Lesson 4 - The New Testament : the Birth and Ministry of Jesus
As we transition from the Old Testament to the New Testament, I want to go back and remember the two problems that face every person on the planet:

1. Sin leads to death. We inherited a sin nature from Adam, and it’s not just what we do, it’s who we are.  Because of sin, our life will be separated from our body.  And even more importantly, we are separated from God.

2. Breaking the law leads to punishment (Matthew 22:37-40 NT44). Even if we don’t feel it, we are all guilty of breaking God’s laws. Man-made religions teach us that we should work hard to do good things, hoping to achieve balance with our sin.  But a true understanding of the nature of God and the nature of man (Romans 3:19,20 NT269) makes it clear that we will be judged.

In our brief study of the Old Testament, we have seen some clues that point us toward God’s ultimate solution for these terrible problems:

· After Adam sinned and was hiding in the garden, God called out to him, giving him an opportunity to repent

· To cover the shame of Adam and Eve, God killed an animal in the garden, shedding the blood of a substitute

· When He was about to judge the sin of mankind by flooding the world, He provided an ark in which to survive.  But it was the only safe place.
· Everyone in Egypt deserved to die (even Moses, the murderer). There was only one way to escape death: the blood of a lamb on the doorposts.

· While the people journeyed through the wilderness, God sent bread to them from heaven every day.  They did not earn the bread – it was God’s gift to them. They only needed to pick it up and eat.
· When people were dying of snakebites in the desert, God told Moses to make a bronze snake, put it onto the top of a pole, and lift it up.  When a dying person would look up at the bronze snake and believe God’s promise, he would live.

As we complete our very brief study of the Old Testament, I want to point out three prophecies that will help us transition to the New Testament.  First, two prophecies from the book of Isaiah, written 600BC:
Isaiah 7:14 (OT1119) – “Therefore, the Lord Himself will give you a sign: the virgin will be with child and will give birth to a son, and will call Him Immanuel.”

Isaiah 9:2,6 (OT1121) – “The people walking in darkness have seen a great light … For unto us a child is born, unto us a son is given … and His name shall be called Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace.” 

The last Old Testament prophet to speak for God was a man called Malachi.  The last book we find in the Old Testament is named for him, written 400BC. Malachi reminded the Jews that God’s promised Savior would come to save them:
Malachi 3:1 (OT1549) - "See, I will send My messenger, who will prepare the way before Me. Then suddenly the Lord you are seeking will come to His temple, the Messenger of the covenant, whom you desire, will come,” says the Lord Almighty.”
And then something amazing happens: nothing.  For 400 years, there is no message from God.  No signs.  No prophets.  Just silence…

The Jewish people waited a long time.  But finally, something very special happened.  Since it has to do with human life, it’s good to listen to a doctor (Luke was a medical doctor).  Read Luke 1:26-35 (NT99) to hear the story of the conception of Jesus.  This angel Gabriel comes to an engaged young woman in Nazareth and proclaims her pregnancy, not by a man, but by God.  She asks a very good question in v.34, and is given the clear answer – God is able to do whatever He chooses.  

Please don’t miss the significance of this: The Almighty God, who created everything in the universe, awesome in power and glory, was about to take on the humble limitations of a human body and move onto this tiny speck of a planet.  Can you imagine anything more amazing?  For God to take such an unbelievable step, He must have had a glorious plan in mind.

There was an important prophecy in Micah 5:2 (OT1507) concerning the birth of the Savior, saying that He would be born in the city of Bethlehem – but Mary was from Nazareth.  But look what happens in Luke 2:1-4 (NT102).  Caesar Augustus (Caius Octavius) ruled the Roman Empire between 31BC and 14AD.  This census was ordered around 8BC and probably took a few years to carry out.  Because of this command, Mary and her new husband Joseph traveled to Bethlehem.  In verses 5-7, we see that the child named Jesus was born in a humble stable, certainly not what you would expect for a normal king.  But Jesus was not a normal king! 

After Jesus’ birth, He was raised as a child by Mary and Joseph.  In the Jewish culture, a man had to be at least 30 years old before doing the work of God.  So once Jesus turned 30 years old, He began His ministry work for God.  He traveled around the countryside of Israel, teaching and doing amazing miracles.  A miracle is a supernatural act – something that goes beyond natural laws.  Jesus did not just do miracles to impress people – God does not need to impress people.  He had a much greater purpose for what He did.

Jesus quickly became well known, drawing crowds wherever He went.  As we read the true stories of Jesus’ works in the New Testament, we usually see three groups of people present: people who desire Jesus to meet their needs, teachers of the law who are jealous of Him and want to shame Him, and a group in the middle that aren’t really sure what to think.  We see these three groups in Mark 2:1-5 (NT63).  This man’s friends go to great trouble to have Jesus heal their friend.  But He does something different than they expect – He forgives the man’s sins.

The legal teachers are angered by the claim of Jesus, and in their anger, they speak something true (Mark 2:6,7).  They were correct when they said that God is the only one who can forgive sins.  Their problem was this: they didn’t really know who Jesus was.  But in Mark 2:8-12, He demonstrates power and authority that no one had ever seen.  Jesus did supernatural things to show that He was the Creator of the universe, the only One who has power over nature.  Look at other things that He did to show this:

Luke 5:1-8 (NT109) – power over animals; “I am a sinful man”

Luke 5:12-14 (NT110) – power to regenerate flesh; “reached out and touched”

Mark 4:35-41 (NT68) – power over nature; “Who is this?”

Mark 5:1-15 (NT69) – power over demons; “they were afraid”

John 11:38-46 (NT185) – power over death; “many…put their faith in Him”

Children and adults enjoy make-believe stories.  These are interesting and fun to read, but when we talk about eternity, we need to have the truth, not make-believe.  Something to remember about these stories: Jesus had some very powerful enemies, people who tried very hard to discredit his mighty works.  If Jesus was a fraud, they would have quickly found out and told the world.  But as you read the Bible (and other writings of those days), you will never find words that prove His works to be fraudulent.

Now that you see the power of Jesus, I want to take you to a famous Bible passage which clarifies His central message – His purpose for coming to this world.

John 3:1-2 (NT164) “There was a man of the Pharisees named Nicodemus, a ruler of the Jews.  This man came to Jesus by night and said to Him, "Rabbi, we know that You are a teacher come from God; for no one can do these signs that You do unless God is with him."

Who came to see Jesus and what was this man’s position?  What did he say about who Jesus was?  It was clear, even to those who were leaders (just because something is clear doesn’t always mean that like it or choose to accept it).  Before Nicodemus can ask a question, Jesus gives a puzzling answer:

John 3:3-4 “ Jesus answered and said to him, ‘Most assuredly, I say to you, unless one is born again, he cannot see the kingdom of God.’ Nicodemus said to Him, ‘How can a man be born when he is old? Can he enter a second time into his mother’s womb and be born?’"

Many of the Jews (especially the Pharisees) were very proud that they were descendants of Abraham.  They thought they were already in God’s family because they were in Abraham’s family.  But because of their sin, they were actually members of Satan’s family.  Their only hope was to be “born again,” and become new members of God’s family.  It is good that we can “listen in” on this conversation, because it helps us understand what we need as well.  How does this happen?  How can people who are dying in sin be brought back to life?  Listen to what Jesus says next:

John 3:14,15 “ Just as Moses lifted up the snake in the desert, so the Son of Man must be lifted up, that everyone who believes in Him may have eternal life.”

Do you remember this story and the clue from last week?  This book is not just a collection of random stories – it is THE story about how God is bringing people back to Himself.  The key word, believe, shows up again in the next verse, the most famous in all of the Bible: 

John 3:16-17 "For God so loved the world that He gave His only begotten Son, that whoever believes in Him should not perish but have everlasting life. For God did not send His Son into the world to condemn the world, but that the world through Him might be saved.”
Which emotion does God clearly show in this verse?  What does the sinner have to do to be delivered from Satan and sin’s power?

When a person believes God’s words and trusts in Jesus as his Savior, God gives that person a new life.  That person is no longer under Satan’s control.  That person will become a child of God, adopted by Him and born again into His family.  We have talked about the severity of our two problems: sin that leads to death and breaking the law that leads to punishment.  Our problems are so great that that God had to do something even greater in order to solve them – that is why Jesus came into the world.

Jesus didn’t just come to teach a philosophy of life.  He didn’t just come to amaze people with miracles.  He came for a much more intense purpose.  In closing, look with me at two important things.

Do you remember one of the clues that we described – the Passover lamb?  Remember how the lamb was killed and its blood was spread on the doorposts to protect those inside from death?  Look at what John the Baptist calls Jesus in John 1:29 (NT161).  Every year during the feast of Passover, the Jewish people would sacrifice a lamb, remembering how God had used the blood of a lamb to cover their sin and deliver them from death.  When Jesus first begins to teach, John the Baptist points to Jesus and says: “Look, the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world.

One more thing that I want you to see.  The Jewish people were living under the oppressive slavery of the Roman Empire. They were longing for the day that their promised Savior would come, setting them free.  When Jesus appeared, many were thrilled, looking for Him to ride into Rome and conquer their enemies.  But Jesus did not come to be the ruler of the small Jewish nation.  He had a much larger purpose with a different mission.  Mark 10:32-34 (NT82) is very clear – Jesus had a very difficult task ahead.

