The Story: Week Twenty-Three – Day One
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.

We now move to the New Testament in our journey through The Story.  We begin with an editor’s note about the period of time between Malachi (the last Old Testament prophet) and the appearing of John the Baptist.  This period is called the intertestamental period (the time between the testaments – old and new).

It was during this time that the Maccabean revolt against the Seleucids took place.  It was a time when the children of Israel were able to throw off the yoke of foreign oppression and live free.  It was a brief period of independence.  But it gave rise to an intense nationalism – a nationalism that was reflected in the dominant use of messianic texts that focused on a mighty warrior king who would come and restore Israel to the position it held during the reigns of David and Solomon.

That’s why there is much confusion on the part of the twelve disciples concerning Jesus’ identity.  He did the works of the Messiah, but He didn’t look like any king they knew.  That is also why the religious leaders stood in opposition against Him.  He didn’t meet their expectations.

And it all starts with His birth.  We’ll be taking a look at the details of His birth this week.

The Story: Week Twenty-Three – Day Two
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.

We start today with words that come from the Gospel of John.  In the beginning was the Word – that same creative Word at work in Genesis.  God spoke and it was done.  In the beginning was the Word and the Word was with God and the Word was God.  No one would object to John’s description at this point.  God is God.  His Word can’t be separated from His person.  He is the Creator who speaks and it comes into being.

Then John writes, “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.”  God in the flesh and dwelling among men is a reality that no one was anticipating.

We then move to Gabriel’s announcement to Mary.  She will be the one in whom the Word will become flesh.  She is the vessel through whom God will be born into this world.  The reason for God being born into the world in this way – conceived by the Holy Spirit and born of the virgin Mary – is so that Jesus can become our Savior from the consequences of sin.

And it begins with His conception.  He is conceived by the Holy Spirit.  His father is not a descendent of Adam.  Jesus does not inherit Adam’s sin like every other child born into this world since Adam and Eve sinned against God.  This is indicated by the genealogy that Matthew records as well.  Joseph doesn’t beget Jesus.  He is born of Mary who was pledged to be married to Joseph.  If Jesus had a human father, then He would need a Savior as much as we do.  He would have inherited Adam’s sin.

Now He can become the sinless Lamb of God who will be sacrificed in our place – sacrificed for the forgiveness of sin.  The details of His saving work will unfold for us in the coming weeks.

The Story: Week Twenty-Three – Day Three
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.

So Mary is pregnant and she and Joseph (to whom she is betrothed) have not had sexual relations.  While this would not make much of an impact in our culture today, it was a big deal back then.  Mary being pregnant is evidence to Joseph that she has been unfaithful.  There’s only one way that his wife could become pregnant and he wasn’t involved.

At the very least, Joseph had to divorce her.  At worst, Mary could be stoned to death.  Joseph knew what he had to do, but he didn’t want to make Mary a public spectacle.  And that also runs contrary to our culture where we build ourselves up by tearing down others (the candidates treatment of each other in this election year is a prime example).  If Joseph goes through with his plans, then Jesus will be the son of an adulteress – a stigma that would be a big obstacle to His ministry as Messiah.

So God intervenes – in a dream.  He explains to Joseph how Mary has become pregnant (God Himself was involved in the conception).  He connects what has taken place in Mary to words spoken by Isaiah: “The virgin will conceive and give birth to a son and they will call him Immanuel” (which means “God with us”).  So Joseph takes Mary home to be his wife.

The next event is their traveling to Bethlehem so that they can be counted in the census.  It wasn’t an easy journey from Galilee to Bethlehem even when you weren’t pregnant.  They arrive.  There’s no room for them in the usual living quarters.  So they stay in the stable.

Mary gives birth while in Bethlehem – in the stable.  And the first to hear of this special birth – to hear the good news connected to Jesus’ birth is a group of shepherds.  An angel appears and announces to them that the wait for the Messiah is over.  A Savior is born for them (and for us) today – in Bethlehem.

The coming of the Messiah is no longer just a theological truth.  It is a physical reality.  The Savior has come.  The Messiah is here.  The wait is over.  The fulfillment has come.  What news that is.  What an incredible announcement heard by and shared by the shepherds.  And that announcement is no less incredible today.  God becomes a man so that He can save us from sin – so that He can remove the separation that sin caused between us and God – so that we can again walk in fellowship with Him.

The Story: Week Twenty-Three – Day Four
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.

Now we come to a big threat to God keeping His promise – a threat to His saving work promised long ago to Adam and Eve (and over and over again through His prophets).  Wise men come from the east searching for the one who has been born King of the Jews.

This news does not sit will with Herod (the current king who reigned over Galilee, Samaria and Judea).  If the king isn’t happy, no one is happy.  All Jerusalem was disturbed with him.  He wanted to know who and where this infant king might be.  The chief priests and teachers of the law told him that the Messiah was to be born in Bethlehem in Judea.

He told the wise men to go and search for the child and then return and tell Herod where He was so that he could go and worship Him.  When the wise men were warned in a dream not to return to Herod and went home by another route, Herod was furious.  He sent his soldiers to Bethlehem to kill every male child two years old and younger.

And that would have been the end of Jesus’ ministry – finished before it began.  But He wasn’t in Bethlehem.  Joseph had also been warned in a dream that Herod wanted to kill the child.  So he and Mary took Jesus down to Egypt.  They remained there until Herod was dead.  Then they returned.  They settled in Nazareth of Galilee because Herod’s son Archelaus was reigning in Judea.

We see how God works to keep His promise – to accomplish His salvation – in spite of the threats raised up by the devil.  Herod, I’m sure, had no idea that he was being used by the devil to thwart God’s plan of salvation.  He was simply trying to preserve his own position of power.  But then that’s usually how the devil works.  Fortunately, God is not deceived.  He is constantly on His guard to protect and preserve His creation.  He is constantly at work to insure that His plan of salvation will be brought to completion no matter how many threats rise against it.

The Story: Week Twenty-Three – Day Five
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.

Chapter 22 closes with Jesus as a young boy.  This is the only account included in Scripture that gives any details about Jesus’ youth.  He is a boy of twelve, so we can assume that He has completed the instruction necessary for His coming of age – His bar mitzvah.  He is not uneducated.  He is now permitted to sit with the men in the synagogue (no longer behind a partition with the women and the girls).

So it is not a surprise that He would be sitting with the teachers in the temple courts listening to them and asking them questions.  What is a surprise – what is amazing – to those who heard Him, was His understanding and His answers.  Maybe being God in the flesh was an aid in that.  But in His humanity, what this demonstrates is that Jesus, even as a young boy possessed a great intellect.  He was not some back woods country bumpkin who spoke in stories that conveyed simple truths.  He could hold His own with the intellectuals of His day and still speak to the common man in ways that he would understand.

That gets lost sometimes in the focus on His parents’ anxiety when they discover that He isn’t with them in the caravan traveling back to Nazareth.  They searched for Him for three days.  I’m sure, if it were possible, they would have posted the equivalent of the pictures on the milk cartons all over Jerusalem.  When they find Him, they are astonished and I often wonder if their astonishment is more about finding Him alive and unharmed than about finding Him in the temple.

Another threat to the promise is averted.  Jesus returns with His parents to Nazareth and grows in wisdom, stature and in favor with God and man.

