INTRODUCTION TO NT SURVEY 

Pray.  Last Fall Gary and Alan taught a Survey of the entire OT.   Today, we will start a Survey of the entire NT.  Turn in your Bible to the Table of Contents.  As most of us know, the Bible is divided into the OT and the NT.  The OT is the story and religion of the Jews and contains major sections devoted to history, law, poetry, wisdom and prophesy.  As we studied last Fall, the OT spans an enormous period of time from the Creation, the Patriarchs, deliverance from slavery in Egypt and conquest of Canaan, the history of the judges and the kings, the captivity in Babylon and then the return and rebuilding of Jerusalem and the temple.  The story ends around 400BC and there is no new revelation from God for the next 400 years.  Gary’s last class talked about the major events of this 400 year period and set the stage for the NT.


[Slide #2]  In contrasts to the huge span of the OT, the NT only covers about 100 years from Jesus birth at the end of the last Century BC to the Revelation of John at the end of the First Century AD.  Even more narrowly, most of the NT is concentrated during the 35 year period from the beginning of Jesus ministry around 30 AD until just before the deaths of Peter and Paul around 65AD.  If you look at the Table of Contents for the NT, we can see it is quite different from the OT.  The first 4 books are the gospels - Matt, Mark, Luke and John – four stories about Jesus that include his birth, his ministry and teaching, his death and resurrection.   Each of the gopsels is connected to an apostle – Matthew and John were apostles and Mark is said to be based on the preaching of Peter and Luke on the preaching of Paul.  Next is the Book of Acts (also written by Luke) – the only book of history in the NT – which tells the story of the early days of the Jerusalem Church and then the conversion and mission of Paul to the Gentiles.  


Next, we have letters written to churches or disciples in the early church.  Many of these were written during the events described in Acts, but some were written after the end of Acts.  We have 13 letters of the apostle Paul – the first 9 – Romans through 2 Thess – are called general epistles of Paul since they are written to churches.  The next 3 – 1&2 Tim and Titus – are called the pastoral epistles of Paul – because they are written to individual church leaders about how to take care of the church.  The last letter Philemon is unique since it is a letter written to an individual about a specific situation.  Then we have a series of general epistles written by others:  Hebrews (authorship unknown) – the call to Jewish Christians to remain faithful to their new faith; the letter from James – the brother of Jesus and leader of the Jerusalem Church described in Acts; two letters from the Apostle Peter; 3 letters from the Apostle John and the letter of Jude – another brother of Jesus.  Last we have Revelation (also by John) – the only book of prophesy in the NT – which we covered last year.  The letters are not placed in the NT in chronological order – which can be confusing – but as we go through the class, we will indicate when the letters were written so you can see where they fit in relation to the Book of Acts.  For example, I Thess was written immediately after Paul founded the church there and it helps to look at the account in Acts when reading the letter.  

Turn to Luke 1.  What is today’s date?  Jan 8, 2012.  2012 years from what?  From the birth of Jesus.  As John mentioned last week in his sermon, the birth of Jesus also divides history into 2 parts - BC (Before Christ) and AD (Latin for the Year of our Lord).  “The Word became flesh and dwelt among us” leaving a great impact crater that broke history in two.  Read Luke 1:8.  [Slide #3]  The story of the NT begins with the birth of Jesus during the reign of Herod the Great.  As Gary mentioned last year, Herod was appointed by the Romans as the King of the Jews in the last Century BC after the Romans took over Israel from the Macabees.   He was a nasty man who died in 4 BC.  Jesus was born when Herod was still alive so the traditional date of Jesus birth at the beginning of the 1st Century is a few years off, but still pretty close.   

Turn to/read Luke 2:1.  [Slide #4]  Jesus was born when Augustus Caesar was Emperor of Rome.  Augustus founded the Roman Empire in 27 BC and ruled until his death in 14 AD.   The Roman Empire lasted 500 years until 476AD.  Judged by the longevity of the institutions he established, Augustus may be the most successful ruler in the history of the world.  And yet if you took a poll – name one thing Augustus Caesar did – most people would point to this – he issued the decree that made Mary & Joseph travel to Bethlehem so Jesus would be born there in fulfillment of OT prophesy.  All of the great accomplishments of the greatest ruler of all time reduced to the minor role he played in the birth of Jesus.  

When did Jesus start his ministry?  Turn to/read Luke 3:1-2.   [Slide #5]  Augustus died in 14AD and his step son Tiberias became Emperor.  The 15th year of Tiberias reign would be 29AD.  Most scholars assume Jesus began his ministry about a year later, 30AD - the 16th year of the reign of Tiberias.  I saw the Dead Sea Scrolls Exhibit a few years ago.  They had ancient coins on display; one minted by Pontus Pilate in the 16th year of the reign of Tiberius Caesar.  That very coin would have been in circulation in Judea during the time of Jesus ministry.  Look at Luke 3:23.   Jesus was “about” 30 years old.  These verses provide the basis for dating when Jesus was born and lived.  These verses are why it is now the year 2012.  If anyone tries to tell you someone else in history is more important than Jesus, simply ask them when that person lived.  They will have to answer based on the number of years before or after the birth of Jesus.
 
What was life like among the Jews of Jesus day?   [Slide #6]  In accordance with OT Law, Jewish religious life was centered on the temple in Jerusalem.  As we remember from the OT Survey class, the original temple was built by Solomon, destroyed by Nebuchadnezzar and then rebuilt during the time of Ezra.  Several hundred years later, in the years before Jesus birth, Herod the Great substantially renovated/rebuilt the temple.  The Herodian structure was built with white marble and gold overlay.  This is what inspired the disciples to comment in Mark 13:1 “what wonderful stones and what wonderful buildings!”  John 2:20 indicates the renovation took 46 years probably continuing after Herod during his successors.  


[Slide #7]  As the OT directed, the priests were in charge of the temple.  Priests are descendants of Aaron.  As we talked about in the OT class, the book of Ezra carefully identifies the priests and the genealogy of Ezra to verify who had responsibility for the new temple.  Since the Davidic kingdom was not restored after the Babylonian Captivity, the chief priests became the main leaders of the Jewish people during the entire 2nd Temple period whether under Persian, Greek or Roman rule.  The Macabees who established a separate Jewish state for a century or so between the Greek and Roman periods were themselves priests.   The Sanhedrin was a group of priests and other leading men of the community that advised the chief priests.  


Turn to Matt 22.  [Slide #8]  As Gary mentioned last year, during the period between the OT and the NT, different sects or groups arose among the Jews.  Several are mentioned in the NT.  One was the Sadducees.  Read 22:21.  The Sadducees didn’t believe in life after death and they ask Jesus a question that attempts to ridicule the idea of life after death.  Read :29  In reply Jesus says they do not know the Scriptures or the power of God.  This group was associated with the ruling and wealthier classes.  They were worldly in their outlook.  The priests and Sanhedrin were mostly Sadducees.  Their religion was ceremonial and not so much about taking the Scriptures seriously.  We must guard against the tendency to be worldly and drift from devotion to the Scriptures and the power of God in our lives. 

Another group was the Pharisees.  They originated in the Centuries before Jesus as a reaction to the influence of Greek culture Gary talked about last year.  They did take the Scriptures seriously and promoted obedience to the Law.  Read Matt 22:34-36.  The Pharisees ask an important question about the Law and end up in a serious discussion with Jesus about the meaning of Psa 110.  Look at Matt 23:1-3.  Here Jesus acknowledges that the Pharisees (not the chief priests or Sadducees) sit on Moses seat, i.e. they are the ones with responsibility for teaching the Law.  The rest of Matt 23 is a scathing indictment of the legalism and hypocrisy that the Pharisees were prone to.  As “religious” people, we must guard against this tendency too.  

Jesus also mentions another group here, the scribes.  As Gary mentioned last year, in the Centuries before Jesus, synagogue worship also arose among the Jews.  This may have begun during the period of Babylonian Captivity when there was no temple and may have continued even after the temple was rebuilt simply because the Jews had been scattered so widely they could not all regularly worship in Jerusalem.  Both Jesus and later Paul made it a practice to teach in Jewish synagogues.  One essential feature of a synagogue was a copy of the OT.  In Luke 4, Jesus goes to the synagogue in Nazareth and reads from the scroll of the prophet Isaiah.  The scribes were the guys whose job it was to make copies of the OT.  They had no printing press; it had to be copied by hand.  Obviously, they were careful to get it right since it was the Word of God.  The Dead Sea Scrolls provide an example of how carefully the Scriptures were copied.  Prior to the discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls, the oldest copy of the Book of Isaiah was from the Middle Ages dated around 1,000 AD.  But the Dead Sea Scrolls contained a copy more than 1,000 years older from 100 BC.  Despite a Millennium of time, the 2 copies are virtually the same with only minor deviations.  The scribes became experts in the Law since they spent so much time carefully copying it.  This group naturally tended to be Pharisees and thus Jesus includes them in his condemnation.  

Turn to John 6.  [Slide #9]  During the 2nd Temple period, from OT prophesy, the Jews knew the Messiah was coming.  Because of Roman rule, the Jews also felt a great need for liberation.  During this time, several would-be Messiahs led revolts.  Here in John 6, Jesus feeds the 5,000 with 5 loaves and 2 fish.  Look at the reaction of the people.  Read :14-15.  They had their fill of food, but they remain hungry for a Messiah.  They want deliverance.  As we saw in our prophesy class in December, Jesus did not fulfill their earthly Messianic expectations, but was a spiritual Messiah who provided us with something far better - deliverance from the oppression of sin and death.  Amen!

Next week we will continue our introduction to the NT Survey class by looking at conditions in the larger Greek and Roman world where Paul and others took the gospel.
