Lesson 10 – The Works and Words of Jesus
During our last lesson, we spoke briefly about the miraculous birth of Jesus (Matthew 1:20-23 NT2).  I asked you to consider the amazing possibility that the all-powerful God of the entire universe would humble Himself and enter the limited body of a human being.  The story of the Bible is radically different than any other religion – the Creator became one of His own creatures.  

In John 1:1-4 (NT160), we begin by thinking about the beginning, and the One who made all things.  The Word of truth that came forth from God at creation and through Him, all things were created.  He is the source of life for each and every one of us.  In John 1:14, we see this amazing reality: this Word, the very God of life, became flesh and lived with us.  As I said before, God must’ve had an amazing reason to do something so incredible.
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.  As He began, He called 12 men to be His closest followers.  They were not leaders, scholars, or famous – just twelve ordinary men.  While calling one of them, a man named Nathanael, He revealed something very important – He is the way to heaven (John 1:50-51 NT162).  He then traveled around the countryside of Israel, teaching and doing miracles to demonstrate His authority.
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 discredit 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 One who created natural law and can overrule it.  He didn’t do miracles to impress people – He did them to prove His identity and change the lives of people.  Here are some examples:
Luke 5:1-8 (NT109) – power over nature.  Israeli fishermen would go out at night to catch the fish which would come into the shallow water to feed.  During the daytime, the fish would move into deep water, out of the reach of their nets.  Jesus asks them to do something contrary to normal logic, and then re-routes a huge school of fish, resulting in two responses: “Lord, I am a sinful man” and “left everything and followed Him.”
Mark 4:35-41 (NT68) – power over nature.  This time, Jesus is in the boats with experienced fishermen.  There were also other boats around (eyewitnesses).  At first, they are afraid of the terrible storm outside of the boat, but afterwards, they are terrified by the One inside of the boat, asking “Who is this?”
Mark 5:1-18 (NT69) – power over demons.  The spiritual powers of darkness inside of this man were too great for anyone to control (v.1-5).  But in the presence of Jesus, he ran and confessed the truth about the greater power: “Jesus, Son of the Most High God” (v.6,7). Jesus commands the demons to depart, setting the man free and creating fear in the people (v.11-17).  In the face of such power, some seek separation while one seeks to stay with Jesus (v.18).
Luke 5:12-14 (NT110) – power to create new flesh.  Leprosy was one of the most feared of all diseases, forcing people into isolation. When a man “covered in leprosy” approaches Jesus, He does the unthinkable: “reached out His hand and touched the man,” instantly restoring his flesh, his nervous system, and his life.

John 11:38-46 (NT185) – power over death.  Surrounded by supporters and skeptics, Jesus asks people to unseal the tomb of a dead man (v.38-42).  At His call, the dead man comes out, wrapped in grave clothes (v.43-45).  At such a clear display of His power, “many of the Jews … put their faith in Him.”  But notice this: even though everyone was given the same evidence, some also chose to reject Jesus for fear of losing their position (v.46-48). 
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 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.

It is not enough to just look at the powerful works of Jesus.  We also need to listen to His words – why did He come and what message does He have for us.  Let’s look at a famous Bible passage which clarifies His central message – His purpose for coming to this world.
In John 3:1 (NT164), we find a very special man named “Nicodemus” has come to visit Jesus.  He was a member of the Jewish Supreme Court – he was also a “Pharisee.”  If you can imagine the very best person you know, the most religious person you ever met – Nicodemus was probably better.  He speaks truth about Jesus in verse 2: “we know that you are a teacher who has come from God.”  Why? Because there was no other way to explain the miraculous signs that Jesus was doing.  

Although He was a Pharisee, Nicodemus was willing to humble himself and seek truth.  In spite of all his religious activities and good behavior, he still wondered if there was something else that he must do to please God.  But he was still afraid of what his friends might think, so he came to see Jesus at night time.

Jesus then does something that only God can do (verse 3): He looks straight into the heart of Nicodemus and answers his question before he asks it.  And His answer confirms the fears of Nicodemus: all of your good works and all of your religion is useless when it comes to heaven. No one will enter the kingdom of God by doing good works.  There is only one way to enter the kingdom of God – you must be “born again.”

The Jewish teachers would always begin their messages like this: “It is written…”  Their authority was the Old Testament Scriptures.  Since the Scriptures came from God, they wanted everyone to know that their source of authority was from God.  But in verse 5, Jesus quotes a different source of authority: “I tell you the truth…” – literally, “truth, truth.”  Since He is God, He is THE source of authority.  

Jesus makes it clear (verse 6,7) – He is not talking about a physical birth.  There is a difference between flesh and spirit – He is talking about a spiritual birth.  Just as flesh can only produce more flesh, physical actions can only produce more physical actions.  Here is the point: our physical actions, even the ones that look good, are still sinful.  Additional physical actions only lead to more sin.  And sin leads to death.

Jesus makes a very exclusive claim – He is the only one that has come from heaven with a message from God (verse 13).  All religions are not the same, and Jesus would not teach such an idea.  Since Nicodemus is struggling to understand what it means to be “born again,” Jesus points back to a famous (but misunderstood) Old Testament story from Numbers 21:4,5 (OT257).  As you recall, God sent poisonous snakes to kill the grumbling Israelites, so they cried out for help.  While God did not take away the snakes, He did tell Moses to make a metal snake, stick it onto a pole, and lift it up among the people.  And when anyone would look up at the snake on the pole, believing in the promise of God, they would live.  It was the only way.  {Look up to the snake on the pole and believe}
In the days of Jesus, to be “lifted up” had a special meaning: it meant to be nailed on a cross and lifted up to die.  The Romans used the cruel form of execution so often that everyone knew its meaning.  In the same way, Jesus says that He will be “lifted up” to bring life to dying people (verses 14,15).  Nicodemus came searching for an answer, and now Jesus gives it to him: “believe in Him.”

Before I talk about the love of God, I want to tell you about the justice of God.  Many people want to believe in a God who is very easy to please.  In their mind, they choose to think that God is like a gentle grandfather – one who doesn’t really care if you do something wrong.  The God of their imagination is one that is easy to please, overlooking our mistakes and giving us whatever we want.  While this might sound nice, it is not the God of the Bible.

The God who created the universe is almighty.  Nothing is hidden from Him, and before you speak a word, He knows what you are thinking (Psalm 139:1-4 OT1019).  He is loving and forgiving, but He is also just, requiring punishment for sin (Exodus 34:6,7 OT150).  

Until we understand the perfect holiness and great justice of God, we will not understand His amazing love.  As you read John 3:16 {God calling out}, consider the cruelty of the Roman cross, and even more, consider the spiritual punishment for my sin and for your sin.  It would take tremendous love for me to die on a cross for you. But can you imagine how much love it would take for me to send my son to die on a cross for you?

So here is the answer to Nicodemus, and the answer to each one of us.  You must be “born again.”  How can this be?  There is a key word in verse 15 and 16 – “believe.” {Righteousness from belief}  This is not just a knowledge in your head, but a belief sees the depth of your sin and your absolute helplessness.  Then, it looks up to Jesus, crucified for your sins, believing that He will give us life.

We have often talked about our two serious problems: sin that leads to death and breaking the law that leads to punishment.  Our problems are so great that God had to do something great 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 (NT29).  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.” {Saved only by the blood of the lamb}
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.
