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    Introduction


    


    The New Testament comprises twenty-seven documents with a long-recognized unique authority for the belief and practice of those who profess a singular allegiance to Jesus of Nazareth as Lord. The New Testament makes clear that Jesus is the incarnate Son of God and the promised Messiah of Israel and Savior of the cosmos. When we study the New Testament, we are bound to wrestle with the greatness of Jesus. The story the New Testament tells confronts its readers with claims that are cosmic in scope and yet are as personally intimate as the relationship between two people who love each other.


    The New Testament, like the teaching of Jesus himself, has been and was meant to be translated into the languages of the world from the very beginning. We are meant to still feel the breath of God on our necks in the real world we live in. The documents of the New Testament were first breathed through people living in a particular historical, religious and social context of Palestinian Judaism in the matrix of the Mediterranean cultures of the Roman Empire of the first century. Similar to God’s willingness to become fully human in the womb of a young virgin, these God-breathed texts do not begrudge the human fingerprints of its writers.


    Four of the books in the New Testament are based on eyewitness accounts (with startling detail!) of the birth, life, teaching, death, resurrection and ascension of Jesus the Christ. Each rendering of the good news (gospel) embodied by Jesus is written to a particular focus audience at a particular time. Three of the Gospel accounts—Mark, Luke and Matthew, in order of writing—follow the same basic outline and are often termed the Synoptic (a word meaning “same eye”) Gospels.


    Two Gospel accounts, those according to Mark and Luke, were written before the fall of Jerusalem in A.D. 70. Most of the documents in the New Testament were written before this watershed date. The Gospel of Mark has a diary-like feel to it in the first half of the book; the account then slows down and the second half of the book recounts the last week of Jesus’ earthly life, for the most part. Mark’s account has been identified as the memoir of the apostle Peter, and it certainly reflects the feisty personality of the disciple! Like Peter, the Gospel according to Mark jumps right in with the declaration of the good news that Jesus is the Son of God (Mark 1:1). No Christmas story, no backstory at all—by the middle of chapter three, the Pharisees and Herodians are already plotting how to kill Jesus!


    The Gospel according to Luke, also written prior to A.D. 70, is full of eyewitness accounts from a variety of people. Luke’s account includes details about non-Jews, stories with women as a focus (the account of Jesus’ birth through Mary’s perspective is only found in Luke), and makes the person of the Holy Spirit in relationship to Jesus more explicit than the other three Gospel accounts. Luke’s writing purposefully serves as a witness to non-Jews. On the other hand, the Gospel according to Matthew was written shortly after the fall of Jerusalem. This very Jewish account doesn’t begin with the Christmas story but with a long genealogy that begins with “Jesus the Messiah the son of David, the son of Abraham.” The Christmas story that follows is focused on the role of Joseph and includes stories important for Jews in the aftermath of Jerusalem’s destruction. Matthew is the only Gospel that tells of the visitation of the Magi, the family fleeing to Egypt and Herod’s slaughter of Bethlehem’s children. It is clear that Matthew’s account was intended by God to focus the faith of Israel’s people on a Person, not a place.


    John did not write his account of the gospel until the last decade of the first century, in the 90s during the reign of the Emperor Domitian. This was during a time of intense persecution by the empire as well as a period when pressure on the early church by un­believing Jews greatly increased. John’s account of the good news begins with the words “In the beginning” as an echo of Genesis 1:1 and so starts with the Word of God before the incarnation of the only begotten Son. John’s Christmas story is summed up in a single verse: “The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us. We have seen his glory, the glory of the one and only Son, who came from the Father, full of grace and truth” (John 1:14). Ninety percent of John’s account is unique to the Gospels, and it is clear by what is included and what is left out that he is very aware of the content of the other accounts that had been circulating for decades.


    I’ve often told my students in the classroom that the four Gospel accounts in the New Testament are like four kinds of stew. The same “meat and potatoes” are found in each, but the broth is distinct for God’s own purposes in breathing this story of Jesus in quadraphonic fashion for the salvation of the world. Like the Gospels, it is important to read each document in the New Testament with an understanding of its original audience and time.


    The book of Acts, the second volume of Luke’s masterful work, tells the story of the early church and its spread from Jerusalem to the ends of the earth within thirty years of Jesus’ death, resurrection and ascension. The last document of the New Testament, the book of Revelation, focuses on a series of visions John was instructed to record to first help the church during the reign of Domitian to be faithful to Christ Jesus. However, like all the New Testament documents, it is a living word and its first focus does not confine its relevance or application to its first audience alone. Every book in the New Testament was intended to be heard throughout the ages. Like John, all twenty-seven books of the New Testament are written “that you may believe that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God, and that by believing you may have life in his name” (John 20:31).


    The other twenty-one “books” of the New Testament are actually letters written to particular people in particular situations at a particular time, and probably all but the letters of John were written before the fall of Jerusalem. Taking into account the where, when and why of the letter writer and the intended first recipients can help insure that our contemporary understanding and application of the text stay connected to the God-breathed intention for its original audience. The study of Scripture must be done with significant integrity—stick to the text and work to hear it in its own historical and cultural context first. This discipline helps minimize reading our own culture, history and experiences into the text. The first movement in biblical studies is from exegesis (reading out of the text) to the interpretation of what it meant “then and there.” Then and only then are we ready for the next movement from “then and there” to “here and now.” Any response to God’s Word “here and now” must stay rooted in the God-breathed word “then and there.”


    This study is written to reflect two basic characteristics of the New Testament itself. First, it is Christocentric. Jesus is the point. And, as New Testament scholar F. F. Bruce points out, “the character of Jesus can be known only from the New Testament records.”1 If we don’t study and learn about the New Testament Jesus, what Jesus do we follow? Too often people remake Jesus into their own image because it’s easier. But the Jesus of the New Testament is far more challenging than most comfort zones allow, and it is with this Jesus we must wrestle. Second, this study is thoroughly trinitarian because this is how God has revealed himself within the arena of creation to his people in the story of Scripture from Genesis to Revelation. God’s being, his ontological reality, is that of Father, Son and Holy Spirit in one interpenetrating union of love, will and perfect freedom. The doctrine of the Trinity is grounded in these texts that are the bedrock of God’s self-revelation.


    This study is organized as a part of the Essentials series and follows a format similar to Greg Ogden’s Discipleship Essentials and Tremper Longman III’s Old Testament Essentials. This volume has three parts: the first focuses on the person and work of the Lord Jesus, the second focuses on the person and work of the Spirit in the church’s mission in the world, and the third finds its focus on the overarching theme of the kingdom of God as it is present and still to come in the fullness of time as we know it.


    [image: penicon.tif]Bible Study—Each chapter focuses on particular texts within the New Testament to be read, as well as a verse or two suggested for memorization. This is followed by initial questions to reflect on and discuss with others from your own reading and observation of the text.


    [image: glassesicon.tif]Reading—Next, there is a reading section, where I offer background and insights of my own and other scholars concerning the passage or passages and their connection to the canon of Scripture as a whole. The reading is followed by more questions to help you think further about the biblical text.


    [image: compassicon.tif]Connecting to the Old Testament—The reading is followed by a particular connection the New Testament text has to the Hebrew Scripture of the Old Testament.


    [image: speechbubble.tif]The Ancient Story and Our Story—The study of the passage ends by considering how the New Testament passage might connect with our own lives today.


    I conclude with a short paragraph that helps build a connection to the next study. And at the end of each study I will suggest a supplementary book you might like to read for going deeper.


    I was introduced to the gospel of Jesus Christ as a college student. The Jesus of the New Testament overwhelmed me, and by God’s grace Jesus still does. It is my hope that Jesus, the Lion of Judah, will roar again and again as you work through New Testament Essentials. It is also my hope that Jesus, the Lamb who was slain, will also comfort you as well as confront you every step of the way. Jesus is the “essential.” Through him we know God as our Father and the Spirit as our Comforter in life and in death. In this hope I dedicate this book to my students. Together we have wrestled with the greatness of Jesus, the wonder of the gospel and the miracle of God’s grace.


    May each person using this text be awestruck by the New Testament Jesus for the rest of your life. The study of Scripture is an exercise of profound humility. On the day when we see the Lord of glory in his fullness, we will realize that what we studied to understand was but a dim mirror. However, by God’s design and grace, it is enough for now.


    Ad Majorem Dei Gloriam

    Robbie Fox Castleman


    



    1F. F. Bruce, The New Testament Documents: Are They Reliable? (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1981), p. 3.


    

  


  
    Part One


    The Revelation of God in Jesus Christ

  


  
    1 / Jesus, the Messiah



    Looking Ahead


    MEMORY VERSE: Mark 8:34-35


    BIBLE STUDY: Mark 8:27–9:8


    READING: Learning to Recognize the New Testament Jesus


    Messianic expectations in Second Temple Judaism (the time from the postexilic rebuilding that began with Haggai in 520 B.C. to the destruction of Jerusalem in A.D. 70) centered on a new leader to deliver Israel from its occupying enemy, the Roman Empire. They were not expecting a Galilean rabbi who stood on a hilltop and said, “Love your enemies.” Consider this as you read through this study’s text.


    
[image: penicon.tif] Bible Study Guide


    After reading Mark 8:27–9:8, spend some time reflecting on it with the following questions in mind before looking at the reading.


    


    
      	How did Jesus initiate this conversation with his disciples concerning his identity and central mission?


      	Peter focuses on Jesus’ identity as the “Christ,” the Greek term for the Jewish Messiah, the “anointed one.” What do you think Peter’s expectations were of the Christ as the anointed Messiah of Israel?


      	Summarize what Jesus indicates as his own messianic expectations (v. 31).

        How might this description account for Peter’s rebuke (v. 32)?

      


      	Notice that this rebuke in Mark’s Gospel is not explained in any detail. Compare Mark 8:32 with Matthew 16:22, which includes a bit more of Peter’s objection. How would you summarize Peter’s central concern?


      	How does Jesus’ reaction to Peter indicate the significant differences between the messianic expectations of Peter and Jesus’ own?

        How does the teaching of Jesus that follows (Mark 8:34–9:1) address the contrast between Jesus’ mission and expectations of Israel for their Messiah?

      


      	How do Jesus’ description of his mission and the expectation of those who follow Jesus as God’s anointed one contrast with that of Satan and his expectations and desires?

        How is this dynamic still a problem and a temptation for those who consider themselves Jesus’ disciples today?

      


      	In all three Synoptic Gospels the transfiguration of Jesus follows this challenging teaching of Jesus near Caesarea Philippi. How might the transfiguration experience have been particularly helpful and meaningful for Peter after Jesus’ stern reaction to the disciple’s rebuke and the challenging teaching that followed?


      	What is Peter’s initial response to the transfiguration?

        How does the declaration of God the Father (Mark 9:7) continue answering the question Jesus asked in Mark 8:27?


        How might the experience of seeing the transfiguration of Jesus help the disciples adjust their expectations of his mission in the light of his teaching and his identity?

      


      	In the light of this Scripture study, how might disciples and congregations today still struggle with the person and message of the New Testament Jesus?

    


    
[image: glassesicon.tif] Reading: Learning to Recognize the New Testament Jesus


    The narrative account of Jesus and his disciples as they journey near the area of Caesarea Philippi is the centerpiece of the Synoptic Gospels. The story’s placement within the Synoptic Gospels is right in the middle of each account, and this reflects the pivotal importance of how the first followers of Jesus struggled to come to terms with Jesus’ identity and mission. The word synoptic means “with one eye” and indicates how Matthew, Mark and Luke follow the same narrative sequence of events in the life of Jesus, with approximately the first half of each of these Gospels devoted to Jesus’ public ministry in Galilee. The second half of the Synoptic Gospels is devoted to the last week of Jesus’ earthly life and ministry in and around Jerusalem in Judea. If you were to sit down and read each of the Synoptic Gospels in one sitting you would notice that nearly all the miracles of Jesus occur before this episode near Caesarea Philippi. This also indicates how the narrative account of Jesus’ teaching at Caesarea Philippi is pivotal if one is to understand who Jesus is and what he came to do.


    The city of Caesarea Philippi was located about twenty-five miles north of the Sea of Galilee near one of the headwaters for the Jordan River. Herod the Great had been designated the ruler of this region originally by Caesar Augustus in 20 B.C., and upon Herod’s death his son Philip was willed the districts of Iturea and Trachonitis (see Luke 3:1), which included the Paneas, the site of Caesarea Philippi and its surroundings. The term Paneas designates the ancient history of the place, which included a cave in a nearby mountain that had been dedicated to Pan, the Greek god of nature. The population of the area was predominantly non-Jewish. In addition to its lingering paganism, Jewish presence in Paneas was minimized for historical reasons. It was in Caesarea Philippi that the infamous Seleucid general Antiochus IV was victorious over Egypt in the second century B.C. and gained control of all of Palestine with disastrous results. Antiochus IV persecuted the Jews of Palestine, approved of the desecration of the temple in Jerusalem, and intentionally slaughtered Jews on the sabbath when they would not defend themselves in an attempt to keep sabbath law. However, it is in this area known for its long-standing paganism and the persecution of Jews that Jesus is first proclaimed the Messiah!


    As surprising as the site of this proclamation is, it is entirely fitting that Jesus initiates a discussion of his identity and mission in a place known for false gods, fa­natic bigotry, violence and the oppression of God’s people. Jesus’ question (Mark 8:27) prompts the typical response. The mention of Elijah, John the Baptist and one of the prophets (v. 28) is an echo of Mark 6:14-16 when others speculated on Jesus’ unusual authority and works of wonder, which were well known among the common population at the time. But Jesus presses the question further when he asks for the disciples’ own opinion of his identity (Mark 8:29). Peter’s reply on behalf of the Twelve is the first time in Mark’s Gospel that someone besides demons or God declares that Jesus is the Messiah, the anointed One of Israel.


    Jesus then proceeds to radically re­define what it means to be the Messiah (vv. 30-31) and the disciples and their spokesperson, Peter, find Jesus’ redefinition unrecognizable in the light of their own expectations for Israel’s Messiah. Palestinian Jews of the first century expected a Messiah to be more like a Maccabee! It was the Maccabees, just a few generations before, who opposed the Seleucids, the ruling military power in Palestine after the death of Alexander the Great, by organizing a guerrilla army that proved triumphant and resulted in 103 years of Jewish independence for Israel. This independence ended in 63 B.C. when the Roman Empire conquered Palestine. First-century Jews were looking for the son of David, the seed of Jesse, the promised Messiah, to be a warrior king who would deliver Jerusalem from the Gentiles and reestablish and protect an everlasting kingdom for God’s own people. Jesus’ disciples were looking for a Messiah who conquered their enemies, but instead Jesus stands on a hillside and talks about loving one’s enemies. And here in Caesarea Philippi Jesus talks about the Messiah as the “Son of Man” (v. 31) who must suffer, be rejected by the very people most disciples would esteem above all others, and die. No wonder Peter takes “the Messiah” aside and begins to rebuke Jesus for such unmessianic ideas!


    It’s interesting to note that when Jesus, in return, rebukes Peter and calls him “Satan” (a Hebrew word meaning “adver­sary”) he is actually looking at the disciples, not directly at Peter (v. 33). All the disciples were upset, not just Peter. Can you imagine the troubled look on their faces? The anger? The disappointment? The confusion? Jesus’ description of his messianic work was completely unimaginable and untenable. How could such weakness possibly provide the power needed to conquer Israel’s enemies? How could such foolishness possibly outwit Roman rulers? And how can the most horrendous and shameful means of torture, Roman crucifixion, ever lead to the glorious triumph of God’s everlasting kingdom?


    When Jesus calls the crowd to join the bewildered disciples (v. 34) the redefinition of his messiahship becomes the explicit description of discipleship for all those who would continue to follow him. This dying to self was a hard call to hear and heed on that day near Caesarea Philippi. And Jesus’ demand for discipleship is still so in every “adulterous and sinful generation” (v. 38). The Jesus of the New Testament still says “Get behind me, Satan!” to every want-to-be-follower of Jesus who wants the Christian life to be one of ease, empowerment or a nice shortcut to “the good life” (of course with God’s glory as a part of the mix!). This episode on the way to Caesarea Philippi should be hard for us to read today. Like the ending of Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount in Matthew 5–7, it is meant to be hard to hear. And like the disciples then, we need encouragement to hold on to and trust that what Jesus says really is the way of salvation and hope and the eternal triumph of God’s Messiah and his kingdom.


    In all three Synoptic Gospels the account of Jesus’ transfiguration follows the devastating unveiling of Jesus as a very unexpected Messiah. Jesus let the disciples struggle with his teaching and their journey as disciples for nearly a week (Mark 9:2), and then three of his disciples got a glimpse that Jesus just might know what he’s talking about and that it just might work! These disciples needed to see Jesus glorified in the transfiguration (vv. 2-3), and to note his supremacy in relationship to Moses and Elijah, the historical embodiment of both the law and the prophets (v. 4). And these key disciples needed to hear God’s answer to Jesus’ question, “Who do you say that I am?” The divine and definitive proclamation, “This is my Son” (v. 7), brought a new dimension to the Messiah that was as unexpected as Jesus’ redefinition. The Son of Man was also the Son of God! The transfiguration appropriately ends with the disciples seeing no one but Jesus and the divine admonition still ringing in their ears, “Listen to him!” (v. 7).


    Reading Study Guide


    
      	Write a paragraph that summarizes your understanding of Jesus’ identity and mission. Share this paragraph with a friend and ask what is clear or unclear about your summary.


      	Note the placement of the Caesarea Philippi episode in the Gospel of Mark. Count how many miracles of Jesus occur before this journey and how many after the episode. How might this distinction enhance the central point Jesus is making clear to his followers?


      	What is a place you are familiar with today that holds similar cultural dynamics (a place known for false gods, fanatic bigotry, violence and the oppression of God’s people) to the area of Caesarea Philippi?

        How and why can such a place tempt someone to change or temper his or her witness to Jesus?

      


      	How are expectations of Jesus today often as wrongly conceived as the messianic expectations of the Jews in the first century?


      	What can you do in your home and congregation to keep Jesus’ demands of discipleship clear and uncompromising, full of both grace and truth?


      	Like Peter, how have you experienced disappointment in God during times of suffering or struggle?

        When have you wanted Jesus to do or say or be something different in times of challenging difficulty?

      


      	What does it mean for disciples to “deny themselves and take up their cross and follow,” to “lose their life for [Jesus] and for the gospel” in order to save it?

        What example from your own experience of discipleship might help someone else understand both the gift and the demand of Jesus?

      


      	How has God encouraged you after a time of struggle and disappointment?

        Like Peter during the transfiguration of Jesus, how are both the suffering and glorification of Jesus helpful in regaining hope after hard times?

      

    


    
[image: compassicon.tif] Connecting to the Old Testament


    Jesus, in both his suffering and exaltation, is known as “the son of David.” This relationship is more than a recognition that Jesus is a descendent of David in the lineage of Judah (Romans 1:3; Revelation 3:7; 5:5; 22:16), but is also intended to highlight Jesus’ willingness to suffer, like David, with the marginalized (1 Samuel 22:1-2; 24:1-12; 26:5-24). Jesus’ life is an echo of David’s long-suffering with and forgiveness for those who opposed him (2 Samuel 9; 16:5-14; 19:18-23), as well as David’s capacity for extending to others the grace and mercy he had received from God throughout his life. Followers of Jesus recognize the power of self-emptying grace: forgiven people forgive. And this is always accompanied by a willingness to suffer for the sake of Christ Jesus. David was a man after God’s own heart (1 Samuel 13:14) and is remembered for this in Acts 13:22. David himself, near the time of his death, looks back on his own calling and, at the same time, anticipates the reign of his “son” when he reflects,


    
      When one rules over people in righteousness,


      when he rules in the fear of God,


      he is like the light of morning at sunrise


      on a cloudless morning,


      like the brightness after rain


      that brings grass from the earth. (2 Samuel 23:3-4)
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    It is still essential when we encounter the Jesus of the New Testament that disciples today fix our eyes on Jesus (Hebrews 12:2) and listen to what he has to say. Even when it’s not what we expect to hear. Who is the New Testament Jesus? How would you describe the Jesus of the New Testament to a new friend unfamiliar with the Christian faith? What would you emphasize? What might you be tempted to minimize or downplay?


    Paul declares in 2 Corinthians 2:17 that those who share Christ with others “are not peddlers of God’s word like so many; but in Christ we speak as persons of sincerity, as persons sent from God and standing in his presence” (NRSV). This admonition has several important ideas when we are asked the question concerning the identity of Jesus, “Who do you say I am?” (Mark 8:29).


    First, neither Jesus nor the Christian faith is something to sell. There are no fine-print disclaimers, deceptive advertising or alluring practices when it comes to describing the New Testament Jesus to others. Like Peter, we are easily tempted to redefine the person and work of Jesus in easier-to-swallow terms. It is tempting at times to tone down or even eliminate Jesus’ teaching about his suffering and the disciple’s need to follow Jesus in losing one’s life for the sake of the gospel. Consider how the New Testament Jesus and the road to the cross can be neglected, obscured or even eliminated in a service of Christian worship. How are we still prone to share in Peter’s rebuke of Jesus for being a suffering Messiah? From the lyrics of songs to the confession of sin to the prominence of the cross in the place of worship or sermon, consider how you, your congregation and its leaders present the person and work of Jesus. If the Spirit would echo the rebuke of Jesus, “Get behind me, Satan,” would we have ears to hear? Consider how it’s possible today to actually act “ashamed” of Jesus and his words (Mark 8:38) by our representation of Jesus to others. In a culture that celebrates the primacy of numerical growth as a mark of success, it is very easy to become a peddler, a salesperson, a soul winner.


    Second, Paul is very conscious that what God thinks of his witness is more important than the response of the person he bears that witness to. As bearers of the “aroma of Christ” we are “captives” to the work and person of Christ revealed in the gospel. And some will think this aroma smells like “death” and others like “life” (2 Corinthians 2:14-16). Easy or not, we, like Paul, must remember “we speak before God with sincerity” (2 Corinthians 2:17) and therefore our witness must be honest, thoughtful and as full of truth as it is of grace. You might recall the story in the gospel of the rich young ruler that walked away from Jesus because he couldn’t risk losing his life or his livelihood (Mark 10:17-30; Matthew 19:16-29; Luke 18:18-30). Although saddened by the man’s decision, Jesus let him walk away. Jesus didn’t run after him to make a different offer, another deal or an easier and more accommodating alternative to discipleship. Consider how easy it is for us to make the gospel’s demand something other than an invitation to follow the New Testament Jesus, to lose one’s life and to really live.


    Take time this week and for the rest of your life to continue your study of Scripture and rediscover over and over again the Jesus of the New Testament, who issues a costly call to follow him. Salvation by faith alone is through grace alone by the work and person of Christ alone. And it costs us everything. Always has, always will.


    Looking Ahead


    The challenge of discipleship as a journey of dying to self is central to the New Testament witness of both Jesus’ life and the ongoing mission of the Spirit in the life of every believer. The same challenge of Jesus at Caesarea Philippi in the Synoptic Gospels is also found in the Gospel according to John when “the Greeks” or non-Jews expressed an interest in meeting the Jewish Messiah (John 12:20-26). Later Paul will underscore Jesus’ challenge to the disciples at Caesarea Philippi when he writes about the weakness and foolishness of the cross being greater than human power and wisdom (1 Corinthians 1:18-30). This pivotal teaching is reflected in many New Testament passages in a variety of situations and cultural contexts we will consider in studies based on Romans 8, Philippians 2 and 1 Peter 1. In study 2, Jesus makes the cost of discipleship very clear to several people he encounters on his road to the cross.


    Going Deeper


    To further consider the way of the Savior as the road to the cross, read Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s The Cost of Discipleship with a friend or small group. Only through Calvary is the victory of resurrection made possible, both for Jesus and his followers.
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