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A WORD FROM THE AUTHOR

 


Christians interested in what was happening
during the time between the Old and New Testaments will find this
e-Book a great information source.

 


Part One portrays the state of
religion among the Jewish people during the period of about four
hundred years that elapsed between the writings of the prophet
Malachi to the beginning of the Christian era. It was a dark and
long inter-testamental midnight of practicing legalism which sets
the stage for the New Testament story. It summarizes from a
Christian perspective, Jesus’ interruption of legalism and why He
was born at the exact moment when He was most urgently needed.

 


Part Two highlights the Gospel’s
presentation of Jesus as the fulfillment of Israel’s hopes, their
perception of Jesus as the Christ, His goodness, His own claim to
be the Messiah, the emergence of the Jesus Movement (Christianity)
precipitated by His suffering, crucifixion and resurrection.

 


The whole is a synopsis presentation of
ancient intertestamental Judaism to early Christianity. It is my
prayer that readers experience: an appreciation for the state of
religion among the Jewish people during the long period which
elapsed between the time of the prophet and the beginning of the
Christian era; enhanced biblical insights into the Person of Jesus
Christ, discover the refreshing Good News of Jesus Christ.

 


Readers are encouraged to measure
understanding from your own faith tradition against the realities
of your learning experience; be reminded of God’s love and power in
the life of every Christian and gain a firmer hold on the eternal
Word of God.
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“Do your best to present yourself to God as
one approved, a workman who does not need to be ashamed and who
correctly handles the word of truth.” 2 Timothy 2:15.

 


 


* * * * *

God’s Intertestamental Silence

 


* * * * *

 


 


The Scribes

Persian rule

 


 


Information covering this period is scanty at
best especially during the first division when the Jews were under
the dominion of the Persians. This period, covering nearly a
century, we know next to nothing. The one event connected with it
of interest to the Bible student is the production of the books of
Chronicles, which is generally thought to have taken place towards
the close of the Persian period.

 


This work, which interrelates with Ezra and
Nehemiah, affords an interesting glimpse into the way in which
pious Jews at the time when it was written regarded the past
history of their nation. It is, properly speaking, not so much a
history of Israel, but of Jerusalem or the religion of Jerusalem.
If you read the Book of Chronicles, you will find that it provides
only a nominal sketch of ancient history to the time of David, who
made Jerusalem the capital of the nation. It gives basically a
recap of the history of the city under David and his successors up
until the Babylonian captivity, and then in Ezra and Nehemiah, the
history of the new Jerusalem.

 


This period under review is known as the
intertestamental period during which important historical
events occurred. Considerable extra-biblical literature was written
which had a significant effect on the Mediterranean world and
consequently influenced the religious thinking, customs,
government, and lifestyle of those living during the times of
Jesus; such as Alexander the Great and the Hellenistic
influence.

 


God’s silence begins at the end of Malachi.
The healing light of prophecy ends, not to rise again until John
the Baptist appears nearly four hundred
years later. Psalmists living in the extended black period
of legalism uttered the complaint; “We are given no
miraculous signs; no prophets are left, and none of us knows how
long this will be.” Psalm 74:9. Psalmists were indeed
the closest the children of Israel had to prophets in those years.
Their sacred odes were the only glimmer of light peering through
the bleak winter night.

 


How sad this disappearance of prophetic
inspiration to a people that had once listened to the great oracles
of an Isaiah and a Jeremiah. It was all the more a misfortune if
later generations did not appreciate how much they had lost, which
appears to have been the sad fact. The age of hierocracy, when
priests and scribes ruled, the great prophets were neglected
(broadly speaking). Though their prophecies were preserved, they
were assigned a secondary place among the sacred writings, not
first. The Law alone was emphatically Scripture; all else was of
secondary importance. The spirit of the age in Palestine was
disharmonious with prophetism and for Judaism of Alexandria it had
almost no relevance.

 


Why did no prophets appear in those four
centuries? Though no one really knows with absolute certainty,
probably at this stage in Israel’s history, there were no other
words for God to speak on Old Testament themes. The next Word would
be that spoken by Jesus ushering in the ideal that local, national,
and ritual worship must cease and give place to a universal worship
of the spirit. But the hour for Jesus’ message had not yet come.
Prophets do not speak until they must. They do not arise until
desperately needed, and then they come, give voice to the yearning
of a people, and speak the language of hope. Such a crisis could
only come after legalism had full time to develop and sprout its
pernicious fruits.

 


At first, like monasticism in the Christian
church, legalism appeared to be a good thing, and commended itself
to the general religious consciousness. Psalmists longed for the
return of the sacred seasons and were glad when it returned and
summoned them to go up to the house Jehovah (Psalm 122). They sang
the praises of the law, declaring that it was perfect for
converting the soul and giving wisdom to the foolish (Psalm14). The
writer (or writers) of the Chronicles was profoundly interested in
the temple services. He delighted especially in the temple music,
and lost no opportunity referring to it in his narratives. He took
great pains to give the Levites all due honor. He so discharged the
office of historian that in his writings the Levitical law seems to
be in full force even in the old times of David and Solomon.
Obviously the time for pronouncing the weakness of the law weak,
and the Levitical religion as being incapable of perfecting the
worshipper to spiritual consciousness, is not yet come. The priests
and the scribes are in the ascendancy, and must do their best and
their worst.

 


The scribes had varied and apparently very
useful work to do. One task was that of multiplying copies of the
book of the law which Ezra, the father of their order, had written
in Babylon and brought with him to Jerusalem. The transcription,
collection, and editing of other valuable writings, such as those
containing the oracles of the prophets, was also part of the
scribes responsibilities.

 


In the book of Nehemiah reference is made to
the prophets in terms which very fully acknowledge their importance
as God’s messengers to testify against the sin of Israel: “For many years you were patient with them. By your Spirit
you admonished them through your prophets. Yet they paid no
attention, so you handed them over to the neighboring peoples.”
Nehemiah 9:30. This seems to suggest that the scribes were
familiar with their writings and understood their importance and
considered them valuable enough to desire their preservation. Yet,
they were by no means put on a level with the Pentateuch (first
five books of the Christian Bible).

 


Another essential duty of the scribes was the
interpretation of the law. The law of the Lord, might, as the
Psalmist said, be perfect, but it was not easy to construct a code
of rules, however numerous and precisely expressed, that would be
so complete, unambiguous and self consistent throughout, as to make
further legislation unnecessary.

 


The Pentateuch contained laws difficult to
reconcile with each other, and though when added together the rules
of conduct in all areas of life were many, they still proved to be
insufficient for guiding people in all particular instances. Thus,
there was a need; it was decided, either for new legislation or for
expert interpretation. The scribes did not dare to assume the role
of legislators; they adopted the safer role of interpreter and made
new laws under cover of explaining the old. The decisions of the
scribes then became oral law (tradition).

 


Oral law was destined to grow to arrogant
dimensions and to bear evil fruit. Oral law was intended to be a
protection for the written law, a means of protecting it from the
possibility of transgression. But the business of guarding the law
once begun became a serious problem. The law itself, as
reconstructed by Ezra, was a guard to the religion of Israel, as a
people in covenant relationship with God. And now in turn, it was
discovered that it too needed a protective covering. And the second
guard needed a third, and the third needed a fourth and so on until
there was nothing but a vast expanse of hedges, and the law for
which all the hedging had taken place, the true worship of God, had
somehow disappeared.

 


The immense development of concentric hedging
of the law found its historic expression in the Talmud, that vast
pyramid in which Judaism lies entombed. It was this pyramid the
scribes, without knowing it, were busy building stone upon stone,
during the long winter night of legalism. The oral law of the
scribes, seemingly, trapped the children of Israel in a world far
from God.

 


 


* * * * *

 


The Deities

Persian rule continues

 


 


There is sufficient reason to believe that
while under Persian dominion the Jews came under Persian influence
to some extent in their religion. It seemed inevitable since the
Persians were a friendly people and their religion was similar to
Israel’s religion. In fact, their god was similar to the deity of
the Hebrew prophets.

 


Similarities

 


The Persians thought of their supreme being
as one to whom moral distinctions were real and vital, who loved
righteousness and hated unrighteousness and was called, Ahura
Mazda. For them, Ahura Mazda was the one true god. They also had an
evil spirit, whom they called Angra-Mainyu. This is probably why it
has been customary to represent the ancient Persians as believers
in a dualism (two gods) rather than as monotheists (one God).

 


Yet, the Persians dualism was basically
involuntary. The prominence given in the Zoroastrian religion to
the evil spirit that was the source and maker of all evil things in
the world was proof of their sincere sense of ethics. They were so
determined on maintaining the holiness and goodness of their god,
that to save him from being compromised, they were willing to
sacrifice or imperil his sovereignty by giving him a rival deity, a
sort of anti-god who would be held responsible for the evil that
was in the universe.

 


They considered it to be the responsibility
of every man to love and serve the good spirit, and to hate the
evil spirit and all his works. Between the two spirits and the
kingdoms of light and darkness over which they preside there is an
ongoing war, and all men must choose on which side they are to be.
People were encouraged to choose the kingdom of Ahura-Mazda and his
righteousness, and strive to live it by purity, truth, hard work,
and the practice of family duties. Angra-Mainyu was the god of
darkness, the eternal destroyer of good, personification and
creator of evil, bringer of death and disease. The people were to
fight against Angra-Mainyu, hating lies, deceit, adultery, murder,
killing noxious beasts, and carefully preserving the lives of all
useful animals.

 


Thus, since the Persians held an exalted idea
of their god, the Jewish people may have felt less compelled to
resist their religious beliefs as they did the religion of their
Canaanite neighbors. There can be no doubt that there is striking
resemblance in many respects between the religions of the two
peoples. In the Persian, as in the Levitical system, uncleanness,
arising from contact with evil spirits, such as death, and the
means of removing it, occupy a prominent place. The Hebrew Satan
resembles the Persian Angra-Mainyu.

 


The Zoroastrian religion was abundant in good
and evil spirits and spirits of every description with numerous
names and diverse functions. For example, they had wizard spirits,
spirits of the air, storm and so forth which were evil spirits.
They also had guardian spirits for the days of the month and for
particular clans. It is noticeable that in the later books of the
Old Testament, as in Zachariah and Daniel, angelic beings are more
prominent than in the older books.

 


The doctrine of the resurrection is also
common to the two religions and the fact is all the more remarkable
that it is only in those books of the Bible, which critics believe
to have been written in the Persian period, or later, that the
doctrine makes its appearance.

 


Is this similarity between the two religions
due to Israel’s borrowing? It is a question to be discussed without
bias, and yet to be answered with caution. We have no reason to be
defensive against the influence of surrounding peoples on the
religious thoughts of the Jews. It is mere fact. On the other hand,
it must be carefully kept in mind that mere resemblance does not
mean conscious imitation or borrowing on either side. Common
features, after all, may be developmental coincidences in religions
sharing many similarities.

 


The resemblance between Satan and
Angra-Mainyu is not the thing to be concerned with, but rather
their difference. Satan and his kingdom are not independent of God
as is the case with Angra-Mainyu and his kingdom. The Hebrew Satan
in under the control of God. Angra-Mainyu in not controlled by
Ahura-Mazda.

 


The God of Judaism during this winter night
of legalism is a transcendent Deity, exalted by His holiness far
above human sin, presumably exalted also in His essential being
above the creation, incapable of having anything to do with the
world except through mediators human or angelic. A tendency like
this, once it sets in, goes on until it reaches its natural limit.
Eventually it will be deemed improper even to pronounce God’s name
as it had once been and considered pious to call Him Elohim or
Adonai rather that Jehovah.

 


Even in Ecclesiastes, probably of later
origin than the Chronicles, this idea appears to have been started.
The name Jehovah does not once appear in this book and consistently
with this fact God is spoken of as “He that is
higher” (5:8) and set in contrast to men by the formula,
“God is in heaven, and thou upon earth”
(5:2).

 


Thus far we have had no reason to think of
the Jews in this period of development other than as a united
people striving with one mind and heart to make God’s law the rule
of their lives. It is a rare faith community that knows no
divisions. The Christian church has had ample and sorrowful
experiences of strife and separation caused by diversity of opinion
and practice.

 


The post exilic Jewish church was not exempt
from similar evils. The existence of serious splits became apparent
during the period of Greek dominion, when the Pharisees and the
Sadducees came upon the scene as rival parties in religious and
political affairs. The origin of these parties and of their names
is obscure; for it is still a dark winter night and light is
dim.

 


 


* * * * *

 


Jewish Battle for Survival

Greek rule/Jewish Independence

 


 


Previously, a brief discussion summarized the
post exilic Jewish Church during Persian dominion. Now we sail
swiftly through the Greek period of rule.

 


Practically, it was a division between the
scribes and priests; and when we consider the occupations of these
two classes, their respective spheres of influence, and the
tendencies naturally arising out of these, we can imagine how, long
before it came to rupture, they fell away from each other in
opinion, feeling, and interest.

 


The priests were the performer of routine
religious rites; the scribes were students and teachers of the law.
The sphere of the priest’s activity was the temple; the scribe’s
was the synagogue. So there arose a difference in point of
popularity; the priests met the people on rare occasions, when they
came up to Jerusalem at the seasons of the great feasts; the
scribes met them weekly on Sabbath days, when they assembled to
offer prayer and hear the Scripture read.

 


The priests were rulers as well as religious
officials. The high priest was the prince of the community, holding
the rein of power. Hence, there crept into priestly families and
circles aristocratic feelings and a more or less secular spirit.
The scribes, on the other hand, became less naturally the
representatives of democratic and religious issues. The priests
were the leaders in the process of Hellenization, while the scribes
were the champions of Jewish law and custom. The aristocratic
temper is conservative so we are not surprised then, that the
Sadducees, who were the outgrowth of priestly aristocracy, held on
to the written law, and kept distant from oral law and dogmas
concerning angels and the resurrection.

 


It was inevitable that the latent tendencies
of the two parties would come to the surface under Greek rule. The
ruler was nearby, not far away as in the case of the Persian
dominion. The Greek was in the land, dwelling in newly founded
cities bearing Greek names, enjoying Greek government, and
fostering within them Greek customs. And Greek social life was an
aggressive, infectious thing, appealing to the senses, attractive
and fascinating to all lovers of pleasure. Greek culture was
bright, rich, and beautiful, standing in stark contrast to the
poverty of the Semitic world in all that related to art, science,
and philosophy.

 


Now, here was a situation in which the Jewish
people could not remain indifferent. They had no choice but to
decide either to surrender to the new Western influence, or to
resist against it and remain loyal to their Hebrew tradition. What
did they decide? Some took the one way, some the other; some
Hellenized, some stood loyally by old Hebrew ways.

 


In their Greek enthusiasm many Jewish men got
their names translated from Hebrew into Greek and did their best to
obliterate any physical sign of their connection with the Jewish
race. They sacrificed to idols, profaned the Sabbath, and were not
content until they had obtained permission from the government to
found a gymnasium in Jerusalem. And in this wild, godless movement
of apostasy the priests, to their shame, were the ringleaders.

 




Then came a turn in the tide through the
insanity of Antiochus Epiphanes. Noticing how willing many of the
Jews, including some of the most influential men of the nation,
were striving to become Greeks, he was misled into thinking that
the entire nation of Israel were prepared for the wholesale
obliteration of everything distinctively Jewish. He issued orders
accordingly, the execution of which created a great unexpected
reaction.

 


As it turned out, the scribes and multitudes
of people, and not a few among the priests, were prepared to resist
the process of denationalization to the death. The hero of the
patriotic revolt was none other than Judas Maccabeus. The uprising
was initiated by his priest father, Mattathias. He continued the
revolt after his father’s death and the result was the triumph of
the faithful in Israel over their pagan enemies. Jewish
independence was procured. It was the passion, faith, and military
genius of the Maccabees that culminated in what is presently
celebrated by Jews the world over as Hanukkah. Judas Maccabeus is
recognized with Joshua, Gideon, and David as one of the greatest
warriors in Jewish history.

 


The war ended, but unfortunately, the union
brought about by the dire crisis between priests and scribes also
come to an end. Each party once more followed its proper bent.
Sadducees and Pharisees struggled for ascendancy, fighting with
each other no less violently than they had fought together against
the common enemy. Neither could claim to be a worthy representative
of the religion of Israel. Like today, ambition played a large role
governing their conduct. More or less corrupt in spirit to begin
with, they produced in each other, by their party antagonism, ever
increasing moral deterioration; until at length, a century and a
half after the time of Antiochus Epiphanes, they had become as we
see them in the Gospels: utterly opposed to each other in belief
and policy, yet alike ungodly in spirit and entirely alien from
that divine Kingdom whose advent Jesus proclaimed.

 


In the judgment of many modern day biblical
scholars, the time of trouble, which gave to the Jewish people a
hero in the person of Judas Maccabeus, also enriched their sacred
literature by the addition of the book of Daniel. It is a bright
light in the long winter darkness of legalism.

 


 


* * * * *

 


The Long Winter Night of Legalism Wanes

Roman rule begins

 


 


This general overview of the religion of
Israel during the intertestamental period would not be satisfactory
without a brief reference to the Jews scattered abroad over the
Gentile world.

 


The Diaspora or dispersion, covered a wide
area from Babylon to Asia Minor, but its primary seat was the Greek
city of Alexandria, in Egypt, where a large number of Jews found a
home under the friendly reign of King Ptolemy I.

 


The phenomenon, which above all invites
attention in this connection, is Hellenism; that is, Jewish
religious thought as colored by Greek influence in that great
center of Greek culture. Two facts of outstanding importance are
associated with the movement: the use of the Greek language as an
instrument for the diffusion of Judaism, and the use of Greek
philosophy as an instrument for its dissipation. More than any
other human achievement, the Septuagint, or the Greek Bible,
strengthened the early Hebrew church.

 


The Jews resident in Alexandria, as a natural
result of their intercourse with the Greeks, soon became Greek
speaking. An inevitable consequence of this was that a demand soon
arose among them for a translation of the Hebrew Scriptures into
their newly adopted tongue. The result was the Septuagint.

 


Great stories circulated about how this
famous version was created. It is generally agreed that it was
produced, not by the authority and under the patronage of kings or
high priests, but by private enterprise, in response to the general
wish of the Alexandrian Jews, and to meet their religious needs. It
was a work that took time. The interpretation of law, the most
important part of Scripture, was given first consideration and that
of other portions following in due course.

 


It is generally thought that the great work
was probably started around mid third century BCE (before Christian
era) and reached its completion by 132 BCE. Though the central
purpose was for the edification of Greek speaking Jews, the Greek
Bible was also useful for many Gentiles who became acquainted with
the religion of the remarkable people that had settled among
them.

 


The Septuagint contains the standard
thirty-nine books of the Old Testament canon, as well as certain
books of the Apocrypha.

 


Jerome, son of early church father, Eusebius,
and fifth-century biblical scholar, is credited with coining the
term “Apocrypha.” It generally refers to the set of ancient Jewish
writings written during this intertestamental period under
discussion. The Apocrypha includes books such as First and Second
Maccabees, Judith, Tobit, Sirach and others.

 


Intertestamental Period Summary

 


The last few sections directed your attention
to the dark period of Israel’s legalism, presented a sketch of the
religion of Israel during the centuries between the Old Testament
and the New. It was a cold night and we became acquainted with the
reasons for this dark night:

 


- The voice of prophecy hushed.

- Scribism in the ascendant.

- God, partly through foreign influence,
becomes transcendent and far-off.

- The evil spirit of sectarianism making it
appearance.

- Artificial pseudo-prophetic compositions
taking the place of authentic prophetic oracles.

- The people of the living Word becoming the
people of the Book (Law) and making that Book, an idol.

 


This was truly a black midnight in which even
the brightest manifestation of the Hebrew religious spirit was of
very mixed moral worth. Even the Meccabean patriotic movement was
by no means an exhibition of pure devotion to the universal
interest of eternal righteousness, but was in part an outburst of
zeal for nationalism. The whole picture in all its aspects is a
trial to our faith in the religious progress of Israel. During this
period Israel had digressed to an egregiously low estate.

 


Of course we know this phenomenon has its
parallel in the history of the Christian Church. The Christianity
of the Church as compared with the Christianity of Christ greatly
resembles that between scribism and prophetism. Such deteriorations
are facts with which faith must reconcile itself the best way it
can.

 


In 63 B.C.E. and after enjoying a century of
independence, Pompey the Great, a Roman general, claimed Judea for
Rome and the Jews lose their independence. Antipater, eventually
became governor of Judea, followed by his son, Herod the Great. His
last years bring the intertestamental period to a close and usher
in the New Testament era under the rule of his son, Herod
Antipas.

 


In the case of the early Hebrews, the
intertestamental period served to make the inherent deficiencies of
the legal system glaringly apparent, and so prepared the way for
Christ. After four hundred years, legalism has reached it worst;
the hour for the arrival of Jesus had come. AMEN!

 


“The grass withers and the flowers fall, but
the word of our God stands forever.” (Isaiah 40:8)

 


 


* * * * *

 


Then Came Jesus Christ

 


* * * * *

 



God
Speaks: The Messiah
Arrives!

Roman Rule

 


 


The light of prophecy dims out with Malachi,
four hundred years of intertestamental darkness haunts the children
of the covenant, and then, the Messiah appears and takes center
stage. The world Jesus enters is radically different from the time
of Malachi.

 


It has been stated that Christianity had
three historical presuppositions, an elect race (Israel), a sacred
literature (Hebrew Scriptures), and a Messianic hope (Jesus
Christ). But equally necessary to take into account, if we are to
fully appreciate the work of Jesus, are the converse conditions
that prevailed:

 


Israel – mistakenly thinking it had a
monopoly on divine favor (being God’s chosen ones).

Hebrew Scripture - turned by the scribes into
an idol.

Messianic hope - degraded and distorted.

 


When these opposite sets of conditions met,
the hour for the Messiah’s appearing had arrived.

 


Christ’s conflict with Pharisaism, and of the
important service which He rendered to the Kingdom as a critic of
counterfeit righteousness, is understood to most students of the
Bible. Certainly, the function of moral criticism forms a regular
part of the prophetic vocation. But Jesus performed the unwelcome
though necessary task, under particularly urgent conditions.

 


Jesus came when He was most needed, when His
task was extremely difficult, and when His work would have its
maximum influence. In such circumstances, realization of the
Kingdom of God inevitably involved conflict with its caricature.
Righteousness of the heart had to be put in contrast to a
righteousness of conformity to external rules. The Scriptures had
to be rescued from the scribes by a free spiritual interpretation,
an election of a chosen people had to be set aside to make way for
the nobler understanding of being chosen for the benefit of others
as originally intended, and the true idea of Messiah had to be
differentiated from all false conceptions.

 


All this Jesus accomplished in an effective
manner, but as you know, at a great cost. The inevitable collision
with the Rabbis brought Him to the Cross. It was not an unforeseen
catastrophe. How could it be? Jesus, who had such perfect insight
into the radical viciousness of the prevailing religion, must have
had equal insight into the evil hearts of those who practiced it,
and knew what evil spirits of envy, malice, and hatred harbored
there.

 


The predictions of the violent death ascribed
to Jesus in the Gospels are perfectly credible. So also are the
interpretations He is reported to have put upon it, that is, His
suffering was for righteousness’ sake, for the benefit of humanity,
and endured in a spirit of self-sacrificing love. Jesus understood
His impending crucifixion as being destined, and though meant for
evil by the crucifiers, would in fact, result in the good.

 


Christ’s exposure of Rabbinicism, important
in many ways as a feature of His public ministry, is especially
significant as it throws light on His view of sin. Have you noticed
the severity of His tone in speaking of the Pharisees and their
conduct is startling when contrasted with His compassionate
gentleness towards “the publicans and sinners.” Why this
apparent difference?

 


It is not to be explained by class prejudices
or sentimental partialities. It must indicate a deliberate judgment
as to the relative intensity of moral evil, as manifested in the
two sections of society. That is to say, in the judgment of Jesus
the vices of the Pharisaic character must have been in a higher
degree opposed to or in conflict with the spirit of the Kingdom of
God than those which appeared in the conduct of the lower class.
This seems supported by the words He is reported to have spoken to
the priests and elders in the temple shortly before His passion:
“The publicans and the harlots go into the kingdom
of God before you.”

 


A caveat:
There were plenty of rebellious Pharisees, but
not all of them were ungodly. The core of the Pharisee credo was
piety, and there were those who were sincere and faithful to the
covenant despite Pharisaical doctrinal errors.

 


The Pharisees were so hardened and calloused
in their minds and spirits that they were aliens to the higher
order of the Kingdom of God that stood in their midst. Jesus
condemned the Pharisees for their apostasy. The Pharisees had
abandoned the Old Testament faith and therefore they rejected Jesus
Himself. They modified God’s word by teaching untruths.

 


James tells us that those who teach others
will be subject to a stricter judgment (3:1), so it is reasonable
to infer that the Pharisees were being judged more harshly by Jesus
for behaving and teaching falsehoods and even converting people to
be “twice the son of hell” as they were (Matthew
23:15).

 


In passing, it is well to note God’s
compliment for those who teach well in the church stating they are
worthy of “double honor” (1 Tim. 5:17). The writer of
Hebrews even recognized that as Christians advance in the faith,
they should arrive at a level in their maturity where they
“ought to be teachers” (Hebrews 5:12).

 


But we must be sure we are teaching with all
diligence and sincerity of spirit, with full reliance on God’s
power, and the leading of the Holy Spirit. Peter warned us not only
about false prophets, but false teachers. (2 Peter 2:1). Teachers
must carefully teach from Scripture, and accurately interpret and
apply the Word of God. Anything less is to put ourselves at moral
risk of incurring the “stricter” judgment of God.

 


So we understand why Jesus appeared harsher
with the Pharisees than the “regular” sinner. Furthermore, we
remember that the Pharisees were long known to be invested with the
Word of God and were allegedly experts at understanding it. Jesus
blatantly confronts them on this point, “You are
Israel’s teacher and do you not understand these things?” and
in another “Are you not in error because you do not
know the Scriptures or the power of God?” Thus, Jesus’ demeanor
towards them is appropriate and understood.

 


It seems that Jesus knew the Pharisees sin
had taken possession of the inner man, of the will, the heart, the
conscience, the whole spiritual nature. Pride seeks greatness apart
from God. This accounts for why Jesus appeared so much more hopeful
of making acquisitions for the Kingdom of God from the publicans
and other sinners, than He did for those who were religious in the
Pharisaic sense. The publicans and harlots and thieves had fewer
illusions; they did not pretend their lives were right before
God.

 


But with the Pharisees, there was virtually
no “inner man” to really appeal to, the man had been perverted into
a kind of demon. All that belonged to God, and the Kingdom of God
and the spirit of the Kingdom, such as love, had been taken
possession of by an anti-god, a Satanic usurper, a spirit of
selfishness disguising its hatefulness under the cloak of religious
zeal.

 


Jesus concept of sin is profound and Jesus is
quite definite that sin is nothing accidental - it is involved in a
man’s own nature, in his choice, it comes from the heart, and it
speaks of a heart that is wrong. He also believed that sin is seen
in it truest and purest malignity when it has its origin in the
soul, and reveals an evil will, a selfish heart, and a perverted
conscience.

 


 


* * * * *

 


The Assassination Plot

 The attempt to silence
God

 


Perhaps no portion of the Christmas story has
a greater appeal to our sense of curiosity than that of the wise
men mentioned in the second chapter of Matthew’s Gospel. We gain
great insights as we read about their trek to see Jesus. We know
that Jesus was not a newborn when they arrived in Bethlehem where
apparently the family had decided to settle after the census
business was completed. This certainly explains why Matthew refers
to Jesus as being a young child (as opposed to Luke referring to
Him as a baby), and why King Herod the Great, angry with the wise
men for misleading him, ordered the extermination of all male
children two years of age and under.

 


Yet, we wonder who the wise men really were.
Where did they get the information they had about the promised
Messiah of the Jews? What was their country, their nationality? How
many of them were there? What was the significant of the gifts they
brought? Of course, there are plenty of extra-biblical
speculations, but we still wonder.

 


The far more momentous of the questions we
ponder is, “Where is he that is born King of the
Jews? for we have seen his star in the east, and are come to
worship him.” Matthew 2:2. This is important because how
we ask the question makes all the difference in the answer we
receive.

 


First, where is He might be asked in the
spirit of deceit. When Herod asked this question, he wanted to know
were Jesus was and he was exact, diligent and thorough in his
efforts to find an answer. He summoned the religious aristocracy
and the theological scholars of his day for an acceptable reply.
When they were unable to provide him with the answer he sought, he
stealthily inquired of the wise men. Understand that his consulting
the wise men was not out of any respect for their prophecies or any
puritan interest in where or when or how the Christ was to be born.
Rather, he saw the possibility of a rival for his throne and
desired to eliminate the threat. Assassination was his motive, but
he pretended he wanted to worship Christ. We know that Jesus’
Kingdom was not of this world and so in reality, Herod had no
rival. But Herod was afraid that this little Child was going to
interfere with his life, his position, his power, his influence.
Therefore, his first instinct is to destroy Him. But where is
He?

 


It is sad to contemplate all the Herods in
our 21st century technological world still asking where is He in an
effort to find and destroy Christ and everything He stands for.
There are still Herods in our midst that would gladly kill Jesus
because they see in Him a threat. We see Him as One who interferes
in our lives. We want to do our own thing, live life as we choose
with no accountability. We do not want to love our enemies - we
would rather get revenge. We do not want to honor the sanctity of
marriage - we would rather engage in fornication or commit
adultery. We detest openness, honesty and straightforwardness - we
would rather lie, steal, and deal under the table. We do not want
to lean upon Him - we would rather stand in lottery lines or bet on
horses. We want to do everything we are big enough to do, and still
go to heaven.

 


But Jesus will not permit us to do as we
please and yet expect to be a part of His Kingdom. You remember
Nicodemus, he wanted to know how he could enter the new Kingdom and
Jesus told him in no uncertain terms, “you must be
born again.” You have to make sacrifices. You cannot do
whatever you desire doing. There are some rules you are going to
have to live by.

 


You see, when God comes, He comes as a
disturbing factor. He makes us examine the perverseness of our
lives. When God comes, He makes us turn the light on ourselves.
When God comes, He calls us into account, so some of us seek to
destroy Him.

 


Secondly, where is He might be asked in the
spirit of doubt. We all know that there were many during the time
of Jesus’ birth, who did not believe He was the long awaited
Messiah. We know of many occasions during His earthly ministry when
people encircled Him only to tease, taunt, and mock. Some hated
Him, fulfilling Isaiah’s prophecy that He would be “despised and rejected of men.” When He hung on the Cross
some scoffed saying, “If you are the Son of God,
come down from the Cross and save yourself.”

 


Well, is it any different today? There are
still folks who ask in scorn, where is He? This Jesus we are told
is the Prince of Peace, but there is no peace, so where is He? He
is alleged to be Love but innocent people are suffering unspeakable
ills and evil, so where is He? With the breakdown of moral
integrity and character in high places as well as the low, has His
coming made any difference at all? Crimes increase, drug use and
abuse, suicide, rape, domestic violence, wars, terrorism, famine,
earthquakes, senseless murders, economic upheaval, where is He that
is born King of the Jews?

 


Thirdly, where is He might be asked in the
spirit of indifference. The chief priests and scribes did not
really care where Jesus was. It did not make the slightest
difference to them. They were so engrossed in their temple rituals
and their legal discussions, that they completely disregarded
Jesus. He meant nothing to them as He means nothing to many today.
We may not openly oppose or condemn Him, but we are indifferent
towards Him. Indifference is often a more cruel rejection of Christ
than blatant opposition. Where is He? Who cares? We go on about our
business.

 


Lastly, where is He may be asked in the
spirit of the believer. Believers are those of us who sincerely
seek Him and follow the star until we find Him. The wise men had a
spirit that believed and yet inquired. So strong was their faith
that the Christ had been born that they followed the only clue they
had, the gleam of a star. It is interesting to note that when they
made their inquiries in Jerusalem, they did not ask if there was a
child born named Jesus. Rather, where is He that is born King of
the Jews? They are certain of His birth and they speak of it with
assurance. Where is He?

 


Well, these men demonstrated their faith not
only by starting on a long and difficult journey, but also by their
persistent questioning in Jerusalem and their rushing on to
Bethlehem when they received the information they needed. Their
faith was rewarded. Where is He, they asked. They sought, they
found, they fell down and worship Him. For these wise men, life was
never the same again.

 


For God so loved the world that he gave his
one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but
have eternal life.

 


He was rich up in glory, but for your sake
and for my sake, He became poor. He must have loved us, because in
the fullness of time, He changed roles. He moved from the sovereign
Head of the cosmos, to bow Himself to slavery.

 


A Little Child Shall Lead Them

 


An old story is told about an atheist
shoemaker. His granddaughter visited him and he decided to make use
of the time by sowing his atheism while she was young. He wrote out
the sentence ‘God is nowhere’ and got her to copy it onto her slate
while he went back to his shoe making. He returned expecting to
find the sentence copied out several times and engraved on her
mind. However, the slate was too narrow for a child’s large letters
so she had found it necessary to break up the largest word to make
it fit. The shoemaker looked down on the slate and found a sentence
repeated several times; it read ‘God is now here’.

 


If you want to know where is He that is born
King of the Jews? He is now here.

 


 


* * * * *

 


Pioneer of Christian Philanthropy


The Benevolence of Jesus

 


We find in the Synoptic Gospels, clues as to
what was central in the thought and mind of Jesus in His recorded
sayings. Above all, was His love and compassion to the outcast, the
“publicans and sinners,” of Jewish society. That love, then, we may
take to be the first and fundamental Christian fact. We love
because He first loved us.

 


It shows us for one thing that Christ is not
to be thought of primarily as an Instructor coming with some
marvelous new doctrine of moral or religious value. For as great as
He was as a Teacher, He was greater still in His love. “Greater love has no one than this, that he lay down his life
for his friends.” John 15:13.

 


His love was the primary revelation. He had
to disclose and make this love revelation known through His deeds
and words. For no recorded word of Jesus is more characteristic,
more incredibly authentic than His conception of His mission:
“The Son of man is come to save that which was
lost.” And, His other parabolic saying, “They
that be whole need not a physician, but they that are sick.”
Therefore, He intimated that His vocation was that of a Savior and
Healer of spiritual disease, and suggested the thought that
Christianity is the means of redemption, a vital living faith
movement that announces and applies a new divine power of love to
cure moral evil. That power He exemplified in His own ministry,
effecting spiritual recoveries among the depraved by a compassion
and love that no moral evil could repel and making credible the
hope that a similar love nestled in the heart of God the
Father.

 


Jesus healed men bodies as well as their
souls. The same love and empathy, which made Him feel compassion
for transgressors in their sins, caused Him also to bear on His
heart the burden of their illnesses. Some of the best-authenticated
narratives in the Gospels are accounts of cures brought about
instantaneously on the bodies of sick individuals. It affirms that
Jesus had at His command a supernatural divine power. That One so
exceptionally humane should desire to remove all evil, physical as
well as moral, was perfectly natural; that He was able by a word to
heal a leper seems to show that in some supernatural manner “God
was with Him.”

 


Apart from their miraculous aspects, these
works of healing possess permanent significant by showing the
comprehensiveness of Christ’s conception of salvation. Nothing fell
outside His concern regarding the well being of man. In His healing
ministry, He was the pioneer of Christian philanthropy, the
quintessential humanitarian.

 


Jesus’ Concept of God

 


Though Jesus was not a philosopher or mere
ethical teacher, He did teach in a characteristic style. His
doctrine was not elaborate but important. It was remarked by the
common people of Judea that He taught, “not as the scribes” Perhaps
in our day, it would be said Jesus did not teach as a scholar or
theologian. The truth is that Jesus taught His disciples the
doctrine of love by a single word, “Father.” This one word
connection gave His thought about God a new and startling aspect.
It was offensive to those who were reputedly holy and righteous
called Pharisees, but enthusiastically welcome to the great mass of
Jewish people.

 


Father, as Jesus used it, implied God had
paternal characteristics and goodwill to the ungrateful and evil,
to the immoral and irreligious, to the outcast. It suggested that
He was God and Father of the publicans and sinners, of the lost
sheep of the house of Israel, not merely of Pharisees, scribes and
priests. It was only an extension of Jesus’ thought about God when
Paul said that God was not the God of the Jews only but also the
Gentiles. And today, we simply apply His great inspiring doctrine
to our modern circumstances when we say God is the God and Father
of the motherless and fatherless, of the homeless, the outcasts,
the street people and slum people of our great cities. It was a new
idea of God and a revelation full of hope for humanity.

 


Jesus’ Concept of Man

 


Christ’s idea of man was related to His idea
of God. Jesus thought man was a being of infinite value with
enormous spiritual capabilities and potential. He said, with
emphasis previously unknown, a man is a son of God. He did not say
this in reference to the holy, wise, learned men. On the contrary,
of the holiness, wisdom and learning in vogue, He seemed to have a
poor opinion, even less with reference to men that were rich and to
whom He spoke most often with compassionate disdain.

 


Jesus affirmed the indefeasible worth of
human nature with reference to the poor, the ignorant, the foolish,
the immoral, and the irreligious to the amazement and disgust of
those belonging to the upper echelon of society. He taught this
revolutionary doctrine not as a Rabbi delivering theoretical
lectures in a school to His disciples, but primarily by the more
difficult method of action. He freely associated with people low
down on the social scale, whose worth to God and men, in spite of
degradation, He persistently proclaimed.

 


The reality of the extent of human
degradation He was well aware of, and often described by the
pathetic term “lost.” He knew that His outcast friends
needed saving, but He believed, in defiance of all appearances and
assertions to the contrary, that they were capable of being saved
and worth saving. That though lost, they were still lost
sons. Of course, this hopeful, optimistic humanitarianism of
Jesus was a scandal to His contemporaries, including Jewish
followers.

 


But it is not merely through care for the
general good and well being of others that Christ’s doctrine of man
works for the establishment of the divine moral order. It tends
with equal power to incite the individual awareness of the
realization of entering into a divine family relationship.

 


The doctrine that man is the son (and
daughter) of God has two sides. On one side is the privilege of
being able to call God, our Father. The other side requires
responsibilities. Though it is a great privilege to address God as
Father; that same privilege imposes high obligations. God’s sons
and daughters must be Christ-like. We must realize in our character
the Christian moral ideal. It is a very high exacting ideal as
illustrated for example, in the Beatitudes, which implies a passion
for the right, and a willingness even to suffer for righteousness
sake. That ideal, not less than God’s gracious love to all of us,
is a part of Christ’s Gospel for the world.

 


Jesus was a remarkable Man, exceptional,
unique in goodness and wisdom, a moral phenomenon, difficult to
account for in any age and country, and especially in such an arid
spiritual wilderness as Judea was at the beginning of our era. The
Gospels create this great vision: God entering into the world in
human form and under the limited conditions of humanity, as a
redemptive force, to battle with the moral evil that afflicts
mankind. What can be more exhilarating to the soul than the idea
that God is like Christ, He loves us as Christ loves us, and Christ
loves us and God loves us?

 


“God was reconciling the world
to himself in Christ, not counting men’s sins against them. And he
has committed to us the message of reconciliation.” 2
Corinthians 5:19.

 


“For God so loved the world
that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him
shall not perish but have eternal life.” John 3:16.

 


 


* * * * *

 


The Weakness of Jesus Christ

The Strength-Weakness Paradox

 


One of the greatest paradoxes to be found in
the Word of God is in Paul’s second letter to the Church at
Corinth. It reads, “This will be my third visit to
you. “Every matter must be established by the testimony of two or
three witnesses.” I already gave you a warning when I was with you
the second time. I now repeat it while absent: On my return I will
not spare those who sinned earlier or any of the others, since you
are demanding proof that Christ is speaking through me. He is not
weak in dealing with you, but is powerful among you. For to be
sure, he was crucified in weakness, yet he lives by God’s power.
Likewise, we are weak in him, yet by God’s power we will live with
him to serve you.” 2 Corinthians 13:1-4 (NIV).

 


Note in particular the central clauses of
verse four: “For to be sure, he was crucified
in weakness, yet he lives by God’s power. Likewise, we are weak in
him, yet by God’s power we will live with him to serve
you.”

 


There is no question in my mind that God is
the Sovereign God, He is the “Holy Other,” very God of very God. He
is the Almighty God, Father of eternity and Sustainer of all
things. In Jesus Christ, we find One more glorious than Solomon,
more powerful than Alexander the Great, more patient than Job and
more gentle than Moses. He is truly God, King of kings and Lord of
lords.

 


How startling and mind boggling, therefore,
are the words of Paul. Here is an assertion of Christ’s weakness.
And if that is not surprising enough, we also read that we are weak
in Him. How strange. If he had said, we are strong in Him, we could
understand. But the affirmation is that we are weak in Him.

 


Well, before we tackle this paradox, one
thing needs clarification at the outset. That is, God’s weakness,
is stronger that the greatest strength of man. You remember how
Paul put it in the first chapter of his first letter to the
Corinthians: “We preach Christ crucified: a
stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles, but to those
whom God has called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God
and the wisdom of God. For the foolishness of God is wiser than
man’s wisdom, and the weakness of God is stronger than man’s
strength” (23-24). Thus, when we discuss the weakness of
our Lord, we are not talking about weakness in the sense of
man.

 


So what was this weakness and in what did it
consist? Paul tells us “He was crucified through
weakness.” This weakness is what led Him to Calvary. You recall
when Jesus was arrested in the garden. He looked on that assembly
and singling out the priests and temple officers, told them,
“Am I leading a rebellion, that you have come with
swords and clubs? Every day I was with you in the temple courts,
and you did not lay a hand on me. Then Jesus added this
significant statement: But this is your hour—when
darkness reigns” Luke 22:52-54. All the powers of evil
came upon Him. We see Him on Calvary engulfed in the waters of sin.
We see death taking hold of Him. Of that, Paul says, He was
crucified through weakness.

 


Let me hasten to add lest someone think Jesus
was crucified through the weakness of impotence, Jesus’ weakness
was not born out of an inability to cope with the situation. We
know this because He boldly told the officials, “Do not get
big-headed, do not think that you really have power over My life,
do not think you are in control because no man takes My life from
Me, but I lay it down of Myself. I have the power to lay it down
and I have the power to pick it again. So do not think you are in
charge.” Jesus’ weakness was not the weakness of impotence. But
there are three truths about Jesus’ weakness that I suggest for
your contemplation and meditation.

 


As paradoxical as it may seem, inherent in
Jesus’ weakness was power. His weakness was powerful because it was
the weakness of devotion to the will of God. So faithful was Jesus
to the pledges of the eternal covenant, that He dedicated Himself
to the Cross, to all that the atonement involved, that He might
bring many sons to glory. Jesus was strong enough to go to the
Cross that the purposes of God might be held inviolable. It was the
weakness of love, long-suffering, and the weakness of
consecration.

 


So turning back to 2 Corinthians 13, we read
again, “he was crucified in weakness, yet he lives
by God’s power.” But that is not where the 4th verse ends. This
verse not only says He was crucified through weakness; it also
claims that we are weak in Him. This is interesting and implies
that Christ in us is not simply theoretical. As His graces, His
virtues, His character manifest in us, we experience Christ in us.
If He is in us, then the same weakness that led Him to Calvary is
exhibited in us.

 


It is further incumbent upon us to consider
Jesus’ weakness as a voluntary state.

 


Those mockers around the Cross, taunted Jesus
saying, “If you are the Son of God then save yourself. If you come
down from the Cross, we will see and believe.” They did not realize
that the Christian faith is not based on seeing and then believing.
Rather, it is predicated on believing and then seeing. We do not
believe because we see, we see because we believe.

 


Jesus understood His mission. He voluntarily
sacrificed His life for you and me. To this end and for this
purpose was He born and for this purpose He died on Calvary in
utter weakness for man – but it was a voluntary weakness.

 


Certainly, we cannot leave this discussion on
Jesus’ weakness without acknowledging that His was a passionate
weakness. Who can describe the love of God? How can we with such
limited words define the love of God? Paul does his best when he
prays to the Ephesians that they may know the love of God which
surpasses knowledge. We cannot comprehend God’s love intellectually
but we can know it experientially. It was His great love that not
only led Jesus to the Cross, but held Him there.

 


Jesus stayed on the Cross because He loved
us. “For God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten
Son that whosoever believeth in him shall not perish but have
everlasting life.” He loved the world; every race and every
nation, every tribe and every culture, every thought and every
condition of man. There is not anyone anywhere that God does not
love. He wanted to see this broken world restored, every division
united, all of our sicknesses healed. He wanted to see all prayers
answered, all burdens lifted, all tears wiped away. He wanted to
see all hopes fulfilled and all sinners redeemed. So He died on the
Cross and laid a foundation for life.

 


Love kept Jesus on the Cross. His love for a
lost and dying humanity was His weakness. On Calvary with
outstretched arms, He enveloped an unworthy humanity. The cords of
His great love are firmer than granite and stronger than steel. It
was His love, His passionate weakness.

 


This same love unites the saints of God. Love
will keep us to our Christian duty. Love will keep us fighting the
good fight of faith until victory is won. We talk about being
strong in the Lord but we cannot be strong in Him until we learn to
be weak in Him. It is not political power, prestige, position or
numbers, but the weakness of Christ that brings the power of God.
This is where the power of God comes from. It is from knowing the
weakness of Jesus Christ. Paul said, “That is why,
for Christ’s sake, I delight in weaknesses, in insults, in
hardships, in persecutions, in difficulties. For when I am weak,
then I am strong.” 2 Corinthians 12:10. Even though in
context, Paul was here talking about physical weakness, it is still
true that “when I am weak” – when the weakness of Christ is mine,
when the weakness that led Him to Calvary is mine – then I am
strong. Then – and only then – will I know the power of God. There
is no short cut; there is no other way than the way of Calvary to
the power of God.

 


I am reminded of the prayer of Martin Luther.
It was the prayer he offered just before standing trial at the Diet
of Worms. Here was a man who voluntarily chose to do what he
believed God wanted him to do at tremendous cost. This is what he
prayed:

 


 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/12608
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!
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