The Greatest Story Ever Told
6. "Answering the Critics!"  
Introduction
Reading through the New Testament, you will notice that following the Book of Acts, are a collection of letters written by various apostles. Paul, John, Peter and James are considered to be the primary writers. The Gospels presented the "story-line" of The Greatest Story Ever Told, that Jesus was God’s word who became flesh, communicated to humanity, the love and character of God. The four Gospels also explained how Jesus is God’s only provision for sinful people to have a right relationship with a Holy God.
The Book of Acts recorded the spread of this Good News message throughout the Roman world and the impact it made. Hundreds of cell groups called churches were planted. People in every major city began to worship God as a loving Father, gracious Savior and an empowering Holy Spirit. But as the Good News spread, there arose a backlash from its critics. These letters recorded in the New Testament were the Apostle’s responses to these challenges. 

Within a short period of time, even from within the church itself came a significant challenge to the Gospel message. Many Jews, who became Christians firmly believed that new Gentile converts had to be circumcised and follow Jewish traditions to be accepted as Christians. Letters such as Galatians, Romans and Hebrews were written in response to this challenge and sought to clarify the Good News as being God's grace to be received by faith alone. 

As the Apostles sought to solidify the message within the church, the message of God  ran head long into much Greek philosophy and pagan worldviews. These views taught that 'the material world was evil, spirit was good.’ So therefore, God would not take on human flesh. Letters such as Colossians, I and II John, as well as parts of Corinthians, address these concerns and critics.
Through out their letters, the apostles also address the question: "How then shall we live?" On the one hand, there were Christians who were strict legalists. They used scripture as being a big "Rule Book." They sought to enforce the rules by guilt and intimidation. Still others accepted their salvation by grace, but believed that this "freedom" allowed them to live as they desired. With letters such as I Corinthians, Ephesians and James, the writers taught that living life as Christians was not a response to laws nor was it a license to please one's self. Rather, living as a Christian flows out of a new love relationship with Jesus. Because He "bought us" with His blood and has come to indwell our lives with His Spirit, it is out of love that Christians seek to serve Him in all that they do. In so doing, Christians become a part of God’s strategy to establish His rule on earth.

Scripture Reading:  Colossians 1:15 – 23

1. What does it mean to you to know that Jesus is the creator of the universe, Lord of all, and yet He died on the cross for you?

2. According to Col. 1:21 - 23, what dramatic change has Christ made in your relationship with God and why must this 'Gospel" be made known?
What We Should Know

3. From the following verses, what do you see to be Paul's focus in writing his letter to the Romans? Rom. 1:16 - 17; 15:7 – 8, 23 - 39.

4. As Paul writes to the Corinthians, what do you perceive to be his concerns for writing? 1 Cor 1:10; 3:1 - 3; 5:1; 6:1; 7:1; 8:1; 11:17 - 21; 21:1; 15:12.

5. Why do you think Paul wrote his letter to the Philippians? Phil 1:3 - 5; 4:10;
6. What seems to be on Paul's heart for Him to write to the Thessalonians? 

 I Thess. 3:4 - 7; 4:1 - 6, 13; 5:11.

7.  Reading the letter written by James, what do you sense is his basic concern?       James 2:14 - 17.
8. The Apostle Peter is writing to Christians who are suffering persecution. How does he encourage them in their time of trial? I Pt 1:6 - 7; 2:9 - 10; 3:17 - 18; 4:12 - 13.

Who We Should Be

9. How does Paul's purpose in writing Romans challenge the way you view people?

10. Someone once said that Paul's letter to the Corinthians could be labeled as his letter to the Californians. How and why would you agree or disagree?

11. If you were Paul and felt a need to address your church, what issue would you address? 

12. Knowing that Christians are called by Christ to suffer for Him, how do you respond to that?

What We Should Do?

13. What are issues in your life that an apostle might write a letter to you?

14. Whom do you know of that needs a word of encouragement and thanks from you?

15. In the First Chapter of James, readers are encouraged to consider it joy when trials and temptations come your way. How are you handling these areas in your life? 
