Lesson 1: The Earliest Christian Writings - Study Materials
The Christian Bible
	Christianity is the faith based on Jesus Christ’s: 
· life
· teachings
· death
· resurrection and ascension into heaven 

Jesus lived some 2000 years ago. 

The Christian Bible contains: 
· Old Testament (OT) + apocrypha/deutero-canonical books
· New Testament (NT): 27 books, including 4 Gospels (“good news”) 
· Gospels were written some 40-50 years after Jesus’s death  



Methods of Bible Interpretation
	These methods include: 
· Historical critical method 
· Literal method
· Allegorical method
· Mystical method
· Moral method

The most widespread with scholars today is the historical critical method which looks at: 
· historical context
· intended audience of the author 
· desired effect of the author 



Bible Interpretation (cont'd)
	The Gospels
Synoptics (Greek for “seen together”): 
· Matthew (Mt), Mark (Mk), Luke (Lk). 
· Matthew and Luke are based on Mark and Q (from the German word “Quelle” = source). 
The historical critical method established that: 
· Matthew targets a Jewish-Christian audience, because Jesus is presented as the second Moses and Messiah.
· Luke targets a Gentile audience, because it speaks in universal terms. 
The Gospel of John (Jn): 
· Jesus is the eternal Son and Logos (or Word) of God, the incarnate God on Earth. 
· There are also apocryphal (or secret) gospels attributed to Thomas, Peter, Mary Magdalene, Philip, and even Judas – most of them come from Gnostic circles and are later.
The evangelists, along with their symbols in iconography from the Book of Kells (image), are: 
· Matthew the Evangelist, symbolized by a man, to represent the human nature of Christ. 
· Mark the Evangelist, symbolized by a lion, to represent Christ as king. 
· Luke the Evangelist, symbolized by a bull or a calf, to represent Christ as sacrifice and as priest. 
· John the Evangelist, symbolized by an eagle, to represent the Christ as God. 

	


The Life and Teachings of Jesus
	Biblical Prophecies 

	· Jesus was born in the year 0 of the Common Era (CE) (this is the secular alternative to AD (Anno Domini)). 
· There are Old Testament prophecies about the Messiah being born in Bethlehem. 
	· Jesus’s parents: Mary and Joseph. 
· The gospels tell us about Jesus’s birth,
then an episode at age 12, and his life around the age of 30 


The Life and Teachings of Jesus (cont'd) 
	John the Baptist

	An important character, was Jesus's forerunner and he baptized people for the forgiveness of their sins. 
Jesus’s baptism by John has been seen as: 
· Consecration to God as the Messiah. 
· John publicly announcing that the Messiah has arrived. 
· Jesus identifies himself with sinful humanity.

After the baptism: 
· Jesus undergoes a 40-day retreat in the desert before starting his ministry. 
· Jesus then begins to gather his first disciples: Simon, Peter, Andrew, James and John. 
· The emphasis of Jesus’s ministry is on a spiritual life. 



Jesus’s Ministry
			Miracles are seen as signs of the presence of the Kingdom of God 

	· turning water into wine 
· healing the sick 
· restoring life to the dead 
· casting devils out of the possessed 
· multiplication of bread 

	The kingdom is “already” here, but “not yet” fully realized.









The Kingdom of Heaven
	Texts supporting the “Already” view 

	Matthew (Mt)
	· 12.28
· 11.5-7
· 13.44-46
· 22.1-14 

	Luke (Lk) 
	· 4.16-21
· 17.20-21

	Mark (Mk)
	· 4.26-29 



The Kingdom of Heaven (cont'd) 
	Texts supporting the “Not Yet” view

	Matthew (Mt)
	· 6.9-13
(“Our Father” 
or “The Lord’s Prayer”)
· 5.3-12 
(The Beatitudes) 
· 8. 11-12 



Slide 10: Jesus’s Radical Ethics
	An important question: Is Jesus the Messiah? 
Jesus reluctantly applies this title to himself because of misunderstandings. At the Transfiguration (witnessed by three disciples) Moses and Elijah appear to seal the fact that Jesus is the Messiah. 



	Jesus’s Ethics and Teachings 
	· touched lepers and a bleeding woman to heal them 
· welcomed women as disciples 
· extended the command against adultery to adultery in one’s heart
· preached “turn the other cheek” (as opposed to “an eye for an eye”)
· taught love your enemies
· proposed love is for God and for one’s neighbor 
· offered forgiveness to those who repented 
· challenged the interpretation of the Mosaic law (generally NOT the law itself) 
· challenged the Jewish authorities 



	




Jesus’s Crucifixion, Death and Resurrection
	Sequence of events
1. Jesus returns to Jerusalem. Has Last Supper with his disciples 
2. Judas betrays Jesus for 30 pieces of silver, Jesus is arrested 
3. At the trail Caiaphas, the high priest, asks Jesus if he is Christ (or the Messiah) and Jesus answers: "You have said so", thus answering in the affirmative 
4. Caiaphas and the other priests see this declaration as blasphemy against God 
5. Roman authorities are asked to crucify Jesus 
6. The crucifixion occurs some time between 27-33 CE
(apparent end of the story) 
7. Resurrection: women visit the tomb; Jesus’s appearances; women’s presence witnesses to the historical truth in claims of Jesus’s resurrection 

	



The Early Church
	After Jesus's Death and Resurrection 

	· Acts of the Apostles (author Luke), Paul’s Letters, the other letters of the New Testement
· Jesus’s ascension to heaven is followed by the descent of the Holy Spirit at the Pentecost (Acts 2)
· Paul’s attempts to convert both Jews and Gentiles to Christianity 
· Anti-Christian feelings among Jews which led to anti-Jewish feelings among the early Christians 
· The new message Christianity proposes: salvation is by faith (not by circumcision, says Paul) 









The Spread of Christianity 
	[image: Map of the spead of Christianity (Source: Agur, Wikipedia) ]

	The spread of Christianity, 300 to 800 AD (Source: Agur, Wikipedia) 
(Click on image to enlarge) 











Video Notes  MIRACLES
· Today, general understanding of miracles as some sort of suspension of the natural laws. 
· During his ministry, Jesus has performed what has been known as miracles, which are seen as signs of the presence of the Kingdom of God. 
· Kingdom of God is a new reality which was introduced by Jesus who talks about it as:
· Something that gives us a glimpse into a better world.
· Something that shows us that there is less suffering there, that people are being healed and justice is being done. 
· Examples of miracles performed by Jesus in the Bible:
· Turning water into wine
· Healing the sick
· Restoring life to the dead
· Casting devils out of the possessed
· Multiplication of bread
· Jesus talks about these miracles as referring to the presence of the Kingdom of God - a new reality.
· Scholars looking at what Jesus said have come to understand this message as a very creative tension between the "already here" and "not yet fully realized"
· "Already here"  the Kingdom of God is present in what Jesus is doing
· Heals the sick, the paralyzed
· But, they will continue to get sick and die
· Even with the justice Jesus brings with his miracles, there is still a lot of injustice
· So, with Jesus' miracles, there is a foretaste of the Kingdom of God, but not the full taste 
· Biblical texts:
· Matthew 12:28 - "But if I cast out demons by the Spirit of God, surely the kingdom of God has come upon you."
· Matthew 11:5-7 - "The blind see and the lame walk; the lepers are cleansed and the deaf hear; the dead are raised up and the poor have the gospel preached to them. And blessed is he who is not offended because of Me. As they departed, Jesus began to say to the multitudes concerning John: “What did you go out into the wilderness to see? A reed shaken by the wind?"
· Matthew 13:44-46 - “Again, the kingdom of heaven is like treasure hidden in a field, which a man found and hid; and for joy over it he goes and sells all that he has and buys that field. “Again, the kingdom of heaven is like a merchant seeking beautiful pearls, 46 who, when he had found one pearl of great price, went and sold all that he had and bought it."
· Matthew 22:1-14 - "And Jesus answered and spoke to them again by parables and said:  “The kingdom of heaven is like a certain king who arranged a marriage for his son, and sent out his servants to call those who were invited to the wedding; and they were not willing to come.  Again, he sent out other servants, saying, ‘Tell those who are invited, “See, I have prepared my dinner; my oxen and fatted cattle are killed, and all things are ready. Come to the wedding.”’ But they made light of it and went their ways, one to his own farm, another to his business. And the rest seized his servants, treated them spitefully, and killed them. But when the king heard about it, he was furious. And he sent out his armies, destroyed those murderers, and burned up their city. Then he said to his servants, ‘The wedding is ready, but those who were invited were not worthy. Therefore go into the highways, and as many as you find, invite to the wedding.’ So those servants went out into the highways and gathered together all whom they found, both bad and good. And the wedding hall was filled with guests.“But when the king came in to see the guests, he saw a man there who did not have on a wedding garment. So he said to him, ‘Friend, how did you come in here without a wedding garment?’ And he was speechless. Then the king said to the servants, ‘Bind him hand and foot, take him away, and cast him into outer darkness; there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth.“For many are called, but few are chosen.”"
· Luke 4:16-21 - "So He came to Nazareth, where He had been brought up. And as His custom was, He went into the synagogue on the Sabbath day, and stood up to read. And He was handed the book of the prophet Isaiah. And when He had opened the book, He found the place where it was written: “The Spirit of the LORD is upon Me, Because He has anointed Me To preach the gospel to the poor; He has sent Me to heal the brokenhearted, To proclaim liberty to the captives And recovery of sight to the blind, To set at liberty those who are oppressed; To proclaim the acceptable year of the LORD.” Then He closed the book, and gave it back to the attendant and sat down. And the eyes of all who were in the synagogue were fixed on Him. And He began to say to them, “Today this Scripture is fulfilled in your hearing.”"
· Luke 17:20-21 - "Now when He was asked by the Pharisees when the kingdom of God would come, He answered them and said, “The kingdom of God does not come with observation; nor will they say, ‘See here!’ or ‘See there!’ For indeed, the kingdom of God is within you.”"
· Mark 4:26-29 -  "And He said, “The kingdom of God is as if a man should scatter seed on the ground, and should sleep by night and rise by day, and the seed should sprout and grow, he himself does not know how. 28 For the earth yields crops by itself: first the blade, then the head, after that the full grain in the head. But when the grain ripens, immediately he puts in the sickle, because the harvest has come.”
· "Not yet fully realized"  Jesus' message is that the Kingdom of God is not going to come right now
· This tension helps us to understand miracles as being more than just a mere suspension of natural laws
· Gives a glimpse into the interesting message that Jesus brings about a new reality
· Christianity offers a hope for justice, disappearance of suffering and many things that we do not see here on earth 
· Biblical texts:
· Matthew 6:9-13 - "In this manner, therefore, pray:
Our Father in heaven,
Hallowed be Your name.
Your kingdom come.  the kingdom is not yet here
Your will be done
On earth as it is in heaven.
Give us this day our daily bread.
And forgive us our debts,
As we forgive our debtors.
And do not lead us into temptation,
But deliver us from the evil one.
For Yours is the kingdom and the power and the glory forever. Amen."
· Matthew 5:3-12 - “Blessed are the poor in spirit,
    For theirs is the kingdom of heaven.
 Blessed are those who mourn,
    For they shall be comforted.
Blessed are the meek,
    For they shall inherit the earth.
 Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness,
    For they shall be filled.
Blessed are the merciful,
    For they shall obtain mercy.
Blessed are the pure in heart,
    For they shall see God.
Blessed are the peacemakers,
    For they shall be called sons of God.
Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake,
    For theirs is the kingdom of heaven. 
Blessed are you when they revile and persecute you, and say all kinds of evil against you falsely for My sake. Rejoice and be exceedingly glad, for great is your reward in heaven, for so they persecuted the prophets who were before you."
· Matthew 8:11-12 - "And I say to you that many will come from east and west, and sit down with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob in the kingdom of heaven. But the sons of the kingdom will be cast out into outer darkness. There will be weeping and gnashing of teeth.”"
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