonetheless faithfully summarizes the last six of the Ten Commandments. Selfless love for others fulfills our duty to our neighbor. While clearly the first commandment is the greatest, they join together to reveal the intent of all of God’s commandments. Jesus summed up the calling and duty of man as revealed by His Creator in this one passage.

Matthew 22:41-46: Jesus’ Question

Jesus’ opponents had all asked Him their questions. The religious leaders, experts, and influential people in society asked Him difficult questions about paying taxes during a бунтующего period, about life in the resurrection, and about which was the most important commandment. Jesus not only answered their questions, but amazed the толпу ясностью и глубиной его ответов.  He answered them so fully that His opponents were silenced. Then He asked them a question. It was not a question с ловушкой. It was not a question about a controversial detail. He went right to the heart of the most important question there is. The question He asked appeared to have an easy answer. But Jesus would show them the answer was much deeper than they expected. When Jesus asked whose son the Messiah was, they answered immediately: the Son of David.

Иудеи первого века жаждали спасителя-воина, который бы освободил их от гнета Рима. There were well known prophecies about a descendant of David. Isaiah 9 and 11 spoke of a special son to be born. 2 Kings 7 spoke of the perpetual reign of David’s heirs. Psalm 131:11 states: Клялся Господь Давиду в истине, и не отречется ее: от плода чрева твоего посажу на престоле твоем. They knew Scripture predicted that a king from David’s line would rule them. However, they confused military and political deliverance with spiritual salvation. There was a revolt against Greek power (Syria) in 167 BC which led to semi-independent rule of Israel until the rise of the Roman Empire. But independence was often combined with spiritual and political compromise. Therefore, the type of deliverance people expected from the Son of David was a bit unclear. Jesus had to clarify for them what the true Son of David would do.
Иисус показал неожиданный масштаб победы сына Давида. Psalm 109:1 says, “Сказал Господь Господу моему: седи одесную Меня, доколе положу врагов Твоих в подножие ног Твоих.” This Psalm is the most quoted Old Testament passage in the New Testament. The Psalm describes future king who has complete victory. David had many great victories.  He was a warrior king who defeated his enemies and expanded his kingdom. This future son of David would also defeat all enemies and put everything under his feet. Which enemies were defeated by Jesus?  The Philistines?  The Babylonians?  Perhaps the Римляне? Look at what the New Testament says about Jesus’ enemies. Какие враги были положены под ноги Иисуса?

Eph 1:20-23.  Он воздействовал во Христе, воскресив Его из мертвых и посадив одесную Себя на небесах, превыше всякого Начальства, и Власти, и Силы, и Господства, и всякого имени, именуемого не только в сем веке, но и в будущем, и все покорил под ноги Его, и поставил Его выше всего, главою Церкви, которая есть Тело Его, полнота Наполняющего все во всем.
Jesus was placed above all начальства, и власти, и силы, и господства. While those terms aren’t necessarily always enemies, we do see how they are sometimes enemies. Jesus rules over all of them.  They have been defeated by Jesus and are not stronger than He. Jesus was given victory not only over past powers but future ones as well. He is head over all. 1 Cor 15:25-27 says, “Ибо Ему надлежит царствовать, доколе низложит всех врагов под ноги Свои. Последний же враг истревится – смерть, потому что все покорил под ноги Его.” Jesus conquered death.  This enemy has been placed under Jesus’ feet. Death has always been viewed as great enemy of mankind. Yet Jesus not only raised others from the dead, but was raised Himself in victory over death. Why is it that according to Romans 8:34-39 nothing can separate us from the love of God?  Why can Paul be so assured? Because all these powers are under Jesus’ feet. Jesus is greater than all of them because He has defeated them all.

Иисус -- уникальный Сын Бога.  Иисус занимает уникальное положение.  Not Abraham, Moses, David, Elijah, or John are at God’s right hand, even though they are in His presence. Jesus has a unique position before God. Иисус -- уникальный первосвященник. In Hebrews 10:12-14 it is written: Он же, принеся одну жертву за грехи, навсегда воссел одесную Бога, ожидая затем, доколе враги Его будут положены в подножие ног Его, ибо Он одним приношением навсегда сделал совершенными освящаемых. Psalm 109 tells us that the Son of David is a priest in a different order than the Levites, but in the order of Melchizedek. Jesus is a unique priest-king who is seated at the right hand of God. He is our intercessor and our priest.  Hebrews 4:14-16 says “Итак, имея Первосвященика великого, прошедшего небеса, Иисуса Сына Божия, будем твердо держаться исповедания нашего. Ибо мы имеем не такого первосвященника, который не может сострадать нам в немощах наших, но Который, подобно нам, искушен во всем, кроме греха. Посему да приступаем с дерзновением к престолу благодати, чтобы получить милость и обрести благодать для благовременной помощи.
У Иисуса есть уникальный титул: Господь. David calls him my Lord. Remember, this is an ancient, traditional culture. A son would call his father lord. In Psalm 109 the father is acknowledging that the son is greater. David is no unimportant person himself. David’s son is no mere наследник или копия of David, but rather he is David’s Lord. He has an authority far higher than an earthly throne. So Jesus is David’s son, but far more. God is affirming that the Son of David is greater than David. This leads to a bigger question: what is the nature of this son? 

Иисус -- уникальный Сын Бога. The Son of David is divine. He is God himself. Matthew explained this in 1:18-25. Jesus is both the Son of David and the Son of God. He has a unique position and title because He is uniquely God. Matthew has shown this in many ways: The demons proclaimed it, что Тебе до нас, Иисус, Сын Божий? Пришел Ты сюда прежде времени мучить нас? The centurion proclaimed it: воистину Он был Сын Божий. Peter proclaimed it: Ты-Христос, Сын Бога Живого. God Himself proclaimed it: Сей есть Сын Мой, возлюбленный, в Котором Мое благоволение. Jesus is uniquely the Son of God and thus the only one who can truly save God’s people.
Six Bible Studies from Matthew 21-23
Matthew 21:1-17

1. Why did Jesus enter Jerusalem? What was He looking for?

2. Why did He immediately go to the Temple? In what way is the cleansing of the temple a prophetic parable (an enacted parable)?

3. How do you think it came about that people were changing money and buying and selling in the Temple courtyard? If this was for religious purposes, what’s wrong with it?

4. What lawful and appropriate things, like commerce, distract us from worship? Who might Jesus drive out of our temples (churches)?

5. According to Isaiah 56:7, what was the intention of the Temple in Jerusalem? Are “all nations” part of your fellowship?

6. What is the significance of Jesus healing the blind and the lame in verses 12-14?

7. What is the relationship between the prophetic judgment of Jeremiah (7:11) and that of Jesus?

8. What were the children saying about Jesus? Why were the teachers of the law so upset? When are children wiser than adults?

Matthew 21:23-28

1. What kind authority did the chief priests and elders have when they questioned Jesus? Who has similar authority in your world?

2. When is it appropriate to question someone’s authority? When is it inappropriate?

3. Whom does the modern world consider “authorititave”? Whom do you consider “authoritative”?

4. Why couldn’t the Jewish leaders answer Jesus’ question? What role did public opinion play in the way they fulfilled their responsibilities as leaders?

5. What role does public opinion play in determining what you say about what you believe? When have you changed your behavior or thinking because of public opinion?

6. Did Jesus ultimately answer their question about the origin of His authority? How did he or didn’t he answer?

7. How is Jesus a spiritual authority in our lives? How is He a moral authority in our lives?

8. In what area can Jesus help you submit to His authority instead of the authority of public opinion?

Matthew 21:28-32

1. While this parable raises the possibility of four types of sons, only two are discussed. Why does Jesus not discuss a son who says he will work and then works or a son who says he won’t work and then doesn’t work?

2. Which offence is worse: to directly refuse your father’s request, or to agree, but then not fulfill it?

3. Have you ever been like the son who said he’d go work, but then never worked? What process or circumstances led you to change your mind?

4. Have you ever defiantly argued a point and refused to agree, but then later conceded and agreed with the first person, or gone and worked as he asked? Why?

5. What does this parable teach us about grace? What does it mean that tax collectors and sinners are entering ahead of religious people?

6. This parable points out the danger of thinking we are obedient sons when really we are disobedient. When does our perception of ourselves most differ from the reality of our lives?

7. What does it mean to you that Jesus is a son who both agreed to go and work and then actually went and worked?

Matthew 22:1-14

1. Does God love to throw parties? When is a party too luxurious?

2. What aspects of a proper celebration are ultimately from God, and which reflect a counterfeit introduced by the enemy?

3. This parable describes God as the host of a great banquet. Do you see God as a generous and gracious host, or as One who is strict, miserly, serious, and always uptight? Which portrait of God the Father is Biblical?

4. What misconceptions of God’s character do you think you have? How does this parable correct them?

5. Read Isaiah 25:6-9 and Revelation 19:6-9. What do these passages promise?

6. How does the promise of a future banquet affect the way we live? The way we understand God?

7. How does the Lord’s Supper prepare us for this future banquet?

Matthew 22:15-33

1. What were the Pharisees hoping would happen when Jesus answered their question? Was it actually a question?

2. Did Jesus’ question provide them with an answer? How do you understand His reply about paying taxes to Caesar? Does money belong to God or to Caesar?

3. Is there a part of your life that you know belongs to God but that you actually give to Caesar? Since God does own everything, what are you holding back from Him?

4. Why do you think the Sadducees did not believe in the resurrection? Who today does not believe in the resurrection of the body?

5. What did the Sadducees hope would happen when Jesus answered their question?

6. In what way did the Sadducees mis-use the Scriptures? What was the purpose of the text that taught a brother to marry his brother’s widow?

7. How did Jesus use Scripture in His answer? What is the difference between the way Jesus used Scripture and the way the Sadducees did?

8. In what ways can we imitate Jesus’ reply to these two hostile groups?

Matthew 22:41-46

1. What does it mean that Jesus was the Son of David? What is the difference between the way Jesus understood it and the way His contemporaries understood it?

2. How did God’s promise to David in 2 Kings 7:11-16 develop in Isaiah 9:6-7 and 11:1-11?

3. What was the surprising element of the Son of David that the Jews did not anticipate that Jesus showed them from Psalm 109?

4. What does it mean that David called Jesus “Lord”? What does it mean when you call Jesus “Lord”?

5. What does it mean to sit at God’s right hand? Read Heb 8:1. How does this related to Psalm 109:4?

6. When did God the Father put all enemies under Jesus’ feet? How did this occur? Read Eph 1:20-23 and 1 Cor 15:25-27.

7. Why did Jesus’ question silence all His opponents? How do you respond when you see all the things implied by the way Jesus interpreted Psalm 109?

Chapter 15: Eschatology in the Gospels

The Olivet Discourse
First century Jewish eschatology was rooted in the distinction between the present age and the age to come. It was clear that the present era did not embody all that the Lord had promised for His people. The land promised to God’s people was under foreign rule and the influence of paganism was rampant throughout Israel. A number of texts in the Old Testament speak of a coming age in which all things would be restored and renewed. Furthermore, first century Jews made a distinction between earth and heaven. They recognized that there was a realm in which God’s will and reign was expressed perfectly. This realm was clearly distinct from the current realm of the earth. Therefore a distinction was made between heavenly reality and earthly and between the present state of affairs and that which would come in the future.

Jesus introduced a new element into Jewish eschatology. Considered vertically, Jesus’ first coming represented a heavenly invasion into the earthly realm. The realm where God’s will was perfectly fulfilled entered this world through the person of Jesus. Considered horizontally, Jesus’ coming represented an invasion of the future era into the present. The era of a renewed and restored people of God, Temple, and Kingdom entered the present time. Jesus’ first advent represents a transformation of Jewish eschatology. This is most clearly seen in Jesus’ resurrection, which led to Jesus being called the “firstborn from the dead”
, the “firstfruits”
, and the “guarantee of a better covenant.”
 These terms do not merely describe the life of another prophet. They point to the fact that Jesus’ appearing itself was an eschatological event. Jesus began the last days, which can be defined as the period when both the fulfillment of the promises of the Old Testament and the final reign of God would begin. 
[Insert diagram]

It is important to hold both the imminent (already present) and future aspects of eschatology in tension in this present age. Many theologians have focused on one side or the other of this balance. Some have seen in Jesus a preacher of immanent apocalyptic destruction. They understood Him to preach that the end was literally very near when He said things like, “This generation will not pass away.” They think that Jesus believed that the catastrophic end-time judgment would occur within Jesus’ lifetime or very shortly thereafter. These scholars tend to understand that since the end did not come right away that Jesus was mistaken. Other scholars focus on the new reality that Jesus brought through His life and message. They assume that everything that God intended to bring through Jesus is fully available in the present. They assume that all future expectation of God’s reign was added to the message of Jesus and is unreliable tradition. Jesus’ eschatology was fulfilled in his teaching and example, they say, and He did not expect any supernatural or cataclysmic intervention in the future. The Biblical picture of Jesus holds both in tension. Jesus both preached the immediate presence of the Kingdom of God (realized eschatology) and the expectation of a final judgment of God that would bring an end to human history. This era began with Jesus’ first appearing and will conclude with His return.

Jesus shared many of the expectations of first century Judaism in regard to eschatology. Jesus taught about the resurrection of the dead and the final judgment. Jesus taught about a dual judgment consisting of rewards for the righteous and punishment for the unrighteous. He expected there to be signs of the coming of the end, both in nature and in the Temple. However, He taught and lived a new principle that significantly transformed Jewish eschatology. Jesus Himself was the agent through which the end of time would come. Jesus understood Himself to be the Son of Man of Daniel 7, the Son of David of 2 Kings 7, and the criterion for determining who received eternal life or eternal punishment. Jesus’ choice of 12 disciples suggests that He saw Himself as creating, or reconstituting, the people of God. The eschatology of Jesus was clearly christocentric [Christ-centered].

Jesus’ understanding of eschatology is most concentrated in Mark 13 and its parallels in Matthew 24 and Luke 21. Jesus taught that there would be a period of political, economic, and physical upheaval. The people of God would face trials and difficulties of many kinds. False prophets and false teachers would arise and lead many astray. Earthquakes and famines would come and serve as signs that God was preparing the world for the end. True disciples would suffer and be persecuted for their faith, being brought before authorities on account of their faith. Amidst all these signs, the gospel would be proclaimed throughout the earth to all nations, despite the persecution that believers suffered as a result. All of these signs have been occurring since the first century. Signs in heaven will serve as a precursor to the appearance in the clouds of God’s eschatological agent who will descend and bring a conclusion to the present age. Luke makes clear in Acts 1:11 that Jesus would return in the same way that He left, which implies that the final judgment will begin with His return. These signs are yet future.

While all of these events sound future oriented, we must remember that many of those very things occurred at least initially in the first century. Jesus spoke of a present defeat of Satan
 and the appearance of the Kingdom of God in their midst.
 The fall of Jerusalem, described in Mar 13:14-20, occurred in 70 AD. Not only the incarnation, but even more the resurrection, was a fulfillment of that which was expected in the end. Matthew 27:52 reports that many of the dead were raised on the day of Jesus’ crucifixion. Jesus’ resurrection was the beginning of the eschatological resurrection of the dead promised in the Old Testament. Jesus’ eschatology was both present and future oriented. The Messiah, the agent who would launch the new era, had indeed come. Many of the prophecies surrounding His arrival had been fulfilled. The present aspect of New Testament eschatology must not be ignored, despite the reality that the final culmination of the era still remains future. If one thing is clear about Jesus’ eschatology, however, it is that predicting the date and time of the final culmination of the Kingdom was not of any interest to Jesus. Jesus acknowledged that He was not privy to that information
 and that there were a number of key things that must first take place first. Therefore determining the date of God’s final judgment is not a healthy endeavor. The one thing that is clear, regardless of how one interprets various aspects of the end of time, is how to prepare.

Preparing for Jesus’ Return
The Thief

Jesus told three separate stories to teach His disciples how to prepare for His coming. The first, told in Matthew 24:42-44, involves a thief in the night. What is a thief’s purpose? Цель вора заключается в том, чтобы остаться незамеченным и быть неожиданным. Мы все хотим быть подготовленными, чтобы поимать вора. We all want to be like the rich man in the movies who is well-prepared. The thief silently climbs over the fence, avoiding detection by the guards or the cameras. Having already given the dogs some sleeping medicine, the thief slips noiselessly across the yard. Next he cuts the glass and puts the mirrors in place to disarm the infrared alarm system. Then he moves through the shadows of the house, up the stairs and into the study, where he removes the familiar painting, revealing the safe. Just as he begins to turn the handle, he hears the voice, “I’ve been expecting you.”  The lights come on and the хозяин is sitting in a chair, with a drink in one hand, and a pistol in the other. That is a great set up for a movie. However, in real life, мы не можем знать, когда вор придет. We do not have all knowledge and every piece of information. So what do we do? We take precautions all the time. We live a lifestyle that understands the realities of modern city life. This includes the awareness that there are thieves. We try to be constantly on the alert for thieves (even though it doesn’t always work). We lock our doors and try to be aware of strangers in our neighborhood. We are cautious in certain particularly dangerous locations.

What is the most dangerous подход?  The biggest mistake we can make is to assume that there are no thieves.  In that case we would make no preparations, we would not be alert, and we would trust anyone we saw. This parable, however, is not about thieves. It is about unexpectedness. Иисус придет в неожиданный час. The hour of Jesus’ return is as unpredictable as a thief’s приход. That Jesus’ return will be a surprise is a certainty. The question is how will those who are surprised respond? Will we respond like young children who jump for joy when their father unexpectedly comes home a day early from a business trip? Or will we respond like the teenager who threw a big, wild party while his parents were out of town and they came home unexpectedly? Since Jesus will return unexpectedly, ждите с нетерпением возвращения нашего Господа.
Начальник в командировке.  

Jesus told a second story in Matthew 24:45-51 about начальник, который едит в командировке на не определенное время. He put one employee in charge of the others. He wrote him a doverenost and gave him the pechat. This servant must управлять the others, being sure they have the resources to do their jobs well. That includes supplying them with materials, providing the support they need, and giving them personal encouragement. He must pay them properly, timely, and the full amount of their salary. The employee must run the company well in the boss’s absence and take care of the employees.

However, начальник возвращается неожиданно. If his return had been announced of course everything would have been in order. One employee demonstrated faithfulness and trustworthiness. He knew there would be freedom and opportunity to use power and position for his own benefit. During his time of testing the employee proved himself faithful. He worked as if the master were present the entire time. Therefore, the master rewarded him. This servant is like Joseph and Daniel in the Bible. They demonstrated faithfulness to their bosses, even though the bosses weren’t believers, by faithfully working for the Lord regardless of their circumstances.

This passage also describes another servant. This servant was so busy обслуживая himself that he forgot about the master. He used his power and privilege to eat, drink and be merry. When the other servants tried to join him, he beat them and told them to get back to work. He had no interest in them. Of course the master came when he did not expect him, because he lived as if the master did not exist. The return of the master was not part of his outlook on life. Therefore he was completely surprised. The return of the master brought severe but well-deserved consequences. 

The question is simple: на какого из этих двух рабов мы более похожи? What are we like when no authority, that is, no human authority, is watching us? Ждите с нетерпением возвращения нашего Господа, верно готовясь к этому событию.
Неготовые гости
Jesus told a third parable in Matthew 25:1-13. Даже приглашенные гости должны быть готовы. At a Jewish wedding, like the one described here, the girls would go to meet the bridegroom and lead him into the house with a procession of lit torches. This was a happy occasion full of joy and celebration. The girls did not have to perform great feats of heroism. They just had to walk him in with lit torches. Some of the girls who came were unprepared.  They had forgotten their oil. This shows us that even those invited must be prepared. These girls were clearly invited; they were girlfriends of the bride.  In other words, they were all church people. It didn’t matter that they had an invitation or that others were prepared. The girls could not depend upon the preparedness of others. They had to be personally prepared to meet the bridegroom. When the bridegroom came, five girls found themselves unprepared.

Возвращение Иисуса задерживается на долго из-за благодати Бога. Why has Jesus’ return been so long delayed? This may cause some to wonder. I think the reason is actually the grace and kindness of God. He is waiting for the full number of people to be saved. He is patiently waiting for the sins of the world to reach their full amount, so they can be righteously judged. This patience gives Him time to save yet a few more out of that number awaiting judgment. If we knew Jesus was returning on May 1, we’d all put off spiritual growth and godliness until April 30 (and even then some would hope Jesus would be late.)

Что необходимо, чтобы быть готовым встретить Иисуса? The text does not say exactly what the “oil” is. I believe it is personal faith in Him. We have to be expecting to meet the groom. Do you personally believe in Jesus, the Incarnation of God, who will return one day to be with you? You cannot depend upon the preparedness of others. You personally must believe in Jesus and entrust your life to Him if you want to be prepared to meet Him. Are you developing personal holiness?  Heb 12:14 says Старайтесь иметь мир со всеми и святость, без который никто не увидит Господа. When Jesus enters our life, the Spirit produces in us new character, new desires, and new strength. The result is personal holiness that can be seen in character, words, and actions. This holiness is produced by the Holy Spirit in your life. The result will be that we will faithfully serve the Lord. Without this clothing, we are not worthy of being at the banquet. Ждите с нетерпением возвращения нашего Господа, радостно готовясь к этому событию.
Two Bible Studies on Matthew 24
Matthew 24:1-31

1. Jesus’ eschatological discourse begins with a discussion about the destruction of the Temple. When and why had the Temple in Jerusalem been destroyed before? Why did the disciples expect it to be destroyed again? Why does judgment begin with the family of God (1 Peter 4:17)?

2. Who has claimed in some way to be a christ (4-5), both in the distant past and more recently? Who tends to be deceived by such false christs? How can we tell the difference between false christs and the true Christ?

3. Verses 6-8 describe wars, famines, and earthquakes. What eras of human history since the time of Christ have been characterized by wars, famines, and earthquakes? Why do you think these are these called the “birth pains?”

4. What do verses 9-13 teach true disciples to expect? What happens to someone who denies Christ under the pressure of intense persecution?

5. The proclamation of the gospel to all nations is one of the signs of the kingdom. Has this been fulfilled? Is it being fulfilled right now? What does that mean?

6. In verses 15-22 Jesus predicts the siege of Jerusalem and uses it to portray, in miniature, what the final judgment will be like. How do catastrophes and disasters prepare us for the final judgment (Luke 13:1-5)?

7. Have you seen any false prophets or false signs (23-24)? How have these been used to deceive the crowds? How do people in the church fall to such deception?

8. Describe the manner of Jesus’ return (27-31). What do each of the elements signify (lightning, darkening of the sun, coming in the clouds)? For what purpose will He return? 

Matthew 24:42-25:13

1. (42-44) What preparations do people take to protect themselves from thieves? How often can someone successfully predict the coming of a thief?

2. In what way is Jesus’ return like the coming of a thief? What is this parable trying to teach us about preparing for Jesus’ return?

3. (45-51) What is the difference between the way you behave when the boss is in the office and the way you behave when the boss is on a trip? Why do we behave differently in those two situations?

4. Why did one servant eat, drink, and beat his fellow servants? Was he always really like this, or did the absence of the master change his character?

5. Has the Lord entrusted anything to you while He is on His business trip? Which servant is most like you?

6. (25:1-13) What was the difference between the two sets of girls? What do you think the oil symbolizes?

7. How did the girls without oil attempt to depend upon the preparedness of others? How do you think people today might depend upon the spiritual preparations of others?

8. What hinders us from properly preparing for the return of our master? How can we prepare ourselves more effectively for the coming of our bridegroom?

Chapter 16: The Passion Narrative

The Passion Narrative begins with the account of the Last Supper, moves through the events of Jesus’ prayer, betrayal, arrest, trial, denial, and crucifixion, and culminates with the proclamation of an empty tomb. This event is the climax of each of the Gospels and ultimately the hinge point of human history. The fate of mankind depends completely upon the events of the weekend described in these texts.

The Last Supper: Luke 22:1‑38

In each of the Synoptic Gospels the account of the Last Supper begins with the report of Judas’ plan to betray Jesus. The promise of betrayal gives an ominous overtone to the evening. Luke specifically mentions that Satan entered Judas. This is significant because Luke reported in chapter 4 that the devil left Jesus until “the time.” Now “the time” has come for Satan to return. He came through the instrumentality of Judas who began to look for the “time” to betray Jesus. This time would come in Luke 22:53, when Jesus stated the “hour” had come for darkness to reign. Thus the Last Supper is set against the backdrop of the enemy’s plan to begin an intense spiritual attack.

Jesus made arrangements to share the Passover meal with His disciples. Whether the location was miraculously revealed or prearranged by Jesus is not clear. What is clear is that this was the place God had designated for them to share the meal. During the meal Jesus made a startling statement. He reinterpreted the meaning of the traditional Passover meal around Himself. Rather than referring back to God’s deliverance of His people from slavery in Egypt, the Passover elements would now refer to Jesus’ body and blood. Those who have taken the Lord’s Supper for years will find it hard to grasp how shocking this new interpretation was of the Passover meal. Jesus indicated that God’s new work of salvation would eclipse His previous work of salvation, and that this salvation would come through Jesus. Jesus clarified that it would come through His death, and even by death through betrayal. There is obvious continuity between the Passover and the Lord’s Supper, as both are symbolic meals which point to God’s dramatic and miraculous intervention in human history to save His people. Just as God literally saved His people from slavery in Egypt through the mark of blood, so now God would save His people from spiritual slavery to sin through a sacrifice of blood.

Jesus concluded His time with the disciples by teaching about the nature of His Kingdom. Leaders in the Kingdom of God must first of all be servants. Those who would follow Jesus must follow His path of service and sacrifice, not the path of worldly glory and honor. Jesus’ path to the cross, while unique, is still one to be followed. Jesus then explicitly conferred upon the 12 disciples His Kingdom. The 12 disciples will judge the 12 tribes of Israel. The concept is not that the 12 disciples will now each judge one of the existing 12 tribes of geopolitical Israel. The picture is of a “New Israel” in which the apostles will be the 12 leaders. Covenant theology understands that in this act Jesus established a new people of God. The people of God are now reconstituted under the leadership of the Messiah, Jesus, and the leadership of His 12 official representatives, the apostles. The Israel of God is now those who follow the Lord through the proclamation of these 12 apostles as given orally in the first century and in written form in the New Testament.

Prayer in the Garden


The next several events made clear the failure of the disciples. After Jesus predicted Peter’s denial He called three of them to keep watch while He prayed. While Jesus struggled through the most intense spiritual struggle in history, His disciples couldn’t even stay awake. They fell asleep on duty, a violation worthy of death in most armies. Peter may have claimed that he would die for Jesus, but he couldn’t even stay awake while Jesus was praying. 

Jesus’ Arrest

When Jesus finished praying, a mob led by Judas approached. This group of people obviously had hostile intent, yet Judas greeted Jesus with a kiss. Judas took a symbol of love and friendship and used it as a sign for betrayal and murder. Nevertheless Jesus showed compassion even for His enemies and with a piercing question called Judas to repentance one last time. The disciples, who obviously still had not fully understood the nature of Jesus’ Kingdom, attempted to defend their master by force, even striking one of the servants in the crowd. Jesus would not be drawn into worldly fighting nor would He be turned from God’s plan for salvation. He commanded His disciples to put away their swords and then healed the injured servant, thus eliminating even the suggestion that He was leading any kind of rebellion. He voluntarily gave Himself to the group of chief priests and was carried off to be accused and tried. The disciples then scattered, each fearing he would meet a similar fate.

Peter’s Denial: Luke 22

Peter, however, had claimed that He would follow Jesus even to death. Even after Jesus warned that Peter would deny Him three times, Peter ignored the warning. After Jesus was arrested, Peter followed at what he hoped would be a safe distance to see what might happen. While Jesus stood firm in His hour of testing, Peter cowered before a slave girl. He abandoned his faith and publicly denied his Lord.

Peter, a genuine disciple, had boasted that he would follow Christ even to death. It was Peter who first said, “Ты Христос, Сын Бога живого.” It was Peter who called out to Jesus from the boat, saying, “Господи! Если это Ты, повели мне придте к Тебе по воде.” When many were deserting Jesus, Peter said, “Господи! К кому нам идти? Ты имеешь глаголы вечной жизни и мы уверовали и познали, что Ты – Христос, Сын Бога живого.” When Jesus washed the disciples’ feet, Peter wanted more. “Господи! Не только ноги мои, но и руки и голову.” And when Jesus said, “все вы соблазнитесь обо Мне в эту ночь,” it was Peter who responded, “Если и  все собласнятся о Тебе, я никогда не соблазнюсь.”
Despite all of these grand words and promises, it was Peter who denied Christ. While Jesus stood before some of the most powerful people in the city, Peter was afraid of a servant girl in the street. Peter denied that he knew Jesus, that he was a disciple of Jesus, and that he had any association with Jesus and His followers. Peter completely denied Jesus before men. Then somehow, at one moment in the trial, Jesus turned and looked straight at Peter. Jesus' glance exposed Peter's sin. Jesus pierced through all of Peter's denials with one glance. Jesus did not give a condemning look. Peter had already condemned himself. Peter left and wept bitterly о своем провале. The glance from Jesus pierced the heart of Peter. 

That same glance from Jesus пронзает our hearts as well. We, too, can boast to our friends. We can deceive others and even ourselves. One glance from Jesus exposes it all. Will you allow Jesus to expose your sin? How often do we deny that we know Him? Do we hide the fact that we pray and that we worship God with other believers on Sundays? How often do we deny that we are His disciples? When do we refuse to live holy lives in an unholy world? How often do we refuse to associate with His name and with His disciples? We join in the criticism of other Christians. Will you рыдать with me over our sin? Don't just ignore it, admit it and own its последствия. Meditate upon Christ. Ask the Holy Spirit to convict you of sin. Confess your провалы, your протесты, and your преступление to God. Anticipate the life-giving resurrection. Remember it was Peter who preached the first sermon after Pentecost. Пусть Святой Дух снова пронзит ваши сердца правдой Евангелий. Let us open our hearts to the piercing gaze of Christ so that He might purge us of sin.

Jesus’ Trial Before Caiaphas: Matthew 26:57-68

Jesus was tried in a variety of unjust ways. He was first beaten and mocked by soldiers. He then stood before the high priest, Caiaphas, in a Jewish court called the Sanhedrin. Next He stood before the Roman governor Pontius Pilate. In that context He also stood before an angry crowd. In these passages we can see three people, or groups of people, and how they responded to Jesus’ presence at this key moment in Jesus’ career.

In Matthew 26:57-68 Jesus stood before Caiaphas. Каиаф чувствовал угрожение присутствием Иисуса. Many of us are used to thinking that the chief priest was a very bad person. But think for a minute about Caiaphas before judging him. Caiaphas believed in the Ten Commandments, presumably including the 9th commandment against bearing false witness. He believed in speaking the truth. He followed the details of the law written in Holy Scripture. What would make a basically honest, religious person behave this way? Why would a group that was very conscientious about keeping the law seek to hurriedly put someone to death? The reason they acted that way was that they had already decided the verdict. They had long ago decided Jesus’ guilt. They were just looking for a means to accomplish their goal.

Учение Иисуса угрожало мировозрение Каифа. Иисус уже заслужил определенный авторитет среди народа. The people sensed He taught truths from the Scripture in a way что было резонансом с правдой. The chief priests couldn’t outright deny what He taught, but they couldn’t accept it either. His teaching was dangerous and they didn’t like it. Иисус провозглашал какой-то новый храм. Note the irony of the charge against Him. The Sanhedrin charged Him of claiming He would destroy the Temple. Not Jesus but Rome would destroy the physical Temple within a generation. This very trial was part of the evidence God would use against His people to judge them and their Temple through the hand of the Roman army. Jesus, of course, was speaking about His physical body. Pilate would destroy Jesus’ body through the sentence of crucifixion given later in the day. However, the temple Pilate destroyed would be built again in three days never to be destroyed. The new temple is the body of Christ which Christ still rules as its head.

Иисус провозгалшал, что у Него были шокируюшие, близкие отношения с Богом. Jesus’ answer to Caiaphas is difficult for us to understand. When Caiaphas asked Him, “Are you the Christ, the Son of God?” did Jesus directly answer “yes” or not? His first answer, “ты сказал,” was осторожен so as not to be misunderstood. The term Messiah, or God’s son, could be understood in various ways. So Jesus had to clarify exactly what He meant. In His following statement Jesus declared that He was the Son of Man from Daniel who entered the presence of the Father and received a Kingdom. Jesus declared that He was the Lord of Psalm 109 who uniquely sat at the right hand of God. Jesus claimed that He was God in the flesh, the fulfillment of Biblical prophecy. This was a figure that Jewish leadership could not yet comprehend. The readers already knew this Figure was divine because God the Father confirmed this at Jesus’ baptism and transfiguration. However, все эти реалности угрожал сердцу и душе Каиафа, поэтому он искал смертельный приговор.
Jesus’ Trial Before Pilate: Matthew 27:11-26

Pilate had similar difficulty responding to Jesus’ presence. Пилат показывал свою трусливость из-за присутствия Иисуса. Think a bit about Pilate’s position. He was a Roman politician sent to serve as governor of a troubled territory. The territory was not politically significant. Pilate was not on a career track to become a prime minister. In fact a few years later he would be removed from office because he tended to treat the Jews poorly and stir up conflict. Why did he sentence Jesus to be crucified?

Пилат так переживал за сохранение своей власти, что он не узнал Власть, Которая стояла перед ним. Remember Pilate is the one who had authority. He had the authority to sentence or set free. He was the judge who supposedly had control over the situation. Yet it was obvious that he failed to exercise his power. Он освободил виновного приступника, и осудил человека, которого он сам призновал невиновним. The priests, who were angry with Jesus for counter-cultural teaching, persuaded the crowd to ask for a criminal to be released. Pilate was guided, controlled, and manipulated by others. Why? Pilate’s ultimate motive was to retain power for himself. He didn’t want trouble, either with Jewish leaders or with a crowd, particularly during a holiday. He wanted to retain the superficial peace. Out of fear of Rome, he retained the status quo. These fears prevented him from recognizing authority when Authority stood before him.

Пилат так переживал об общественном мнении, что он не смел принять благочестивого совета от жены. Pilate’s response to his wife is an interesting trait of so many husbands. Men believe they have so many big and important things to do that they don’t have time to listen to the good advice of their wives. Pilate’s wife spoke the truth, but in his pride he could not receive it. Note the irony of the situation: A Gentile woman was defending Jesus while the Jewish leaders were agitating the crowd against Him. 

Пилат also behaved like so many men when he старался перекинуть ответственности другим. He first sent Jesus to Herod, since Jesus was from Galilee. However, after toying with Jesus Herod sent Jesus back to Pilate. Then Pilate decided to let the crowd decide.  Surely, he reasoned, they would pick Jesus over Barabbas. But the crowd chose Barabbas instead. Then Pilate decided to let the crowds decide Jesus’ punishment.  Surely, he again reasoned, they would pick a lower punishment. Instead the crowd chose the harshest punishment possible. Pilate symbolically shifted the responsibility to the crowds by washing his hands of the matter. Here we have the classic situation of a man not taking responsibility for his actions.  He was the governor and thus the ruler of the region. Yet he refused to take a stand for justice, for what was right, and revealed himself not as a man, but a coward.

During this process, Pilate thought He could have freed Jesus (John 19:10). Pilate thought He was a real ruler with autonomous authority. Jesus corrected him, not to intimidate him, but to reveal the truth. Pilate could not have freed Jesus, because it was not Pilate’s will that put Jesus there. Jesus was freely offering Himself as a sacrifice, according to the will of His Father, so that His subjects could be freed from the curse. 

Jesus Before the Crowds: Matthew 27:15-26
Толпа показала свое неведение из-за присутствие Иисуса. Люди в толпе просто повторили то, что было сказанно им. У chief priests были свои люди in the crowd who knew how агитировать a crowd. The crowd began to бушевать and would say whatever they were told to say. They shouted for Barabbas and cried out, “crucify!” They asked to release a criminal instead of an innocent man. They asked for the most serious form of punishment to be given to a man already declared innocent. 

Then, in one of the most ironic statements in this narrative, they asked for the blood of Jesus to be placed on them. The expression “blood” means guilt.  They asked for the guilt of Jesus’ crucifixion to be placed upon all who asked for His death. They were guilty of Jesus’ death. But Jesus’ blood is actually applied to those who believe in Him, like the blood on the doorposts in the Exodus. Those who receive Jesus are marked by His blood and thus saved from judgment. They are declared righteous, justified, and thus no longer guilty. Those who rejected Jesus’ claim to be the Messiah are actually guilty of His death and thus did not have His blood upon them.

Так как каждый человек был часть толпы, они больше не считали себя отвественными за свои поступки. Mob psychology suggests that one is no longer responsible for his individual actions when he is part of a large group.  However, on a legal level this is simply not true. The principles of international law determined after World War II at the Nuremburg Trials brought up this very principle. Nazi officers were still guilty of war crimes even if the entire Nazi regime was perpetuating such actions. Like Pilate, each individual in the crowd was willing ignore their responsibility and shift moral responsibility to the group or the leaders. Thus, they became вольные participants in the death of Jesus. Was the crowd culpable?  Were they innocent? They could have set Jesus free. Люди не знали, когда необходимо решить, идти против толпы. 

Thus, before the Jewish court, before the Roman court, and before the court of public opinion, Jesus was unjustly condemned to death. The real cause was only known to Jesus and to His Father. It was not Caiaphas, Pilate, or the crowd who put Jesus to death. Jesus volunteered His life and willingly laid it down out of love for His Father and love for you.
Why did Jesus have to suffer? John 19:1-22

Why was Jesus’suffering necessary? Could there not have been a way by which the Son of God could have avoided the physical and spiritual suffering of the cross? The Servant of the Lord passages give us insight into how and why Jesus had to suffer. Isaiah 42:1-4 declared the role of the Servant of the Lord. Verse 2 states that Он не возопиет и не возвысит голоса Своего. This prophecy of Jesus’ walk to the cross predicted His suffering. Pain and agony characterized His plight, but He said nothing. While suffering, He would not complain nor lose control but would submit to the suffering laid upon him. Verse 3 compared Jesus to a трости надломленной не переломит, и льна курящегося не учасит. These are comparisons with something at the end of its life. A reed is not very strong in the first place. If it is bruised, it is bent but will not break. The wick that is almost out of oil or wax will not угасит. Jesus experienced pain in this life that took him to the very edge of existence. In fact, it would kill him. Verse 4 stated that Он не ослабеет и не изнеможет. During His suffering Jesus would not yield to temptation either to curse His enemies or to curse God. Nor would He give in to the temptation to despair. Jesus followed His path to the end, literally carrying His cross.

Isaiah 50:6 states, “Я предал хребет Мой биющим и ланиты Мои поражающим; лица Моего не закрывал от поруганий и оплевания.” Soldiers beat Jesus mercilessly, ripping skin off his back and flesh off his bones. Jesus did not turn away, but offered Himself to this beating. No one took Jesus’ life from Him: He offered it up. “Господь Бог помогает Мне: поэтому Я не стыжусь, поэтому Я держу лице Мое, как кремень, и знаю, что не останусь в стыде.” Jesus would not give up. He would not turn away from his goal. He trusted the Lord, even during all of His suffering.
Isaiah 53 speaks more clearly about Jesus’ suffering as a substitution for us. In Verse 3 Isaiah says, “Он был презрен и умален пред людьми, муж скорбей и езведавший болезни, и мы отвращали от Него лице свое; Он был презираем, и мы не во что ставили Его.” Jesus suffered not only physically, but also emotionally. He came for our sake. He came to save us yet we turned our backs on Him. We denied we knew Him, we denied His identity. In this way Jesus was rejected by His own. In verse 5 Isaiah writes, “Но он изъявлен был за грехи наши и мучим за беззакония наши; наказание мира нашего была на Нем.” Jesus’ body was pierced by nails. Jesus was pierced through His side by a spear, even mocked in death. In the end Jesus voluntarily offered Himself for crucifixion. Verse 6 states that “Господь возложил не Него грехи всех нас.” Jesus offered Himself as a sacrificial lamb. A lamb, a simple animal, could not understand what was happening to it. Jesus, however, did know. He fully understood the death that awaited Him. Jesus did not demand His own rights or privileges. Instead, He took the place of the sacrificial lamb and went silently to the slaughter. Verse 10 states “Но Господу угодно было поразить Его, и Он предал Его мучению.” What was the reason, the source, of Jesus’ suffering? This suffering was handed to Him by His Father. It was not the Jews, nor Pilate, nor the soldiers, who handed Jesus His suffering. It was His Father’s will.

These passages clearly spoke of the Messiah who would come and suffer for His people. People could not imagine such a thing. It was too difficult to imagine a Messiah who would come as a King, as a deliverer, as a savior (Isaiah 7-11) who would also be a suffering servant (Isaiah 42-53). Isaiah spoke of the suffering of Jesus 700 years before it came to pass. What does it mean? How are we to understand it? Why was suffering necessary at all? Why was Jesus treated so harshly and poorly? The reason is the problem created by our individual sin and our corporate sin. We must read the suffering of Christ as a token of what we actually deserve for our sins. His physical suffering gave us a tiny glimpse of what sin deserves. A righteous God must punish sin.

Do we understand the reason for Jesus’ suffering? Do we pity Christ or do we understand the condemnation we justly deserve? This text is not a summons to feel sorrow and pity for Jesus. These texts call us to remember something far more important than the death of an innocent man. These texts call us to remember a man who died for others because they would be lost without Him. Do we recognize the state of our world and the state of our souls? We are agents of chaos committing works of the devil. We are destroying ourselves, others, and our society with our own hands. We can look no further than ourselves for the condition of our world. We are part of the decay of this world. When we see Christ’s physical suffering, we see a picture of what we justly deserve.
So why did Jesus die? Jesus died as a true king who gave His life on behalf of His subjects. John testified to the fulfillment of Isaiah’s prophecies. Jesus was beaten and mocked, His head was pierced by large thorns, and He was sentenced to death after an unjust trial. This would all be pitiful enough for an innocent citizen. But for the Son of God to endure this is a scandal. It is a scandal for humanity and for God Himself. Why was this happening? Jesus’ opponents would tell us.

Listen to the words that come from the opponents’ mouths. Jesus was made to wear royal attire (John 19:2). Jesus was praised as King of the Jews (John 19:3). Three times Pilate declared Jesus was without guilt, saying far more than he realized. Ultimately, Pilate wrote in all the major languages that Jesus of Nazareth was King of the Jews. Despite his lack of understanding of what he was writing, Pilate proclaimed Jesus’ true identity to the world. Jesus indeed is the King of God’s people.

Jesus came as a true king. He was not a king like Herod or Caesar. He did not come so that people would serve Him. He did not come to seize power, money, wealth, and comfort for Himself. He did not come because of His own ego, for His desire to rule and dominate. He came to serve the welfare of His citizens. He came to love His people. The king came to His subjects and offered Himself up to them. 

Your King offered his life to free you from sin. When you look at the cross, what do you see? Do you see the symbol of the king who gave His life for you? The king died so that you could live. His blood was shed so that you might no longer sin. Your freedom was bought with a great price. Are you honoring that sacrifice? Throughout the country there are memorials for those who died so that we might not live under Fascism. They call us never to forget the evils of Fascism. They call us to remember that it was only through the sacrifice of the lives of many that we live free today. They call us to be worthy of that legacy. The cross calls us to be worthy of the life offered as a sacrifice. Are we remembering for what Jesus died? The king who gave His life for His people would not long remain in the grave. 
Crucifixion

Jesus was then taken by soldiers and led away to be crucified. On His way to the cross, He spoke out of pity and compassion about the coming judgment on Jerusalem. His crucifixion was not the only one taking place that day. Two other men were crucified with Him, one on each side. While preachers love to focus on the physical pain of crucifixion, the Gospels only describe it briefly, stating that His hands and feet were nailed to the cross. Then He was raised on His cross and left to die as a warning to all about the consequences of violating Roman law. From the cross Jesus was insulted and mocked by all, from the chief priests to the condemned thief at His side. Nonetheless, Jesus cried out even in the hour of His death asking for God to show forgiveness to Jesus’ enemies. 

While we don’t know much about how the crowd responded, we do know the fate of one man, the man crucified next to Jesus. It was not the powerful or the religious who recognized Jesus’ identity, but the condemned criminal who came to understand Jesus’ innocence and Jesus’ power. The condemned man looked at Jesus, a man nailed to a cross who was bleeding to death, and asked Him a favor. The criminal on the cross recognized that Jesus was now entering into His Kingdom and would continue to live even after the crucifixion. He recognized that Jesus would have authority even after death. The condemned man placed his trust in Jesus and asked for divine mercy. In doing that He became a picture of every one of us. We are all condemned men who look to a man who endured our penalty and we ask Him for mercy. After citing Psalm 21 and declaring  His worked finished, Jesus committed Himself into the hands of His Father and gave up His life. While the moment of death came to Jesus in the way it comes to all men, that moment in time shattered the power of darkness and sin for all time, as the sins of the world were placed upon Jesus and paid for by His death.

Death & Burial

When Jesus died a number of unusual and symbolic events occurred. The sun stopped shining (Mat 27:45). The darkening of the sun at the time of Jesus’ death revealed in a supernatural way the removal of light from the world and the hour when darkness was reigning. There was an earthquake, a sign that God was doing something powerful and dramatic and wanted everyone’s attention. The curtain in the Temple was torn in two (Matthew 27:51). This symbolized, on the one hand, the accessibility of God through the new covenant established by Jesus on the cross. It also symbolized God’s judgment on the Temple and its inadequacy as a means for fellowship with God. Many of the dead were raised (Matthew 27:52-53). This was a sign that Jesus’ death would have significance not only for Himself but ultimately would affect the lives of everyone. Jesus was then buried in a rich man’s tomb in fulfillment of Isaiah 53:9. The close of this section is very solemn and despondent. At the end of the Sabbath the disciples had fled. The women had left and their mood was one of shock and despair. However, it was only Friday. Sunday was still to come.

Matthew 28:1-20. The Shocking Reality of the Resurrection

Although it was Sunday, Mary thought it was still Friday. On Easter morning two women went to the tomb of Jesus. They knew it was Sunday, as the Sabbath had passed. However, they were looking at the tomb as if it were still Friday. They expected to find Jesus' body in the tomb. On Friday people who died remained in their graves. On Friday the prince of this world was the devil and he had authority and power. On Friday the disciples had abandoned Jesus and fled. Friday was the day when darkness reigned. However, when the two women came to the tomb, it was no longer Friday. It was Sunday. Easter Sunday began a whole new era in the history of mankind. Женщины уже не могли смотреть на мир, как они смотрели на него раньше.
In Matthew 28:1-10 we can see that воскресение Иисуса было шокирующим откровением для недоуменных учеников. Уненики были в недоумении. They had fled from the cross. They were certainly падшие духом. Why were the women, both named Mary, coming to the tomb? They came to anoint the body of Jesus. Mark tells us they were worried about who would roll away the stone. They came to ensure the dead Jesus was properly buried. Но Бог решил, что Он хотел привлечь их внимание. So He sent an earthquake. He had sent one as recently as Friday, as reported in Matthew 27:50-51. That was to get the Gentile centurion’s attention so he could grasp the magnitude of what was happening in his presence. After the earthquake an angel descended from heaven to speak with the women. This was the first speech from an angel recorded by Matthew since Jesus’ birth and childhood. God was ensuring that the message was declared correctly and with great emphasis. However, before the angel spoke he first had to roll away the stone.

This raises an interesting question. Why did the stone have to be rolled away? Was the stone rolled away so Jesus could escape? Of course not, the tomb was already empty. Jesus had already been raised. The stone was rolled away for the benefit of the women, the disciples, and the world. God wanted to be sure that no one would misunderstand what happened on Easter. In order to ensure that Jesus’ disciples would properly understand the importance of the first Easter morning, God caused an earthquake, sent an angel, and caused Roman soldiers to feint. These events helped the disciples grasp the magnitude of the significance of the now empty tomb.

Бог также дал утешения женщинам через ангела. Remember how the Roman guards all feinted at the appearance of the angel. This is the same angel who comforted the women. Here we have a vivid picture of the different affects God’s messengers have on different people. Some respond with joy and relief while others respond with fear and terror. The women were properly awed while the others became “as dead.” The angel assured the women that he understood them. God had to teach them what Sunday meant. Their entire perspective on life and death now had to be different. Life had changed forever. What was true on Friday was no longer true. This news needed to get to the world so the angel gave them a command. “Go, tell the disciples that Jesus will meet them in Galilee.” There He would further explain to them what all these events meant.

As far as comfort is concerned, an angel is good, but I suspect Jesus wanted to assure his friends personally. Perhaps for men the angel would have sufficed. But Jesus knew the women’s hearts and wanted personally to show them that He had risen. Jesus assured them that His resurrection was not a dream or some abstract vision but that He had truly risen from the grave. Perhaps this whole new change in thinking was too much for the women to grasp immediately. But they understood that Jesus, their Lord, was alive.  They had not lost Him. He appeared to them, reassured them, and then repeated the instructions for them to tell the disciples. He even added the word “brothers,” a strong word of assurance after they all had fled.

While the shock of seeing Jesus was incredible for the women, воскресение Иисуса было болезненым шоком для ожесточенных сердцем первосвященников. Their reaction in Matthew 28:11-15 was quite ironic. Consider carefully the story the soldiers were told to propagate. All the soldiers were asleep, not even one was на страже. The disciples, who yesterday were so frightened that they all had fled, silently прокрались past a detachment of Roman soldiers without waking even one of them. They отодвинул a huge stone away from the tomb, also without waking up the soldiers. Yet the sleeping soldiers knew it was the disciples. If they were sleeping, how did they know who took the body? Perhaps they had a dream? The seal of the governor had been broken. If the disciples had stolen the body, why were they not prosecuted? For them to spread this story, I suspect the sum of money was, as it says in the text, was indeed large.
The reaction of the chief priests показывает контраст между учениками и теми, кто издевался. This passage comes between the response of the women and that of the disciples. Although there was some initial confusion on their part, their ultimate responses consisted of worship and obedience. Here we see the response of those who rejected discipleship: they spread lies. It is interesting to note that the chief priests basically received the same information as the disciples. They heard about an earthquake, the appearance of an angel, a stone that had been rolled away, and an empty tomb. The difference was their reaction. They were blind to the truth so they could not understand it. They reinterpreted the facts with distortions and half-truths to protect their false views of Jesus. They took the same information and twisted it. The body was gone, they said, but by trickery rather than by miracle. The guards were in some sense asleep, even if the cause was not mentioned. The chief priests simply created a few extra details чтобы приукрасить the story. The irony is significant here. Why were the guards there in the first place? Matthew 27:62-66 states that their purpose, at the insistence of the chief priests, was to предотрватить распространение лжи. The result is that the chief priests commissioned the guards to spread lies while Jesus commissioned His disciples to spread truth about His resurrection.

Корень ожесточения против Евангелия существует до сих пор. People сделают все что угодно, think of anything, believe anything, rather than face the truth of the resurrection of Jesus from the dead. Note that in Matthew 27:41-42 the chief priests said they would believe if Jesus returned to life. They are the ones who are proven to be deceivers. Even when Jesus was raised, they refused to believe. The only explanation for the events of the first Easter are that God the Father raised Jesus the Son from the grave and that the disciples and many others saw this and were changed forever. Yet the chief priests persisted in their disbelief.

Воскресший Иисус уполномочил обновленных учеников научить народы Благой вести. Иисус обьявляет Себя новым царем, воссевшим на престоле. After Jesus’ resurrection He no longer asked people not to tell anyone His identity. He declared His true identity as the fulfillment of Daniel 7:13-14. “Видел я в ночных видениях, вот, с облаками небесными шел как бы Сын человеческий, дошел до Ветхого днями и подведен был к Нему. И Ему дана власть, слава и царство, чтобы все народы, племена и языки служили Ему; владычество Его-владычество вечное, которое не прейдет, и царство Его не разрушится.” Jesus was stating that Daniel 7 had been fulfilled in Him. Jesus was the newly crowned king subject only to the Ancient of Days. Jesus had authority during his earthly ministry, but now He had all authority. How ironic that Satan offered Jesus all the kingdoms and authority on earth during the temptation. Jesus, by refusing temptation and obeying His Father, now received all authority in heaven and on earth.

It is in this context that Jesus gave the Great Commission. This is the first statement of its kind from the new King. This commandment is not merely a desire or idealistic thought. It is the first command of the newly crowned king. The Great Commission consists of four main actions: going, making disciples, baptizing, and teaching. The main command is to make disciples. Baptizing and teaching are the key elements of discipleship. “Baptizing” recognizes the initial work of God begun in a new child of God and “teaching” recognizes the lifelong path of learning to follow Jesus. “Going” represents the command to not keep the truth to ourselves but to go throughout the world proclaiming Jesus’ Kingdom. This work can be seen fleshed out in the book of Acts. If we look at the book of Matthew, each major section ends with Jesus' teaching: the sermon on the mount (Matthew 5-7), apostleship (10), parables (13), life in the church (18), and His teaching about the kingdom (23-25). However, this final section of Matthew does not end with Jesus’ teaching, but with His command for His disciples to do the teaching. He has commissioned them to continue making disciples by teaching until He returns.

Matthew then concludes his Gospel with Jesus’ promise to be with them forever. Remember how the Gospel of Matthew began?  The opening chapter declared the promise of “Immanuel,” God with us. Look at how Matthew closes: “I will be with you.” Even at the end of the age, on that catastrophic day of Judgment, Jesus has promised to be with us.

John 20: Jesus replaced the Disciples’ fear with faith.

How did the resurrection affect the disciples? What happened to the disciples immediately after their encounter with the risen Christ? In the book of Acts we read about the apostles who travel throughout the world, bravely testifying everywhere and before everyone about Jesus Christ. When we read about the first Easter morning, we get a very different picture. The disciples were in a locked room hiding from everyone. They were afraid of being found. They were paralyzed by fear. The arrest and crucifixion of Jesus had shattered their world.

The disciples were experiencing the fear of imminent death. Their leader had just been mercilessly beaten and crucified. The effect of the Roman method of execution was not weak. They saw the gruesome effects of the crucifixion and they were afraid it would happen to them. This had led Peter to publicly deny his relationship with Jesus. Those associated with the crucified man were afraid for their lives. Jesus said, “If they persecuted me, they will persecute you also.”
 “Whoever wants to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for me will find it.”
 Taking up one’s cross and following Jesus were not metaphors when Jesus said them. The disciples literally feared for their lives.

The disciples also knew the fear of failure. The disciples were afraid of the consequences of what had just happened. Their leader, their teacher and Rabbi, was dead. During the past three years their lives had completely changed. They had joined together to follow their increasingly popular teacher. He was afraid of neither Romans nor Jews and preached boldly to the crowds. The disciples were part of a new movement with energy, perspective, potential, and a future. They were the 12 closest partners of Jesus, the main ones Jesus used to promote His vision. Now, their leader was dead.  The visionary was no more, or so they thought.  The fear of catastrophic failure was gnawing at their souls.
The disciples knew the fear of meaninglessness. Jesus drew the disciples closer to God. He taught them about the nature of God’s Kingdom. Who was God? What was He like? How does He relate to mankind? The disciples were beginning to understand something of the deep structure of life, of reality, and of God. Now that all seemed to disappear. The meaning they had tasted was now gone. Behind the world, behind reality, stood…nothing. There was no reason to believe that the world was Good, that it had some Purpose, and that, thus, their existence had any meaning.

We face these same fears today. I would venture to say that we have all faced these same kinds of fears: fear of death, fear of failure, and fear of meaninglessness. We can distract ourselves for a while, like we can with a 1 year old who is complaining. If we show him a ball or a shiny toy he will be distracted and forget his problem. We can cover these fears up. We can deny that these fears exist by being busy and not thinking about them. We can fill the absence of real meaning in our lives with many small things and exaggerate their importance. But then reality rudely awakens us. If we are honest, we will admit that we have real fears, deep fears, that we don’t know what to do with.

Jesus removed the basis of these fears. Thomas is the clearest example of a disciple who knew fear and declared it openly. He had been burned, he felt, and was now afraid to risk again. He knew fear of failure. He had not expected Jesus to be crucified.  He was burned, because he had truly hoped.  Now he was turning to skepticism. “You say Jesus is still alive. You say you saw him. But I did not. I will not risk again. I will not get my hopes up again. I have been burned, and don’t want to risk my faith again. Unless I can touch His side and His hands, I will not believe.” His fear led him to skepticism.

Perhaps the modern world is in the same place as Thomas. They have heard the claims of various religions including Christianity. But they have also seen our failures. They have seen religious people misuse their power. They have seen moral failures in believing people, even priests and pastors. They know enough history to know that many wars have been fought over religious differences that surely did not warrant loss of life. The world has turned to skepticism and a minimalist approach to faith. They say many phrases like “слава Богу”, “не дай Бог”, “все воля Алаха”, и даже “во истину воскрес”. But they really don’t believe much. They just hold to a few traditions. We live among them and perhaps we, too, out of fear of being burned, have become skeptics. 

Jesus appeared to the skeptic. He literally, bodily appeared to Thomas under the exact same circumstances by which He had first appeared to the others. John made clear in his Gospel that there was no difference between Jesus’ first and second appearances. When Jesus appeared to the group a second time He addressed Thomas directly. “Look at my hands and my side. The scars are still here. Touch them and you will see that it is me.” The identifying marks made it clear who He was and what He had overcome. This is among the clearest pieces of evidence that Jesus rose bodily from the grave. This was not simply a spirit or a remembrance of Jesus. This was Jesus in a glorified body that could not die appearing to the disciples.
 Jesus showed Thomas the evidence, and said, “Stop acting on your doubts and your fears and believe the evidence that stands before you. Believe in the one who is talking with you.”

Note the contrast between Thomas and John in 20:5-8. Peter and John ran to the tomb. Peter entered first and examined the пелены и плат. John entered second and seeing the evidence believed. This is the paradigm of faith. John did not see Jesus but saw the physical evidence. He understood in his heart what had happened and believed. Death was not strong enough to defeat Jesus. The enemy of humanity could not defeat Jesus. Jesus was alive. He had risen from death the victor. John, while not seeing the resurrected Jesus, saw what has been left behind. He saw the remnants of divine activity in history in stone and fabric and decided to believe. Thomas, on the other hand, was unable to believe on the basis of the testimony and the evidence seen by others. He declared his skepticism when the other disciples testified to Him. So Jesus appeared and gave Thomas ample physical proof of his resurrection. Jesus did not merely show Thomas the graveclothes but physically stood before him.

Jesus’ resurrection removed the basis for the disciples’ fear. Jesus’ resurrection confirmed the meaning of everything He had said. Jesus confirmed that there was meaning in this world. This world is not alone, but something and Someone stands behind it. There is purpose and meaning in this world. There is Good that comes from a Person who triumphed. Life is not simply a series of accidental events, but there is ultimately purpose behind our world and we can know it. We can be connected to this purpose through Jesus. Jesus removed the fear of meaninglessness. Jesus accomplished His mission successfully. Jesus’ mission, miracles, teaching, and death were not failures. Jesus’ succeeded in His mission, even through death. For disciples of Jesus the fear of failure was removed. When we follow Jesus we cannot fail. Jesus conquered death. The death they all feared at the hands of their enemies, even death on a cross, was no longer ultimate. Even if they would face death by execution, as 11 of them would, it was no longer the great enemy. Death had been defeated. Jesus, standing alive before them, proved that. Jesus removed the basis for their fears by conquering death and returning alive to the disciples. Thus, the disciple with the greatest doubts announced the clearest statement of faith: “My Lord and My God.” Jesus is our Master, whom we will follow without question. He is our God, fully divine in every way. Jesus transformed doubt into faith. Then he called us all to не будь неверующим, но верующим.

If you who have “lost” your faith or are struggling in a particular area, consider Thomas. You believe, at least in many areas of your life. But you have been burned. You are afraid to risk again in that area. You have said, “unless I can put my hands in his side, and touch the marks in his hands, I will not believe. I will not risk again.” Jesus is very clearly speaking to you telling you to stop your unbelieving. Believe. Trust in Him now, even in that area. Open your heart once again. Hope, believe, dream again, with Christ. Jesus did not remain in the grave, but stepped out from the grave to free us from slavery. Jesus did not step out of the grave as a ghost. He is alive and full of life. He gives that life to us. Ask God to renew you as you meditate upon the reality of His resurrection.

Six Bible Studies from the Passion Narrative

Luke 22:14-30: The Last Supper

1. Why do you think Jesus so eagerly anticipated sharing this Passover meal with His disciples? Why did he not dread his last meal before His execution?

2. What did the bread and the cup symbolize in the Passover meal they were sharing? How did Jesus re-interpret these elements?

3. In what way was the covenant Jesus established new? In what way was it continuous with the covenant God had already established?

4. Why did the disciples begin to argue about who was the greatest? When do you argue about who among you is the greatest?

5. What did Jesus teach us about the path to greatness? Why do we so strongly resist this path?

6. What does it mean that Jesus conferred on the disciples a kingdom? How would the apostles judge the 12 tribes of Israel?

7. What was unique to the apostles and what was given to all believers in this last instruction? What does it mean that you have had a kingdom conferred upon you?

8. If you had been with Jesus and the 12 disciples at this last supper, what do you think would have impressed you most about it? 

Luke 22:1-6, 47-54: Jesus’ Betrayal

1. Have you ever been betrayed by a close friend? How did it happen and how did you feel?

2. Why were the chief priests and the teachers of the law trying to arrest Jesus? How did they influence Judas?

3. What role did Satan play in Judas’ betrayal? What role did Judas play? What do you think motivated Judas to betray Jesus?

4. What does the fact that Judas had to wait for an appropriate time suggest about Judas’ motives? How would you feel if you knew someone was waiting for a time to betray you?

5. (47-54) Why did Judas kiss Jesus, why not just point at him? Why did Jesus address Judas as he was betraying Jesus? Could he have been summoning Judas to repentance?

6. Why did the disciples respond with swords? What would have happened if a battle had ensued?

7. Why does Jesus’ spiritual and ethical teaching provoke such violence among those who oppose it?

8. In what way did darkness reign in the hour of Jesus’ arrest? Does it still reign that way today?

Luke 22:31-34, 55-62: Peter’s Denial

1. What did Satan want to do to Peter? Was he allowed to do it? How is this similar to Job 1?

2. Why was Peter so sure he would not deny Jesus? When have you overestimated yourself and not acknowledged your own weaknesses?

3. Jesus assured Peter that he would return to faithfully following Jesus after his denial (32). Do you think this was encouraging or discouraging for Peter at the time it was given? How would you have responded to such a statement?

4. (54b-62) Peter followed Jesus from a safe distance. Was this any better than the other disciples who fled?

5. Why do you think Peter denied he knew Jesus before unimportant and powerless people in the crowd? Is it harder to stand firm before great and powerful people or before ordinary people?

6. What contrast do we see between Peter and Jesus in this scene? How do you think Peter felt when Jesus looked at him? How do you think Jesus felt?

7. How is this event affected by the fact that Jesus spoke of it ahead of time?

8. Can someone who has betrayed Jesus then return and actually minister to others? What is the significance of Jesus’ command to Peter to strengthen his brothers after his denial? What does this teach us about God’s grace?

Luke 23:1-24: Jesus’ Trial

1. What did the Jews accuse Jesus of before Pilate? Were these the same charges they discussed among themselves? Why did they choose these accusations to mention to Pilate?

2. Have you ever felt falsely accused? Have you ever shifted your accusations against someone else because of how it would sound before others? What are our own motives when we do this?

3. Why did Herod and his soldiers mock Jesus? Describe how you think the bond of friendship formed between Herod and Pilate (v. 12).

4. Why was Barabbas sentenced to be crucified? Why was he released? Was he “saved”?

5. Why did the crowd shout for Barabbas to be released and Jesus to be crucified? Were they culpable, or are they excused because they acted in a crowd?

6. According to Matthew 27:24, Pilate washed his hands of Jesus’ death. Was he guilty or was the crowd guilty of Jesus’ death? Was Jesus’ blood placed upon the members of the crowd, as they requested in Matthew 27:25?

7. If Pilate and Herod both declared Jesus innocent, why was He crucified? Who is responsible for Jesus’ death?

8. What is your responsibility in the death of Jesus? What is your response to His crucifixion?

Luke 23:39-49: The Crucifixion

1. Two men were crucified with Jesus. Why did they both (Matthew 27:44) initially insult Jesus? Do you ever find yourself verbally abusing those around you merely because you are suffering, and perhaps even suffering rightly?

2. What do you think might have changed the attitude of the second criminal? What was his explanation of his rebuke of the first criminal? How does that relate to the core of the gospel message?

3. What do we know the criminal came to believe about Jesus (42)? What do we know happened by evening that day for the criminal?

4. Both criminals asked something from Jesus, but only one received it. What made the difference?

5. What is the literal and symbolic significance of the darkness that came over the land when Jesus died?

6. What is the meaning of the veil in the Temple being torn in two? Could the Temple continue to function as God designed it after this veil was torn?

7. How did the Gentile soldiers respond to Jesus’ death? What does Matthew add in Matthew 27:54?

8. Why did the people beat their breasts and walk away after Jesus died? Weren’t these the same people who shouted for His crucifixion? What happened to them?

Luke 24:13-27

1. What did it mean that Jesus was considered “a prophet, powerful in word and deed”? If that was true, why did Jesus die?

2. The two disciples thought Jesus was the one who was going to redeem Israel (v. 20). What do you think they meant by this term? Did they think Jesus had succeeded? Why not?

3. How did the two disciples explain what happened after Jesus was crucified in verses 21-24? Did they believe he had been raised?

4. Why did the disciples not recognize Jesus? Why do people today not recognize Jesus?

5. What does it mean to be “slow of heart to believe”? When does this phrase describe us?

6. Could Jesus have entered glory without suffering? Could He have completed His mission without going to the cross?

7. What kinds of things do you think Jesus told the disciples that were said about Him in Moses and the prophets? Why did He teach them first and reveal Himself to them later?

8. How do verses 24:27 and 44 foreshadow the role of the Holy Spirit. How are the roles of the ascended Christ and the Holy Spirit related?

Chapter 17: The Expansion of the Gospel in Jerusalem, Judea, and Samaria

Introduction to Acts: Acts 1:8

The Book of Acts gives a history of the Christian movement as it spread from Jerusalem to the ends of the earth. The text of Acts 1:8 provides the overall structure for Acts as well as the theological explanation for the events described in Acts. “But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.” The apostles received the Holy Spirit as proof of Jesus’ continuing presence. The Spirit provided the power for their testimony to Jesus, which began in Jerusalem. Jerusalem was the capital city of Judea. Judea was the homeland of the Jewish nation, then subject to Rome, and the base for the Jewish religion centered on the Temple in Jerusalem. Samaria was located immediately to the north of Judea and centuries earlier had been the Northern Kingdom of Israel. However, when that nation was conquered in 722 BC, the Assyrians deported most of the Jews and sent many other conquered nations, Gentiles, to resettle Samaria. The Jews who remained intermarried with these new settlers and adopted many of their foreign and pagan ways. For this reason the Samaritans were looked upon by Jews as those whose ancestors had compromised their faith and heritage. While the Samaritans lived nearby they were considered a foreign and inferior nationality. The “ends of the earth” sometimes referred to Rome, but not infrequently referred to the entire world. Therefore the structure of Acts follows the outline of Acts 1:8.

Structure of Acts

VI. Introduction (1)

VII. The spread of the gospel in Jerusalem (2-7)

VIII. The spread of the gospel in Judea and Samaria (8-12)

IX. The spread of the gospel to Gentiles through Paul’s missionary journeys (13-20)

X. The spread of the gospel to the ends of the earth (Rome) by Paul as a prisoner (21-28)

It is important to observe the movement of the gospel in Acts. It is not coincidence that the gospel grew and expanded but is a direct result of the nature of the gospel. Сущность царства Иисуса является расширение по спирали. Remember the parables Jesus told in Mark 4:26-29 and 30-32, where He compared the kingdom to a seed that grows even while the farmer is sleeping and a mustard seed that though small produces the largest of the garden plants. Распространение и расширение евангелия является неизбежным результатом царства Божия.

This principle explains the irony of the last verses of Acts (28:30-31). They declare that Paul, who was under house arrest in Rome and confined to a single location by Roman guards, was unhindered in his preaching.  How can a man under arrest be described as “unhindered”? Luke’s point is that the nature of the Kingdom is to spread and grow. Nothing can stop this process, not Jewish or Roman persecution, not pagan misunderstanding, not even a storm at sea. God will spread His kingdom to the ends of the earth regardless of the obstacles.

Книга Деяния показывает, что евангелие расширяется как по спирали. The geography of Acts 1:8 begins in the center and then gradually expands outward. Jerusalem is the center, Judea is the surrounding region, Samaria is the next region, and “the ends of the earth” is the ultimate region beyond that. The regions differ not only geographically but culturally. Jerusalem was the cultural homeland of the apostles. Samaria represented a culture that had many differences with Judea but still had at least a historic connection. The ends of the earth represented the full mass of pagan humanity, typified by Rome but not excluding all the various cultures that could be found within the Roman Empire. 

How does a spiral work? Consider a child’s spinning top with a spiral painted on top of it. When the top is spinning, the spiral design on the top gives the feeling of motion. The Kingdom of God is not a static entity but one that is moving and expanding. Consider children on ice skates or rollerblades playing “crack the whip.” In that game children all hold hands while one child stands in the center and spins the others in a circle. The center is the anchor that provides the basis for the movement. As the person in the center turns, he pulls the second child in a circle. The second person must move faster to keep up. That child holds on to the next person, who holds on to the next person, with each person moving exponentially faster. The person who is on the outside goes farther and thus faster, and so is flung forward with incredible speed. In Acts Jesus is the center of the spiral. He causes movement among His disciples, who go father and faster as they proclaim the truth about Jesus’ kingdom until ultimately they are flung throughout the world and, “unhindered” proclaim the gospel in the power of the Spirit to every tribe, tongue, language, and nation.

The Day of Pentecost: Acts 2:1-13

This movement began dramatically on the Day of Pentecost. What actually happened on that day? The Day of Pentecost was a Jewish holiday celebrating the first fruits of the harvest. Pentecost, праздник седмиц, was celebrated 50 days after the first Sunday of Passover. The ascension occurred 40 days after Passover so this holiday occurred 10 days later. The disciples were together praying and worshiping the Lord, as Jesus had instructed them in Luke 24:49. In fulfillment of God’s word, they had chosen a new apostle, Matthias, to replace Judas (Acts 1:12-26).

While they were gathered together the Spirit came upon the disciples. The Spirit of God, Who of course cannot be seen, came upon them “as a wind.” In Greek the word “wind” and the word “spirit” are the closely related; in Hebrew the word is the same. The coming of the Spirit-Wind recalls Creation, when the Spirit of God hovered over the waters, as well as Genesis 2 where the breath of God gave life to Adam. This event also recalls Ezekiel 37:9-14, where the breath of God gave life to dead bones. Following the sound like a wind came what appeared to be tongues of fire. Fire also frequently symbolizes God’s presence. God led His people in the wilderness by a pillar of fire. Gideon’s torches symbolized God’s presence which terrified Gideon’s opponents and gave Gideon victory. The fire in Ezekiel’s vision symbolizes God’s presence. Both the sound like a great wind and the tongues of fire represent that which words could not fully describe. The Spirit, the presence of God, had come upon the disciples. Luke used symbolic terminology to describe the coming of the Spirit to emphasize the drama and magnitude of this event. God had come to be with His people in a dramatic and cataclysmic way.

The result of the coming of the Spirit was that the apostles spoke in tongues. Only in Acts and 1 Cor 12-14 do we find reference to tongues speaking in the New Testament (as well as the textually uncertain Mark 16:17). In this case tongues refers to known foreign languages which the apostles had not previously studied. Among the people gathered in Jerusalem for the holiday were people from many different nations (2:9-11). Each of them heard the gospel proclaimed in their own language. There is no basis from Acts to understand the phrase “speaking in tongues” in another way. The question of modern day speaking in tongues is best studied as it relates to 1 Corinthians 12-14.

In Acts speaking in tongues was the proclamation of the gospel. The apostles, who were filled with the Holy Spirit, proclaimed the mighty deeds of God. The “wonders” of God reflected Old Testament terminology of the miracles and deeds God accomplished to save His people. This comes from descriptions of the exodus, when God delivered His people from slavery and established a new people for God. This phrase typically alludes to the parting of the Red sea, which brought salvation to God’s people and judgment to God’s enemies through one mighty and supernatural act. In the New Testament the salvation of the exodus event is prototypical of the new act of salvation God accomplished through the mighty and supernatural event of Jesus’ death on the cross and subsequent resurrection.

On the Day of Pentecost the gospel was preached to people who came from all over the world. It is true that these people were Jews, or at least God-fearers,
 who were in Jerusalem for the holiday. However, they acted as a symbol of all mankind. All mankind was represented in the crowd and they all heard the gospel. This was the initial fulfillment of the Old Testament theme of the nations streaming to Jerusalem (Isaiah 2:2). This marked the beginning of the proclamation of the gospel to the ends of the earth which Jesus described in Acts 1:8. This was an undoing of the event of the tower of Babel. In Genesis 11, God cursed the pride of civilized man by giving them many different languages so they could not work together in their attempt to rebel against God. At Pentecost, God spoke one message in many different languages to unite people from many different nations so they could together praise and worship God. God joined diverse people through one message and by the work of one Spirit.

So what was the first act of the Holy Spirit after He was sent from heaven to permanently indwell His new temple? His first task was world evangelization. The first thing the Holy Spirit did was proclaim the mighty deeds of God to many nations. Rather than argue about particular gifts or fruits as being proof of the presence of the Holy Spirit, Acts 2 suggests that missions is a better test of the presence of the Holy Spirit. His first task was to launch the missionary endeavor of the church. Therefore missions is a significant demonstration of the presence and power of the Holy Spirit among us.
Peter’s Sermon: Acts 2:14-41

How did the first observers of the pouring out of the Spirit on the Day of Pentecost understand the event? Without the proclamation of the Word, they wouldn’t have. Some scoffed and said that the apostles had been drinking. God interpreted the event of Pentecost through the preaching of Peter in Acts 2:14-41. Peter explained the event in the beginning of his sermon by means of Joel 2:28-32. In this short prophecy Joel described the coming Day of the Lord. День Господень принисет осуждение. The first part of Joel described a literal locust plague. While this was a natural катаклизмы, Joel showed that it had been brought on by God in Joel 2:11. The locust plague was a sign of a worse judgment that was coming. Joel used the locust plague as an example of a mini-Day of the Lord. The call to repentance in Joel 1 and 2 indicate that this natural cataclysm was an act of discipline for their sin. They had been unfaithful to their God and this was part of His judgment. Locusts are often used as a symbol for the enormous Assyrian or Babylonian armies which were sent as God’s judgment. Israel expected God’s presence to bring blessing, for example, in the form of окрыляющие cherubim. However, it actually brought judgment in the form of окрыляющую locusts. These locusts, and the parallel army that attacked God’s people, are signs of the Day of the Lord.

The Old Testament spoke of a final day of judgment upon the earth. The Day of the Lord is the time when the Lord will come to judge everything on earth and in heaven. The primary idea in Joel 2:28-32 is one of judgment. Joel 2:30-31 describes battlefield imagery, both on earth and in heaven. Blood, fire, and smoke are all signs that a city had been destroyed by war. They are also signs of God’s presence, but here His presence clearly means judgment. These signs are also seen in the heavens, specifically in the sun and moon, which confirms the cosmic aspect of this day of judgment.

It is important to remember when considering the signs and wonders of the Holy Spirit that God’s presence through miracles is not always a happy event. These terms come from the Exodus and mean both blessing and judgment. What did Pharaoh think of the signs and wonders of the exodus? They were signs of judgment. Think about the miracles of Elijah. What did they mean for the 450 prophets of Baal? They were warning signs of their coming judgment. While we tend to think of miracles, and even God’s presence, as a happy thought, we must remember God brings both blessing and judgment with Him when He comes. 

Joel proclaimed that the Day of the Lord was near, was inescapable, характерезуется by great tribulation, and was of универсальный маштаб. It is so great that all other crises, cataclysms seem as nothing. Те, которые призовут имя Господа, будут избавленны. This Day, however, is also a day of salvation. God’s people who have been suffering in the world will be delivered on that Day. They кричать и призывать к their deliverer. He will judge the nations but save His people. No matter how bad things get, either by oppression from without or corruption from within, God will deliver His people. God will preserve a faithful remnant of His people. The sign of this salvation will be the pouring out of the Spirit. It will be a sign of encouragement for believers. How are people to call upon the Name of the Lord?

Призвание имя Господа включает покаяние и конкретно имя Иисуса. Joel 2:12-13 teaches us that when we call upon the Lord’s name, we must do it with repentance. This is not a unique New Testament idea but is found in the Old Testament as well. God wants to see internal change. The key to this change is the character of God. God’s love, compassion, and mercy drive us to repentance. Rom 2:4 teaches us that “благость Божия ведет тебя к покаянию.” The Spirit, whom He pours out, convicts us of sin (John 16:7-8) and leads us to repentance.

The New Testament teaches us that the name upon which we call is Jesus. Peter makes this explicit at the end of his sermon, as he returns to the Joel text in Acts 2:38-39. Acts 4:12 identifies Jesus as the exclusive name for salvation. However, призвание имя Господа является работой Духа. It is the Spirit that leads us to repentance and faith. In Joel there is an interesting circle. Verse 28 speaks of the Holy Spirit being poured out. The result will be that many will call upon the name of the Lord. These make up the remnant of God’s people. However, we call upon the name of the Lord because He first calls us to faith. This is seen at the end of Joel 2:32. Paul gives this same principle in 1 Cor 12:3. “Потому сказываю вам, что никто, говорящий Духом Божиим, не произнесет анафемы на Иисуса, и никто не может назвать Иисуса Господом, как только Духом Святым.” Our ability to call Jesus Lord is given to us by the Holy Spirit. Thus, the Spirit is given to call people to repentance, which itself is a sign of restoration and protection on the Day of the Lord.

Дух избавляет нас во время осуждения. Remember one of the purposes of all the crises we see in this life. Think about the locusts.  They were either a direct result of Israel’s sin or a reminder that they not forget the coming judgment. Every calamity great or small should drive us to Jesus.  They are reminders of the big calamity yet to come. This world is destined for judgment.  There will be a final day. The powers we see with our human eyes are not the ultimate powers. Remember, calling upon the name of the Lord includes repentance. Repent because you know God’s character. Repenting out of fear is common, but not necessarily the result of the Spirit’s work in our lives. God draws us to repentance by kindness, goodness, and love. If we look at Him long enough, we will want to repent. When we call upon the name of the Lord, of Jesus, He sends us His Spirit to live in us.

The coming of His Spirit brings some amazing surprises. Consider what the Spirit does to the status of our lives. Дух поднимает нас до уровня царей. Роль Духа в Ветхом Завете учит нас многому о роли Духа Святого в наших жизнях. The New Testament gives us a greater understanding of the role of the Spirit. But perhaps we have missed something by not understanding the Old Testament function of the Spirit. The Spirit was given to мастерам to build the tabernacle. The Spirit was given to the 70 elders to help govern God’s people. The Spirit was given to judges, like Samson, to give them strength to deliver. The Spirit was given to prophets, like Ezekiel, to speak God’s word. The Spirit was given to kings, like David, to lead and rule over God’s people. Коротчи говоря, only the elite leaders of God's people received the Spirit. Иоиль говорил о дне, когда весь Божьей народ получит Духа. Think of that from the average person’s perspective. It is literally like we all will be treated like elders, prophets, and kings. This is, in a sense, an answer to Moses’ prayer in Num 11:29, “о, если бы все в народе Господнем были пророками, когда бы Господь послал Духа Своего на них!” The Holy Spirit will come upon all God’s people and they will receive the attestations of the Spirit. Дух поставит весь Божьей народ на один уровень.
Удивляющим образом день Господень уже начался. The Holy Spirit is God’s gift to new people of God before the final Day of the Lord. The Spirit was излит, but some of the passage remains future. The people no longer fear God’s judgment, symbolized by fire. Instead, the Spirit empowers them to speak the truth about the gospel. The Spirit was poured out upon all people as a sign of God’s encouraging presence.

At this point it is important to clarify what Joel and Peter likely meant when they said that “all will prophesy”. If we look at this verse in the context of the New Testament, I don’t think the point is that all would become prophets or that all would speak revelation and write Scripture. Not even all the apostles wrote Scripture. The point is that all would receive the Spirit and it would be manifest in their lives. Prophecy, visions, and dreams were the most obvious manifestations of the Spirit.  But there are other types of evidence, like the various gifts of the Spirit, the fruit of the Spirit, a Spirit-empowered ministry, and a Spirit-transformed life. All of these in some sense qualify as “proof” of the presence of the Holy Spirit. The main point of the Joel passage is that God will make no distinction, no elevation, of various people. He will give His Spirit to all of His people. All of us will be like the kings and prophets of old.

Живите жизнью достоиной Божьих представителей на земле. You are God’s representatives on the earth. Ты доволен средным уровнем нравственности? Do you see your life and your work as trivial and irrelevant? God has appointed you to be His representatives. You are a royal ambassadors to this planet. Your faith, morality, and mission are of a royal nature. Living by the Spirit involves a new mentality. Nothing is mediocre, ordinary, or unimportant.  We have been given a divine mission. The Spirit has a mission to accomplish through your life that begins by transforming you into something new. Так как Бог излил Свой Дух на нас, давайте будем жить силой того Духа.
Peter’s main point in opening his sermon was that the pouring out of the Spirit on the Day of Pentecost was a sign that the Day of the Lord had come. Jesus, the Messiah, had brought in the Day of the Lord and the Spirit had confirmed that Day. Peter then cited Psalm 15:8-11 as a prophecy of the resurrection of the Messiah and Psalm 109:1 as a prophecy of the divinity of the Messiah. This Messiah did not remain in the grave but was raised and was now reigning as King with God the Father. Peter concluded his sermon by pointing out that the promised Messiah, the only one who could deliver us from judgment on the Day of the Lord, the one who rose from the dead and was God in the flesh, was Jesus, the One Whom you just crucified. This pierced the hearts of many of the listeners who realized with fear what they had just done. When they asked what they should do, Peter, continuing his citation from Joel 2:32, said that they should call upon the name of the Lord by repenting and being baptized. That was the sign that the Lord had called them and made them part of His remnant. Three thousand that day were baptized and joined the Kingdom of God.
The Fellowship of Believers: Acts 2:42-47

What was the result of the pouring out of the Spirit on the apostles and the 3000 who believed? The result was the formation of a joyful, expectant, and growing community of believers devoted to living according to God's Word. Luke described the foundations of community life which set the pattern for the gathering of believers throughout the rest of Acts.

The teaching of the apostles became the foundation for the church. This is no surprise, since the first believers were Jews who already lived by God’s Word. God's Word was first on the list because it shaped the others. The believers continually listened to the apostles’ teaching. It was not a one time event but a continuous practice. The apostles were not only witnesses to the world but were teachers in the Christian family. The apostles’ teaching was Biblically based, Christ centered, and Spirit empowered. They were entrusted with the teaching of Christ.  They taught about Jesus’ life and ministry, His ethical and practical teachings, His warnings about persecution and false teaching, and how the Old Testament prophecies about Christ were fulfilled to establish the renewed people of God. But the most important thing they taught was the centrality of Jesus Christ. This teaching eventually was recorded in the Gospels and Epistles. God has ordained the church to be the place where His Word is preached. Peter taught us to “crave pure spiritual milk” in 1 Peter 2:2 so we wouldn’t be “destroyed by a lack of knowledge” (Hos 4:6).

The Word of God then shapes our fellowship, sacraments, and prayer. Fellowship is the spiritual duty of believers to stimulate each other to growth in holiness and faith. Fellowship is not merely gathering together and talking. It is intentional stimulation, encouragement, and instruction in the life of faith. It is something we do with intentionality and purpose (Heb 10:24). Communion proclaims the work of Christ on the cross and shows the unity of believers. Initially this was done daily as they celebrated their “love feasts.” Eventually it developed into an independent part of worship. Yet it still retains the same meaning, proclaiming the death of Christ and demonstrating the unity of believers. Prayer fixes our complete attention upon God, entrusting our circumstances and desires to Him. These elements became the pattern of worship for the early church, which in turn became the pattern for all churches. This was God’s pattern for worship, inspired by the Spirit at Pentecost and further confirmed in passages like 1 Tim 4:13, Hebrews 10:25, 1 Cor 11:23-26, and 1 Ths 5:17.

The Spirit of God created a sense of family in the church. The believers voluntarily sold their possessions to care for the needs of others.  There were both religious and secular groups at that time who taught communal, property-less living. The Qumran community, possibly Essenes, practiced this as well as various Greek communities. The practice of the early Christians was not based on a philosophy that denied private property but simply reflected a voluntary sharing of possessions. People still had possessions and individual property. That is why the periodically decided to sell property to give to the church. They also continued to give from their income, which suggests that they retained the rest.

The believers considered their brothers more important than their things. They understood what Paul later wrote in Phil. 2:3-4. This was not a political, social, or economic theory. It was love in action, the kind taught in John 13:35 and Phil 2:5. This communal living was possible because of their unity and was an answer to Jesus' prayer in John 17. They gathered both in one large group and in many small groups. In the early days they met in the Temple court. Later this would be impossible because of Jewish opposition. They also met in homes and ate together. Здесь мы видим образец для большой группы и для маленьких групп. The Spirit of God is творяет общность in church. The church is a community, even a family, where we learn to care о нуждах друг друга, both in a large group and in small groups.

The Spirit of God gave them genuine joy as they met together.The Spirit created joy in their midst, gladness and sincerity of heart. This came from praising God together and experiencing His presence and His goodness. The Spirit did signs and wonders through the apostles, and the people were in awe. The signs and wonders of the apostles demonstrated the connection between the ministry of Jesus and the ministry of the apostles.

Господь довавил еще людей в их общину. Their teaching, fellowship, and sharing met the needs of the people. People daily joined their fellowship. People saw something attractive about how believers met together, experienced joy, and related to God. What do people expect when they come to our churches? Do they expect to meet with God? Are you regularly experiencing joy in your fellowship and true unity with your brothers that attracts others? That is what God created in His church. How do you think about evangelism? Of course we must go out into the world. But we should also think about how we can invite others to experience the joy of our community that we share as we gather together for worship. When we share our genuine joy in the Lord with others during our worship service, we invite people to participate in that joy.

Problems Facing the Jerusalem Church: Acts 3-7

After the initial event of Pentecost, the church began to grow. Luke recorded this growth regularly in the opening chapters of Acts (2:41, 47, 4:31, 6:7) to show his readers how the gospel was producing fruit. The church was growing, the community was maturing, and various kinds of people were coming to faith. This continued despite the opposition of Jewish leadership. Chapter 3 began with a healing miracle done by Peter and John as they entered the Temple. A man who was crippled from birth was healed in the name of Jesus. This miracle was intentionally described in terms parallel to the healing miracles of Jesus in order to demonstrate that the ministry of Jesus was continuing through His apostles. Peter then preached to the crowd, interpreting the event in light of Scriptures. Jesus was the fulfillment of the historical movement of Israel. Jesus, who was rejected by the crowds, was indeed raised and was still at work through His apostles. Christ was the fulfillment of the prophets, who were later listed, including Abraham, Moses, and Samuel. Peter then summoned the crowd to repent and believe in Jesus. This became the pattern of apostolic preaching presented in Acts.

Such preaching met opposition. In Acts 4 the opposition came from the Jewish leaders. Just as they had opposed Jesus, so now they would oppose His disciples. They arrested the apostles and put them in jail. Recall that not so long ago they had arrested Jesus and handed Him over to be crucified. The apostles had all fled. This was certainly on their minds as they awaited their trial. As Jesus predicted, the apostles testified before the Sanhedrin and the Spirit empowered them and gave them words to say. Their wisdom and bravery confounded the Sanhedrin who then released them. They prayed and were filled with the Spirit. Chapter 4:31-37 concludes with a further description of how the Spirit was powerfully at work in their community, parallel in function to the description in 2:42-47.

After describing the dangers that came from outside of the church, Luke described the first real danger that came from inside the church. Ananias and Saphira conspired together to lie to the body of Christ and thus to lie to the Holy Spirit. God was not mocked. He judged them immediately and ultimately for their sin. While this act of judgment did bring fear upon the crowds, it did not cause the growth to stop. More and more people continued to turn to Jesus and put their faith in Him. This unnerved the Jewish leaders who arrested them again, only to have God miraculously release them again.

What problems would the early church face as it proclaimed the gospel in Jerusalem? The first problem came from outside the church when the Jewish leaders arrested the apostles and put them in jail. The second problem came from within the church when members of the community lied to the Holy Spirit. In Acts 6:1-7 we see internal conflict. The problem the church faced in chapter 6 appeared to be caused by rapid growth. The church was growing so quickly that they had little time to regulate their practice. This rapid growth required further organizational steps. The apparent problem was one of ineffective systems. Jews took very seriously the care of their widows so naturally the new church did too. Since the church had grown so quickly the systems were not fully in place to care for all the widows. 

Luke referred to two groups of widows in the church, the Hellenists and the Hebrews. The Hellenists were Greek speaking Jews who lived in Jerusalem. From the captivity on many Jews lived outside of Palestine. Some eventually returned to Jerusalem but spoke Greek. Since this was their spoken language, they conducted their synagogue services in Greek. Although they spoke Greek, they were still fully Jewish and attached to the Temple. Since some considered it holy to die in Jerusalem, there were many Hellenist widows. The disproportionate number of Hellenist widows caused a social problem in Jerusalem which spilled over into the church. The Hebrews were the Hebrew speaking Jews who lived in Jerusalem. They were native Jerusalemites who spoke primarily in Hebrew or Aramaic. They knew some Greek, as it was the international language, but conducted their synagogue services in Hebrew or Aramaic. They had a tendency to look down on the Hellenists. This natural tendency reveals the underlying and unstated problem that the church was facing.

The unstated problem was one of prejudice. Why were the Hellenists being neglected? Was it merely the circumstance of the church’s rapid growth? It is certainly possible that there were more Hellenistic widows without relatives. Perhaps, however, the real reason was prejudice. The Hebrews might have snobbishly considered the Hellenists opportunists. Они покинули родину. They had adopted foreign ways and become impure. Now they wanted to demand full rights as Jews. This prejudice could easily have grown and threatened to divide and destroy the church. Разнообразие человечество всегда может приносить с собой вохможность дискриминации и несправедливости. 
This situation reveals a truth about problems in general. Problems often exist on two levels, the structural and external level and the interpersonal and internal level. While we publicly give one reason for our dispute, we leave another reason, perhaps the more important reason, unstated. When we say we don’t have time or we don’t have money, we speak the truth. But we avoid the internal and interpersonal issues that might lie at the core of the problem. Consider problems in the church. Churches for centuries have argued over their location, language, worship style, the length of the sermon, and the atmosphere of the worship service. These external and structural issues are real, but the deeper issues are often ignored or unspoken. “I don't like someone in the church. The church doesn't pay enough attention to me. I am offended with what someone said or did.” It is often the case that the heart issue is that we don’t want to acknowledge our own sin. We prefer to blame an external or structural issue for our unhappiness and avoid the deeper issue. How are you evaluating the problems your church family is facing? Are you only looking at the stated and superficial problems or are you considering the deeper and unstated problems? Had this conflict not been solved properly, it could have split and destroyed the Jerusalem church. 

Решением проблемы были the multiplication of слуги, люди которые служили Богу. Had the apostles themselves given their time and attention to solving this issue, they would have had to neglect their ministry of preaching and prayer. These priorities had been given to them by Jesus. They needed to pray, meditate upon the word of God, preach and teach disciples the Word of God. The apostles responded with wisdom by asserting that they must not neglect their God-given responsibilities. 

So how did they answer the problem? Они не пренебрегали Словом, но они умножали чило слуг. The selected 7 men, men of proven character and godliness, to resolve the problem. This pattern is likely based on the Jewish practice of setting boards. Они создавали разние органы из 7-и членов. Они были известны своей репутацией, мудростью, и состоянием Духа. Собрание выбрало их и апостоли утвердили их положением руки и молились за них. Later, this type of ministry would develop into the office of deacon. Here we see the foundation of that ministry in the first proto-deacons. Those selected for leadership were already known by their character and actions as godly leaders. They had a good reputation and were full of wisdom. Even for tasks that were primarily administrative the apostles required spiritual qualifications.

Notice the wisdom the apostles used to respond to the situation. They did not overreact nor underreact, but proposed a proper, prayerful solution. They delegated the problem to seven faithful servants. It is often noted that the seven names all appear to be Greek. It is noteworthy to consider how the apostles chose these men. They did not get involved in politicking or prejudice, but trusted each other as brothers. They trusted the Hellensts to solve the problem and not create reverse-discrimination. Furthermore, the decision was made publicly, so all were involved in the solution. This would help to avoid future complaints. They solved the problem with seven servants. How many problems could we solve if we all decided to become servants? I have never seen someone fight to be last in line nor get in an argument with someone who cut in behind them in traffic. Few people fight when we volunteer to help or yield our rights. Are you growing as a servant?  The seven were already known as servants when they were chosen.  

The result of the solution was blessing. Widows were cared for and the growth of the church continued. The church didn't say, “we're big enough, we don't want any more problems.” The Lord blessed them with continued growth. The solution prevented shrinkage due to inward complaints and focus. Even priests believed. The phrase, “became obedient to the faith” means they responded with submission to the call of faith. Even those who seemed least likely entered the kingdom. This was due to of the Biblical preaching and teaching of the apostles and the genuine presence of the Spirit in every aspect of fellowship and worship. Despite external persecution and internal struggles with sin and conflict, God prospered the church.

Chapters 7 and 8 introduce the ministry of two of these servants: Stephen and Philip. Stephen was described in Christ-like terms to emphasize how Jesus’ ministry was continuing by the work of the Spirit through the servants of Christ. Stephen was falsely accused just like Jesus was falsely accused. Stephen’s address was a summary of the Old Testament, emphasizing the theme of the rejected messenger. Just as the Israelites rejected Joseph and Moses, so they rejected Jesus and would shortly reject Stephen. It is also interesting to note how Stephen drew attention to God’s saving actions that occurred outside the promised land. Abraham and Moses were called by God outside the promised land. This is a subtle warning not only to the Jews, but also to the new believing community, that God has great plans for revealing His Name outside the land of Israel. The Jews could not accept this, so they rejected Stephen completely. As he was being executed, Stephen imitated Jesus, committing himself to God and asking for forgiveness for those who persecuted Him. It is interesting that here Stephen must have specifically prayed for Saul, who was responsible for Stephen’s martyrdom. It appears that Stephen’s prayer was answered. As he was dying Stephen saw Jesus at the right hand of God. Stephen saw Jesus standing, not sitting, which suggests that Jesus was acting as a witness. This juxtaposes two pictures: Stephen was testifying about Jesus before the Jewish authorities while Jesus was testifying about Stephen before the heavenly court. 

The Spread of the Gospel Through Persecution.: Acts 8

This problem addressed in Acts 6 raised one of the central questions of the book of Acts. What role would non-Jews play in the church? Up to this point the attention had been centered on Jerusalem. Acts 8 marked the shift of the action to Judea and Samaria. It is interesting to note that the spread of the gospel came through persecution. Some speculate that the persecution came specifically because the apostles had not yet moved beyond Jerusalem. The text makes clear that the reason the apostles actually left Jerusalem was persecution. Luke, however, does not begin with the apostles preaching in Judea and Samaria, but with the preaching of Philip. How would Philip respond to the persecution facing the new believers in Acts 8?

Philip responded by spreading the gospel while he was fleeing. Philip was forced to flee because the authorities were searching for believers from house to house. However, Philip used his travels as a means of preaching the gospel more broadly. Was he frightened because of the persecution? Did Philip avoid public notice and go into hiding? Look at Acts 8:6-8. Philip became the center of attention in the town because of his preaching and miracles. Demons screamed while they were being cast out. Lame people were healed. The entire town knew of his ministry and rejoiced. Many became followers of Jesus and joined the community of faith.

In Acts Luke works hard to communicate that there is one body of Christ. One of the ways he does this is by showing how the Jews, the Samaritans, and later the Gentiles, all shared in the same baptism and the same Spirit. The apostles came to Samaria to affirm that the Samaritans had received the same gospel they preached in Jerusalem. The Holy Spirit came upon them in the same way He came upon the original apostles in Jerusalem. All this affirmed that the outward expansion of the gospel was the work of God. He was creating one world-wide body. This would be further clarified in Acts 10 and 15.

The Lord then sent Philip south to preach to an Ethiopian eunuch returning to his homeland after the holiday in Jerusalem. This was Luke’s example of how the gospel was spread in Judea. The Ethiopian was actually a representative of “the ends of the earth” who was travelling in Judea when he heard the gospel. We often look at this passage and see God's hand in preparing the Ethiopian for the gospel. But what happened first?  Philip responded in obedience to God’s directive. God through an angel told Philip to go to a particular road. God through the Spirit told Philip to approach the man in the chariot. The text gives us no indication that Philip колебался, doubted, or resisted. He simply obeyed immediately. Then we see how God had prepared the way. The man went to Jerusalem to worship but hadn’t received Spirit. He knew the right place to read in the Scriptures but couldn't understand what he was reading. So God led Philip to the Ethiopian to explain the Scriptures to him. Here we see a common pattern God uses in evangelism.  He brings together one person with questions and another person with answers. Both people are led by God from different sides. Philip interpreted the Scriptures for the Ethiopian, who was touched by the Holy Spirit and believed. The result was that he asked to be baptized, a sign that he had joined the new people of God.

Inclusion of Gentiles: Acts 10-12

Acts 10 gives the basis for the Gentile mission. Interestingly, this mission begins with Peter, who is generally considered to be the apostle to the Jews. Paul, introduced as a new believer in chapter 9, begins his mission in chapter 13. Peter received the vision of the clean and unclean animals and was first called to go to a Gentile home. Peter first proclaimed the gospel to Gentiles and witnessed God’s attestation of their genuine faith by the reception of the Holy Spirit. This event is so important it is basically repeated 3 times in Acts 10-11, once to Peter, once to Cornelius, and once back in Jerusalem. This leads to the report of others spreading the gospel to Gentiles in Antioch, which became the first sending base for missions.

The issue Peter faced in Acts 10 was a genuine problem for all Jews in first century Palestine. They faced a tension between Jewish law and tradition. The law commanded Jews to be a blessing to the nations and to care об иноплемениках among them. The law forbade them from adopting idolatrous practices of foreigners and from eating unclean food. What was instituted to establish inward holiness was redefined to establish religious prejudice. The dietary restrictions of the Pentateuch eventually came to be understood as excluding meal fellowship with Gentiles. Eating together might accidentally lead to someone eating something “unclean.” During meal fellowship they might inadvertently give social approval of some idolatrous practice observed by a Gentile family. This created a high barrier between Jews and Gentiles which prevented the Jews from fulfilling their God-given task of being a blessing to the other nations. 

Бог опрокинул эти обичаи видением Петра. While the vision related to food, the interpretation related to people. Если Бог дальше не различает чистую и не чистую еду, (Mark 7:18-19) то появляется возможность кушать с язычниками. Если Бог дальше не различает еду, какие различия между людми можем сделать мы? It is true we must not participate with unbelievers in immoral and ungodly activities. However, do we reject all sinners by refusing to eat with them and be with them? Мы должны соблюдать баланс. We must learn the balance of striving for holiness without becoming judgmental or exclusive. Мы не дольны судить. Peter obeyed God’s direction and entered Cornelius’ home. In response Cornelius invited Peter to proclaim the gospel in his house.
Look at the fruit of Peter’s preaching in 10:44-48. The Holy Spirit was given to Cornelius and his gathered group. This was reminiscent of Pentecost. This was not so much a second Pentecost as the participation of Gentile believers in the first one (1 Cor 12:13). They spoke in tongues as a testimony to receiving the Spirit and spoke of the mighty acts of God. This pattern of Pentecostal events is set out in Acts 2, 8, 10, and 19. God was confirming that there was one people of God even as the gospel spread to new areas and cultures. The supernatural aspect of this event confirmed that God had included the Gentiles in the people of God.

How did the Gentiles to receive the Spirit? God Himself gave them faith upon hearing the proclamation of the gospel. Peter had not even finished his sermon when they received the Spirit. This was undeniably God's action, as described in Rom 10:12-14. The Jews who had come with Peter were surprised. In chapter 11 we read that all were surprised and even criticized Peter. However, the event was so clearly from God that no one could speak against it. If the Holy Spirit had been given then God had cleansed the unclean Gentiles by faith.  They had become clean. We will see, however, that it took some time for God's actions to be accepted among men.

Язычники были посностью приняты в церковь крещением. Like Philip’s experience with the Ethiopian eunuch, it was obvious that the Gentiles ought to be baptized. The question was likely posed by Peter to the other Jews. These were Gentiles who had not been circumcised. God-fearers attended synagogue but typically were not circumcised nor did they observe Jewish dietary laws. This event would demonstrate clearly that faith was required for adult baptism but not circumcision. Baptism, among other things, signifies full inclusion into membership of the church. The Gentiles would no longer be second class citizens but full members. This is true even if they were uncircumcised and ate unclean food. Peter stayed on with them a few days, eating their unclean food and staying in their unclean house, thus breaking a major social barrier. This section ends with a Gentile church being established in Antioch. This church would become the sending base for Paul’s Gentile mission in Acts 13.

Bible Studies from Acts 1-12

Acts 1:1-11

1. Why might the disciples have wanted to leave Jerusalem? Why did Jesus command them to wait? Could they not have received the Spirit in another location, or separately rather than together?

2. Why did the disciples ask Jesus in Acts 1:6 if He was at this time going to restore the kingdom to Israel? What did this show about their expectations of His kingdom? What did they not understand?

3. Have you ever prayed something that showed a similar misunderstanding of Jesus’ kingdom? When might our worldly desires for Jesus’ kingdom conflict with His ultimate plans?

4. Why do you think God has not revealed the date of Jesus’ return? How does that affect us, even in our relationship to God?

5. How did the disciples receive the power of the Spirit predicted by Jesus? How do we receive the power of the Holy Spirit today?

6. What is the geographical and cultural significance of the four areas mentioned in Acts 1:8: Jerusalem, Judea, Samaria, and the ends of the earth? How does this set the pattern for the book of Acts? For the church’s mission? Who are contemporary Judeans, Samaritans, and “the ends of the earth?”

7. What is the significance of the ascension of Jesus? Why do you think He did not remain upon the earth and simply walk with us?

8. What does it mean to you to live in anticipation of the return of Christ? How does it affect the way you live your daily life?

Acts 2:1-13

1. What occurred on the Day of Pentecost? What symbolic significance might there be behind the Holy Spirit rushing like the wind and appearing as flames of fire?

2. When the Holy Spirit came upon the disciples, what was the result? What is the relationship between the Spirit and evangelism or preaching?

3. What does speaking in tongues refer to in Acts 2? What does that suggest about the meaning of speaking in tongues in the book of Acts?

4. What attracted the attention of the crowd? Where were they from? What did they hear? How was this related to Isaiah 2:2-3?

5. What correspondence do you see between the Tower of Babel in Genesis 11 and Pentecost in Acts 2?

6. What two kinds of responses to the outpouring of the Holy Spirit can be seen in verses 12-13? What kinds of responses can be seen to the outpouring of the Spirit today?

7. The first action of the Holy Spirit upon being poured out upon the church was the proclamation of the Gospel to many nations. How have you seen the Spirit involved in your church body in world missions?

Acts 2:13-41

1. How did Peter interpret the events of the Day of Pentecost? What had Joel predicted in Joel 2:28-32?

2. What did the Old Testament concept of the “Day of the Lord” entail? What is the relationship between the Day of the Lord and the Day of Pentecost?

3. According to Joel 2:32, how is one saved from judgment on the Day of the Lord? According to Acts 2:38-39, how are we saved on the Day of the Lord’s appearing? How are these two related? See also Acts 4:10-12.

4. Acts 2:38 summons the people to repent as they turn to the Lord. What does repentance mean? What is the background for repentance described in Joel 2:12-14?

5. The Spirit was poured out upon “all flesh”. What is the difference in the way the Spirit was given in the Old Testament prior to the Day of Pentecost and the way the Spirit was given afterwards?

6. Why did Peter cite Psalm 15:8-11? What does it prove about the gospel?

7. Why were those who heard Peter’s sermon cut to the heart? What was the Spirit’s role? What was Peter’s role?

8. How has the Holy Spirit convicted you recently by means of the Word of God? How have you been used by the Holy Spirit recently to speak the Word of God to others?

Acts 2:42-47

1. The new community of believers devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching. What do you think it was like to study the apostles’ teaching before the New Testament was written? What is different and what is the same about the way they studied the apostles’ teaching and the way we do?

2. The apostles’ teaching shaped the way they did everything else as a community. What role does the New Testament play in shaping the way your community lives and interacts?

3. What is the difference between worldly fellowship and the fellowship of believers? What makes our fellowship distinctively Christian?

4. How does it affect your relationship if you have shared a meal together? How does it affect your relationships if you share the Lord’s Supper together?

5. What is the difference between individual prayer and prayer as a community? What has been the impact of each on your life personally?

6. Give an example of when you were in need and someone sold or shared what they had with you to provide for you. How can we use our possessions to care for the body of Christ?

7. The result of this new community was regular joy in the Lord. Are you experiencing joy in the Lord as you gather together? If not, what obstacles are preventing your experience of joy in the Lord?

8. Why do you think the first community daily was growing numerically? What is the status of the growth of your fellowship and why is your growth in the position it is in?

Acts 6:1-7

1. What was the stated problem in the church? How did this problem come about?

2. Who were the Hellenists and why were they upset? Who were the Hebraic Jews and why were they upset?

3. What was the unstated problem in the church? What might have happened if they had not resolved the issue?

4. What stated and unstated problems have you faced in your church? How did these problems come about? How did your church deal with them?

5. What was the apostles’ proposal for resolving this issue? Why could they not work on the problem themselves? Shouldn’t the apostles first and foremost be caring for people?

6. What criteria were established to evaluate candidates for the committee that would address this issue? Whom have you seen who demonstrates these characteristics?

7. It appears that all seven members of the committee were Hellenists. Wouldn’t this cause the Hebraic Jews to be unnerved? What might this show us about the apostles’ approach to leadership?

8. What principles for conflict resolution can you see in this passage? How might you use them in your current situation?

Acts 8:1-17

1. How did Saul respond to the death of Stephen? What means did he undertake to persecute Christians? How have you seen believers persecuted in your area?

2. How did the believers respond to this persecution? What did they do as they fled? What ultimately was the result of Saul’s persecution of believers? Do such things continue today?

3. Did Philip hide and avoid public attention when the persecution began? What did he do? What were the results?

4. How do you respond to oppression and public persecution of your faith? What lessons can you apply from Philip’s example?

5. Acts 8 represents the gospel going to Samaria. Why is this important? Why did the apostles have to go check out what was happening in Samaria?

6. This passage is sometimes called “Samaritan Pentecost” or more precisely, the Samaritan participation in the original Day of Pentecost. What is the relationship between Acts 2 and Acts 8? What does this reveal to us about the body of Christ?

7. Do you see the Holy Spirit, and our participation in the work of the Spirit, as that which unites or divides the body of Christ? Why and how?

8. How can you look differently at the “Samaritans” in your community, now that you have seen that they have been baptized with the same Holy Spirit as you?

Chapter 18: The Expansion of the Gospel to the Ends of the Earth: Acts 9, 13-28

Introduction: The Life of Paul

The first half of Acts reveals how the expansion of the Gospel began in Jerusalem and began to spread in Judea, Samaria, and to Gentiles living nearby. In the second half of Acts, we see how the gospel continued to expand to the ends of the earth. Just as Peter was the main character in the first half of Acts, Paul was the main proponent in the second half who launched the mission of the church. Paul of Tarsus played a vital role in spreading the gospel beyond Palestine and expanding the world vision of the church. The accounts of his conversion, his call to ministry, his three missionary journeys, and his defenses before Felix, Festus, and Agrippa are all found in Acts. The New Testament preserved 13 of his letters which reveal much about Paul but are only occasionally biographical. If we combine Acts and Paul’s epistles we find a reasonably full outline of the life of Paul. The only real questions come from determining how the biographical section of Galatians fits with Acts 15 and if the travels of the Pastoral Epistles fit in the Acts sequence or come after the history in Acts concluded.

If we outline the chronology of Acts, we see the following sequence of events in Paul’s life. While Luke does not give the precise duration of each event, often using phrases like, “after many days,” he does provide a detailed sequence of Paul’s travels.

1. Conversion at Damascus followed by his escape in a basket (9:1-25)

2. Jerusalem visit 1, to Tarsus via Caesarea (9:26-30)

3. Jerusalem visit 2: from Antioch with famine relief  (12:25)

4. First missionary journey: (13:1–14:28)

· Antioch-Cyprus-Pamphylia-Pisidia-Iconium-Lystra-Derbe-Antioch 

5. Jerusalem visit 3: council at Jerusalem (15:1–35)

6. Second missionary journey: (15:36–18:22)

· Syria & Cilicia, Phrygia-Galatia-Philippi-Thessalonica-Berea-Athens-Corinth-Ephesus-Caesarea-Antioch

7. Third missionary Journey and return to Jerusalem: 18:23–21:16

· Antioch-Galatia-Phrygia-Ephesus-Macedonia-Greece-Macedonia-Troas-Miletus-Caesarea-Jerusalem 

8. Final Jerusalem visit: Acts 21:17–24:27

· Arrest in Temple, trial before Sanhedrin under high priest Ananias, removal to Caesarea, two-year imprisonment under Felix

9. Journey to Rome: 25:1–28:31

· Trial before Festus and Agrippa, voyage to Rome, shipwreck, two-year house arrest in Rome

If we determine the life of Paul solely from the basis of his letters, we are primarily dependent on Paul’s biography in Galatians 1:11–2:14. 

1. Conversion (1:16)

2. Three-year interval (Arabia, Damascus) (1:16–17)

3. First Jerusalem visit of 15 days (1:18–20)

4. Interval of 14 yrs (Syria, Cilicia: preaching to Gentiles) (1:21–2:1)

5. Second Jerusalem visit for private conference on Gentile mission (2:1–10)

6. Incident at Antioch (2:11–14)

Furthermore, the hardship catalogs found in Paul’s letters suggest much traveling and preaching. No sequence can be reconstructed from these details, but they presuppose several years of traveling. 

Acts and Paul’s letters make reference to a number of events that can be attested to outside of New Testament information. These events include the famine of Acts 11:27-30, the death of Herod Agrippa, the expulsion of the Jews from Rome by Claudius, the reigns of Gallio and Aretas, and the service of Ananias as the High Priest in Jerusalem. These events give scholars the ability to fix several dates in the career of the apostle Paul. This data can be combined to present the following outline of the travel, preaching, and imprisonment of Paul.

1. 34/35 Conversion at Damascus, escape in a basket

2. Jerusalem visit 1 “after many days,” to Tarsus

3. 41–48 Jerusalem visit 2 (famine relief)

4. First missionary journey

5. Jerusalem visit 3, conference

6. 49–51 Second missionary journey: Paul’s stay in Corinth at least eighteen months.

7. 52-55 Third missionary journey: two-and-a-half to three years in Ephesus

8. 56–57 Return to Jerusalem: three months in Greece

9. 57–59 Final Jerusalem visit, two-year imprisonment in Caesarea

10. 60-63 Trial before Festus, voyage to Rome, two-year imprisonment

Paul’s Conversion: Acts 9:1-25
Saul, a zealous persecutor of Christians in Acts 9:1-2, became a zealous preacher of Jesus Christ by verse 20. Paul’s conversion is so important that Luke repeated it two more times (22:3-16, 26:12-18). What happened? How did Paul’s conversion come about? It began with an account of his prior life when Saul zealously persecuted believers. He went from house to house searching for disciples (8:3). He showed them no mercy but took men and women from their homes and threw them in jail. He led the execution of Stephen and apparently used that experience to threaten others. He even began expanding his search, going to other cities and regions to persecute believers.

Why did Saul so zealously persecute the new Christians? Remember, Saul was a zealous Jew, not an Atheist. In Philippians 3:5-6 Paul states that he was “circumcised on the eighth day, of the people of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew of Hebrews; in regard to the law, a Pharisee; as for zeal, persecuting the church; as for legalistic righteousness, faultless.” He saw the new believers as a sect that threatened the truth of his religion so he tried to eliminate it. His diligence and lack of mercy were related to his zeal and fanaticism. On the road to Damascus, he discovered he had made a serious mistake.

On the way to Damascus Saul met his opponent. The light from heaven was a signal that Saul’s Opponent was divine. Saul's response of falling down to the ground signaled that there would be no contest. Saul could not fight the One he met on the road. In complete submission Saul asked the identity of his opponent. The answer he received was worse than his worst nightmare. His whole life had been committed to harshly persecuting followers of Jesus, and now Jesus was standing before him as the Divine Warrior. Saul had made a serious mistake.

Furthermore, consider carefully what Jesus meant when He said, “Что ты гониш меня?” Saul was not present, as far as we know, at the crucifixion of Jesus. Saul did not literally beat Jesus after his trial nor did he place nails in Jesus' hands. Saul did, however, beat parts of Jesus' body. When Saul took men out of their homes and left women and children without their husbands and fathers, leaving them as widows and orphans, Jesus felt it. When Saul spread fear and threats among the disciples, Jesus felt it. When Saul executed Stephen, Jesus suffered. Every blow which Saul dealt a believer was a blow against Jesus. Приследование верующих является приследование Самого Иисуса.
We all agree that what Saul did was evil, but do we realize that we do the same thing? Every time we slander or humiliate a believer, we slander Jesus. Every time we do something mean or painful to a disciple, Jesus feels pain and trauma. Every time we cause division in the body of Christ, Jesus feels his body being torn in half. He feels all the pain we cause the body of Christ. Do we know the same fear Saul felt when he met Jesus on the road? Do we hear Jesus asking us why we are persecuting Him? I am afraid we treat the body of Christ poorly and don't even think about it. I am afraid we are no less aware of the pain we cause Jesus Himself than Saul was. However, Saul met Jesus one day and suddenly he realized, with great fear, that he had been making a terrible mistake.

Вместо чем приследовать имя Иисуса, Савл начал возвещать имя Иисуса. Saul received a personal revelation: Jesus Christ was alive, risen from the dead, and was the Lord of Saul’s life. Saul believed and entrusted his life to the true Messiah. He received the Holy Spirit and was baptized, the internal and external signs of salvation. Then he went forth, not to гнать disciples, but to proclaim that Jesus was indeed the Son of God. He перестоилсяand changed his message and the world was shocked. In fact this was so shocking that the Jews living in Damascus began to plot how to kill Saul. Saul's promised suffering started right away. He began to be приследованным, вместо чем тот которые приследует. The theme of Paul’s suffering at the hands of persecutors is a continuing theme in Acts. Paul’s new faith caused his relationship to society and to the world to change (2 Cor  11:23-27).
Paul had to re-evaluate his whole life after his encounter on the road to Damascus. What was Paul’s purpose in life? Saul was a fanatical proponent of his own religion. He had many pieces of the puzzle in place. He believed in one righteous and holy God. He believed in the need to worship Him rightly and in the exclusive truth-claim of that one God. He was quite obedient to the law which God had given, even in the details.  He was even zealous for God's honor and glory. Somehow, however, he had mixed up something very, very important. A key piece of the puzzle was missing from the center.

Saul did not personally know Jesus, the Messiah, as the Son of God. He did not understand that Jesus was the incarnation of God so he considered Jesus a heretic and His followers сектанте. But when he saw the light, and fell down, he understood he did not know God. The flash of light caused him to acknowledge his blindness. He had to ask, "Who are you, Lord?" He had not understood God's grace to sinners, particularly to other nationalities. Perhaps he felt threatened by the fact that if people could be saved by grace, then all his hard work had been for nothing. What changed Saul was not religious principles, but a personal meeting with Jesus. Saul’s physical blindness was a picture of his spiritual blindness. Saul was unable to see the spiritual truth of the gospel. By God's grace the чешуя fell off and he прозрел. His companions, though, never got it. They didn't understand the words spoken to Saul. They didn't see Jesus.

Saul's meeting with Jesus changed his entire жизненные позицие. However, it is interesting to see how much of Paul's life stayed the same. He still went to Damascus, even to seek out disciples. He entered Damascus, not as the proud persecutor, but humbly led by the hand of his companions. He was dependent and уязвимый, not strong and ready to attack. He continued to travel farther and farther for the sake of the name of Jesus. He was even famous for his relationship to the name of Jesus. “Эти всеветные возмутители пришли сюда” (Acts 17:6). God kept much of the structure of Saul's life in place. The Lord simply completely changed Saul's perspective. Наше обрашение к Богу требует от нас, чтобы мы занова оценили нашу цель в жизни. 

Saul had to radically re-evaluate his relationship to the body of Christ. How could he now relate to disciples? Saul had to change everything about his relationship to the body of Christ. His first change was to entrust his life to other disciples in 9:23-25. He literally placed his life in their hands. He taught about the body of Christ with passion in many of his letters. He said he would deny himself many things for the sake of the body, “Если пища соблазняет брата моего, не буду есть мяса вовек, чтобы не соблязнить брата моего” (1 Cor 8:13). Наше обрашение к Богу требует от нас, чтобы мы занова оценили как мы относимся к телу Христа.

It is interesting to consider how radically Ananias’ perspective on life had to change. Анания возвещал правду самому великому врагу того времени. Ananias viewed Saul as the greatest threat to believers in his city and considered him an enemy. Then he received a vision from God telling him to go and speak with Saul. This might have been like receiving a vision to witness to Stalin during the purges. Ananias was so concerned that he thought perhaps God has been fooled by Saul's trick. Perhaps God was unaware of how dangerous Saul was. Nevertheless, Ananias was a disciple, which meant he was one who obeyed the word of God, no matter how surprising it might be. Perhaps he said goodbye to his family that day. Perhaps they even had a special prayer meeting for him in his church. God definitely surprised Ananias with His transformation of Saul.

God's choices are often surprising. Suppose you had read Luke 2:32, as well as Acts 1:8, and you knew that God was going to send the gospel to the Gentiles. If you had read Luke and Acts 1-8, who would you have picked to be the greatest ambassador to the Gentiles? Perhaps Philip or one of the apostles? Perhaps the centurion whose servant had been healed? Would anyone have picked Saul?  That would have been like picking Pilate or a chief priest. Who would have picked a Pharisee who was persecuting believers? Yet that was God's choice. Like Stephen, pray for those who persecute you. Follow God's leading in evangelism and ministry, even when the people God chooses are very surprising.

What happened to Saul? He met Jesus personally. He bowed before him, repented, called Him Lord, and so received the Holy Spirit and was baptized. His life was completely changed by the supernatural power of God. Apart from the call to apostleship, we all have experience the same thing. We are transformed when we meet Jesus and He continues to change us every day by His Spirit. Радикальное преображение Савла после его встречи с Иисусом призывает нас ко каждодневному преображению. 
The Gospel of Paul: Acts 13:16-41
In Acts 13 Luke provides his readers with the first record of Paul’s preaching. His first recorded sermon is fairly extensive. He begins with Exodus, covers the rest of the Pentateuch and the historical books, quotes from Psalms and the prophets, and concludes with a summary of the gospels and the epistles. It seems that apart from Genesis and Revelation, his sermon covers the entire Bible. Stephen preached a similar kind of sermon in Acts 7. Luke reveals the pattern of apostolic preaching through the sermons he records in Acts. The sermons proclaim that the mighty acts of God found in the Old Testament lead to the work of Jesus on the cross declared by the New Covenant and then summon listeners to faith in Christ. 

Both in Acts and in current preaching, Божье действие в прошлом не просто исторические факты. The story of God's salvation is a living history which now has come to you. In fact, the story of God's acts continues through you. Павел читает историю Мойсея, Давида, и Иисуса. He covers the period of Moses through Joshua in verses 16-20, the period of the judges through David in 21-23, and the period of John the Baptist and Jesus in 24-30. Interestingly, all three of these histories are cited from sermons in the Bible. Deuteronomy consists of three sermons that Moses preached that repeated most of the history of the Hebrew nation. The exilic writer of Kings preached about David. The four Gospel writers, and many others, wrote and preached about Jesus.

Why do we preach history? We preach history because we are genuinely part of the history of God’s salvation. Living proclamation about the nature of God has come to you. Your hearing and believing the gospel is no less coincidence than a wall of water forming one day in the Red Sea. Was it a coincidence that Peter was nearby when Jesus needed a boat? Nor is it a coincidence that you have heard and responded to the gospel. You are part of a living history that is continuing right now. You are something like Acts chapter 157.

In Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings, the characters discussed several times how they felt like they were taking part in a story that was in the process of being written. They themselves desperately wanted to know how the story was going to turn out, but they hadn’t seen the end. They wanted to be remembered, but they were not sure if they would live to the end of the story. In the same way believers today are taking part in a story, in the continuing story that started in Acts. It is not a legend or a novel written for entertainment. It is the story of God's purpose for mankind and we actually do know how it is going to end.

Ты действительно играешь роль в расширение истории Божьего спасения. Although the Bible is complete, that is, it is not an expanding book, the idea of Acts continues to this day.  If we are Acts chapter 157, we need to take part in writing Acts chapter 158. We are not a random collection of believers but part of God's expanding story. One day, the story will be told about how the gospel spread through Central Asia and you will be part of that story. One day the story will be told about how one family became believers and you will be part of their story. Saul met Jesus in chapter 9 and here in chapter 13 he is preaching the gospel in a foreign land. If today is your chapter 9, who is your chapter 13? You are part of a continuing story.

As we examine the living history recorded in the Bible, it is not simply a story or a book of historical information. The Bible is a sermon calling us to look at God in a new way through His acts in history. We know God doesn't change, so His nature revealed in the past is still the same today. His will is revealed in history which still guides us today. Что нового мы можем открыть о Божьей природе и воле в данной проповеде Павла? We see that God chose Israel and blessed them, even in Egypt. This reveals how God loves to show grace and kindness. God delivered His people from Egypt by miracles. This revealed the power and might of God and exposed Egypt’s gods as frauds. God fed His people in the desert. Since they were in the desert as part of God’s discipline, we learn from this that God loves His people and takes care of then even while He is disciplining them. God led His people into the promised land and gave them victory over their enemies. This shows us that the battle belongs to the Lord not to man. God eventually gave them David, who both through example and lineage would lead to Jesus. David loved God with his whole heart, united the Kingdom of God's people, defeated the enemies of God's people, and began the process that led to central worship of the one, true God in the temple. These truths learned from history reveal God’s character, purpose, and will for us today.

This passage further warns us about the possibility of God's word condemning us. Verses 40-41 warn us about the judgment that comes upon us when we ignore God’s word. This historical warning about the Babylonian captivity repeated itself in 46-47 when the gospel was given to others. We can know the history of God's salvation, and know the word of God very well, yet completely miss the point, as can be seen in verses 27 and 29. Some people had read God's word which spoke about the nature of God, salvation, a promised Messiah, and salvation for the Gentiles. Yet when Jesus came, rather than receive Him, they crucified Him. In doing so they fulfilled the very words they didn't understand. All that they did had already been written in the very books they valued so much.

Apostolic preaching covered the historical basis of our faith but always returned to a few central theological themes. Paul proclaimed the forgiveness of sins in verse 38. The forgiveness of sins is the core of the gospel, as is seen in Luke's summary in Luke 24:46-7. I used to think that once my sins were forgiven, I was basically OK and wouldn't need much more forgiveness. I knew I wasn't perfect, but I expected I'd be fine. Such is not the case. The forgiveness proclaimed in the gospel is a daily experience. Since I see my sins more clearly now, I more thoroughly understand my need for God's forgiveness. God is giving me growth, but part of that growth is to see not just my actions but my motives as sinful. I am not clean when I merely have abstained from doing wrong, but also when I не доделаю до конца хорошо. My vision is better and I see my own weaknesses and selfishness and rebellious nature more clearly. I see where unbelief creeps into my thinking. I see how desperately I need forgiveness. That is why the forgiveness of sins is so central to the gospel.

The result of the forgiveness of sins is the justification of sinners, which Paul preached in verse 39. Paul beautifully explained the justification of sinners in Romans. The righteousness of Christ was given to us as a free gift so that we might be justified in God's sight. The gospel is described in various ways in the NT: the kingdom of God, the forgiveness of sins, union with Christ, justification by faith, and the victory of the lamb. These are all various ways of looking at the same message.  It is the core of the Pentateuch as well.

However, apostolic preaching was not merely information. It required action. The gospel was not simply information to be obtained and noted. It required a decision. Many were interested and told others about this new message. Others were upset by this message and opposed Paul’s preaching. Luke shows the actions taken by both kinds of people who heard the message. Their response reveals once again a major theme of Acts: the Gospel will spread despite opposition and persecution. Nothing can hinder God's will. No amount of persecution or slander could stop the effective spread of the gospel. In verse 48 we read that all who were appointed believed. No persecution or riots could stop the going forth of the gospel because God is in control. We see that God's will is ultimate. People do make a personal choice to receive eternal life. But we see that their choice was appointed by God. Likewise, no nationalistic claims can save those who reject the gospel. People born in a particular country who do not personally believe will not be saved. Nonetheless, the gospel message will go forth and create disciples who will be filled with joy and the Holy Spirit.

The Jerusalem Council: Acts 15

Acts 15 formally declares the unity that had been established in various ways in Luke 4, Acts 6 and Acts 10. Gentiles and Samaritans would be fully incorporated into the body of Christ as equal members. They would not need to become Jews nor be required to follow Jewish dietary laws or the practice of circumcision. In the new Christian movement this was a very delicate issue. The church could easily have divided over this issue and split and splintered into many disparate parts. But the Spirit led the apostles to publicly affirm that God made no distinction between Jews and Gentiles. This is the conclusive decision reached by a symbolic representation of the entire body of Christ led by the apostles. This practice of gathering elders from representative churches to decide difficult questions facing the church became a pattern for the ecumenical councils of the early church. This cleared the way for the continued expansion of the gospel throughout the Roman world in Paul’s subsequent missionary journeys.

Mission of Paul: Acts 20:17-38
When Paul completed his third missionary journey, he turned toward Jerusalem, visiting various churches along the way. When he stopped in Ephesus to say his goodbyes to the elders of that church, he spoke to them about the purpose of his life. Later, Paul would say – “Подвигом добрым я подвизался, течение совершил, веру сохранил.” He knew he had fulfilled his life’s purpose. Do you know your vision, your purpose, and your direction in life? Where are you going in life and how will you know when get there? What is your mission? It has been said, if you aim at nothing, you'll hit it every time. At the end of your life, how will you know if you have accomplished everything you needed to? Acts 20:17-38 shows us three key aspects of Paul's life vision.

First, у Павла было видение прославлять Бога. Все что Павел делал, было как для Господа. Paul traveled, preached, evangelized, and even earned money making tents. As a mature believer he understood that everything he did was part of his service to the Lord. As he wrote in Col 3:17, “И все, что вы делаете, словом или делом, все делайте во имя Господа Иисуса Христа, благодаря через Него Бога и Отца.” All the different parts of his life were part of his worship.

Павел считал познание Христа наивысшей целью. (Phil 3:8-14). Paul had a vision of Christ first on the Damascus road then again later when he was taken up to heaven in a vision. That vision was his goal.  It was always before him. Paul стремился к этому. Павел был готов принимать любые страдание ради евангелия (Acts 20:22-24). Paul followed the example of Jesus setting out for Jerusalem (Luke 9:51), knowing something bad awaited him there. His focus on Christ gave him strength and motivation to endure suffering. 
Where, honestly, is your desire to know Jesus Christ better? Paul understood it as the highest aim in life. He pursued it more than anything else. He discovered the key to life and sought it with a passion. How does our desire to know Christ compare with Paul’s? How do we respond to obstacles in our path? Do we give up and go home? Paul was beaten, arrested, imprisoned for years, and even shipwrecked for his faith. Yet he continued, persevering to the end. It doesn't require a personal vision from Jesus to worship Him, but it does require a personal relationship and our personal commitment. Knowing Jesus is our highest goal.
Second, y Павла было видение служить церкви. Paul served the church by teaching and preaching the whole plan of God (verse 27). He positively taught the important truths of the gospel. His teaching was broad, on the whole topic of salvation. His teaching was all deep, grounded in the OT and in the person of Jesus Christ. He did not merely pick a few of his favorite doctrines but taught everything necessary for the life of faith. He also negatively warned the church about the dangers of false teaching. One major task of teachers is to warn and defend against false teaching. Paul was experienced enough to know some of the tactics of the enemy. Paul prepared his hearers not only for direct attacks from without but also for subtle attacks from within. Paul both positively taught and negatively guarded against falsehood. Paul wanted to be sure that the community of believers knew the truth.  He wanted them to be strong enough to grow and defend themselves.

Павел служил церкви своими руками. In order to demonstrate his sincerity, Paul worked with his hands to not be a burden to the church. His goal was not financial, but personal. He wanted to be sure they understood his love for them. Furthermore, he showed them how to earn money to care for the weak. For Paul the gospel was not academic information or merely a series of dogmatic facts. It was God’s healing power demonstrated in showing God's grace to the needy. Paul not only taught truth, he showed it in his life. He preached not only with his words but also with his actions of mercy. 
Павел поддерживал близкие отношение с церквями, которые он открыл, стараясь вести их к зрелости. Look at Paul’s departure in verses 36-38. The elders were dear friends of Paul. While they would remember his teaching, what they would miss most was his friendship. They felt the pain he would face in Jerusalem as if it happened to them. Paul started churches but his work wasn't done when he left. What are Paul’s epistles? They are testimonies of Paul’s love and concern for the churches God started through him. Paul's vision was for the young church to grow до зрелости. 
Do you have a vision for serving the body of Christ? It often seems harder to serve in the church than outside it. World missions can sound pretty exciting, traveling to distant places to share the gospel with people of a foreign culture. The work inside the church might appear to be less exciting. Мы здесь меняем много пеленок, уча детей не драться, и часто повторяем основние аспекты жизни. It's not nearly as exciting to write about. But that is what Paul did, and that is what his letters are about. Do you have a vision for serving in the church? Not just out there, but specifically in the church. How can you strengthen your church family by serving?

Thirdly, however, y Павла было видение благовествовать миру. Павел возвешал евангелие и иудеям и грекам. The Jews had good theology but were very traditional. The Greeks were very modern but had bad theology. Paul was inspired to proclaim the gospel faithfully in both settings. This, I think, is part of the beauty of our faith. God has revealed Himself in such a way as to be both never changing and have something fresh to say to each generation and each culture. Paul was God's instruments in demonstrating this.

Образец Павла был установление сообщества последователей Христа, то есть, церкви. We do read about Paul evangelizing individuals and leading them to Christ. But his mission was to establish communities of believers, that is, churches. Why was Paul committed to establishing churches? A church represents an entire body, not just one part. In a body, even if there are only 10 members, there can be healthy functioning of the organism. So while individual evangelism has its place, it should be seen as part of the larger goal of incorporating people into the body of Christ. 

Павел пошел от востока до запада, открывая церкви в главных Римских городах. His strategy was to establish a community of believers in a regional center. He preached the gospel and instructed the community in their faith. He prepared elders to continue the work after him. Then he considered his work finished and went farther. As a man on a mission his goal was to preach the gospel where it was not known. It appears that he was working toward Spain, one "end of the earth". I wonder if he had hoped 3 others would get to the north, south, and east “ends” preaching the gospel. Had he perhaps hoped to return by way of Morocco and the Northern coast of the Mediterranean establishing churches along the way?

What is your vision for evangelism and world missions? Are you thinking of how you can present the truth of the gospel in ways your family and friends can understand? Are you thinking of how both Jews and Greeks, both new and old Russians, both urban and rural Kazakhs, can hear the gospel for what it really is? Do you think of evangelism as the whole process of forming a community and of people becoming part of a community? Evangelism is not just a one time meeting, это на много больше. Мое видение для церкви: чтобы Бог взращивал сообщества учеников Христа, который, выполняя великую заповедь, исполняли миссией церкви в мире. The church is called to be a community of Christ's disciples, that is, not just believers in name or tradition, but people with a personal commitment to being conformed into the image of Jesus together as a community. These believers together strive to fulfill the Great Commandment. They together learn to love God and one another, as difficult as that is, so that they will indeed be a witness to the world around them. As they grow, they strive to fulfill the church's mission in the world, both in words of truth and in actions of mercy proclaiming the gospel in their city, country, and world. Paul knew where he was going, and by God's grace, he accomplished the mission God sent out for him. Let us likewise fulfill the mission, the vision, which God has given to us.

The Defense of Paul: Acts 24:10-21
As Paul travelled proclaiming the gospel, he frequently came under attack and needed to defend his faith. Paul stood accused both by Jews and by Gentiles and needed to provide a reasonable defense of both his faith and his actions. Paul was accused of being a troublemaker who stirred up riots and led some kind of a sect. They accused him of trying to desecrate the temple. Interestingly, believers today are frequently falsely accused. Believers are accused of agitating the people and spreading propaganda. Believers are accused of being part of a sect. They are even accused of betraying their ancestors and their national heritage. Right or wrong, these accusations along with many others are made against believers. We need to develop a reasonable defense of our faith. We need to answer the charges that the world brings against us.

Our faith comes under attack frequently because we live in the world. Not everyone understands the nature of the world, as it is part of the dark power of the evil one. The world is that system of values, commitments, and structures that puts man in the center and relegates God to the periphery. The world has an agenda, and God is not part of it. The world wants to rule your mind and heart and it is quite jealous of competition. The world will not tolerate God in the center, so it will attack. It will try to move you to the periphery by force. 

We need to defend our faith not only before others but also for our own sakes. We have some doubts and concerns ourselves which beg for assurance. There are things that scare us or that we don't understand and they threaten our faith. We sometimes wonder how God can be all-powerful yet allow such injustice in the world, or why we see so few clear miracles, or why good people suffer, or why people wage war in the name of religion. We see these issues and need some sort of explanation or at least some reassurance from God. We are all learning, and still have much to learn, from the youngest to the oldest believer. There are areas that we don't understand and there are questions that we can't answer. Sometimes when our opponents point these out we feel weak and struggle with doubt. We need to study our faith and discover the answers to these questions not just to answer skeptics but also to satisfy ourselves. We don't need to hide from the questions, like an ostrich who buries his head in the sand when danger arises. We need to ask God these questions and let Him show us the answers.

We also defend our faith because those we love need our strength and support. Remember, Acts was written to Theophilus, a Greek convert to the faith. Part of the reason Acts was written was to demonstrate to modern Roman citizens, to Greeks, that the gospel was a good thing. The basis of the faith was ancient. The accusations against this new faith were false and proposed by those with ulterior motives. All the Roman courts declared Paul and Christianity innocent. Acts is in part a defense of the Christian faith to Rome.

So how should we defend our faith? Consider how Paul defended his faith before Felix. Paul showed proper respect to the judge and calmly опровергал их обвинения и объяснил свою веру. Paul calmly, and briefly, explained that he had not let the people in a riot in Jerusalem but had legally returned. He brought proper offerings to the temple and even gave generous gifts to the people of Jerusalem. Paul was not guilty of leading a rebellion. If those from Asia wanted to accuse him of that, they would need to stand in this court. Paul openly admitted that he was a part of a religious group, but explained that the major tenets of his faith were no different than those of the legally recognized faith. He believed in the ancient Scriptures. He believed in eternal judgment and salvation. Paul had done nothing to violate the laws of the temple. He and his companions were clean. The only controversial thing he had said was a genuine controversy in the Sanhedrin regarding the resurrection. Paul gave a reasoned defense of his faith that was appropriate to his particular audience.

We still follow the same pattern. Мы защищаем нашу веру с разумной защитой подходящей для слушателей. We ought to all be able to give our personal testimony of our conversion. We ought to be able to explain the basis for our faith. We ought to be able to answer common objections to our faith that our society has. We need to understand the concerns of those with whom we are speaking and speak to their concerns with proper respect. Yet we must realize that reason alone is insufficient because sin has affected that area as well. Reasonable arguments are helpful and serve a purpose but only God's spirit can change a person’s heart. We must not expect that the best arguments will always convince. We can have confidence in God who often works through the young, the weak, and the less experienced to defend the gospel. Jesus promised the presence of the Spirit in those hours of trial. 

We defend our faith with a clean conscience. In 1 Peter 3:14-15 Peter uses the words кроткость и благоговение. It is important not only what we say, but how we say it. We must demonstrate our faith by the respect we show others of all levels of social status. We should be gentle, shaping the argument to the needs of the listener, and not overpower those who are not ready for all our argumentation. Paul used the phrase непорочная совесть in Acts 24:16. What would have been the effect on his defense if Paul had been having an affair, a drinking problem, or if he had a police record? Our personal holiness is essential to the defense of our faith.

Какие результаты мы ожидаем от защиты нашей веры? Мы можем ожидать безразличие и отвержение от мирских лидеров. Theoretically, Felix was interested in Paul's message. Yet when Paul touched on concrete matters, like правда, воздержание, и будущие суд, Felix sent Paul away. Felix also had other motives. Perhaps he had heard of Paul's gift to Jerusalem and assumed Paul had money. So he left him in jail hoping for a bribe. At the end of his term, Felix left Paul in jail as a political favor to the Jews. Nevertheless Paul boldly defended the faith, even to the highest officials. He used his Roman citizenship to his advantage but would not use worldly methods like bribery. Paul was interested in the heavenly courtroom, not the earthly one. In his trial before Agrippa, he even there tried to persuade the king to accept the faith. 
While it is not recorded that any of these officials came to faith, долгосрочно влияние защиты веры было очень полезно для церкви. In the second century, there were many great apologists. They helped ground the faith and spread it throughout the Roman world. They wrote treatises defending Christianity from Judaism, from paganism, and from Roman law. These defenses gave a foundation for the development of the Christian faith. The same happens today when we defend our faith. We ourselves are helped in our own struggle with doubt and we help lay the foundation for others to continue to grow in their faith.

Apologetics and evangelism are tightly connected, but not identical. Both proclaim the truth of God and His work. One leads directly to an invitation of commitment. The other leads to a justification and a defense of the believer. Both have the purpose of demonstrating to the world the truth of God's kingdom. While we are 'defending' ourselves before man, we keep in mind that it is actually God before whom we stand. Thus our defense can be completely successful even if no one appears convinced.

Remember in whose courtroom you are standing. Think of Paul boldly testifying before those who could set him free that they needed to live righteous lives and accept Christ. Paul was not thinking of Roman power, but God's kingdom. In whose courtroom are you standing when you go to work, school, or home to family? Think of others for whom you are laying the foundation.  Don't give up on or merely ignore difficult questions. Seek the answers from God. Don't get too disappointed in a poor response. You are working for a different audience. We live in a country where very few people know and understand our faith. Who will rise to the challenge to speak and write to defend our faith in Central Asia? Провозглашайте свою веру миру через разумную защиту евангелия.

Conclusion of Acts: 28:30-31
Luke concluded his two volume work with a great picture of the gospel going to the ends of the earth. Paul had miraculously survived a shipwreck and was under house arrest in Rome. This meant he was restricted in his physical movements. Yet in this very confinement he freely proclaimed the gospel to Jews and Greeks both in public and private meetings. Luke was showing that no amount of persecution or oppression could hinder the gospel as it inevitably made its way to the ends of the earth. That is the nature of the gospel. There are people who hear but don’t understand, or see but don’t perceive (Acts 28:26), but even the rejection of the gospel by those people will not stop its reception and spread among those appointed for eternal life. The gospel will spread, unhindered, to the ends of the earth. That is Luke’s message for the first century church and God’s message for us today.

Bible Studies from Acts 9, 13-28

Acts 9

1. Why do you think Saul so zealously persecuted Christians? What was his motive? What motivates people today who persecute followers of Jesus?

2. What happened to Saul on the way to Damascus? How do you think he felt when he learned the man he was persecuting was the Divine Messenger on the road?

3. How does blindness function as both a physical reality and a symbol in Saul’s life? What do you think it was like for him to walk in blindness to Damascus? What do you suppose he thought about during those three days?

4. When are times of discipline or isolation good for extended forced personal reflection and consideration of the real purpose and direction of life? Have you had any experiences like that?

5. As far as we know, Saul never literally persecuted Jesus. Why did Jesus say “Why are you persecuting me?”

6. Are we as believers ever guilty of persecuting Jesus by mistreating the body of Christ? How can we repent of such sins?

7. How do you think Ananias felt when he received his assignment from God to meet with Saul, the persecutor of Christians? How do you think you would have felt?

8. Saul is a surprising choice to be God’s apostle to the Gentiles. What does that reveal about the nature and character of God? What surprising choices have you seen God make that demonstrate His power and glory?

Acts 13:16-41

1. The history of God’s actions can reveal to us things about His unchanging character. What aspects of God’s character are revealed through God’s saving actions through Moses in 16-19? How have you seen God reveal the same type of things today?

2. What aspects of God’s character are revealed through God’s saving actions through David in 20-22? What does that reveal about Jesus?

3. What is the connection between Moses, David, Jesus, and the apostles (v. 26)? How are they connected to you? What does it mean to you to be part of a living history?

4. What irony do you see in verse 27? How can people in ignorance fulfill the will of God? Do you ever fulfill God’s will in ignorance?

5. According to verses 32-37, what is the difference between David and Jesus? What does this suggest about the way we follow each of them?

6. What two vital aspects of the gospel are proclaimed in verses 38 and 39? Why are these so central to all apostolic preaching? How do they affect your life on a daily basis?

7. According to Hab. 1:5-6, what is the thing God was about to do that the people wouldn’t believe? How is this a warning to those who reject Paul’s message?

8. When are we like the people in Habakkuk and in Pisidian Antioch in the most danger of hearing God’s message but not responding with faith? In what area do you think your heart may have become hardened against God’s word?

Acts 15:1-21

1. Why would someone from Judea want to teach that Gentiles had to be circumcised to be saved? What was the main issue they had with Gentiles becoming believers?

2. Why did Paul have such a disagreement with them? Shouldn’t he have been more tolerant of their point of view? When should we be more tolerant of others and when is it OK to be drawn into a “sharp dispute”?

3. What process did the church follow in order to resolve the issue? In what ways do you think the church set a good pattern for resolving future issues?

4. How had the issue of the relationship between Jews and Gentiles been addressed in Luke 4, Acts 6, and Acts 10?

5. What might have happened if they had not been able to resolve this conflict? How would that have affected the rest of the book of Acts? How would it have affected early church history?

6. What conflicts have you seen resolved in a similar way as the conflict of Acts 15? What conflicts have you seen resolved in a way very different from that of Acts 15?

7. What happened in Acts 15:36-40? How did Paul resolve his personal conflict there? Do you see something of God’s sense of irony?

8. What can you learn from this chapter that will help you when you face conflict that threatens to divide God’s people?

Acts 20:17-38

1. What was Paul’s purpose in life? How did he go about fulfilling his purpose?

2. What did it mean for Paul to serve with humility and tears? Can you serve others without these qualities? When is it hardest for you to show humility?

3. Why did Paul go to Jerusalem, knowing that suffering awaited him? Did Luke describe how someone else did this exact same thing at the end of his Gospel? What might you need to do for your Lord knowing that suffering will likely be the result?

4. Why could Paul say he was “innocent of the blood” of all men (v. 26)? How can we declare the same thing with a clean conscience?

5. Who are the savage wolves that Paul warned about in verse 29? What is Paul’s defense against such predators?

6. How can you prepare for and protect your flock against modern savage wolves?

7. How did Paul support his ministry? Why? What did this communicate to the people whom he served?

8. Only in Paul’s sermon in Acts 20 do we read Jesus’ saying, “It is more blessed to give than to receive.” Is this really true? How has your experience confirmed or disputed this saying of Jesus?

Acts 24

1. Why was Paul on trial in Acts 24:5-6? Were these charges justified?

2. Paul portrays himself as being peaceful and not stirring up any trouble. In what ways is this true? Is there any way in which it is not true? Are we peaceful or are we stirring up trouble in our cities?

3. What common ground did Paul find with his opponents in verses 14-16? What common ground do we have with those who oppose our faith?

4. When is it a good idea to emphasize our common ground with our opponents? Is it ever a bad idea to emphasize our common ground?

5. What is the difference between apologetics (defending our faith) and evangelism (proclaiming our faith)? When do we engage in which activity?

6. Why is apologetics important? Who is involved in apologetics in our community of believers? How can you be more involved in developing and proclaiming a reasoned defense of our faith?

7. What is the basis for Paul’s method of defending his faith in 2 Cor 10:4-5? How can we do the same thing?

8. What was one of Felix’s motives for listening to Paul according to Acts 24:25-26? Did that change Paul’s message? When do people listen to us for the wrong reasons? Should their inappropriate motives change our presentation?

Acts 28:16-31

1. Why was Paul on trial in Rome? How was his trial similar to Jesus’ trial?

2. When have you been falsely accused? How did you defend yourself? Was it successful? How does it compare with Paul’s approach?

3. Why were Jews in Rome calling Christianity a sect? Why do people in our world call us a “sect”?

4. Why did Paul quote Isaiah 6:9? What does that text mean in Isaiah? How does it apply to Paul’s listeners? Are any like that today?

5. Give a modern example of when some were convinced and some refused to believe while hearing the same piece of evidence (24).

6. Paul lived two years under house arrest with a soldier guarding him. Was this a good thing or a bad thing? Can you think of situations in your life when what appeared to be a hindrance or a bad thing was used by God to be a great thing?

7. Paul is described as preaching the gospel “without hindrance”. Wouldn’t being under house arrest and being under the threat condemnation by Rome be considered a “hindrance”?

8. Where are you seeing the gospel being proclaimed “boldly and without hindrance” today?
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