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Was Jesus Who He Claimed To Be?

April 9th, 2006 

A number of years ago, I took some friends with me on my dad’s boat up along the Hudson River to the Statue of Liberty. It was a great day with motorboats and sailboats all around us.

· Now, if you haven’t been out on boats much, you might not realize what a rivalry there is between motorboats and sailboats.

· You see sail-boaters love the fact that when they're under sail, they have the right of way over motor-boaters… 

· which simply means that sailboats are allowed to maintain any course that serves them, while motor-boaters are required to change course in order to avoid collision.

· Well… that day, the sail-boaters were almost intentionally getting in our way… and so, in the midst of trying to enjoy the breeze and the sun, we had to keep dodging these sailboats.

But almost out of nowhere came a massive barge… I don’t know how big it was, but it seemed like it took up the entire width of the river.

· Needless to say, these barges, the size of small towns, like it or not, demand the right of way over everyone! 

· Now it was the motorboats and the sail-boaters scrambling to get to one side of the river or the other as the barge steamed right down the middle of the river.

· Believe me, nobody tried to bluff that barge and make it alter its course.  You knew you couldn’t ignore it… 

· Every boater had to make a choice to go to one side of the river or the other. 

I share this because after all the press Dan Brown’s book, The DaVinci Code, has received over the past few years… and especially now as we’re just another month away from Ron Howard’s large-screen adaptation [slide] (w/ Akiva Goldsman; Beautiful Mind/Cinderella Man), it becomes more and more clear that the historical person named Jesus Christ is a lot like that barge in a crowded river. In other words…

· For the last two thousand years, the person and ministry of Jesus Christ has driven head on into the mass of humanity… in a way forcing a response from people… to embrace Him or resist Him.

· You see, the thing about Jesus is that, by nature of who He is and what He’s said and all He’s done, He sort of comes at you in a way that makes it impossible for you to stay undecided for very long.

· And so, you either believe in Him and follow Him and worship Him… or you reject Him and dismiss Him and distance yourself from Him. 

· But like those boats in the Hudson, the option of staying undecided for too long just isn’t there.

When the DaVinci code is released on May 19th, it really is going to challenge people to think.  In fact, that’s just what Dan Brown wanted.  He wrote, “My hope for the DaVinci Code was, in addition to entertaining people, that it might serve as an open door for readers to begin their own explorations and rekindle their interest in topics of faith.” 

· Truth is, a lot of people are going to walk out of this movie wondering whether Jesus really was who He claimed to be.  In fact, on page 235 of the DaVinci Code, we read, “almost everything our fathers taught us about Christ is false.” [slide]
· According to Brown, Jesus was just a man who happened to be married to Mary Magdalene… and that the conspiracy to cover up this truth is the greatest hoax of civilization.  

· Through the book and movie we’re challenged to consider just who Jesus really is.

· Of course, that was the crucial question in the PASSION movie… when, in that powerful scene, Ciaphas, the high priest, says to Jesus (Matthew 26:63-64)… “I charge you under oath by the Living God:  Tell us if you are the Christ, the Son of God.”  [slide]
So, what is it about Jesus that makes him like a wedge, like a big ship in a crowded river that makes people scramble to one side or the other? What is it about him that forces people to make choices?

· Well, it's not the question of whether or not he existed. His existence is a  part of the historical record. The Encyclopedia Britannica lists him as a bona fide first-century historical personality, calling him the founder of the Christian faith.

· If you want to go to Israel, you can see the town he grew up in, the river he was baptized in, the mountainside upon which he gave the Sermon on the Mount. 

· You can stand in the courtyard where he was put on trial, and you can stand at the foot of the hill upon which he was crucified. It's all a matter of the historical record.

· So the existence of Christ is not what makes people choose for or against Jesus. People just accept that fact:  reasonable people do, anyway.

Believe it or not, it's not Jesus' basic ideology that forces people to take sides for him or against him. By that I mean, most people deeply respect Jesus' teaching. 

· People like Jesus' emphasis on the need for love and honesty and integrity. Most people appreciate Jesus' concern for the poor, the oppressed and the forgotten. Lots of people admire Jesus' courage for confronting the religious hypocrites of his day.

· Now, it was not Jesus' basic ideology that forced people to make choices for or against him. Most people applaud his contribution to history, especially in the area of ethics or moral standards. 

So if it's not his existence that is the problem, if it's not his basic ideology, what is it about Jesus that causes this controversy that makes people have to make a choice one way or the other about him?

· You know what the problem is. It's his claim of being God's son, the Savior of the world, the only one worthy of all persons' worship and the only one representing the hope of heaven. 

· That's what sends people flying to one side of the river or the other. I mean, that's like the oncoming barge that forces a choice. 

· Right in the middle of some of Jesus' most brilliant moral discourses, his sermons on ethics that had everybody saying, yes, this is the smartest person who ever lived, Jesus would say near the end, "Oh, and, by the way, I am God's son, the savior of the world." 

· People went, "Oh, now, did you have to include that? We were doing just fine. 

· The Nielsen ratings were going up and to the right. It was all going well and now you go and say something like that."

One time he said, "I am the way, the truth and the light. No man will ever come to God, no one will ever get to God except through me." 

· People went, "Oh, there you go again. Why don't you stick to your basic teachings that we all like so well? Just philosophize, just tell us how we ought to live our lives. Just lay off this deity thing."

· Another time Jesus was teaching, and then at the end of the teaching he said, "Oh, by the way, if you have seen me, you have seen God the Father, because I and the Father are one."

All too often, Jesus claimed to be the Son of God, the only Savior for sin, the only one worthy of all persons' worship. 

· One time the disciple Peter burst out and said, "You are the Christ, the son of the living God." Jesus said, "Peter, you finally got one right. You did good. I am."

· When Jesus was put on trial, He was asked point blank on the witness stand, "Are you or are you not the Son of God?" In Mark 14:62, Jesus says, "I am."
· As soon as he said that, the high priest, who was standing nearby, stood up and he tore his robe as a sign of his outrage at Jesus' claim for deity. 
· You really have a hard time staying neutral when someone is saying, "There’s no way to the Father except through me." You've got to make a choice about that.

· All throughout His ministry, Jesus claimed to be God's son, and that's what's evoked dramatic responses… forcing people to make a choice.

Caiaphas asked Him, Pilot asked Him, Herod asked Him… Who are you? Are you the Son of God… are you the Messiah? 

· What I’d like to do now is to help us answer that question for ourselves… Was Jesus really who He said He was?  I think that is the question people will be asking when they walk out of the DaVinci Code next month.

· Now, we’re going to spend a few weeks looking specifically at the DaVinci Code when it comes out.  

· So, for now, what I’d like to do is to look at just one question… that, according to the New Testament, Is Jesus really who He claimed to be?  

· And the way I’m going to go about this is to borrow from something C.S. Lewis wrote in his book, Mere Christianity.  In it he wrote,
“I am trying here to prevent anyone saying the really foolish thing that people often say about Him: ‘I’m ready to accept Jesus as a great moral teacher, but I don’t accept His claim to be God.’ That is the one thing we must not say. A man who was merely a man and said the sort of things Jesus said would not be a great moral teacher. He would either be a lunatic—on a level with the man who says he is a poached egg—or else he would be the Devil of Hell. You must make your choice. Either this man was, and is, the Son of God: or else a madman or something worse. You can shut Him up for a fool, you can spit at Him and kill Him as a demon; or you can fall at His feet and call Him Lord and God. But let us not come with any patronizing nonsense about His being a great human teacher. He has not left that open to us.” 
So, to get started, let's just say that Jesus' claim to be the Son of God was, in fact, false. 

· Let's say that Jesus was not God's son… that He was not the savior of the world. 

· That being the case, then either Jesus knew that he was spreading false claims, which would make him a spectacular liar, or maybe Jesus didn't know that he was spreading false claims about his identity, which would make him a self-deluded lunatic.

· So, if he was not the Son of God, he would have to be one or the other -- either a premeditated liar, going from town to town spreading falsehoods about himself, or he would have to be a lunatic, tragically trumpeting claims that he thought were true about himself but, in fact, weren't.

Now, here's the question: What makes the best sense to you? Let’s look at each of these…

· Is it reasonable to believe that Jesus' claims were the result of a carefully calculated attempt to spread falsehood? Was Jesus, if he was not the Son of God, a premeditated liar? [slide]
· From what historians tell us about Jesus, his life and his teachings set a new standard for morality and ethics of that day. Even his detractors highly respected his honesty and his teaching about truth-telling. 

· Is it reasonable to believe that someone who became known and admired and respected for his moral teaching would also be actively spreading lies about his true identity? 

· Would Jesus knowingly challenge family and friends to abandon their careers, risk everything to follow him, even at the risk of death, if deep down he knew he was just making all this up? He was a complete charlatan. 

Would he do that? Further, when Jesus was finally arrested and beaten and spit at for claiming to be the Son of God…

· If he was just pulling everyone's leg about the deity thing, don't you think that about the time they were holding the mallet and the spike, putting the sharp end of the nail into the tender palm of his hand, don't you think right about then a con artist or a liar would say, "Time out. Just kidding. Can't you people take a joke?" 
· “I mean, truth of the matter is, I was a carpenter who got tired of the construction trades, and all I really wanted to do was make a buck a better way. 

· So I'm sorry that you all took this so seriously, but this is not my idea of a good way to spend a Friday afternoon. Let's stop the whole crucifixion thing right here. I am so sorry. You know, lock me up. Tell me I'm a bad guy, but I was fooling."

If you look at history carefully, what you learn about liars is that people tend to tell lies until the cost of the lie gets higher than they're willing to pay. History has shown us again and again, people tend not to die for lies. Pain has a way of flushing out liars.

· But Jesus endured all kinds of physical torment, and the whole time he was being tormented proclaiming to be the Son of God, he said, "Well, take another whack at me. Give me another twenty or thirty lashes with the whip, because I'm telling you I'm the Son of God."
· Then when they held the spikes to his palms and they pounded his feet to the cross, the whole time, he said, "Do what you need to do, but I'm committed to the truth. I am God's son, savior of the world. Kill me if you must, but that's who I am."
· Friends, that doesn't happen. Con artists and liars get flushed out of the bushes when pain is introduced, and Jesus just stuck to the facts all the way to the end. 

· People don't die for lies. That's enough down that road. Okay, he probably wasn't a premeditated liar. 

Well, maybe if he wasn't the Son of God and still claimed to be, maybe he was a lunatic. You know, hundreds of people have claimed to be the Messiah. Hundreds of self-deceived, glassy-eyed weirdoes claim to be on missions from God. [slide]
· Even in New York city… just walk around for a few hours and you just might bump into five or six Jesus Christs. It's the most religious town in the world.”
· Back in 1993, David Koresh led his followers to their deaths down in Waco. He claimed to be the Messiah, the Son of God, remember? He made the claim boldly.
· Now, when his background was checked, you remember the record. There were all of the patterns of instability. There were all of the manifestations of psychosis, all kinds of problems. It was just there in his record, and then when people studied that they said, "Well, we should have known it was going to come to this."
· Now, if Jesus maybe was a lunatic, there would be certain patterns that would sort of give witness to that, were he to be studied. 
But experts in psychology and psychiatry have gone over the records of the life of Jesus with a fine-tooth comb looking for any telltale signs of psychotic behavior earlier in his life, but none exists. 
· There isn't a trace of evidence, not a shred of a piece of information that would even suggest cause for concern about his psyche. Quite the contrary. Jesus, by all indications, was a picture of emotional, relational and psychological health.
· His teaching was brilliant. It stunned the scholars. The scope of his knowledge was breathtaking. His relationships were strong and secure. He was steady in adversity, calm in a crisis. 
· He demonstrated appropriate levels of courage without manifesting senseless acts of bravado. He showed no propensity for any kind of erratic or psychotic behavior.
· In short, there is no basis by which to assess Jesus as being anything less than a healthy, whole, integrated person deserving respect and admiration. Not a single sign of lunacy.
If we didn't get far down the road to him being a premeditated liar and if there's no signs that would indicate that he had any manifestations of lunacy, what are we going to do with his claims about being the Son of God?
· But we're left with one more road we need to go down. Maybe his claims were true. Maybe he said he was the Son of God because, in fact, he was. [slide]
· And yet, if it were true, wouldn't there be some corroborating evidence showing that He really was the Son of God? If a person claims to be the Son of God, shouldn't he be able to show his stuff?
· Well, Jesus showed his stuff. Let me give you some substantiating evidence to back up his claim that he was the Son of God. 
First, he led a sinless life, a perfect life. [slide]
Now, this is an aside. If I ever bang my head doing something and begin telling you that I'm the Son of God… just run out of here as fast as you can.  If you want, you can just talk to my wife because she'll tell you. It'll take her a while to describe the full list of reasons why it couldn’t be true! 
· But, you know, the Bible says that Jesus' detractors could not point to a single time where he said something or did something that violated laws of character, ethics or morality. Not a single time. 
· At one point, Jesus addressed his critics who were saying, "You're not the Son of God.”  In John 8:46, He said, "Okay, listen, the Son of God would lead a perfect life." 

· He's saying this to his enemies now. He said, "Can you point out any faults in my life?" Free shot. 
· After that, the Bible says, "Everybody stood in silence."
Can I give you another little aside here? If I were you, I would not advise that you go poking around in the private lives of people like Mohammed and Buddha and Gandhi and Joseph Smith and Reverend Moon and others.
· You peek behind the curtain at the personal lives of some of these religious leaders… believe me, you are going to be shocked at what went on in their personal lives.
· I've done just enough poking around in their private lives by the historical record that I'm saying to people who follow these folks, "You want to follow someone who lived a life like that behind the scenes? You have got to be kidding me."
· But here's Jesus, claims to be the Son of God and gives a free shot to all his detractors, and they can't point out a single fault. Pretty impressive.
· (Why do you think nearly every religion in the world includes Jesus as a central religious figure in their faith?  Because they can find no flaws in Him… and so, they adopt Him as an example for all else to follow.  Why isn’t this true of anyone else?  Because even His critics could find no flaw in Him.)

Second, we expect Jesus' claim to be the Son of God to be corroborated by some substantiating evidence. You'd expect the Son of God to be able to do supernatural stuff, wouldn't you? [slide]
· Well, Jesus performed miracles. Even secular historians in that day referred to the powerful miracles Jesus performed. People were healed, the lame walked, the blind regained sight. He stilled storms at seas. 
· These miracles weren't done in a corner. Hundreds and thousands of people saw them and gave attestation to them as eyewitnesses. Jesus had supernatural power at his command.
Thirdly, would the acid test of someone's claim to deity be the person's ability to conquer death, like his own death? [slide]
· For almost two thousand years cynics and scoffers have wondered what to do with all the evidence for Jesus' resurrection. There's this headache-producing problem called the empty tomb. 
· There's just no reasonable explanation for who would have wanted to steal or hide Jesus' dead body.
· Jesus' detractors would have done anything to be able to parade a dead body around the streets of Jerusalem in order to quell resurrection rumors.
· The last thing his detractors wanted to deal with was an empty tomb.  They would not have stolen the body, because when the resurrection rumors started they would have loved to have forced everybody to come and look at the corpse. 
· It wasn't his detractors who would have done anything with the body.
You say, well, maybe Jesus' followers wanted to start this resurrection rumor and so they hid the body. Two problems with that – 

· First, the tomb was well guarded by the highly trained Roman soldiers. No way a ragtag group of followers could have overcome the elite military guarding the tomb.
· Second problem, even if the disciples, by some sleight of hand, were able to have gotten the body and gone off and hidden it somewhere… 
· Don't you realize that sooner or later, as the disciples were arrested and beaten and put to death for proclaiming the miracle of the resurrection, surely one of the disciples would have broken down somewhere along the line and say, "Hey, guys, you might be willing to die for this resurrection lie, but not me. I'm going to go show the Romans where we hid the body."  But not a single one cracked. 
· You need to know that almost every close follower of Jesus was either accosted, arrested, beaten or died -- they were killed -- for proclaiming the resurrection of Jesus Christ. Not a single one ever changed their story. 
· We said earlier, people don't die for lies. The disciples wouldn't have either.
If this problem of an empty tomb is a real problem, in addition to the cynics' problem of the empty tomb is the fact that large numbers of people were eyewitnesses to the appearances of Jesus after his resurrection.
· The testimony of hundreds of eyewitnesses is terribly difficult to subvert, and people were talking about it widely. They said, "I saw him in the upper room," "I saw him by the Sea of Galilee or on the mountainside."
· I could go on and give you more evidence of Jesus' resurrection. It's compelling stuff. 
So, we’ve gone down the road of saying maybe he may have been a premeditated liar. That road didn't go far. Right?
· We said maybe he was a self-deluded lunatic. Well, there was no evidence for that either.
· So then we went down the road, and we said, well, maybe he in fact was the Son of God. We said, if he was, then there would be some corroborating evidence. We listed a sinless life, supernatural power and a resurrection. What does this point to? 
· The evidence points to Jesus being exactly who he said he was, God's Son, Savior of the world. 
If that's true and if Jesus Christ said something about you, about your life, you better know what it is, because it's big and it's binding.
· What is the key thing that God's son, Jesus Christ, said about you? Are you ready for it? I'm going to summarize in a nutshell the totality of the teaching of Christ. 
· Here's what Jesus says about you. 
· He says, "I am for you. I am for you, no matter who you are, what you've done, where you've been, how far away you've been from the Father. You need to know this. I am for you. I have a focused, unalterable affection for you, and I seek your well-being."

If you could all just latch onto this, that Jesus Christ is for you. He is for you in every imaginable way. He demonstrated his ultimate commitment of being for you when he paid the price for your sin and mine.

· When the barge comes down the river, you need to move one way or another… will you receive His love… or will you keep your arms folded, looking down?

· You know, the thing about Jesus Christ, he will not wrench your arms off your chest and grab hold of your hand. He won't do it. He respects you too much. He will not do that.

· He is for you… He loves you. Every strike of the whip, every wound, every step he took toward Calvary… was moving another step toward His ultimate goal… for you to walk in intimacy and friendship with Him.

