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      The  Jesus Book

      Dear Reader,

      Like millions of children around the world, some of my earliest memories are of praying at bedtime and at mealtimes for the blessing and protection of Jesus. The earliest stories I heard were of him and his antecedents and descendants in the Jewish and Christian faiths. The moral to every story was: What would Jesus do, or what would Jesus have me do, in a similar situation? The main decision we make at every turning point depends on answering those questions, I was taught, and if something is displeasing to him, it becomes a barrier to his continued blessing. However, it was my choice as to how I lived my life, and he wouldn't interfere if I didn't ask him to.

      To Christians, Jesus is the son of God and the giver of every good gift: life, a world of delight, love, meaning, and our intellects. The same questions — what would Jesus do, what would Jesus have me do — confront everyone who professes him as Savior and Lord regardless of station in life.

      What follows is my quest for this Jesus in history, Holy Scriptures, and the church.

      
        
          
        
      

    

  
    
      

      dedication

      This book is dedicated to my daughter, Chris; my sons, Michael and Kevin; and my grandchildren, Antony and Brandi; and their pursuit of Jesus.
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      These authoritative books help you learn everything you ever wanted to know about the lives, social context, and surrounding historical events of fascinating people who made or influenced history and religious thought. While reading this EVERYTHING® book you will discover four useful boxes:

      Factum: Definitions and additional information

      Discussion Question: Questions and answers for deeper insights

      Symbolism: Explains a concept or symbol

      Fallacy: Refutes a commonly held misconception
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      Top Ten Interesting Facts You'll Learn About Jesus

      
        	Scholars generally agree that Jesus' life is better documented than that of any other figure of historical antiquity.

        	The church at large did not celebrate the birth of Jesus, Christmas, until between three and five centuries after the church's beginning.

        	The church does not teach that Jesus' date of birth was December 25.

        	Scholars have concluded that Jesus was born about five years earlier than the beginning of the current general calendar, or about 5 B.C.


        	After a replacement was found for Judas Iscariot, all but one of Jesus' closest disciples died martyrs' deaths after keeping the faith.

        	Jesus was circumcised as all Jewish males are, as part of their covenant with God.

        	Jesus was baptized by John the Baptist, who was his second cousin.

        	In most of the Christian world, Easter is known in the local language as the equivalent word for Passover.

        	What Jesus considered the best and worst prayers are only one sentence each.

        	Thousands of martyrdoms in the first three centuries of the church are generally considered the best evidence for the truthfulness of the Gospel and the biggest impetus for the church's growth.
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      Introduction

      Who was Jesus? What was the world that he was born into like? Who were his parents and ancestors? What did he teach? Who were his first followers, and how did they multiply in number to become the largest religious following in today's world?

      What did Jesus mean when he told his followers they would be able to move a mountain? What did Jesus teach as necessary for salvation? Do his teachings contrast with — or complement — those of his apostles? How did we receive the Bible, and what causes orthodox Christians to believe it contains and is, in written form, the Word of God?

      In today's more multicultural world, answers to such questions are no longer universally known, and with the competition of constantly increasing entertainment, educational, and information media, the Bible stories are not as widely taught to children, even if more Bibles are in the stores and in homes than ever before. Contemporary surveys of high-school-age and college-age young people have shown deep and widespread biblical illiteracy.

      This book introduces Jesus from a slightly more distant perspective than that of the Bible by sharing some of the findings of Bible scholars, historians, archaeologists, and anthropologists on his life and times, his following in the church, and his impact on the world in the two millennia since his birth. The intention is to make this an easily accessible survey of Jesus, his life, his teachings, his historical impact, and more.

      Chapters will give detailed accounts of the church in the first generation after Jesus ministered on earth, how persecution against Christians began and spread from Israel to the whole Roman Empire, how many of the martyrs died, and how they are considered the “seed of the church.” Also looked at are the conversion of the Roman emperor Constantine and his influence on the church; and the church's influence on the emperor and, through him, on the succeeding emperors and the Roman Empire as a whole.

      The Dark Ages, the Middle Ages, the Crusades, the Renaissance, the Age of Exploration, the Enlightenment, and the rise of modern democracies … all are surveyed in terms of their relationships with the story of Jesus, his life, and his world influence, and made easily accessible in this overview.

      How is the church faring in today's generation? How big is the church in the United States, and in the world at large? How does it compare with other religions in size and the devotion of its followers? Has the Christian era peaked and started its decline, or is it poised for further growth in the world in generations to come? Who are the Catholics, Orthodox, Protestants, Modernists, and Evangelicals, and how do they relate to each other? How does the church fare alongside secular humanism in Europe, America, and the rest of the world?

      Also included in this survey will be consideration of the Jesus of the future, as the Bible makes many references to the climax of history, the end of the world, the apocalypse, and the Second Coming of Jesus. What does the Bible say on these controversial topics, and what do the different churches say about those biblical teachings?

      Throughout this work, references to “the traditional teaching” or “the tradition of the church” refer to the consensus of the united church before the great schism between Rome and Constantinople in 1054 (described in Chapter 11) and, especially, the defining documents and canons of the seven ecumenical councils that culminated in A.D. 787. References here to “the apostolic churches” mean those churches of the first millennium after Christ that claimed that all their bishops had been consecrated in an unbroken line of succession from the original apostles of the church (as described in Chapter 5). And consistent with this approach, though there are many theories among modern biblical scholars about the identity of the writers of the New Testament, especially Matthew and Luke, the references in this book refer to the author of Luke as “Luke,” the author of Matthew as “Matthew,” and so on, in the interest of simplification and clarity.
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      Jesus of the Stable

      If the widely cited claim that one-third of the world's population identifies itself as Christian is accurate, the story of Jesus' birth is most likely the best-known account of a birth in human history, and possibly even the best-known story ever told. Even those not literate enough to read for themselves are exposed to the story through Nativity scenes, pageants, readings, and carols accompanying Christmas celebrations around the world.

      
Humble Beginnings

      The Gospel of Luke introduces the birth portion of Jesus' story in chapter 2:1–7. These verses describe his surroundings, suggest his purpose in coming, and provide the tenor of his story by beginning the human life of the Creator and King of the universe not in a palace but in a stable, probably built into a cave in the hillside, where no one would ever expect anything of great significance to occur.

      
        discussion question

        
          What is the origin of the word Christmas?
        

        The early church's technical name of the day set aside for observance of Christ's birth is the Feast of the Nativity. Feasts are the resumption of a regular diet after a fast such as Advent, the forty-day fast preceding Christmas. The word Christmas comes from the English contraction of the Roman Catholic term “Christ's mass.”

      

      Some scholars believe Luke likely received his detailed account of the birth of Jesus directly from Mary, Jesus' mother. According to church tradition, Mary was early in her childbearing years at the time she became promised to Joseph, and she lived some years after Jesus' ascension into Heaven. Biblical scholars believe Luke's Gospel and the other three Gospels were written in the latter half of the first century after Jesus' birth.

      Virgin Birth

      A fundamental teaching of Christianity is that Mary was betrothed but had not consummated her marriage with Joseph when Jesus was born. Without this teaching, the claim that God was Jesus' father would be disbelieved. Luke says that “in the sixth month” the angel Gabriel was sent from God to Mary in Nazareth, a town in Galilee, a region of the Israel of that time northeast of Jerusalem, to tell her God the Father had chosen her to:… bear a son, and shalt call his name JESUS. He shall be great, and shall be called the Son of the Highest: and the Lord God shall give unto him the throne of his father David: And he shall reign over the house of Jacob for ever; and of his kingdom there shall be no end.

      
        Then said Mary unto the angel, How shall this be, seeing I know not a man? And the angel answered and said unto her, The Holy Ghost shall come upon thee, and the power of the Highest shall overshadow thee: therefore also that holy thing which shall be born of thee shall be called the Son of God … For with God nothing shall be impossible (Luke 2:31–35; 37).
      

      Matthew's Gospel cites the virgin birth as a fulfillment of the prophecy of Isaiah, “Therefore, the Lord himself shall give you a sign: ‘Behold, a virgin shall conceive, and bear a son, and shall call his name Emmanuel’” (Isaiah 7:14; Matthew 1:23).

      
        fallacy

        It's a widespread misconception that the “Immaculate Conception” is a technical term related to Jesus' virgin birth. The doctrine of the “Immaculate Conception,” taught only by Roman Catholics among the Christian communions, refers not to the conception of Jesus in Mary's womb, but of Mary's in the womb of her mother. The Immaculate Conception reinforces Mary's sinlessness. The teaching became an official Catholic dogma in 1854.

      

      God with Us

      Emmanuel is a Hebrew phrase meaning “God with us.” (El, the final syllable, is short for Elohim, a common Hebrew name for God that appears more than 2,500 times in the Old Testament.) Most Christian interpreters hold the prophecy of Isaiah as messianic and take it to refer to a specific child to be sent by God to save his people. Matthew, whose Gospel is tailored for Jewish readers, cites this verse from Isaiah as the first of many Old Testament prophecies he uses as evidence for the divinity and messianic mission of Jesus. Jesus, which is the name both Luke and Matthew say was given to Mary for her son, is from the Greek Iesous, which in turn comes from the Hebrew Jeshua (also written as Yeshua) or Joshua, all meaning “Yahweh is salvation.”

      Shepherds and Angels

      One indication of the humble milieu into which Jesus was born is that initially no great or powerful people were told about one of the most important events thus far in human history. But shepherds, no doubt faithful Jewish people whose major yearning was the coming of their Messiah, were let in on the news by angels they saw singing Jesus' praise in the sky over the starlit hills where they were camped. Luke devotes what now amounts to ten verses of his Gospel to the shepherds' adoration of the Christ child (the original text was not broken into verses).

      Though two Gospels record details about the birth of Jesus, and some recognition of Jesus' birth is recorded in historical documents as early as A.D. 200, the Nativity does not appear in church records as an official feast of the church until A.D. 566 or 567. The slow evolution of Christmas observance probably occurred mainly because early Christians thought that in the pagan Roman practice, “only sinners' birthdays were celebrated.” The first generations of Christians celebrated Jesus' baptism, as well as the adoration of the Magi, as the events that revealed him as God with us. This now-lesser feast of the Magi is known and observed to this day as Epiphany (or, in Eastern Orthodoxy, Theophany), which falls twelve days after Christmas; this is the origin of the tradition of the twelve days of Christmas.

      
Kenosis (Self-Humbling)

      Kenosis is a Greek term for self-emptying (ekenosen), or self-humbling. Though it refers specifically to the later work of Jesus in going to the Cross and giving himself over entirely to the will of the Father and the vulnerability of a human death, it also describes the humble circumstances of his birth and the gradual revelation of his godhead.

      Theologians have debated whether Jesus gave up superhuman powers in this self-emptying, as some Protestant scholars have speculated, or whether he merely chose not to exercise them, as Catholic and Orthodox fathers maintain. Jesus' kenosis can also apply to his submission to the parental control of Mary and Joseph, whom he depended on and obeyed despite his divine nature.

      
Jesus' Family Tree

      In Matthew's Gospel, Jesus' genealogy, or family tree, precedes the account of his birth to make the point that he was a direct descendant of Abraham, whom Paul described as the “father of the faithful” (Romans 4:11; “the father of all them that believe” in the King James version), and of David, the second king of Israel and the one most highly esteemed by the nation ever after, and the king most highly regarded by God Himself. The Gospel begins with “the book of the generation of Jesus Christ, the Son of David, the Son of Abraham.” It was commonly believed among the Jewish people that the Messiah would be a member of the House of David, and would be born in Bethlehem of Judea.

      
        factum

        Some Eastern European Orthodox Christians celebrate Christmas thirteen days after Catholics, Protestants, and other Orthodox do, but do not date the holiday as falling on January 7. On their calendar (introduced by Julius Caesar in A.D. 45), December 25 falls 13 days later than in the Gregorian calendar (introduced by the Pope in 1582).

      

      Whereas Matthew traces Jesus from Abraham through his stepfather Joseph, Luke traces him backward from Joseph all the way to Adam. This evidences the different primary audiences intended by the two Gospel writers: the Jewish people in Matthew's case, who would have to see Jesus as a “Jew of the Jews,” and Christians who weren't of Jewish origin in Luke's. Matthew emphasizes the royal bloodline, whereas Luke emphasizes his blood relationship with the whole race of humankind.

      
The Ancestors of God

      The divine liturgy (worship service) attributed to fourth century Bishop St. John Chrysostom refers to the parents of Mary, in church tradition Joachim and Anna, as “the ancestors of God.” Though of course the eternal God has no human forebears and cannot even be comprehended by human faculties, the church teaches that in the incarnation of the human Jesus, he is “very God of very God.”For the same reason, to affirm the two natures of Christ, the fathers in the third ecumenical council, A.D. 431, called for the use of Theotokos, Greek for “God-bearer” or “Mother of God,” to describe Mary and thus to underscore Jesus' fully human nature alongside his divinity. If Mary is God's mother, her parents are his grandparents or ancestors, though they all are fully human.

      As mentioned previously, the genealogies of Matthew's and Luke's Gospels also trace the ancestors of Jesus. Among them are princes and kings (David, Solomon), but also ordinary people who played redemptive roles in the history of Israel, some of whom were not even ethnically Jewish (Rahab, Ruth). From this it is understood that the Gospel writers wanted to emphasize Jesus' relationship with the whole human race, “of the Jews first, and also of the Gentiles” as St. Paul repeatedly puts it.

      
Mary

      After the shepherds came to adore Jesus in the stable, Luke says, “Mary kept all these things, and pondered them in her heart.” This simple description has guided the church's impression and images of Mary since the beginning. Her traditional icon shows her holding her son. Though he is the size of an infant, he has the face of a man, which indicates his adult purpose for being born of Mary. Also in the icon she has her hand raised, pointing to him, indicating that he, not she, is the focus of the attention, not only of the icon viewers, but of human history.

      
        discussion question

        
          Why is Mary controversial?
        

        Mary has been controversial, especially since the Reformation, because Protestants generally felt she got too much attention in Catholic piety, sometimes even calling Mariology “Mariolatry,” or idolatry. Recently, however, some Protestants have begun asking how the angel Gabriel's prophecy that all generations will call Mary blessed is being fulfilled in their teaching and worship.

      

      Roman Catholic teaching on Mary includes four dogmas:Mary's Immaculate Conception, which is seen as guarding her from original sin; Mary's sinlessness; Mary's perpetual virginity; and the Assumption (the ascension of her body to heaven directly after her death). Only one of these dogmas, Mary's perpetual virginity, is taught as dogma in the Eastern Orthodox Church. The Orthodox Church generally rejects the Immaculate Conception; most Orthodox believe in the Assumption but consider it not necessary to have a dogma about it, and though the Orthodox regard Mary as the most sinless natural human being ever, they feel it's not necessary to reiterate the issue of her sinlessness. As one Orthodox theologian puts it, some Orthodox writers have offered the opinion that during her lifetime, Mary probably did display some of the human foibles tracing to the fall, like impatience and anger. Protestants have a wide variety of opinions on Mary, as on most other theological issues, but in general they regard her role as a good mother to the Lord, but little else.

      
Joseph, the Betrothed, and James, the Lord's Brother

      A Bible trivia question asks, “How many brothers and sisters — natural children of Joseph and Mary — did Jesus have?” The Bible doesn't say that Mary and Joseph had any “natural children,” but the trivia question lists as its proof Mark 6:3: “Is this not the carpenter, the Son of Mary, and brother of James, Joses, Judah, and Simon? And are not his sisters here with us?” On this basis the trivia game claims that Jesus had six or more “natural” siblings. The Roman Catholic and Orthodox churches have always held that Mary had no children with Joseph (as did Martin Luther and John Calvin, generally considered the founders of Protestantism); and that Mary remained a virgin all her life. In the ancient church, Joseph has always been referred to as “the betrothed” to emphasize that though he undertook Mary's and Jesus' protection, he and Mary never consummated their marriage.

      A common interpretation of New Testament references to James as Jesus' brother is that Joseph, an older man when he was betrothed to Mary, had a previous wife, James' mother, who had died. The others mentioned by Mark may have been members of Joseph's close family as cousins, or could have been Joseph's offspring by his previous marriage. To refer to close relatives this way is not unusual, as occurred when Jesus, from the cross, referred to John the Apostle, who is believed by many scholars to have been Jesus' second cousin, as Mary's new son, meaning he was being charged with her care (John 19:26).

      Has the Church Forgotten?

      The ancient church claims that its tradition is reliable because the church was “there” from the beginning and never was lacking in rational sense, nor was it forgetful. The early church tradition says that Mary's “perpetual virginity” was prophesied in the Old Testament: “this gate shall be shut, it shall not be opened, and no man shall enter in by it; because the Lord, the God of Israel, has entered in by it. Therefore, it shall be shut” (Ezekiel 44:2).

      
        factum

        In most of the world, Christmas is the most celebrated day every year. Solemn adult versions of the story are told in Gospel readings and recitations in candlelight services in Catholic, Orthodox, and Protestant churches, and children's versions are presented in pageants or plays, not only in churches but even in many non Christian schools.

      

      That Joseph was considerably older than Mary is suggested by the fact that he had apparently died by the time of the crucifixion. That James was an older brother of Jesus, not a younger one, is evidenced by the fact that he came to believe in Jesus late in the Gospels' timeline. Some argue that younger siblings — including all the other five mentioned by Mark — would have attached themselves to an older brother of such charisma as Jesus from their childhood on, as younger siblings generally do. But although much is said about James, identified in early church records as the author of the epistle bearing his name in the New Testament, none of the other “brothers and sisters” mentioned in Mark are specifically kept in the church's tradition.

      Jesus' Siblings

      It's hard to imagine that the church would have forgotten those alleged step siblings, or that they would have had no role in the early church. Some say the offspring of Joseph and Mary after Jesus would have left a lineage that today would claim blood relationship with God. There has been considerable scholarly discussion concerning these siblings. According to Roman Catholic and Orthodox teaching, no woman whose womb had brought the very God into the world would have been used for any lesser purpose later. One theory, already mentioned, states that the siblings were step siblings or cousins who were already adults by the time Jesus was born. However, some scholars do believe that there is real New Testament evidence that the siblings of Jesus were his blood relatives, actual brothers and sisters.

      
The Star of Bethlehem

      Planetariums often draw Christmas-season audiences by presenting programs built around theories about what the star of Bethlehem may have been if it was anything other than a story made up by some early disciples of Jesus. Amateur astronomer Susan S. Carroll, who has developed an extensive Web page about the star of Bethlehem, says that, although the star is mentioned only once in the Bible (in the Book of Matthew), it was likely “a genuine astronomical occurrence.”

      
        discussion question

        
          Has Christmas always been celebrated in the United States?
        

        No. Christmas was suppressed in Puritan New England and in Presbyterian Scotland as late as the nineteenth century. Both strict Puritans (later known as Congregationalists), in New England, and Presbyterian Covenanters in Scotland began as Calvinist denominations.

      

      The science of astronomy studies observable events in the universe, and if the star came and went just for the Magi (the Greek word translated as “wise men” in the King James Version of Matthew's Gospel), there's nothing left to investigate or study. If we accept the ancient definition of astrology as “interpreting events in the heavens” rather than the contemporary meaning of “reading horoscopes,” the Wise Men must have been astrologers, prescientific stargazers. In their era, before the advent of astronomy as a discrete science, they can be considered the closest thing then available to scientific observers of the heavens.

      Astroarchaeology

      Astroarchaeology, also known as archaeoastronomy, is the study of astronomy as it was practiced in ancient times, using archaeological evidence such as Stonehenge or the Great Pyramids of Egypt. Astroarchaeologist John Charles Webb, Jr., theorizes that the Magi were the only stargazers who could see (or “discern”) the star of Bethlehem, because they found it through their ancient and advanced astrological knowledge (represented, for example, by the great pyramids of Egypt, Stonehenge, and other ancient evidences of astrological knowledge that have been lost to modern science).

      Unlike most astronomers' speculations on what the star of Bethlehem was, Webb rules out an alignment of several planets, appearing as a great star, as the explanation. He claims that King Herod, undoubtedly served by stargazers of his own, seemed to be unaware of any special star when the Magi brought it to his attention. According to Webb's interpretation, there must have been a representation of the event visible in the heavens to the highly trained astrological eye, because Matthew says, “the star, which they saw in the east, went before them, till it came and stood over where the young child was” (Matthew 2:9b).

      Year of Jesus' Birth

      Webb's charting theorizes that the star appeared on March 2, in the year 5 B.C. Other scholars had long ago concluded that the calendars put the time of Christ's birth (A.D. 0) as about five years too late, based on historical evidence for the date of King Herod's death. Earlier attempts to establish the birthdate of Jesus had concluded that it most likely occurred in the spring, but the church — though not denying the evidence — rejected that date for the Nativity Feast because it would have been too close to Easter, or the Pascal Feast.

      One reason the church may have chosen December 25 for the Nativity Feast is that it was the first day after the winter solstice on which the lengthening of days could be discerned. Thus, pagans celebrated it as the rebirth day of the sun. Some speculate that even long before there was an official widely observed Nativity Feast, Christians had begun reinterpreting the pagan “Sun Festival” in a Christian perspective as the birthday of the Sun of Righteousness, one of the prophetic names for the Messiah that appears in the Old Testament. As it is written in Malachi 4:2: “But unto you that fear my name shall the Sun of righteousness arise with healing in his wings; and ye shall go forth, and grow up as calves of the stall.”

      
        factum

        St. Nicholas was bishop of Myra, in what is now Turkey, in the fourth century. His legendary generosity toward poor children led to his saint's day, December 7, becoming a day for giving gifts to children. He had no direct connection with Christmas until a poem about him by divinity schoolteacher Clement Clark Moore became a seasonal favorite.

      

      
Visitors from the East

      It's entirely consistent with their respective points of view that only Luke reports the visit of the shepherds to venerate the newborn Christ child, and only Matthew records the visit by the wise men. Luke's intended audience might have been more impressed to know that the child had been born and first worshipped under humble circumstances, whereas Matthew wanted to stress Jesus' divine royalty as a descendent of the house of David.

      St. Matthew's recording of the visit by the “kings from the east” is consistent with his tracing of the royal lineage of Jesus. His Jewish audience would demand evidence of royal patronage or notice of the Messiah's birth. The Magi were most likely from Persia and most likely followers of Zoroaster, known as “the king of the Magi” and the founder of what is widely thought to be the world's first monotheistic religion. The gifts the wise men brought were precious commodities, so they must have been wealthy, and even if there was only one wise man for each gift (which provides the theory that there were three of them), they most likely had a retinue providing security.

      Matthew's account of the visit of the Magi is short and simple:“And when they were come into the house, they saw the young child with Mary his mother, and fell down, and worshipped him: and when they had opened their treasures, they presented unto him gifts; gold, and frankincense and myrrh” (Matthew 2:11).

      
        symbolism

        Gift giving was part of ancient feasts and celebrations, much like gifts today are given to newlyweds or graduates. Christmas gifts symbolize this universal practice and reflect the Gospel account that the Magi brought gifts of great value to the Child of Bethlehem. But pre-eminently, they recognize the Father's “indescribable gift” to us (2 Corinthians 9:15).

      

      Scholars generally agree that the Magi arrived after the Christ child had been removed from the stable to a house, after the influx of taxpayers to Bethlehem had abated. They were most likely “kings” only in the sense that they had wealth and could move about freely in a dangerous environment. Indisputably, they are the first gentiles who worshipped Jesus.

      An explanation of how the Magi found the star and the Messiah is provided by Moses in Deuteronomy, “if you shall seek the LORD your God, you shall find him; if you seek him with all your heart and with all your soul” (Deuteronomy 4:29); and the Prophet Jeremiah reiterated, “you shall seek me, and find me, when you shall search for me with all your heart,” Jeremiah 29:13.
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      The Silent Years

      It's part of natural human curiosity to want more information on the “silent years” in Jesus' life — the years between the flight into Egypt and Jesus' baptism and the beginning of his public ministry. Neither the Bible nor church tradition provides much to go on. Beginning in the early years after Jesus' lifetime, many have offered theories and have written apocryphal accounts of the thirty years about which only a few biblical verses are available.

      
After the Birth

      Luke's Gospel records the circumcision of Jesus on the eighth day after his birth, most likely in Bethlehem while Mary was recovering from her delivery, and before the wise men had come to worship him as recorded in Matthew. In Jewish tradition, male children were named at circumcision, and Luke reports that at Jesus' circumcision “his name was called JESUS, which was so named of the angel before he was conceived in the womb” (Luke 2:21).

      
        discussion question

        What is the “purification” that Mary had to undergo after the birth?

        It was a Jewish tradition required of mothers after giving birth. Experts say the purification required Mary to stay indoors for forty days, and when it was accomplished, she was then able to make the five-mile walk (or ride by donkey) from Bethlehem to the Temple in Jerusalem for the presentation.

      

      And without referring to the wise men; the threat of Herod and the infanticide he commanded; or the flight of Mary, Joseph, and Jesus into Egypt, in the very next verse (2:22) Luke begins the story of Jesus' presentation in the Temple in Jerusalem. The Magi might have arrived to worship Jesus just before the family journeyed to Jerusalem for the presentation, though this doesn't accord with the traditional (but arbitrary) dating of the Epiphany (as mentioned previously, an early Christian feast commemorating the worship of Jesus by the Wise Men, and Jesus' baptism) only twelve days after the Nativity.

      If the Magi's adoration was only a short time before the presentation, by the time Herod realized the Magi had given him the slip, he was looking for newborns in the area of Bethlehem, but Jesus may have already been in Jerusalem. It may have been there that Joseph received the angel's warning to hide out in Egypt.

      
        symbolism

        Circumcision was widely practiced as a religious ritual in biblical times, including by the ancient Egyptians, as documented in artworks dating more than two thousand years B.C. Circumcision was given to Abraham as the sign and symbol of the covenant between him and his descendants with God (Genesis 17:1), and is still practiced as a religious requirement by the Jewish people.

      

      The Presentation

      Jesus' presentation, accompanied by a sacrifice of turtledoves or pigeons, as was traditional, was marked by the appearance of a devout man named Simeon who had been told by the Holy Spirit that he would live to see the Messiah. And Luke says Simeon took Jesus “up in his arms, and blessed God, and said, Lord, now lettest thou thy servant depart in peace, according to thy word: For mine eyes have seen thy salvation, Which thou hast prepared before the face of all people; A light to lighten the Gentiles, and the glory of thy people Israel” (Luke 2:28–31).

      Simeon's speech prophesies both the reason Jesus came into the world (as the expected Messiah) and his passion (suffering) and death, which Simeon describes as piercing Mary's heart (Luke 2:35). This “Canticle of Simeon” (or the Nunc Dimittis, as it is called in the Roman Catholic Church, based on the first two words of the verse in Latin) was a prayer sung in the liturgies of the ancient church. It is still used in the regular evening services (vespers) of Eastern Orthodox Christians.

      The Prophetess Anna

      Luke's story of the presentation also includes a “prophetess,” Anna, who had been a widow most of her life, and had been living in the Temple, praying and fasting and, like Simeon, waiting faithfully for the Messiah. “And she coming in that instant gave thanks likewise unto the Lord, and spake of him to all them that looked for redemption in Jerusalem” (Luke 2:38).

      
        discussion question

        
          What is the synoptic problem?
        

        It is a theological term for the seeming discrepancies among the four Gospels: Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John. For example, Matthew records the visit of the Magi and Luke records the shepherds and angels coming to the stable, but each Gospel omits the opposite accounts.

      

      Flight into Egypt

      St. Matthew continues his parallel narrative after the Magi worshipped the baby Jesus (see Matthew 2:12–18). Angels directed the Magi not to return to Herod on their way back home, and also told Joseph to flee from Israel into Egypt to escape Herod's plot to thwart any challenge of his rule over Israel by an alleged newborn king, by having all baby boys under age two killed.

      
Legends and Apocryphal Traditions

      Anne Rice's recent bestselling novel, Christ the Lord: Out of Egypt, may be the latest in a long history of fictitious attempts to imaginatively recreate the childhood of Jesus. Rice's story is told from the perspective of Jesus himself, at age seven, describing events that happen as he and his large extended family make their way from Egypt to Nazareth after the angel tells his stepfather Joseph that it's now safe for him to bring the child back to Israel.

      Some reviewers claim that Rice got cues for her boy Jesus from The Infancy Gospel of Thomas, an apocryphal Gnostic text that has been traced back to A.D. 185, when Irenaeus, bishop of Lyon, cited it. This is the source of the famous myth of the child Jesus creating clay sparrows and giving them life, but it also shows him as petulant and vengeful toward those who cross him. The Infancy Gospel has no connection with Apostle Thomas of the New Testament, and students of its text say that its lack of knowledge about Jewish life of the first century discounts its claim to have been written by a follower of Jesus. The Infancy Gospel of Thomas says that Jesus arrived in Egypt at age two, and after the angel gave the all clear, his family returned to Nazareth when he was seven.

      Gnosis is a Greek word meaning “knowledge,” but in the times of the early church, Gnostics referred to esoteric or hidden knowledge, which the Gnostics claimed to possess about Christ and his teachings. The Gnostics are also described as believing that matter is evil, and that therefore the goal of religion is to achieve a purely spiritual state. This contrasts with the orthodox Christian view, in which God himself took material form in the incarnation, and St. Paul's teaching that the material bodies of believers will play a vital part in their resurrection from the dead (1 Corinthians 15).

      
Why the Silence?

      The New Testament's relative silence on the childhood and youth of Jesus is consistent with virtually all other biographies in the Bible. Jacob and Esau, Moses, Joseph, David, and Daniel are Old Testament figures whose early life is mentioned, but not with more than a few sentences.

      As an infant, Moses was saved by Pharaoh's daughter after his mother and sister floated him in a reed basket on the Nile to hide him; the Egyptian Pharaoh had ordered all Hebrew babies killed. David killed a lion as a shepherd boy and killed Goliath using only a slingshot and five smooth stones before entering puberty, and was anointed as Israel's next king years before he reached manhood and the acceptance of his people. This is how the biblical stories of infancy, childhood, and youth unfold. Sketchy highlights are all that is given, in contrast to pagan and Gnostic writings that provide detailed accounts of childhood and youth.

      
        factum

        Joseph, the favorite among Jacob's twelve sons, was given the coat of many colors by his father and, because of jealousy over that favored treatment, his brothers sold him into slavery. When still in his youth, he resisted the seductions of his master's wife. And like Jesus, he saved his people, but temporally rather than eternally.

      

      
Jesus in the Koran

      Interestingly, the Koran (also written Qur'an), written five to six centuries after the New Testament, has more descriptions of the childhood of Jesus than the New Testament. The Catholic Encyclopedia (1910) cites the Apocryphal writings (like The Infancy Gospel of Thomas) as the Koran's source.

      The Koran affirms the virgin birth of Jesus to Mary and God's Spirit, and adds that as a baby he didn't require any teaching; he had access to all knowledge. It also refers to his making clay birds and giving them life. The Koran calls Jesus the only sinless man, but rejects his godhead, as taught in the Christian creeds and as he himself claimed. (See the Koran, Surah 3, 42–63; Surah 19 (Maryam), 16–50; Surah 4, 156–159; Surah 61, 6–9; Surah 3, 33–34, 38–39; Surah 5, 72–80.)

      
Settling in Galilee

      Matthew's account continues by saying that an angel again appeared to Joseph to tell him Herod was dead and that it was now safe to return to Israel. Matthew also says the angel revealed that Herod Archelaus had succeeded his father, and that Joseph should take the family to Nazareth in Galilee rather than Judea (the region surrounding Jerusalem), “that it might be fulfilled which was spoken by the prophets, He shall be called a Nazarene” Matthew 2:23.

      Luke relates that Nazareth had been the home city of Mary and Joseph before Jesus' birth, but it's understandable that the Holy Family may have been drawn to Jerusalem, their holy city and the center of all the action for the whole of Jewish history, knowing the promises the angels had given them regarding Jesus.

      
        discussion question

        
          What is the relationship of Mohammed to Christianity?
        

        Mohammed was the prophet and founder of Islam; he was born in A.D. 570 in Mecca, the commercial and religious center of Arabia at the time. The Catholic Encyclopedia says that after meeting Christians and Jewish people during trade journeys, he brought monotheism to Arabia as a religious reform through the Koran, which he authored. He died in A.D. 633.

      

      
Teaching the Elders

      Matthew's Gospel jumps from the Holy Family's arrival back in Nazareth to the adult ministry of John the Baptist, who is identified by Luke as Jesus' cousin, and the beginning of Jesus' public ministry. But Luke tells a few more salient facts about Jesus' formative years, saying “the child grew, and waxed strong in spirit, filled with wisdom: and the grace of God was upon him,” Luke 2:40. He also reveals that the family annually went to Jerusalem for the feast of Passover and that, at age twelve, Jesus stayed behind in the Temple, teaching the teachers of the Temple, while Mary and Joseph began their return to Nazareth, assuming he was with other members of the extended family.

      
        factum

        Although people congregated in synagogues in various towns and cities to pray and study God's word, it was vital that devout Jewish people make regular pilgrimages to their Temple in Jerusalem, much the way Muslims of our time attempt to make at least one pilgrimage to Mecca in their lifetimes.

      

      This is the closest the biblical biographies of Jesus come to the Apocryphal “petulant” boy God. But here he is precocious, not petulant, submitting to the discipline of his parents when they realized they had lost him and returned to the Temple to find him. This short passage suggests that the faithful from Galilee journeyed en masse to the great feast in Jerusalem. The procession provided security against robbers, company on the journey, and entertainment in the form of shared stories, impressions, and, no doubt, religious conversation and singing.

      
The Jewish World of Jesus' Childhood

      From the beginning, the Jewish people were both a political (nation-forming) and a religious (God-fearing) entity. The nation was required, from the covenant between God and Abraham onward, to be a holy — that is, separated — people, not intermarrying or being otherwise corrupted by the pagan peoples around them, even those who ruled over them. As the Jewish wars and the destruction of the Temple later in the first century would demonstrate, the greatest crisis they ever faced was the Roman empire. It was in the height of this national crisis that Christ came. The Romans destroyed the Temple in A.D. 70, as part of their suppression of Jewish uprisings against Rome, and the Temple has never been restored. In Jesus' time the Temple in Jerusalem was the only lawful place where sacrifices were made for the atonement of the sins of the Jewish people, and where prescribed worship took place. And Jewish worship, without a Temple, has been incomplete ever since.

      Josephus, a first-century historian from a priestly family of Jewish people, provides the best-preserved view of Jewish life, apart from the New Testament, in Jesus' time. He presents it as an era of much political upheaval, as some Jewish parties tried to mobilize revolts against Rome. At least five political groups existed in the Judaism of Jesus' life-time: the Pharisees, Sadducees, Essenes, Zealots, and Samaritans.

      Pharisees

      The Pharisees were laymen who tried to preserve the Jewish faith through pious and legalistic practices, and although as a group they were strongly censured in Jesus' sermons, some of them were friends and supporters of Jesus and his disciples.

      Sadducees

      The Sadducees, the elite of the Jewish priesthood, tended toward less exact expressions of the faith than the Pharisees, and toward accommodating the political rulers of their time. They are described as denying the resurrection of the body, which is not specifically taught (only suggested) in the Old Testament, but which many Jewish people believed in at that time. Most of the historical information about the Sadducees, apart from the references in the New Testament, are from their critics, so historians describe them as hard to pin down.

      
        discussion question

        
          What is a Nazarite?
        

        Nazarites were Jewish people who took temporary vows to abstain from wine or other strong drink, to refrain from cutting their hair, and to avoid touching the dead (see Numbers 6:2–21). They could complete their vows by performing ceremonial acts at the Temple. Acts records two instances of the Apostle Paul and others taking Nazarite vows (Acts 18:18, 21:23).

      

      Essenes

      Though Essenes are not mentioned in the New Testament, some believe that John the Baptist may have been an Essene before beginning his prophetic ministry. They are known from archaeological research (primarily from the Dead Sea Scrolls found at Qumran between 1947 and 1956) as a strict, almost monastic, sect of Jewish people who separated themselves from the Roman Empire, choosing to live in seclusion in the Sinai desert.

      Zealots

      Zealots were politicized Jewish people who advocated insurrection against Roman power. They were considered dangerous by the mainstream Jewish people of their time because they are thought to have tried to force the whole nation to join their rebellion, creating warlike conditions coming both from within and outside their ethnic and religious community.

      Samaritans

      Samaria, 35 miles north of Jerusalem and between Judea and Galilee (the region around Nazareth and bordering the Lake or Sea of Galilee), was home to another sect — Samaritans — claiming Jewish roots and faith, but not accepted by the Jerusalem establishment of that time, or any other Jewish establishment, since the nation had been taken captive by the Babylonians.

      
John, and Jesus' Baptism

      Jesus' kinsman John, the son of Elizabeth and Zacharias (a priest in the family line of Abijah), became a highly visible symbol of the religious tumult of his and Jesus' generation by becoming a reclusive preacher of repentance in the deserts of Judea. Considered by Christians the last of the prophets of the Old Testament and the forerunner of Jesus and his New Testament, John is referred to in the Gospel of Mark as the fulfillment of Isaiah's prophecy, “I send my messenger before thy face, which shall prepare thy way before thee. The voice of one crying in the wilderness, Prepare ye the way of the Lord, make his paths straight” (Mark 1:2–3). John baptized those of his followers who wanted to purify their bodies to symbolize their repentance of spirit.

      
        factum

        At Epiphany, the early-church feast that celebrates Jesus' baptism, water is blessed or made holy because the church teaches that in entering the Jordan, God incarnate sanctified, or made holy, all the waters of the world. Parishioners take home blessed or holy water for their use throughout the following year.
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