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Lesson 1: In the Fullness of Time

Introduction:

God set the stage for the most important event in the history of the world: the sending of God's son. The theme verses are Gal. 4:4-5:

When the time had fully come, God sent His Son,

born of a woman, born under the law, to redeem those under the law,
so that we might receive the full rights of sons and daughters.

These verses sum up much of what we will study throughout the year just as Genesis 12:1-3 did for our OT study.  

While God appeared to be silent during the 400 years following the return of the Jews to Israel after the Exile, he was not inactive. Several things were taking place in preparation for the coming of the Messiah.

1. The Hellenization of the known world: As we looked at what was happening during this period of history, the significance of the conquests of Alexander the Great (a Greek student of Aristotle, and the first European to rule the East) is particularly significant, as it paved the way for the gospel to be understood. With Greek control from India to Italy - the largest domain to that point in history – the spread of Greek language and culture plays a strategic role in God’s plan. 
a. The Greek language became the trade language of the world, similar to the way English is today (any relationship to completing the Great Commission today?). Wherever the followers of Jesus travelled they could communicate the message.
b. Greek culture had spread as well. Those who brought the gospel were not as “foreign” as they might have been perceived to be without this cultural bridge.
2. Impact of the Diaspora:

With the scattering of the Jews throughout the Assyrian and Babylonian Empires, they took with them their monotheism and their scriptures. With the establishment of synagogues in place of the temple, there were teaching points all over the known world, where people could learn of Yahweh, and also the promise of a Messiah. Jesus would not step into a vacuum, but a world prepared for him to some extent.
3. “Pax Romana” or the peace of Rome (represented by the white flag in the Eagle's beak): The Romans were so successful militarily that they soon had no one left to fight. With Rome replacing Greece as the world super power, and having the power to subdue all nations and tribes of the known world, peace reigned. Although the yoke of Rome was despised by most of the Jews, there were a number of ways in which the rule of Rome was very important in setting the stage for the coming of Christ.  
a. Roman roads: In order to keep their Empire under control, the Romans built a network of roads throughout the empire. Their roads were so well constructed that parts of them still exist to this day. By the time Jesus was born, all parts of the vast Roman Empire were readily accessible with the excellent road system created by this far reaching people. Even as Roman soldiers could traverse the Empire, so too could Jesus’ disciples. This was very significant in the spread of the gospel.  
b. Roman peace: The Pax Romana allowed people to concentrate on things other than war.  There was the security of law and order, and people had time and energy to contemplate the meaning and quality of life. Rome was relatively tolerant towards other religions as long as they worshipped Caesar as god alongside their other gods. In fact, Christianity was the only faith ever banned in the Empire, because of their refusal to worship any god but Yahweh. Persecution of Christians was a combination of punishing their civil disobedience, as well as emperors who needed scapegoats, rather than purely over doctrine. 

The pantheon of Greek gods were adopted by the Romans, and given Roman names. Creations of the human mind, they were deities which combined god-like powers with human characteristics: vanity, lust and petty jealousies.  Romans also incorporated the cult of Mithras (a late first century AD addition to simple Zoroastrianism, (the Persian religion) that came through India. Mithras means “friend” in Sanskrit. He was considered a celestial soldier on the side of Ahura Mazda, a mediator between heaven and earth, and was associated with the sun; some saw him as the saviour they had been seeking; they also worshipped the Egyptian fertility cult of Isis and Osiris and many others, a spiritual morass. 

4. Spiritual preparation: However, many intellectuals were dissatisfied with gods made in man's image, and the multiplicity of gods, and simply rejected them all. 

a. Religious confusion: They turned to one of the philosophical schools: 
i. Stoicism: the that the natural world is ordered by reason and we can rise above its problems through the powers of reason and morality and tough it out through self-discipline
ii. Epicureanism: the natural world is all chance, leaving us free to shape our own destinies, the pursuit of pleasure being the ultimate value 
iii. Platonism: this world as a shadow of the reality to come 
to mention just a few. 

What resulted was an atmosphere of spiritual confusion, depicted by the man with clasped hands.  Many were searching for truth.

b. Moral decline: As in our current western civilization, prosperity soon brought moral decay.  Sensuality was glorified. There was a steady diet of “violence-deemed-sport” at the Coliseum.  Politics became corrupt, justice was bought with a price.  Does it sound familiar?  The central figure with head bowed symbolizes this moral decay and the deep need for “something more” that it left in people. Those who recognized how sick society had become were hungry for solutions.  
c. Spiritual hunger (symbolized by the man with outstretched arms): There was a longing for decency and justice. There were large groups of people suffering under oppression. Many systems were pursued, but none had the power to change people from the inside out.  So there was a void waiting for Jesus to fill.  
People living in darkness were ready for the light. It was the fullness of time. 

Question: What similarities do you see between the setting for Jesus’ first coming and the present day? How should we then live/respond? 

Note: It was not when the Jews were a powerful nation that they were a blessing to the world, but when they had lost power and prestige. Perhaps we should not fear the destruction of our "Christian" society. 
Might God have a different plan for making us a blessing?  Discuss.

