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INTRODUCING JESUS CHRIST


For twenty centuries Jesus Christ has been the dominant figure in Western culture.

Jesus is the center of history. A large proportion of the human race continues to divide history into BC and AD by reference to his birth. In the year 2000 the world population reached 6 billion, while the estimated number of Christians was 1.7 billion or about 28 percent. So nearly one-third of the human race professes to follow Jesus.

Jesus is the focus of Scripture. The Bible is not a random collection of religious documents. As Jesus himself said, “These . . . Scriptures . . . testify about me” (John 5:39). And Christian scholars have always recognized this.

Jesus is the heart of mission. Why is it that some Christians cross land and sea, continents and cultures, as missionaries? It is in order to commend not a civilization, an institution, or an ideology but rather a person, Jesus Christ, whom they believe to be unique. Those who see Jesus and surrender to him acknowledge him as the center of their conversion experience.

In these studies we will explore the Christ of the New Testament witness. We begin in Matthew by exploring how Jesus is the fulfillment of the Old Testament. Then we move through the Gospels and the letters discovering different aspects of Christ in each book. The testimony of the New Testament to Jesus is both rich in its diversity and at the same time, recognizably, a united witness.

My hope and prayer is that these studies will reveal Jesus Christ as the proper object of our worship, witness, and hope, and as deserving the description incomparable. For he has neither rivals nor peers.


SUGGESTIONS FOR INDIVIDUAL STUDY


	
1. As you begin each study, pray that God will speak to you through his Word.



	
2. Read the introduction to the study and respond to the question that follows it. This is designed to help you get into the theme of the study.



	
3. The studies are written in an inductive format designed to help you discover for yourself what Scripture is saying. Each study deals with a particular passage so that you can really delve into the author’s meaning in that context. Read and reread the passage to be studied. The questions are written using the language of the New International Version, so you may wish to use that version of the Bible. The New Revised Standard Version is also recommended.



	
4. Each study includes three types of questions. Observation questions ask about the basic facts: who, what, when, where, and how. Interpretation questions delve into the meaning of the passage. Application questions (also found in the “Apply” section) help you discover the implications of the text for growing in Christ. These three keys unlock the treasures of Scripture.



	
Write your answers to the study questions in the spaces provided or in a personal journal. Writing can bring clarity and deeper understanding of yourself and of God’s Word.



	
5. In the studies you will find some commentary notes designed to give help with complex verses by giving further biblical and cultural background and contextual information. The notes in the studies are not designed to answer the questions for you. They are to help you along as you learn to study the Bible for yourself. After you have worked through the questions and notes in the guide, you may want to read the accompanying commentary by John Stott in the Bible Speaks Today series. This will give you more information about the text.



	
6. Move to the “Apply” section. These questions will help you connect the key biblical themes to your own life. Putting the application into practice is one of the keys to growing in Christ.



	
7. Use the guidelines in the “Pray” section to focus on God, thanking him for what you have learned and praying about the applications that have come to mind.









SUGGESTIONS FOR MEMBERS OF A GROUP STUDY


	
1. Come to the study prepared. Follow the suggestions for individual study mentioned above. You will find that careful preparation will greatly enrich your time spent in group discussion.



	
2. Be willing to participate in the discussion. The leader of your group will not be lecturing. Instead, she or he will be encouraging the members of the group to discuss what they have learned. The leader will be asking the questions that are found in this guide.



	
3. Stick to the topic being discussed. Your answers should be based on the verses that are the focus of the discussion and not on outside authorities such as commentaries or speakers. These studies focus on a particular passage of Scripture. Only rarely should you refer to other portions of the Bible. This allows for everyone to participate on equal ground and for in-depth study.



	
4. Be sensitive to the other members of the group. Listen attentively when they describe what they have learned. You may be surprised by their insights! Each question assumes a variety of answers. Many questions do not have “right” answers, particularly questions that aim at meaning or application. Instead the questions push us to explore the passage more thoroughly.

When possible, link what you say to the comments of others. Also be affirming whenever you can. This will encourage some of the more hesitant members of the group to participate.



	
5. Be careful not to dominate the discussion. We are sometimes so eager to express our thoughts that we leave too little opportunity for others to respond. By all means participate! But allow others to also.



	
6. Expect God to teach you through the passage being discussed and through the other members of the group. Pray that you will have an enjoyable and profitable time together but also that as a result of the study you will find ways that you can take action individually and/or as a group.



	
7. It will be helpful for groups to follow a few basic guidelines. These guidelines, which you may wish to adapt to your situation, should be read at the beginning of the first session.


	
Anything said in the group is considered confidential and will not be discussed outside the group unless specific permission is given to do so. We will provide time for each person present to talk if he or she feels comfortable doing so.



	
We will talk about ourselves and our own situations, avoiding conversation about other people.



	
We will listen attentively to each other.



	
We will be very cautious about giving advice.







	
8. If you are the group leader, you will find additional suggestions for you at the back of the guide.
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FULFILLMENT OF SCRIPTURE 
MATTHEW 1:1-17; 5:17-20; 21:28-45


The major feature of Jesus, according to the Gospel of Matthew, can be stated in one word: fulfillment. Strongly Jewish in his origin and culture, Matthew portrays Jesus as the fulfillment of the Old Testament. Matthew’s Gospel serves as a bridge between the two Testaments, between preparation and fulfillment. The Old Testament prophets lived in the period of anticipation; the apostles were living in the time of fulfillment.


OPEN

What sorts of things are worth waiting for? What makes them worth the wait?






STUDY

Read Matthew 1:1-17. Matthew does not portray Jesus as another prophet, one more seer in the succession of the centuries, but rather as the fulfillment of all prophecy. It was in and with the ministry of Jesus that the long-awaited kingdom of God had come. First, then, Matthew’s Christ was the fulfillment of prophecy.


1. What familiar names do you find in Jesus’ genealogy?





2. Matthew traces Jesus’ lineage back to Abraham, the father of the chosen people, through whom God promised to bless the world (1:2). What significance do you see in Jesus being descended from Abraham?





3. Matthew also traces Jesus’ lineage back to David, the greatest of Israel’s kings, who was the exemplar of the great king to come (1:6). What significance do you see in Jesus being descended from David?




Summary: In his Gospel, Matthew’s favorite formula is “This has all taken place that the writings of the prophets might be fulfilled.” This phrase (or something similar) occurs eleven times. His intention is to demonstrate that everything that has happened has been predicted and that everything that has been predicted has been fulfilled.

Matthew’s Christ is also the fulfillment of the law, that is, the Old Testament law given by God. Jesus seemed to his contemporaries to be disrespectful of the law; he seemed to be lax where they were strict. But Jesus insisted that he was loyal to the law. Read Matthew 5:17-20.


4. How does Jesus emphasize the vital importance of the law?





5. Put yourself in the place of one of Jesus’ disciples hearing him say these remarkable words. You have always thought of the Pharisees and the teachers of the law (5:20) as the most righteous people on earth. What do you make of Jesus’ words?




Summary: Christian righteousness is greater than Pharisaic righteousness because it is deeper. It is a righteousness of the heart, a righteousness not of words and deeds only but especially of thoughts and motives (see 5:21-30). It is in this sense that Jesus is the fulfillment of the law. He takes it to its logical conclusion. He looks beyond a superficial understanding of the law to its radical demand for heart righteousness.

Matthew’s Christ is the fulfillment of Israel. This is the most subtle of the three fulfillments. Matthew sees Jesus confronting Israel with a final summons to repent. Later, Jesus’ great commission would open the apostles’ horizons to the Gentile world; now, however, during his earthly ministry, Israel is to be given one more chance. But they persist in their rebellion. Read Matthew 21:28-45.


6. Jesus tells two parables in this passage. His audience is a delegation of Jewish chief priests and elders (21:23). What message does the first parable hold for them (21:28-32)?





7. How do you think Jesus’ hearers react to his strong statement in Matthew 21:31-32?





8. What is the point of Jesus’ second parable (21:33-44)?





9. How does Jesus place himself in the second parable (21:37-39)?





10. On what basis do you think the chief priests and Pharisees “knew he was talking about them” when they heard these parables (21:45)?




Summary: Jesus sees himself as the sole surviving representative of authentic Israel. He alone remains faithful; otherwise the whole nation has become apostate. At the same time, he is the beginning of a new Israel. The kingdom of God will be transferred (21:43) to his people, whom he calls his “church,” a countercultural community characterized by the values and standards of his kingdom, as described in the Sermon on the Mount.





APPLY

What has been your attitude toward the Old Testament? How has it changed or developed over the years?


How is your attitude toward or understanding of the Old Testament affected by the knowledge that Jesus Christ is its complete fulfillment?


If you are not familiar with Old Testament prophecy or law or the purposes of Israel, what steps will you take to familiarize yourself?


On a personal level, how has Jesus shown himself to be the fulfillment of your needs and hopes?






PRAY

Thank God that he has not left
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