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UnDERSTANDING CHRISTIANITY 
 

God’s story continues 
The Old Testament describes how God created the universe and made human beings to enjoy it in relationship 
with him, but how human beings rejected God’s rule.  In response, God promised to send a rescuer.  God 
made a covenant relationship with Abraham and his descendants, the people of Israel, in three stages: 

1. Abraham – promises of a great nation, the land of Canaan and blessing for others through him 
2. Moses – the Law revealing sin and the possibility of forgiveness through sacrifice. 
3. David – the rescue would come through a king descended from David but greater than him.    

Israel was unfaithful to the covenant, so God purified them through exile and return to the land.  Prophets 
foretold a coming conquering king who would restore God’s rule, but also a suffering servant of God.  Then for 
400 years there was silence – no further prophecies from God.  The story picks up again with four books 
(called “Gospels”, meaning ‘good news’, because they record the good news about Jesus) that provide details 
about the life and words of Jesus.  Each has a distinctive emphasis, combining in a rich picture of Jesus: 
 

Book and writer Opening Emphasises Jesus as 
Matthew – one of Jesus’ 
closest followers  

Jesus’ genealogy from Abraham through and 
Magi from the east seeking a new King (2:6). 

Israel’s true king, 
descended from David. 

Mark – based his record on 
Simon Peter’ record 

Isaiah’s prophesy about a “messenger” before 
the Messiah, identified as John the Baptist 

The Suffering Servant 
foretold by the prophets 

Luke – a physician who 
interviewed eyewitnesses 

Four stories putting Jesus’ birth in the context 
of history and the Old Testament (see below) 

Jesus was a perfect, sinless 
man 

John – one of Jesus’ closest 
followers 

An account of Jesus, the pre-existent Word who 
is also God, becoming human to reveal God 

The Son of God living as a 
human being 

 

God prepares the way (Luke 1) 
Luke 1 contains four stories that demonstrate how Jesus continues the story of the Old Testament: 
 

 Luke 1:5-25 Luke 1:26-38 Luke 1:39-56 Luke 1:57-80 
Location The Jerusalem Temple  Nazareth in Galilee A home in Judea A home in Judea 
People Zechariah, an ageing 

priest 
Mary, a teenage girl; 
Gabriel the angel 

Mary and her 
cousin Elizabeth 

Zechariah and 
Elizabeth 

Promise Zechariah’s son, John, 
will bring many people 
back to God and 
prepare the way for 
the Lord 

Mary, though a virgin 
will have a son, who 
will also be God’s 
Son and king forever 
in David’s line 

God will continue 
His work in Mary’s 
day just as He did 
in the past (v46-
55). 

John will be a great 
prophet who will 
prepare the way for 
the Messiah (v68-79) 

Old 
Testament  

A prophet like Elijah 
was to precede the 
Messiah - Malachi 4:5-
6; Isaiah 40:3-8 

Isaiah 7:14 foretold 
that a virgin would 
conceive a son  

Mary’s praises echo 
those of Samuel’s 
mother and link 
back to Abraham 

Zechariah’s praises 
also link back to 
Abraham and echo the 
prophets 

Lesson Zechariah kept the 
Law, but had no real 
faith in God.  He 
represents the failure 
of the Old Covenant. 

God will use 
someone weak to 
accomplish His 
purposes.  Jesus will 
be unique – the Son 
of God. 

God can use Mary 
because of her 
simple faith and 
availability.  She is 
blessed because 
she believes (v45). 

John will prepare the 
way for Jesus, like the 
sun rising on a 
darkened world, to 
reveal God to people 
who do not know Him.   

 

Two themes that emerge in these four stories dominate the Gospels: 

 How does the New Testament continue the Old Testament? 
 What did people in Israel believe at the time of Jesus’ birth? 
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a) IDENTITY: Who is Jesus? 
The passage is full of indications that Jesus is the promised Messiah: 

 Supernatural events – angels, visions, a dumbstruck man, a virgin conception – indicate that God is 
doing something new and special (miracles only occur frequently at key moments in the Bible story). 

 The angel who appears to Zechariah and Mary is named as Gabriel.  The only other place where this 
angel appears in the Bible is Daniel 8 and 9, where he explains the timing of the future Messiah. 

 Zechariah’s son John will be like Elijah (v17) – a reference to the prophecies that a prophet like Elijah 
would precede the Messiah (Malachi 4:5-6). 

 Joseph, Mary’s fiancé, was a descendant of David (v27), as was Mary herself, and Gabriel says Jesus 
will be given the throne of His ancestor David (v32). 

Luke 3:23-38 traces Jesus’ genealogy right back to Adam.  As a descendant of Abraham and David, He has 
the criteria to be the Messiah, the promised rescuer.  He is, however, even more than this: 

 He will be called the Son of God, a special title indicating a unique relationship (v32,35); 

 He has no human Father.  The virgin conception of Jesus is a new act of creation by the Holy Spirit 
(v35).  The Spirit who hovered over water in Genesis 1:2) now overshadowed Mary.  This is a new 
beginning for humankind, the creation of a sinless human being.  Jesus is like a new Adam. 

 John’s reaction as a foetus in the womb is remarkable as are Elizabeth’s words – she calls Mary “the 
mother of my Lord” (v43).  Mary’s baby is greater than Elizabeth’s and brings him joy, but Elizabeth 
describes Jesus as her lord.  This is the first indicator that Jesus is, in fact, God. 

 

b) MISSION: What will Jesus do? 
Both Mary (v55) and Zechariah (v73) connect the births of their special sons with God’s covenant promises 
to Abraham.  God’s plan is about to be worked out.  Yet there are indicators that God will not do this in the 
way many Jewish people expected.  Living under Roman rule, many first century Jews hoped for a Messiah 
who would be a powerful conquering king.  Mary’s praise, however, suggests a mission based not on power 
but on overturning the powerful and raising the humble (v52).  The fact that a privileged person – a male, 
elderly priest in Jerusalem lacks faith – whilst a teenage girl from the fringes (Nazareth was despised as an 
insignificant place) believes is the first example of this subversive mission.  God’s way of working from 
through weakness is also seen often in the Old Testament, especially in Abraham’s dysfunctional family.   
 

Jesus may not be the kind of Messiah people expect, but His mission will be much greater than they 
expected.  Zechariah’s praises tell us Jesus will do more than overcome political oppression.  He will 
liberate people from another kind of slavery by offering forgiveness of their sins (v77).  These words also 
hint that this forgiveness will be available beyond the Jews, echoing Isaiah 9:2, which says the Messiah’s 
light will shine beyond Israel to other nations.  Jesus will bless all peoples as God promised Abraham. 

 

God’s perfect timing (Luke 2:1-2) 
Jesus was born during the reign of Caesar Augustus (the first Roman Emperor) when Quirinius was governor of 
the province of Syria.  This historical context was ideal time for the Christian message to spread widely: 

 Pax Romana – since Augustus’s accession in 27 BC, there had been peace and stability after many decades 
of war.  This so-called pax Romana (Roman peace) lasted until AD 180, permitting safe travel in the Empire. 

 Tolerance of Judaism – Rome gave an unusual degree of tolerance to the Jews and Jewish communities 
and synagogues (houses of worship) were found across the empire.  These provided a starting point for 
the Christian message when it arrived in many cities. 

 Greek language – the legacy of Alexander the Great before the Roman Empire meant one language, Greek, 
was spoken across the eastern part of Roman Empire.  The New Testament waswritten in Greek. 

 Jews in Palestine – Jesus could travel and teach freely within the Jewish population who had some degree 
of freedom under Rome, following the pattern of other travelling teachers.  The Temple provided a place 
where He could speak to many people at the major Jewish festivals (the Romans destroyed it in AD 70). 

 
  
   

SUMMARY: The Old Testament story will continue with the arrival of God’s Messiah and His forerunner 
 Jesus is a unique person – son of Mary and of God – with a unique mission – to bring forgiveness of sins. 
 Faith is found in unexpected places.  It means, like Mary, trusting God’s words and surrendering to Him. 
 


