


MODERN-DAY BETHLEHEM

MANY PEOPLE SELDOM 
READ THE BIBLE, BECAUSE ALL THEY SEE 
IS A BOOK MORE THAN 1,000 PAGES LONG, 
that is split up into 66 smaller books with over 30,000 
verses in all. Because the Bible was written by men 
living at least 1,900 years ago, and is about men 
and women who lived as far back as Creation, some 
people get the idea that “the Bible is just too difficult 
to understand.”

The truth is, the Bible is not too hard to under-
stand. But it does take time and effort. One 

helpful thing to remember, whether you 
are just beginning to 

study the Bible, or 
whether you have 

been studying it for a 
long time, is that Jesus is 

the central theme. The Bible 
can be briefly outlined by mak-

ing three points: (1) Jesus 
is coming; (2) Jesus 

has come; and 
(3) Jesus is 

coming 

again. These last two points are the main theme of 
the New Testament. The first four books of the New 
Testament (Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John) say a 
great deal about what Jesus did while He was here 
on Earth. The New Testament books of Acts through 
Revelation tell about Jesus' Second Coming, and 
what we need to be doing in the meantime. They 
give us details about the Second Coming, but they 
mostly give instruction on how to live godly lives, 
so that we will be ready to go to heaven with Jesus 
when He does return.

The 39 books of the Old Testament are summed 
up by the first phrase mentioned above, “Jesus 
is coming.” [This refers to Jesus’ departure from 
heaven, when He came to Earth in human form 
2,000 years ago “to seek and to save the lost” (Luke 
19:10).] In the Old Testament, we read about many 
of the ancestors of Jesus. One of those ancestors 
was Abraham, a faithful servant of God. On two dif-
ferent occasions, God told Abraham that through 
one of his descendants, God would bless the 
world (Genesis 12:3; 22:18). In the years to come, 
this promise also was made to Abraham’s son and 
grandson, Isaac and Jacob (Genesis 26:4; 28:14). 
Throughout the Old Testament, many prophets 
spoke about the coming of this Savior. The New 
Testament says that this descendant of Abraham, 

Who would bring salvation to the world, was 
Jesus Christ (Galatians 3:16; John 3:16). It 

is our hope that you will draw closer 
to Him as you study about His life 

that is recorded in the Bible.

JESUS
Is Coming SOON AFTER ADAM AND EVE 

DISOBEYED GOD, THEY WERE PUT OUT OF THE GAR-
DEN OF EDEN AS PUNISHMENT. GOD STILL LOVED 
them in spite of their sin. He had a wonderful plan to make it pos-
sible for Adam, Eve, and all people since them, to be forgiven of sin. 
God told Satan: “I will put enmity between you and the woman, and 
between your seed and her Seed; He shall bruise your head, and 
you shall bruise His heel” (Genesis 3:15). What did God mean by this 
statement?

God meant that trouble would always exist between Satan (and 
those who follow him), and those who follow God (read John 8:44 
and 1 John 3:10). From the garden until now, Satan has tried to get 
people to disobey God. But God said how He would handle this 
trouble: “He shall bruise your [Satan's] head, and you shall bruise His 
heel.” He meant that even though Satan would do everything possi-
ble to get people to sin, and to stop God from saving people from 
their sin, God would still make a way for people to be forgiven. He would 
send Jesus to live a sinless life, and then to die for everybody’s sin. When Jesus 
died on the cross, He suffered greatly (“heel bruised” by Satan). But His death 
allowed God to forgive sin (Satan’s “head bruised”)! Through Jesus’ death and resur-
rection, He crushed Satan’s hopes of keeping all people out of heaven.

About 700 years before Jesus came to Earth, the Old Testament prophet Micah 
made a very important announcement to the people of his day. He told 
them that someday the little village of Bethlehem Ephrathah would be 
given a very special privilege. In that little village would be born “the 
One to be ruler in Israel” (Micah 5:2). This prophecy is remarkable for 
two reasons. First, the fact that anyone could predict the precise city 
where a ruler would be born centuries later is fantastic. Second, 
the fact that Micah specified Bethlehem—Bethlehem 
Ephrathah of Judah, located five miles south of Jerusalem, rath-
er than Bethlehem of Zebulun in northern Palestine—is also 
amazing.

At about the same time, the prophet Isaiah predicted that a 
Son would be born and named “Immanuel,” which means 
“God with us.” Jesus coming to Earth to offer salvation to 
everyone was God coming in the form of human flesh to 
give Himself for our sin.

IMMANUEL
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By the time Jesus was born, the Jews had spread out into many 
lands, and built synagogues in which to worship and study the 

Old Testament. Pictured above are the remains of an old  
Jewish synagogue that once stood in Israel.

IN THE BOOK OF GALATIANS, 
THERE IS AN INTERESTING STATEMENT 
ABOUT JESUS CHRIST. THE APOSTLE PAUL 
wrote: “But when the fullness of the time had 
come, God sent forth His Son” (Galatians 4:4). Today, 
we know that Jesus was God’s Son, and that He came 
to save men from their sins (Matthew 1:21). But what 
did the apostle mean when he said that God sent 
Jesus “when the fullness of time had come”?

Clearly, the timing of Christ’s arrival was no 
accident. God sent Jesus to Earth according to a 
precise plan. As we look back in history, we can 
see several things that might have made it a good 
time for Christ to come.

First, Alexander the Great had conquered much 
of the world, and the Greek language was used, not 
only in the Mediterranean region, but also in many 
far-away places. Almost everyone knew Greek, which 

made communication much 
easier. Second, 

the Roman 

Empire had instituted a universal system of justice 
and peace. Third, travel had become much easier and 
more common, thanks to the Romans’ roads. Fourth, 
Jewish prophets (Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and others) 
had spent hundreds of years telling the people that a 
Savior was going to come. Fifth, the Jews had spread 
out widely into many lands, taking with them their 
laws and customs, and even had built synagogues as 
places to gather with friends and to worship. Sixth, 
the Old Testament Scriptures, which had been writ-
ten in Aramaic and Hebrew, had been translated into 
Greek (in a book known as the Septuagint), and were 
being circulated widely.

But there is something else of importance in 
explaining why Christ arrived when He did. Hun-

dreds of years earlier, in Genesis 49:10, Jacob had 
given a prophecy: “The scepter shall not depart 
from Judah, nor a lawgiver from between his feet, 
until Shiloh comes.” Let’s examine the content of this 
important verse.

The word “Shiloh” was recognized by the Jews as 
another name for the Messiah, Whom God promised 
to send at some point in the future. This verse, then, 
explains exactly when the Messiah was to come—
when the scepter had departed from Judah. But what 
was the “scepter,” and when did it depart from Judah? 
The scepter was a staff kept in the possession of the 
elders of each of the twelve tribes of Israel, and on 
which was engraved the name of the tribe. It symbol-
ized the rights and powers of God’s people. As long 
as the elders had the scepter, the Jews not only could 
govern themselves, but could even administer the 
death penalty.

So, according to Jacob’s prophecy, Christ was 
promised to come before “the scepter” departed from 
Judah, which meant that Christ had to come prior 
to the Jews’ losing their national rights and powers. 
When did the Jews lose those rights and powers? In 
A.D. 6, when a man named Coponius was installed 
by the Roman emperor as the first procurator (agent 
of the Roman emperor) of Judea, he took away the 
Jews’ power to administer the death penalty. When 
that occurred, even first-century Jews recognized the 
departure of the scepter. When the members of the 
Sanhedrin (the Jewish council of rulers) found that 
they could not put Jesus to death themselves, but 

instead had to ask Pontius Pilate, the Roman procura-
tor in A.D. 30, to do so on their behalf (Luke 23:24), 
they should have known that the Messiah was in 
their midst, for that was Jacob’s prophecy. One Jewish 
teacher, rabbi Rachmon, said: “When the members 
of the Sanhedrin found themselves deprived of their 
right over life and death, a general consternation 
took possession of them; they covered their heads 
with ashes, and their bodies with sackcloth, exclaim-
ing: ‘Woe unto us, for the scepter has departed from 
Judah, and the Messiah has not come.’”

The scepter had indeed departed from Judah, and 
the Messiah had indeed come. “When the fullness of 
time had come, God sent forth His Son.” Jesus came 
to a world where “all have sinned and fall short of the 
glory of God” (Romans 3:23), and where “the wages 
of sin is death” (Romans 6:23). But He offered salva-
tion and said: “Be of good cheer, I have overcome the 
world” (John 16:33). He wanted people to know that 
“the gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord” 
(Romans 6:23).

Yet the Jews ignored Jacob’s prophecy as recorded 
in God’s Word, and demanded that the Romans kill 
Christ. How sad—that the people of Jesus’ day should 
be so blind to the eternal truths found within God’s 
Word. Let us not be as blind as those first-century 
Jews were.

  				FULLNESS  
 OF TIME

When the 

Had Come...

The roads built by the Romans made 
traveling between cities much easier 

and faster in the first century.
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ACROSS:
3. �The prophet who predicted that a Son would be 

born and named “Immanuel”
4. Father of Isaac and ancestor of Jesus
6. �Descendant of Abraham who brought  

salvation to the world
7. �This word was recognized by the Jews as another 

name for the Messiah

DOWN:
1. �This man prophesied that “the scepter shall not 

depart from Judah, nor a lawgiver from between 
his feet, until Shiloh comes”

2. �The common language for much of the world in 
Jesus’ day

3. Means “God with us”
5. �Prophesied that Jesus would be born in 

Bethlehem
6. �The forerunner of Christ who baptized in the 

Jordan River

Pages

Crossword 
Challenge

Dear Digger Doug,
Do you think it would have  
been possible to prophesy in 
medieval times? In the book 
Joan of Arc, Joan prophesies 
that the French were losing 
the battle to England. Then 
a week later the news 
came that it was true.

Dear reader,

During Bible times, God spoke directly to 
His prophets and told them what would hap-
pen in the future. However, God said there 
would be a time when no one would be able 
to prophesy anymore. In the book of Zecha-
riah, He said there would be a time when 
the prophets would “depart from the land” 
(13:2). In the New Testament, in 1 Corinthi-
ans 13:8, the apostle Paul mentioned a time 
when prophecies “would fail” (meaning that 
no one would be able to prophesy). When 
would the prophets depart from the land 
and prophecies fail? The apostle Paul said 
it would happen “when that which is perfect 
has come” (1 Corinthians 13:10). When we 
turn to the book of James, we read that the 
Law of liberty is perfect (1:25). The Law of 
liberty about which James spoke is the New 
Testament. Once the New Testament was 
completed (by A.D. 100), prophecy would 
soon come to an end. Thus, there would be 
no way for Joan of Arc to prophesy in Medi-
eval times.

So, how do we explain Joan’s correct pre-
diction about the French? First, she had a 
fifty-fifty chance—only the French or English 
could be winning. If I said flipping a coin will 
land on heads, and it does, would that make 
me a prophet? No. Second, maybe Joan knew 
that the French were weaker than the 
English. If I predict that the Los 
Angeles Lakers will win the NBA 
championship, and they do, am I a 
prophet? Or could it be that I 
just knew they had a stronger 
team? For whatever reason, 
Joan guessed correctly; but it 
was not because she was  
a prophet.

ActIvIty MatchIngDIscussIon  
QuestIons

1.	� List 3 things that made the first  
century a good time for Christ to 
come to Earth.

2. 	 Explain Genesis 3:15.

3.	 Explain the connection between 
Genesis 49:10 and Galatians 4:4.

1.   _____ �Theme of the Old Testament

2.   _____ �Tries to get people to disobey God

3.   _____ �He came “to seek and to save the 
lost”

4.   _____ �The Jewish council of rulers in 
Jesus’ day

5.   _____ �Theme of the first four books of 
the New Testament

6.   _____ �Name for an agent of the Roman 
emperor

7.   _____ Cousin of Jesus

8.   _____ �Prophesied about the coming of 
John the Baptizer

9.   _____ �Theme of the last 23 books of the 
New Testament

10.  _____ �Roman procurator in A.D. 30
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A.	Sanhedrin
B.	 Jesus is coming again
C.	 Jesus
D.	Jesus has come
E.	 Isaiah

F.	 John the Baptizer
G.	Jesus is coming
H.	Satan
I.	 Pontius Pilate
J.	 Procurator
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John The Prophet- 
PreparIng the way for Jesus

CROSSWORD CHALLENGE: Across: 3. Isaiah; 4. Abraham; 6. Jesus; 7. Shiloh; Down: 1. Jacob; 2. Greek; 3. Immanuel; 5. Micah; 6. John. 
MATCHING: 1. G (Jesus is coming); 2. H (Satan); 3. C (Jesus); 4. A (Sanhedrin); 5. D (Jesus has come); 6. J (Procurator);  

7. F (John the Baptizer); 8. E (Isaiah); 9. B (Jesus is coming again); 10. I (Pontius Pilate).

GOD HAS ALWAYS USED SPECIAL MESSENGERS TO 
 INFORM PEOPLE OF HIS WILL. SOMETIMES THESE MESSENGERS WERE ANGELS, SUCH AS THE 
ANGEL WHO VISITED MARY TO TELL HER OF JESUS’ UPCOMING BIRTH. MOST OF THE TIME, 
however, God chose men called prophets to announce His message. These prophets delivered all 
kinds of messages to all kinds of people, but one message was more important than all the rest—
the coming and purpose of Jesus, the Son of God. The Lord picked John, a relative of Jesus, to be the 
one who prepared the world for the Messiah.

The Jewish people had been living under the Law of Moses for nearly 1,500 years, and so intro-
ducing them to a new law and a new way was very important. Those who studied the Old Testament 
knew that a messenger would come before the Messiah (Jesus) to introduce Him. More than seven 
hundred years before John was born, Isaiah prophesied that the “voice of one crying in the wilder-
ness” would be heard, and that voice would say: “Prepare the way of the Lord; make straight in the 
desert a highway for our God…the glory of the Lord shall be revealed, and all flesh shall see it 
together” (40:3,5). Do you remember the location from which John preached? It was in the “wil-
derness of Judea”—just like Isaiah predicted (Matthew 3:1)!

John’s purpose was to prepare the Jewish people for Christ’s arrival. He did this by preach-
ing repentance, and by baptizing people; both of these were also important elements in 
Jesus’ ministry. Because of John’s work in the wilderness, it was less difficult for the people 
of Judea to follow Jesus. John had prepared them for His coming! After Jesus began His 
ministry, John told his disciples that his purpose had been served, and now Christ “must 
increase” but he “must decrease” (John 3:30). Several of the men who had followed 
John turned to Jesus (John 1:37). 

John faded out of the picture, just as he predicted he would, and was eventually 
imprisoned and beheaded by his enemies (read Mark 6:14-29). We must never over-
look John the baptizer, one of God’s greatest prophets and the forerunner of Christ.
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