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UNIT I: THE BEGINNING OF THE GOSPEL OF Jesus CHRIST


The Intertestamental Period
Drane, Chapter 1;

Article: Jews and Judaism in the Roman Empire
 400 silent years in just a few minutes

Here we see a series of maps. Each one of these shows how Israel changed from empire to empire over the course of history. Why did Israel keep being over-run? Because of its location. It was the main route from the north to Northern Africa and Egypt. 

I especially want to pick up on the fourth picture here: the Greek empire. After the fall of Babylon to the Medes and the Persians, theirs was the strongest empire until the death of Alexander the Great in 323 BC. His empire was divided into four parts among his four generals. Each general and their families after them kept battling the others. In Israel’s case, they were caught between the Ptolemy family in the south and the Seleucid family in the north. The Ptolemies gave them a great deal of religious and political freedom. During this time, their was a great deal of Greek influence on the people. So much so, that gradually the Old Testament was translated from Hebrew into Greek so that the people could understand it.

However, in 198 BC, the Seleucids  defeated the Ptolemies and gained control of Judah, but not Egypt. The Seleucids were determined to “civilize” that is, turn into Greeks, the people of Judah. This came to a head with Antiochus IV, Epiphanies (the illustrious one) beginning in 175 B.C. The Jews called him “Epimanes” (the madman).

Antiochus looked upon orthodox Judaism as an obstacle to the unification of his empire. He looked upon the office of high priest as a political office to be held by whoever paid the most money. Eventually a Benjaminite named Melanus offered the most money. The orthodox Jews were infuriated: not only was this guy a complete Greek in mindset, even encouraging the priests to visit the gymnasiums to play games in the buff and undo their circumcisions, he wasn’t of the priestly family.

A few years later, Antiochus attacked Egypt once again. He almost won, but was defeated by the Romans who did not want him to become too strong by annexing Egypt.

Antiochus turned back in bitterness, determined to retain his hold on Palestine. He sent his army to attack the orthodox Jews on the Sabbath, knowing that they would not fight back. He decreed that Greek deities were to be worshipped. He put a statue of Zeus in the Temple and sacrificed a pig on the altar. He held drunken orgies to the god Bacchus and forced attendance. He forbid the Jews to practice circumcision on the threat of death. The Sabbath was forbidden. He observance of Jewish feasts was forbidden. Copies of the Scriptures were burned.

Melanus, BTW, continued as high priest. Only now he sacrificed to Zeus and not the Lord.

Within a few years, however, revolt appeared. An aged priest, named Mattathias, was commanded to offer a sacrifice to Zeus at the town of Modin. He refused and killed the next man who tried. Together with his five sons, he destroyed the altar and ran for the hills. For the next few years, they fought a guerrilla war against the Seleucids. After having several killed on the Sabbath, when they would not fight, Mattathias decreed that fighting in self-defense on the Sabbath was allowed.

Mattathias died soon after the battles started. His son, Judah, nicknamed “The Maccabee” (the hammer) succeeded him. His followers became known as the Maccabees. He continued the raids and guerrilla warfare. More and more Jews joined him. Soon they were in full rebellion against the Syrians.

Fortunately for the Maccabees, Antiochus had battles in other parts of his kingdom and couldn’t focus on them. Eventually, the Maccabees took Jerusalem, entered the Temple and removed all signs of paganism that they found there. They tore down the altar to Zeus and built a new altar to the Lord. Legend has it that they only had enough oil to burn the lamps for one day but miraculously it lit for eight days when they could make more oil. This is the Festival of Lights or “Hanukkah.”

Judah’s victory was short-lived. Antiochus sent his army against him, promising religious freedom if they surrendered. The people chose to surrender and Judah ran away. He did not stop fighting, however, and died in battle.

Judah’s brother, Jonathan, assumed command of the Maccabees. He finally won, not by war, but by diplomacy. He made friends with the Syrians. Under him a large measure of independence from the Selucids was accomplished. Unfortunately, Jonathan also sought to become high priest, even though he was not of the right lineage. This brought about a deep concern. The Syrians later murdered him.

A third brother in the family, Simon, then took command. He also became both military commander and high priest. He managed to expel all of the Syrians from the land. The offices of priest, field commander, and ruler were all given to him by the people and made hereditary. Thus began the Hasomanean dynasty. This continued for about 100 years. During this time, the parties of the Pharisees and the Sadducees were developed.

Unfortunately, the Maccabees learned to exploit the people just as well as any foreign power. Orwell’s “Animal Farm” is indeed correct! 75 years later, the Maccabees fell to fighting each other over who the leaders of Israel were. The Roman general, Pompey, offered to mediate. He did: he conquered the land and ended the arguments. In 63 BC, Israel came under Roman domination. BTW, when Pompey came to Jerusalem, he went into the Temple. He even went into the Most Holy place. The people cried desecration and punishment. He went in and couldn’t figure out an empty room.

By the way, please note that with the coming of the Roman empire that for the first time, the empire came from the west and not the east. This is a huge shift in the direction of power.

Thirty years later there arose a cagey politician by the name of Herod. He managed to switch sides in the aftermath of the murder of Julius Caesar several times. In 37 BC, he became the “King of the Jews”. Herod loved to build. He built or rebuilt several cities and six fortresses. About the year 20 AD, he started rebuilding the Temple. 

The last years of Herod’s life are interesting. He became more and more insane. He accused three of his sons of wanting to kill him and executed all of them. Augustus said it was better to be Herod’s pig than his son. Josephus story. Herod died in 4 BC.

Greco-Roman World

Genuine belief in the gods and goddesses of Greece and Rome had given way to a general agnosticism. The playwrights ridiculed the follies and the foibles of the deities and others believed they were simply great men who others thought of as divine. Ironically, the rituals were still being performed at the temples with great care and great buildings were still being built in their honor.

At the same time, there was a growth in superstition and astrology,  including the use of charms and amulets. Birds were watched in flight as omens. People still went to the oracles to hear from the gods. Divine honors were given to the dead Roman emperors. Later emperors demanded that they be worshiped while they were alive.

Philosophies:

Platonism—Plato taught that true reality is not found in the objects of sense, but in the idea or form which lies behind each object. By grasping and participating in the eternal forms, the soul is lifted and attains true well-being. The soul’s real home is the world beyond the senses. The body is a prison for the soul. This release takes place at death.

Cynics—they believed that “simple pleasures are the best” and taught an extreme frugality. Salvation lies in returning to nature: we should live like animals and not be troubled by the “artificial” conventions of the world. Unlike other systems, which were confined to schools, the Cynics took their beliefs to the people. The cynics had a type of style called the “diatribe” which consisted of questions and answers. Paul’s letters sometimes use this style of argument.

However, the two dominant schools were the Epicureans and the Stoics. When Paul went to Athens, he was confronted with these two schools of thought. 

Epicureans—This school rejected Plato’s ramblings in favor of common sense. The said that how you feel should be the standard of truth, because internal feelings and the perceptions of the senses are always true and trustworthy. Wisdom consists in the pursuit of happiness, enjoying life, and the rejection of excess. There is no afterlife, so you best enjoy life now while you can. The gods, if they do exist, have nothing to do with us. At death, the body dissolves. This tended to bring about atheism and self-indulgence.

Stoics—This encouraged the development of a moral fiber. The universe is not guided by blind fate. Pervading everything is divine Reason and it is our duty to live in accord with Reason. Ethical living was very important to the Stoics. They did not reject the religions of Rome, but interpreted the myths allegorically. The soul is the divine spark of Reason trapped within the human body. Thanks to this spark, we have the ability to rise above our circumstances and face them with dignity (hence the word “stoic”). 

The Mystery Religions

Many people bought into the mystery cults. Most of these started in the east and were brought to Rome later. They were very popular among many people. They are called “mystery religions” because the members were not supposed to tell non-members what was going on. We only have scattered references to these groups.

For the most part, these groups were not in opposition to each other. They all believed that they worshiped the same god, but that they called him/it by difference names. Generally, anyone could join: slave, free, male, female, Greeks and foreigners, without distinction to class differences (although some did have certain conditions). 

Eleusians—This cult was founded at the Eleusis a small town near Athens. This group had its foundation in the myth of Persephone and Pluto. Persephone, daughter of Demeter, goddess of the crops, was kidnapped by Pluto and made his bride. Demeter then refused to let the crops grow. Finally, Pluto allowed Persephone to be with her mother part of the year, during which time the crops could grow. As she was searching for Persephone, Demeter came to Eleusis. She was so well treated by the people that she initiated the king into the sacred mysteries.  Basically, the worshippers would re-enact the mythic story, thus brining the people into the reality of the tale.

Mithraism—This was developed in Persia and later brought to Rome. We have more information on this group than just about any other cult. It was very popular among the military. This cult was restricted to men. In the worship area, there was a statue of Mithra slaying a bull. His left knee is astride the bull, which is forced to its knees. His left hand pulls back the nose of the bull and the right hand plunges in a dagger. From the wound comes three stalks of grain. The picture is the light of Mithras in victory over the wild life of the bull. Ethics were very important for this group. There were seven degrees of membership, with costumes and head pieces for each level. The final level was a baptism in the blood of a bull which was supposed to give eternal life.

Isis and Osiris —This was an Egyptian cult that became very popular among women. Osiris was murdered by his brother, who then cut up his corpse into 14 pieces. Isis then hunted down the 14 pieces and put them back together, so Osiris could enter the underworld as a god. Later, Isis bore Osiris a son. Therefore she is often pictured as mother with a child.

Once again, the members reenacted this myth, ending with the words “We have found him!” Other than that, we have no knowledge of this group.  

Judaism and its divisions

the Synagogues

There is some debate about exactly when the synagogues first started. Most people are pretty convinced that it happened while the people were in Babylon and there was no temple, but not everyone is quite sure when. The synagogues were places for the reading of Scripture and prayer. There were no sacrifices performed there. The word “synagogue” means “meeting place” so it was a place where the Jews would come together for worship.

There was a synagogue in virtually every village in Israel during the days of Jesus and in many foreign cities as well. In fact, St. Paul would always go to the local synagogue and preach there first. There was only one rule for the establishment of a synagogue as far as I know: there had to be ten men to start one. Men and women, of course, sat in different sections of the building. The “God-fearers” (Gentiles who attended synagogue worship but did not join) stood along the back wall.

The Temple

On the other hand, there was the Temple. You remember that the Jewish exiles, when they returned, built a second, smaller temple. Herod the Great destroyed that temple and built the one that existed in Jesus’ day. It was a magnificent building.

It took 18 months to build the Temple itself. It took another 82 years to build all of the courts. It was finally finished in 63 AD. Seven years later, the Romans destroyed it in the sack of Jerusalem. Only one foundation was left; that is the modern “Wailing Wall.”

The Temple grounds ran 1,000 feet x 1,500 feet. The shorter walls had 160 columns, each so large that three people could barely get their arms around it. The whole thing was covered with alabaster and marble. Somewhere I once read that in the evening, with the sun shining off of it, the Temple was dazzling in appearance. Another interesting aside is that no cement or mortar was used to build the Temple; every stone was cut to fit and stayed in place through gravity.

The Temple was divided into different sections. The biggest part is the Court of the Gentiles. Anyone could go there and many did. This is where the money changers sold their goods and where Peter preached on Pentecost. Much closer to the temple, there was a low fence with 13 gates. By each gate was a sign stating that any Gentile caught inside the fence would be put to death. The Temple was for Jews only!

Entering that section, there was the court of the women. This was also where the Temple offerings were received. going up ten steps, there was the Court of Israel, where only the men were allowed. Going up a few more steps, you were on the court of the Priests. From there, you entered the Holy Place and the Most Holy Place.

Various groups

OK, this is a good “Who’s Who” in the New Testament. We read about these groups, but what are they really like?

The Pharisees. These are the guys that we really love to hate. You know in the New Testament that whenever you see a Pharisee, he is going to be a bad guy! The truth was, of course, just the opposite. They were looked upon as the best of guys.

The Pharisees were mostly laypeople. All of them held other professions. St. Paul was a Pharisee; he worked as a tent maker.

The word “Pharisee” means “the holy ones.” They started in the days of Antiochus Ephiphanes IV as an attempt to fight against the Greek influence on Jerusalem. Not just anyone could become a Pharisee. You applied to join and there was a probationary period prior to joining. 

The Pharisees accepted all of the OT books as authoritative. They also accepted the oral tradition. The oral tradition tried to apply the ten commandments to every day life. The teachers divided the ten commandments into 613 laws and many sub-laws. They wanted to build a “fence around the Law” in order to make sure that the Law was kept. They would stop working two hours before the beginning of the Sabbath in order to make sure they did no work on the Sabbath. They also made sure the laws were obeyed. The people were supposed to tithe on their crops; many did not. In order to make sure the crops were tithed, the Pharisees would give a tithe of the food they bought as well as the food they actually grew themselves. In the parable of the publican and the Pharisee, the Pharisee isn’t actually bragging. He’s telling exactly what he has actually done. Can you see why they had so much trouble with Jesus taking time to be with real sinners?

They believed that when the Messiah came that all the Jews around the world  would return to Jerusalem. But what happened if you died first? Then we have the resurrection (door). The dead Jews would rise again to come to Judah. Interestingly, the Pharisees also taught that those who didn’t live in Jerusalem would have to come underground to Judah. Some said God would dig the tunnel; others said you would have to dig your own. But underground you would go!

With the destruction of the Temple, the Pharisees and synagogues were all that was left. Much of modern day Judaism is Pharisee teaching.

The Sadducees

Their name is derived from “Zadok” an OT high priest. And that’s what these guys were: priests. Very powerful priests at that. (See Kiehl for more details.)

These guys aren’t seen as much in the NT. that’s because their base of power was the Temple and Jesus didn’t go there very much. They only accepted the first five books of the Bible, the books of Moses. They didn’t believe in angels, demons, immortality, or the resurrection. 

Because of their Temple background, they held to semi-political operations. They guarded their political power jealously. They also tended to be very wealthy. Because of their Roman connections and wealth, most Jews despised them.

The Scribes

These men could be Sadducees or Pharisees, but most of them were Pharisees. They were skilled teachers of God’s Law and studied it carefully. They were carefully instructed in the law, often studying for years. They were looked upon as those who possessed and taught wisdom. Their profession continued after Jerusalem fell. By the year 1000 or so, there was a group of scribes called “the Masoretes” who were in charge of copying the OT. They lifted their copying to an art form, knowing even the exact letter that should be in the middle of a scroll.

The Zealots

One of these guys was a member of Jesus’ disciples—Simon the Zealot. The Zealots were often Pharisees. But unlike the Pharisees they weren’t willing to wait for a future Messianic era, they wanted it NOW! They thought the best way to get it was to kill the Romans. They refused to pay taxes and thought anyone that did broke the first commandment. They refused to honor Caesar and fought for Jewish autonomy.

One God. No problem here!

Nationalism—However, anyone wanting to worship this one God had to be a Jew. But even if you converted, many Hebrews still thought of you as a second class Jew.

The Law a central to Judaism. This could refer to just the first five books of Moses or to the entire OT or the OT plus the written traditions. The Hebrew word was “Torah” which means “teaching.” 

Last, there were the Essenes. These were a group of ascetics, who out did the Pharisees. They believed that they had to completely separate themselves from the world and then the Messiah would come. They considered themselves to be the true Temple and the true Israel (the sons of light). They really have no bearing in the NT narrative. However, they are vitally important for hiding their scrolls in caves along the shore of the Dead Sea. There are, of course, the Dead Sea Scrolls.

Jewish Messianic Expectations

The last thing we want to ask is “What were the Jews expecting in a Messiah?” What did they think would happen when the Messiah came? As you can guess, what they were looking for and what they got were two different things!

In the center we see the Messianic hope. Central to it all was Jerusalem, the center of the Jewish world. God would bless Jerusalem. It would be very wealthy and prosperous. The wealth of the world would flow there. Everyone who lived there would become rich.

Peace would be upon everything. The lion, lamb, cow and snake would live in peace and harmony. There would be no more war.

Last, there would be incredible fertility. Lots of food and shade. The crops would be so big that you wouldn’t be done harvesting last year’s crop before you need to plow for this year. There would be so much wine that the hills would drip with it. (BTW, when Jesus creates so much wine at Cana, that was a Messianic sign.) Other OT passages point to God’s people having plenty of shade, food, and water.

The question: how would this come about? First, there would be a king from David’s line. He would be wise in word and deed. He would obey God’s laws and teach the people to obey them.

This one would be empowered by God. He would not be divine, but God’s power would rest on him.

He would be a warrior-king, like David. He would destroy the Gentiles and the faithless Jews so that the true Israel could live in peace and harmony.

The Jews, those who lived in the covenant, would automatically be a part of this new age to come. But as for the rest. Well, most thought God would destroy the Gentiles, except those who had become Jews. They would be second-class citizens, though, and work as servants for the true Jews. Some, however, thought that God would turn all the Gentiles into Jews so that we could enjoy God’s kingdom too.

New Testament Criticism and the Synoptic Problem
Drane, Chapters 10 and 12
There are two reasons we are covering this. 1) This is a college level course and I expect you to get a college-level education out of it. 2) It’s out there. Almost any news report on Jesus will interview scholars coming from this position and you need to know what it’s all about. 

The Question of Q

I’m going to switch around the outline just a bit and deal with source criticism first and then I’ll go on to the others.

The Synoptic Problem, simply stated, is this: Which of the Gospels was developed first and what sources did the Gospel writers use? This is a historical question and does not necessarily touch on issues of authorship, inspiration, etc.

There has to be some sort of relationship among the three Synoptic Gospels. 

The general scheme of the three Gospels is the same.

Not only do Jesus’ words match, but also the narrative events.

Where there is a difference, Matthew and Mark agree the most often. Sometimes Luke and Mark agree. Rarely, Matthew and Luke agree.

There are  passages that Matthew and Luke have that Mark does not.

Some stuff in Matthew and Luke is similar, but not identical (e.g. the Lord’s Prayer).

Each Gospel has its own material.

No solution really answers all of these issues. The oldest answer, from St. Augustine, is that Matthew wrote first. Luke used Matthew. And then Mark based his Gospel on the two of them. Most people doubt this, but you will find it occasionally.

Another solution is that Mark wrote his Gospel, using Peter as his source (which I think likely anyway). Matthew wrote his Gospel independently, since he was an apostle. Luke used Matthew in constructing his Gospel.

The most common answer is this:

Mark was the first Gospel written.

Matthew and Luke used Mark and an unknown source called “Q.” (From the German Quelle meaning “source.”)

Some go further and say that Matthew and Luke had their own sources (called “M” and “L” which were probably oral traditions).

Why do scholars think that Mark is the first Gospel?

The amount of Mark found in the other Gospels. 90% of Mark’s Gospel is found in Matthew; about half in Luke.

Generally, Mark’s order of events used. Sometimes, Matthew and Mark have a different order than Luke does; sometimes Luke and Mark differ from Matthew. But Matthew and Luke never differ from Mark.

The historical candor. Mark only once refers to Jesus as Lord; Matthew and Luke do so more often. Mark says that Jesus was amazed, angry, and that some thought Jesus was crazy; Matthew and Luke don’t have these emotions and sayings in their accounts. Mark points out the failings of the disciples more often than the other two. Scholars think that this might show a more reverential tone towards Jesus and the apostles as the first century went on.

The style. The language of Matthew and Luke tends to be more refined as if they are correcting Mark’s grammar.

There are some problems with this theory. Among them is that there is no external evidence to back up the claim that Mark was written first. Early church witness states that Matthew was the first Gospel written. While not without problems, most scholars think putting Mark first answers more questions that it gives.

What about Q?

If Mark is the first Gospel, then what about the information that is common to Luke and Matthew, but not in Mark(about 250 verses, mostly sayings with very little narrative material). It is thought that this information was written down for the new converts to use in learning.

Further, except for the temptation, most of this material is in different locations in each Gospel. For example, Matthew has his long sermon on the Mount. Luke has the same sermon, but it is shorter, and some of Matthew’s Sermon on the Mount material is found in other places in Luke’s Gospel (e.g. 12:22-31) and some of Matthew’s other material is moved (e.g. Matthew 10:28-31, part of the instructions to the Twelve is found much later in Luke 12:4-7). This means one of two things: A) Jesus taught the same thing more than once or B) that one or the other edited the material and put it where he wanted. It is thought that Matthew grouped his Gospel by topic rather than by order therefore, Luke has the “original” order. Most scholars go with the second view.

In his church history, Eusebius quotes a man named Papias who wrote early in the second century. Papias states that Matthew wrote down the “logia” (sayings, oracles) of Jesus in the “Hebrew dialect.” Many think that this might have been a type of Q document.

What do we do with all this?

This is a historical question and does not necessarily impinge on authorship or inspiration.

We know that Luke, at least, used sources. He tells us that.

I think a good argument can be made for putting Mark first. I think there were other gospel accounts out there (Luke says there were). I am less sure that a formal Q document actually existed. I get worried when scholars, as Drane says, argue that they have reconstructed Q and are able to give an account of its literary history and development. My worries come from

There is no hard evidence of its existence. 

There is absolutely no parallel type of literature in that era.

Scholars have come up with no less that 18 different possibilities of what was in Q. 

Everyone agrees that Q, if it did exist, had no passion account. That strikes me as really weird!

Some of the stuff in Q strikes me as two different parables (ten minas/talents) or something that Jesus would have taught more than once (e.g. the Lord’s Prayer).

Types of Criticism and its issues

Form Criticism—The earliest Christians didn’t have any Gospels, let alone 4 of them. Therefore, some German scholars set about the task of inferring what the oral tradition of Jesus was like before it was written down. The passion story was often shared in sermons and at other times. Further, the early church would have questions about divorce, marriage, etc. This oral tradition was kept to answer those questions.

One of the earliest form critics came up with five types of literature:

Paradigms—A story that ends with an important saying, e.g. plucking ears on the Sabbath. 

Tales (Miracle stories)—These have no important sayings and tend to show Jesus as a miracle worker. The stilling of the storm. 

Sayings—Not attached to a narrative. The Sermon on the Mount and the parables.

Legends—a poor choice of words. The idea was an extraordinary story about a holy person. The infancy narratives.

Myths—Another poor choice of words. He thought of the times when Jesus and God interacted. The transfiguration.

On the positive side, the Form Critics help bring attention to the preaching and teaching character of the Gospels. We see that they are books that were written to teach the faith by which we live or die. But that is about all that is positive.

The big problem here was the presuppositions which the critics used. Almost all of the form critics began with the belief that the church, for the most part, either modified or totally made up the words and actions of Jesus in order to deal with the situations they faced. As a result, the Gospels tell us more about the life situation of the early church than they do about Jesus. 

They divided the “Jesus of history” from the “Christ of faith.” For form critics, the Gospels are like onions; they have layers: geographical notations, dating, miracles, and doctrinal elements were all added by the later church. We need to strip the layers from Gospels to get to the “real Jesus” and “the real words of Jesus.” This lead to the so-called “search for the historical Jesus.” Unfortunately, there is no “historical Jesus.” When the search for Jesus is stripped away, you are left with someone who looks much like you do.

Use Kiehl’s An Assement of Form Criticism along with Gehardson.

This was and is still very popular. Washington Post article; the Five Gospels. Unfortunately, it can also destroy your faith. (Looking for Jesus article.)

Redaction Criticism—I think redaction criticism can have much to offer. It basically asks why the authors used the material the way they did. I think we can safely agree that the authors were not only giving us the facts about the life and ministry of Jesus, but they also interpreted those facts and events for us. A good example is when Mary poured perfume on Jesus’ feet. When did that happen? It is on two different nights. Why did they put it where they did? Luke has a very important travel narrative that no one else does. What does this say about his view of Jesus, himself, and, perhaps, the people he is writing his Gospel for?

The problem that can come with redaction criticism, is the presuppositions that you have when you approach it. This comes out of the form-critical school. Form critics tend to hold that the church added to what Jesus actually said and did. Therefore, they would see a theological motive in adding a detail where others would not. 

Features in the Life and Ministry of Jesus Christ

The Birth narratives
Drane, Article, "When Was Jesus Born?" pp. 47ff
Luke 1 — The angel Gabriel went to Mary. She was probably about 12-13 years old (women married at that age. Men were 17-18). She was betrothed, but not married to Joseph. Betrothal was more than our engagement (for all legal purposes the couple was married) but not yet living together. There was a one year period between betrothal and marriage.

“You who are highly favored — the Lord is with you.” Why was Mary chosen as the mother of Jesus? Because of grace: God’s undeserved mercy. Could the Lord have chosen anyone else? Yes. But he chose Mary purely out of grace. The Roman Catholics wanted to answer this question of why Mary was chosen and out of that developed the entire teaching of Immaculate Conception, which said that Mary was holy and sinless. But Mary was a sinner as much as anyone else. God simply “Highly favored” her.

“You will call his Name Jesus.” Jesus is his Name. This is a Greek version of the Hebrew name “Joshua.” The name Jesus means “The Lord Saves.” It was a fairly common name in Jesus’ day.

“Since I am a virgin?” Very important teaching! In Genesis 3:15, God told the serpent that the “Seed of the Woman” would crush his head. Only by a virgin birth could a person be “the seed of a woman.”

“The Holy Spirit will come on you” this birth would be caused by the God who created life at the beginning. How could Jesus be born of a sinful woman and still be holy? Because of the work of the Holy Spirit in Mary’s life and body. Therefore, Jesus would be “the holy one” and “the Son of God.”

Matthew 1:20,21 — Well now, what about Joseph? He probably would not take the news of his blushing bride’s impending birth too well. And her answer probably wouldn’t bring him all that much comfort either. In this situation, Jewish law provided that a man could a) marry the woman anyway, 2) divorce her quietly, or 3) have her stoned to death as an adulteress. Joseph made up his mind to divorce her quietly. That is, until an angel came to him in a dream.

Luke 2 — Here is a brief rundown of Christmas. Notice that Jesus was born in Bethlehem just as the prophet predicted. Jesus was the firstborn son of Mary, not the only born. Mary and Joseph did have other children besides Jesus. “Betrothed” should be remembered that for Jews, little difference between betrothal and marriage. They probably were married. It might indicated Mary’s continued virginity.

“Shepherds” not very well liked by society at that time. God has a habit of exalting the weak and lowly and putting down the proud and haughty. 

This is “good news” of “great joy” for “all people.” This is not news we should keep to ourselves. We need to tell other people about the joy that can be theirs, that they too can have forgiveness and new life through Jesus Christ, Lord and Savior. Unfortunately, most people — and most churches including ours! — don’t do a very good job of sharing that news. Instead they focus too much on maintenance and not enough on outreach.

Christ is his title. The word in Hebrew is “Messiah.” Both mean “The Anointed One.” Anointing with oil was done to the priests and to kings. It showed that a person was set aside by God for a special purpose. The special purpose of Jesus was to be our Savior from sin.

“wrapped in cloths” being wrapped was pretty common. Even today we “swaddle” newborns. But lying a manger was strange. It was a “sign” that is a picture that God was working and doing something new in the hearts and lives of people. So they “hurried” to find this thing as true.

Matthew 2 — One other incident we should be familiar with took place when Jesus was about two. The Magi came from the East to seek him. They stopped off in Jerusalem to ask where the newborn King was having seen his “star in the east.” Herod the King asked them to tell him where the new king lay so he too could worship him. After they worshipped Jesus and gave him their gifts, they left without telling Herod where Jesus was. Herod was enraged and had all boys two years old and younger killed. So Joseph and his family fled to Egypt where there was a large Jewish population and remained there until Herod’s death. 

One important issue in this question is asking, “When was Jesus born?” We know for a fact that Herod the Great died in 4 BC, so Jesus had to have been born before that date. Since Herod had all of the boys two years old and younger killed off in connection with the time set b the Magi, 6 BC is a possibility.

There was an imperial census in 8 BC. This could be the census for which they were reporting. By the time Palestine was included and ready, it would have been 5 or 6 BC.

The other issue that gets very tricky here is Luke’s mention of Quinirius. According to Roman records, Quinirius was governor around 6 AD, which is too late for the birth of Jesus. So how do we deal with this issue?

There are three possible answers:

Luke doesn’t know what he’s talking about; it’s an error.

Luke has been mistranslated. Instead of “first census” it should be translated “this census was before that made when Quinirius was governor” or “the first census that was taken when Quinirius was governing Syria” (since he was a military commander there ten years before.) (This is the view taken in the CSSB.)

The census was begun around 6 BC when Herod was king, stopped after his death and with the reign of Archeleus, and finished under Qunirius in 6 AD.

WHAT WAS THE STAR OF BETHLEHEM?

There are some (such as Lenski) who deny that the star was anything natu​ral.  They insist that it was a "miracle star" that exists no longer, and any attempt to identify if it is futile.  I would disagree.  God works through means.  Any attempt we can use to find the means he used is welcome and permissible, so long as it does not deny Scriptural revelation

Since the time of Johannes Kepler (17th Century) there have been several studies made of the celestial phenomena in the decade before Christ's birth (14-4 BC).  The text itself is of no help, since the word "star" in the NT (aster) simply means the regular rising of the stars or planets.  This may be somewhat significant, for if it were something really unusual, Matthew might have used a different word.  Generally, there are three main proposi​tions.

Nova or Supernova.  A nova is a dying star that goes out in a final explo​sion, many times brighter than normal.  A supernova is the same thing only brighter still.  It was thought to be a new star (hence name "nova" which means "new"), but now we know different.  Sometimes very bright in the sky; although those seen without the naked eye are rare.  Some supernova are so bright that they can be seen during the day.

Nova were often confused with comets and were often called "tailless comets" ancient writings.  The Chinese astronomical records record such a tailless comet in March/April, 4 BC near the constellation of Aquilla.  It would have been visible in both the Near East and the Far East.

Comet: Comets were often associated with events of great importance.  For example,  a blood red comet was visible when Julius Caesar was killed.  Another comet came when he was avenged.  A comet came when Augustus died.  Comets were thought to be of great importance in people's lives.

According to Chinese records, none other than Halley's comet appeared in the year 12 BC, heading into the constellation of Leo.  (Remember the Messiah was the "Lion of the tribe of Judah.")  One problem:  Halley is a bit too early to be considered the star.  John Williams, writing in 1871, notes that the Chinese also record a comet appearing in March/April 5 BC, near Capricorn.  This also would have been visible.  A comet would explain how the star moved and why they apparently lost sight of it, for comets disappear when they get closest to the sun and reappear on its other side.  

Problems:  Comets generally signaled bad news:  deaths, wars, dirty deal​ings, and not joyous news such as a King's birth.  Would the Magi have come seeing this sign alone?  Also, comets don't remain very long, would it have been long enough to direct the Magi to Jesus?

A conjunction of planets:  This seems the most likely.  There are two versions of this theory, depending when Jesus was born.  The first assumes he was born in 4-6 BC.

Jupiter and Saturn are the slowest of the visible planets in the sky.  Jupiter takes 12 years to go around the sun, Saturn takes 30.  They pass each other, at various points in the sky, every 20 years.  Mars comes close to them once every 805 years.  According to Egyptian astrological records, Jupiter and Saturn were in conjunction in May/June, September/October, and December of 7 BC.  Mars passed by early the next year.  This conjunction took place in the constellation of Pisces.

Pisces was often associated with the last days or the Hebrews.  Jupiter was the always considered the King planet and Saturn was the defender of the King.  Therefore, the king and the king's defender were in Palestine.  This may have well been the sign.  

Taking all this into consideration, Paul Maier, Professor of History at Western Michigan University proposes the following scenario:  The conjunc​tions of Jupiter/Saturn alerted the Magi that something was soon to happen in Palestine, for their astrological observations closely parallel the Biblical record.  Comet of 5 BC sent them on their way attempting to discover the Messiah.  The Nova of 4 BC then appeared after they reached Jerusalem.  This would explain why the star left during the journey and then reappeared.

How would the star move if it was a planet or nova?  The Bible is written as the people witnessed it, not always in reality.  Here, the star moved because of the Earth's rotation.   As the Earth moved, the star appeared to go west​ward across the sky.

THE GENEALOGIES

Obviously, there are major differences between the genealogies in Matthew and in Luke. There are two major reasons suggested:

Matthew is highlighting Joseph’s heritage; Luke is highlighting Mary’s. Only problem is that Luke says this is Joseph’s lineage.

Joseph is the product of a levirite marriage. This explanation goes back to the earliest days of the church is recorded by Eusebius.

.
Parables
Drane, Chapter 7; Article "Why Did Jesus Teach in Parables?"
Fully one-third of Jesus’ teaching was done in parables. The parables describe the kingdom of God in action. They do not talk about abstract truth, but describe what happens when God establishes his kingdom among people. When you read or hear a parable, you have to make a decision about Jesus Himself. Through the parables, Jesus proclaims the mystery of the kingdom of God and reveals to those able to  hear the message about himself. For those who accepted Jesus, the parables made things clearer. For those who rejected Jesus, the parables obscured the truth from them.

Generally, there are 3 kinds of parables:

A simple saying

A comparison

Allegories

Normally, a parable only has one main point. The details have no significance of their own, but must be made subordinate to the main point. That is the difference between a parable and an allegory.

Miracles
Drane, Chapter 8
That Jesus did miracles there can be no doubt. Josephus notes that Jesus was a “doer of wonderful deeds.” The Babylonian Talmud states that Jesus was accused of “sorcery” as one of his crimes. That is pretty good proof that Jesus die miracles; the Jews just said that they were done by Satan, which is exactly what the Gospels state as well.

Jesus did not do miracles just to do miracles. In fact, when people demanded a miracle, he refused. The miracles were part of Jesus’ message. Through the miracles, Jesus pointed the people to the Kingdom of God and showed the people that the kingdom of God had arrived in Jesus and what the kingdom of God is like. If you really want to understand the miracles, then look at Luke 4. Here Jesus gives us his mission statement. The miracles fall right in line with Jesus’ mission of setting the captives free.

In his miracles, Jesus showed that the Kingdom of God had come to set people free from:

1) Sickness-Mark 1.

2) Demons--Mark 1 Mark is big on demons. He uses them to illustrate Jesus’ complete power over Satan and his powers.

3) Evils of nature--Mark 4. This is a power ascribed to God in the OT. Notice the disciples reaction here!

4) Death (Mark 5:21ff) Jesus has the power over life and death. He can and does give new life to people who have faith in him. 

The key to understanding the miracles was faith: realizing that the miracles were the kingdom of God at work. Like the parables, the key to the miracles is seeing the mystery of God’s kingdom and glory in Jesus.

Jesus' Passion and Resurrection

Drane, Chapters 4 and 5, include the articles on pp. 88 – 97

I can’t get into a whole lot of detail here, but I do want to highlight a few things.

The Last Supper

One of the issues that come up is whether or not Jesus and the Disciples actually ate a Passover meal. Some scholars say they did (the Synoptic Gospels certainly say so); others say they didn’t (based on John’s Gospel, 18:28, 19:14).

However, we need to remember that John uses the word “Passover” in a wide sense. Passover, per se, was followed by a seven day “Feast of the Unleavened Bread.” But John does not talk about that Feast, using Passover in a wide sense. So, when he says it was the Preparation day for Passover, he could mean the Feast of Unleavened Bread. Friday was normally called “Preparation Day” meaning “Preparation for the Sabbath.” Saying this was “Preparation for the Passover” could mean “Friday in Passover Week.” Second, there were other big meals during Passover week, and other important sacrifices, so by entering Pilate’s home, the priests would have not been able to eat them.

There is some discussion as to whether or not all the Jews used the same calendar. There is a thought that Pharisees and Sadducees, Judeans and Galileans may have had slightly different calendars. At any rate, this was the Passover festival, all of the Synoptics say Jesus was celebrating the Passover, John does not deny that Jesus was celebrating Passover, no matter what else one may think.

The order of the meal, I think, was:

First cup of wine (Luke 22:15-18) At this time, Jesus would have spoken the blessing over the wine.

The footwashing (John 13:1-20) Jesus and the disciples would have walked about two miles from Bethany to Jerusalem. Someone was supposed to wash the feet as the disciples entered, but no one did. After the first cup of wine, water was put into a bowl and passed around and the right hand was washed prior to the first meal. Instead, Jesus filled the bowl and started washing his disciples feet.

“One of you will betray me” (Luke 22:22; Matthew 26:23-24) Washing the right hand was followed by preliminary dish. It consisted of herbs that were dipped in sauce. Jesus says that the betrayer would be one who dipped his hand into the dish with me. John asks Jesus who the betrayer was. Jesus says it is the person he gives a dipped portion to: Judas. Judas leaves.

“All of you will leave me.” Matthew 26:31-35; Mark 14:27-31; Luke 22:31-38; John 13:31-38

The main part of the meal After the preliminary dish, the second cup of wine was distributed. The meal was put on the table. The youngest would ask, “Why do we eat this meal?” and the father of the family would respond with the Passover story. This was followed by singing some of the Hallel Psalms. The second cup of wine was then drank and both hands would be washed.

The meal ended with a third cup, the cup of blessing or thanksgiving (Eucharist). It was at this point that Jesus instituted the Lord’s Supper.

Finally, after the meal, Jesus had his great discourse in John.

I don’t want to get into Jesus in Gethsemane or his arrest too much. The CSSB notes do a good job of that.

The trial before the Priests

There is some question about the legality of this trial. I think Drane does a nice job with this discussion. The real issue would be whether or not the Mishnah shows what an actual trial would have been like in Jesus’ day.

Pontius Pilate

Pilate served from 26 to 36 AD. He was not incompetent, but he did have a great deal of difficulty as governor of Judea. Part of this trouble came from the Jews themselves—they hated Rome overall and were very difficult to rule—and part of it came from Herod Antipater and Herod Philip who would have loved to gotten rid of him and recreate the kingdom of dear old dad.

There were three major incidents before the trial of Jesus:

The Affair of the Roman Standards—Pilate’s army came in with medallions with the emperor’s image on their regimental standard. The Jews considered this a violation of the commandment against images and staged a five day protest at the capital of Caesarea. Pilate relented and had them removed.

The Aqueduct—Pilate noticed that there was a need for more water, especially at the Temple. He built an aqueduct, but paid for it with temple money. This sparked another riot, which was put down with swords. Luke may refer to this riot. Some believe that Pilate had the cooperation of the priests in using temple money; after all, he couldn’t go into the Temple and get the cash. But word leaked out and the people were outraged.

The Golden Shields—Pilate set up several blank golden shields in Jerusalem. Along the edge, they said that they were dedicated to the honor of Tiberius Caesar. Still the people, egged on by the Herod brothers, protested. This time, Pilate refused to remove the shields, possibly pointing to synagogues in other places of the empire where such shields hung. But Herod Antipas protested to Tiberius, who ordered Pilate to remove the shields and warned him to watch his behavior with the Jewish leaders.

This is why Pilate gave in to the Jews. When they said he would be no “friend of Caesar” they meant that they would protest to Tiberius. Tiberius was more than a little sick mentally. If he heard that Pilate had set free someone who called himself a king, he would have been livid and would have recalled Pilate, which would have resulted in the loss of his property, his Roman citizenship and ended with either exile or suicide.

Otherwise, the sheet on Roman trial episodes.

Crucifixion is easily the most barbaric and incredibly cruel form of execution. There were two types of crosses. One shaped like a T and the other was the cross like we usually think of. The cross beam was carried by the accused; it weighed about 100 lbs. A superscription given the reason for the crucifixion was either put above the head or around the neck. A wooden seat was positioned about half way up. This served as support for the condemned and would lengthen the agony. The crucified were usually nude, but in Israel they were allowed loincloths. The people were nailed to the cross with a piece of wood on top to keep the body on the cross. Death was caused by suffocation. It could take up to three or four days.

The Resurrection—

The Resurrection is without doubt in the NT. There have been various theories proposed to explain it away, but they are without foundation. 

The “stolen body” theory—This is the oldest of the theories. It says that the disciples simply stole the body or perhaps Pilate moved the body to another grave. 

The “wrong tomb” theory—Because Jesus was quickly buried and because it was early in the morning when the women went to the tomb, the women went to the wrong place. When they got there, they ran into the gardener who said, “He is not here. Come see where he lay.” They all left very excited, leaving a very confused gardener behind.

The “swoon” theory—Jesus never died, he fainted. After he went to the tomb, the cool air revived him. Somehow, he managed to crawl out of the tomb and ran into Mary Magdalene. She took him back to the disciples, who tried to nurse him back to health. But, after 40 days, the wounds got the best of him and he died.

The “hallucination” theory—The people were in grief. The women claimed to have seen him; others “saw” him too. The whole thing began with a half-frantic woman.

None of these work. The “stolen body” theory has two problems: incentive and guards. Why would the disciples want to go to such length? What would it accomplish? Further, how could they hope to pull it off? The guards slept in shifts. There would have been over a dozen guards present.

The “wrong tomb” falls apart when you see that the women noticed exactly where Jesus was buried.

The “swoon” could work. There is evidence of people surviving crucifixion. But in this case, there was the extra help of Jesus’ beating and the spear going through to the heart. Even if it were true, would a weak, near-death Savior inspire such hope as found in Acts? 

The “hallucination” would work if only the women or a few disciples saw Jesus. But Paul could point to over 500. It doesn’t work.

On the other hand, there is a lot of positive evidence in Scripture for the resurrection:

Early church preaching—all of it mentioned the resurrection.

The Gospels—the stories are not exactly the same. They have clear differences, as one would expect from different people relating the same story.

The disciples—The Gospels clearly state that they were a disheartened band. What changed them to the point of death?

Paul—1 Corinthians was written quite early. He points out that anyone who has questions can go ask over 500 men who saw Jesus. 

What did the Resurrection mean?

That Jesus was the Son of God.

That God accepted Jesus’ sacrifice for us.

That we live a new, forgiven life.

That we will rise again.

A Brief look at features and uniqueness of the four Gospels
Drane, Chapter 11
Before we get into the Gospels themselves, I just want to point out a couple of things:

They are not biographies as we would normally understand that term. The accounts are sparse and terse, not much detail is given. Even the exact sequence is disregarded at times.

The purpose of the Gospels is to present Jesus to the readers.

Matthew

Author: Matthew, the apostle. Although the book itself does not state this, it is well attested to throughout church history. No one else is even named in connection with it. Drane tries to make a case for why it might not be so, but those arguments don’t hold much water. For example, scholars question why he would rely so heavily on Mark’s Gospel if he heard Jesus himself. But that is an assumption. It could be that he learned what Jesus said just as well as Peter did. Or, as the CSSB points out, he could have read Mark’s Gospel and then decided to incorporate it to show apostolic unity. Ultimately, you have to prove why early church tradition cannot be that way and the critics just don’t pull it off.

Place of writing: We’re not sure, probably somewhere in mid-East.

Written to: Jewish Christians. Matthew shows Jesus as the fulfillment of prophecy, he starts his genealogy with Abraham. He was a Jew writing to Jews. 

Date of writing: We really don’t know. Part of the answer is based, partly, on your presuppositions. Matthew 24 talks about the destruction of Jerusalem. Most critics do not believe that predictive prophesy is possible, so they state that Mark’s Gospel had to be written after the fall of Jerusalem in 70 AD so that the church could put these words into Jesus’ mouth and then Matthew, using Mark, would be written around 80 AD. Most conservative scholars, not having that problem, would date Mark in the 50s and then Matthew in the 50s or 60s. I think this is more probable.

Key Themes:

Messianic interest: Jesus is shown to be the fulfillment of OT prophesy. Sometimes, those fulfillments are a little far fetched, sometimes we have no idea what he is talking about (Nazarene), but this is an emphasis. Jesus is also shown as re-enacting the life of Israel: He begins in the Promised Land, goes to Egypt, etc.

Jew first, then the Greek: There are heavy Jewish emphases: Abraham, the Jewish temple tax gets paid, Jesus says he has come for the last sheep of the house of Israel. At the same time, Gentiles worship him, he goes to Egypt, etc.

The Church: Matthew is the only Gospel writer to use the word “Church.” “You are Peter and on this rock I will build my church” and Mt. 18.

Eschatology: Matthew 24 and 25 show a strong end-times emphasis, more so than the other Gospels.

Structure: Drane, p. 204. I agree with the conclusion that Matthew is showing Jesus to be a new Moses, bringing in a new covenant with God’s people.

Mark

Author: John Mark, the one from Acts, using St. Peter as his source. Eusebius quotes Papias as saying that Mark was the interpreter of Peter in Rome. I think Mark might have even pointed to himself in the Gospel.

Date: see Matthew

Written to: Roman Christians. Mark explains Jewish customs, he translates Aramaic words and phrases, and has many Latinisms in his Gospel.


Key themes:

Jesus as a busy man—“immediately” is a favorite word.

Gospel for gentiles

Blunt view of people—He makes no attempt to cast a halo over the disciples. They often look confused and bumbling.

Textual question: The ending of Mark is one of the big textual questions. The earliest manuscripts stop at v. 8. There are other manuscripts that have a longer and others a shorter ending. The question here would be why would some scribe cut out the ending of Mark? Doesn’t it make more sense that someone would try to add to it, which is why we have some different endings.

Luke

Author: Luke, a doctor and companion of Paul’s. Author of both this book and Acts. Both books dedicated to the same man, Acts has the famous “we passages.” The only Gentile author in the NT. Some scholars have tried to figure out if Luke’s Gospel betrays any medical language, but we can’t be sure. Interesting that he is the one who points out the bloody sweat, which would interest him as a doctor.

Date: Once again, we don’t really know. While some may argue over whether or not Matthew or Mark was the first Gospel, no one thinks Luke was. 60-65 AD would be my guess. I would assume that Luke gathered his information while he was with Paul in Jerusalem and Casearea after Paul was arrested and wrote soon thereafter.

Written to: Theophilus. Some debate as to who he is. The term “Most Excellent” is probably a social rank. He says that he wrote this so that Theolphilus can be sure of what he has been taught, which gives this a strong catechetical emphasis.

Themes in Luke: 

Universality of the Gospel—Luke has  more Gentiles, he states that the Gospel is for all people, he highlights women.

Prayer—Luke has nine prayers of Jesus, only two of which are in the other Gospels

Holy Spirit—Luke mentions the Spirit more than the other Gospels.

John’s Gospel

Author: John the apostle. I love Drane’s statement, “The question of authorship has always been rather confused.” No, it has not. Irenaeus clearly states that it was written by John. Irenaenus states that he learned it from Polycarp, who knew John personally, who said that he was the author of this Gospel and that it was written in Ephesus. Drane tries to make something of the phrase “Elder John.” This comes from our good friend Papias, once again quoted in Eusebius. But I doubt that the early church would give a Gospel to man of whom nothing was really known. One of the reasons that Eusebius mentions the Elder John is to get away from the idea that Revelation was written by the apostle. Eusebius did not like Revelation in the least.

Internal evidence points to an author  who is very Jewish in his outlook and understanding, he gives a great deal of geographical detail (e.g. that there were five porches by the Sheep’s Gate pool) which would not be possible if he didn’t live there, and the author claims to be an eyewitness (we beheld his glory). In John’s Gospel, John is never named. However, there is the “disciple whom Jesus loved.” This disciple is one of the 12, he is with Peter when Mary tells him of Jesus’ resurrection, he is given care of Jesus’ mother. The person best fitting this description is John, son of Zebedee. 

Date: Everyone agrees that it is the last Gospel, probably around 85-100 AD.

Purpose: John 20:30-31 There may be other purposes. Some think he may be fighting some Docetism, 

Themes:

Jesus’ emphasis on the Old Testament—the manna in the desert, you search the Scriptures which testify about me, OT fulfillment.

The Sprit—John 3, 14-16

Love, truth, light, life, and abiding are all abstract themes that keep coming up.

