NT Survey #6 – The Jewish Church

Let’s pray.  Turn in your Bible to the Table of Contents.  Today in our NT Survey class, we move beyond the 4 gospels to the Book of Acts and the letters of the NT.  The Book of Acts is the history of the NT church from the time Jesus ascended back into heaven after his Resurrection in about 33AD until Paul travels to Rome thirty years later around 62 AD.   We will use the Books of Acts as a general outline to show the growth and spread of the NT church and when at various points the different letters were written.  [Slide 2] As I mentioned in the first class, the letters of the NT are not listed in the order in which they were written.  If you re-ordered the letters in chronological order, they would probably start with James & then Galatians (in the 40s AD), 1 & 2 Thess, 1 & 2 Cor & Roman (in the 50s AD), Eph, Phil, Col & Philemon (right around 60AD+- around the end of Acts), 1 Tim, Titus, 2 Tim, 1 & 2 Peter & Hebrews (mid to late 60s AD after the end of Acts), and finally Jude, 1, 2 & 3 John (80s or 90s AD).  Mat and Mark are harder to nail down by decade and could have been written any time from the 40s to the 60s.  Luke was probably written in the early 60s.  Modern scholars would put Mat & Luke even later in the 70s.  As we said last week John was written in the late 80s or early 90s and Revelation in the mid 90s.  I think seeing where the letters fit into the story told in Acts and beyond will help us better understand the letters.

Turn to Acts 1.  [Slide 3]  We are not going to do a detailed study of the Books of Acts in this class.  We studied Acts in 2010 and you can find it on the website.   Who wrote Acts?  1:1-2.  The author indicates this is his 2nd book.  What was his first?  The gospel of Luke – written about all Jesus did and taught.  If you look back at the beginning of Luke you will see it was also written to Theophilus and Luke is here writing a sequel.  Who are the apostles?  Men chosen by Jesus to be his witnesses.  What is the theme of Acts?  1:8.  The Holy Spirit will empower them to become Jesus’ witnesses in Jerusalem, Judea and Samaria and to the ends of the earth.   Witness to what?  1:21-22  witnesses to the Resurrection.  Apostles were men chosen by Jesus who saw him raised from the dead.  Who could testify to that fact so we can believe in Jesus.  Peter makes this point in his sermon in Acts 2:32 – “This Jesus God raised up and of that we are all witnesses”.   Like we saw last week, the gospel of John was written by a witness to the actual events of Jesus life, death and Resurrection.  That’s what an apostle was.  We don’t have apostles today.
 Let’s do a brief overview of the first 9 chapters of Acts and then we will look at letter of James – probably the first letter written in the NT.  [Slide 4]
· Chapter 1 – Ascension of Jesus and replacement of Judas with Matthias as apostle.

· Chapter 2 – Pentecost, Baptism of the Holy Spirit and Peter’s sermon and response.

· Chapter 3 – Peter and John heal a lame man and Peter preaches again.

· Chapter 4 – Peter and John arrested, warned and the church prays for boldness.

· Chapter 5 – Ananias & Saphira; apostles arrested and beaten but released (Gamaliel)

· Chapter 6 – appointing of the first deacons to take care of the widows

· Chapter 7 – Stephen’s speech to the Sanhedrin and execution – the first martyr.

· Chapter 8 – great persecution - Philip evangelizes Samaria and the Ethiopian eunuch.

· Chapter 9 – Conversion of Saul – miracles performed by Peter.


Turn to Acts 5.  We see in these chapters God doing incredible things to spread the message about Jesus.  The apostles are baptized with the Holy Spirit and able to speak in foreign languages.  Peter and the other apostles are able to heal and perform miracles just like Jesus did.  They preach and are arrested and confronted by the chief priests just like Jesus was, but they continue to preach boldly.  [Slide 5] Read Acts 5:27b-28a.  They filled Jerusalem with the message of Jesus.  That’s what we need to do in our neighborhoods and communities, brothers & sisters!  Fill them with the teaching about Jesus.  Jerusalem was the first step mentioned back in Acts 1:8.  That’s what I am praying for – to God to use me to share the gospel with someone in my community.

Turn to Acts 8.  With Stephen’s martyrdom, a great persecution arose against the church and it was scattered.  Read 8:1b.  The church now spreads throughout Judea and Samaria.  The story of Philip evangelizing Samaria is then told.  We see the 2nd step of Acts 1:8.  The church has spread beyond Jerusalem to the regions of Judea and Samaria.  That’s what we need to do, spread the message about Jesus all over Gwinnett County to the cities and communities where we don’t have disciples.  Then you see the amazing story of the conversion of Saul – the great persecutor of the church.  This should give us hope that anyone can be converted – no matter how intimidating or opposed to Christianity they might be.  The conversion of Saul lays the groundwork for the final phase of Acts 1:8 “to the ends of the earth” that we will launch into starting next week.

Now turn to Acts 11.  [Slide 6] I am going to steal one verse from Gary’s class next week.  But it’s a verse that looks back at what we just read in Acts 8.  Read 11:19.  During these first two phases of the spread of the church – in Jerusalem and then to Judea and Samaria and even beyond to the Gentile lands mentioned here – the disciples spoke the Word only to Jews.  It was a Jewish church.  Jesus had commanded them to make disciples of all nations – but they didn’t quite get that part yet.  They focused only on people like themselves.  People who already knew the Bible (the OT) and with some expectation about the Messiah.  They didn’t go beyond this to Greeks – those outside their culture without any understanding of God.  God had to nudge the church to go beyond the Jews and Gary will talk about that next week.   There is a lesson for us here brothers and sisters.  As we talk about all the time, we can’t reach out only to people like us – we must reach out across ethnic lines to all kinds of people.  And we can’t only reach out to people who are nominally Christian and already know something about Jesus and the Bible.  We must reach out to Hindus and Muslims and people with a purely secular outlook.  Amen!  [Slide 7]

Turn back to Acts 2.  We have seen that although limited to Jews, the church in the early days was very evangelistic – filling Jerusalem with the teaching of Jesus and spreading the message throughout Judea and Samaria.  What else was the church like in its earliest days?  Let’s read a familiar passage 2:42-47 – a great snapshot of the early Jerusalem church.  Devoted to the apostles teaching and fellowship, to the Lord’s supper and prayer.  They met each other’s needs financially.  They spent a lot of time together.  The church grew daily.  This is the kind of church we want to be.  The kind of people we want to be as disciples of Jesus individually and collectively as a body.  Is this you?

What was the apostles teaching?  What was taught in those early days?  We have the sermons of Peter from Acts 2, 3 & 4 and the Sermon of Stephen from Acts 6.  Those are mostly aimed to outsiders – evangelistic messages.  What was taught to the church? – to the disciples?  Turn to James.  [Slide 8] Even though James is in the back of the NT – as we mentioned it is probably the first letter written in the NT – dated to the 40s, which might make it the oldest book of any kind in the NT - even before any of the gospels were written.  Who wrote the book?  James the brother of Jesus - who Paul in Galatians 2 calls a pillar of the Jerusalem church along with Peter and John; who is one of the key leaders of the Jerusalem Church in Acts 15; and who is apparently the primary leader of the Jerusalem Church by Acts 21 – perhaps after all the apostles had left.  The Jewish historian Josephus also portrays him this way and records his death in 62AD.

1:1.  James writes to the 12 tribes of the Dispersion.  “12 tribes” suggests a Jewish audience – the same period of time we have been talking about in Acts 1-9 – when the church was composed exclusively of Jews.  The Dispersion or Diaspora refers to Jews living in the Gentile world.   As a prominent leader of the Jerusalem Church and eventually the primary leader of the Jerusalem Church – James was in a natural position of authority to write to Jewish Christians living in the Gentile world.     [Slide 9]

James is a book primarily of ethical teaching about how we should live - similar to Jesus teaching in the Sermon on the Mount.  A theme scripture might be 1:22 be doers of the word not hearers only just as Jesus emphasized doing and not merely hearing his words in Mat 5:24-27.  Let’s just turn briefly through the book.  James 1 talks about enduring trials and exhorts disciples to avoid anger, to persevere in obeying the word of God and to remain unstained by the world.  Chapter 2 talks about the sin of partiality or favoritism esp toward the rich and also teaches that faith without works is dead – faith must be demonstrated by our deeds.  James 2:24 flatly contracts the popular false teaching from Martin Luther that we are saved by faith alone.  Chapter 3 talks about taming the tongue and contrasts worldly wisdom vs. godly wisdom.  Chapter 4 warns against being friends of the world and humility is stressed in contrast to worldly boasting.  Chapter 5 warns the rich, urges us to be patient in suffering and teaches us to pray and confess our sins.   I don’t think anyone can come away from reading James without being convicted about something – again similar to the Sermon on the Mount.

[Slide 10] Turn back to James 1:1.  James is a servant of the Lord Jesus Christ.  2:1  He refers to faith in the Lord Jesus Christ, the Lord of glory.  That’s all James says about Jesus.  The book of James probably says less about Jesus than any other major book in the NT.   He doesn’t mention the cross or the Resurrection.  Modern scholars would tell you this is because the “legend” & “theology” about Jesus were still growing when James was written – but that doesn’t make any sense because not long after James was written Paul starting writing letters which are full of all the basic Christian beliefs and teaching about Jesus.  Paul himself says in 1 Cor 15:7 that James was a witness to the Resurrection.  Certainly the Resurrection is implied in the letter of James since how else could he be a servant of the Lord Jesus – the Lord of glory – if Jesus was dead and gone?  I think James was simply focused on ethical teaching and so didn’t include much doctrine in his letter.  His book was more about watching your life, but it doesn’t mean James didn’t also teach doctrine at other times.  He is not shy about doctrinal issues in Acts 15 and Acts 21.  So that’s an overview of the Jewish period of the early Church.  [Slide 11]  Next week, Gary will talk about the issue of Gentiles in the Church!  Pray.


