Friendship with Jesus

Dr. Michael Gleghorn draws on a work by Dr. Gail R. 0’Day,
“Jesus as Friend in the Gospel of John,”{1} to explore the
perspective of Jesus Christ as a Friend.

What a Friend We Have in Jesus{2}

In his book, The Problem of Pain, C. S. Lewis offers four
analogies of God’'s love for humanity.{3} These include the
love of an artist for a great work of art, the love of a human
being for an animal, the love of a father for his son, and the
love of a man for a woman. Interestingly, he does not consider
the analogy of friendship, or love between friends. In one
sense it's surprising, for Lewis would later write quite
perceptively about friendship in his book, The Four Loves.

Of course, at this time in his career, Lewis may
not have even thought about the love of friendship
in the context of discussing analogies of God'’s
love for humanity. After all, on the surface, the
Bible appears to say little about friendship between God and
human beings. But saying little is not the same as saying
nothing, and the Bible does speak about the possibility of
enjoying friendship with God. In fact, the Gospel of John
offers a great illustration of this in the life and teaching
of Jesus, whom Christians regard as God the Son incarnate.
John presents Jesus as a true friend, one who is willing to
speak the truth to those He loves and to lay down His life for
their benefit.

Consider Jesus’ words to his disciples in John 15: “This is my
commandment, that you love one another as I have loved you.
Greater love has no one than this, that someone lay down his
life for his friends. You are my friends if you do what I
command you. No longer do I call you servants, for the
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servant does not know what his master is doing; but I have
called you friends, for all that I have heard from my Father I
have made known to you” (vv. 12-15).

In this brief passage, Jesus surfaces several important
elements of friendship which would have been readily
recognized by people in the ancient world. We’ll carefully
consider each of these elements in this article. For now,
however, the key point to notice is that Jesus explicitly
refers to His disciples as “friends.” Moreover, He also holds
out to them the possibility of deepening their friendship with
both Him, and one another.

In what follows, we’ll unpack many of these ideas further.
First, however, we must get a better understanding of how
friendship was viewed in the ancient world.

Friendship in the Ancient World

Of course, John’s discussion of friendship in his gospel does
not occur in a cultural or historical vacuum. Indeed, he seems
to have been aware of other such discussions and even enters
into a dialogue (of sorts) with some of them. So how was
friendship understood in the ancient world?

The most important discussion of friendship in antiquity 1is
probably that found in Aristotle’s Ethics. As one philosopher
observes, “Aristotle’s treatise on friendship is comprehensive
and confident, as well as undeniably profound.”{4} Aristotle
views friendship as something like the glue of a community,
binding people together in relations of benevolence and love.
Such relations are indispensable for the community’s health
and well-being.{5}

Aristotle describes friendship as “reciprocated goodwill” and
claims that the highest form of friendship occurs between
“good people similar in virtue.” The primary virtue of real
friends is “loving” one another. And such love is expressed in



practical actions, for the virtuous person “labours for his
friends” and is even willing to “die for them” if necessary.

Finally, the ancients also viewed “frank speech” and
“openness” as essential elements of friendship. According to
Plutarch, “Frankness of speech . . . is the language of
friendship . . . and . . . lack of frankness is unfriendly and
ignoble.”{6} The 1language of friendship thus involves
something like “speaking the truth in love” (Ephesians 4:15).
Friendship should allow, and even encourage, frank speech. And
yet, such speech should always be characterized by love and a
genuine desire for the friend’s best interest.

Putting this all together, we can see how Jesus’ remarks about
friendship correlate with the ancient ideals expressed in the
writings of men like Aristotle and Plutarch. Just as Aristotle
viewed friendship as the glue of a community, so also Jesus
seems to envision the formation of a community of friends, who
are bound together in love by their shared allegiance to Him.
As biblical scholar Dr. Gail 0’'Day observes, “The language of
friendship provided 1language for talking about the
construction of a community of like-minded people informed by
a particular set of teachings.”{7}

Below, we’ll consider how Jesus both models and encourages the
ancient ideals of friendship in His life and teaching.

The Language of Friendship

One of the ways in which John shows Jesus demonstrating
friendship is through his frank and honest speech. We'’ve seen
that in the ancient world, open and honest speech was regarded
as one of the hallmarks of friendship. And there are several
occasions in which such speech is attributed to Jesus in the
Gospel of John (e.g., 7:26; 10:24-30; 11:14; 16:25-33;
18:19-20).{8}

Of course, this doesn’t mean that everything Jesus had to say



was easy to understand. It wasn’t, and even his disciples
often misunderstood Him. Nor does it mean that Jesus never
taught truths about God by using parables or figurative
language. Indeed, He often did. What it does mean, however, is
that throughout his Gospel, John repeatedly portrays Jesus as
speaking and teaching the truth about God openly and honestly
to all who care to listen.

For example, Jesus is described as “speaking openly” while
teaching the people in the temple at the Feast of Booths (John
7:14, 26). Moreover, after His arrest, when Jesus is being
questioned by the High Priest, He frankly declares to those
present, “I have spoken openly to the world. I have always
taught in synagogues and in the temple, where all Jews come
together. I have said nothing in secret” (John 18:20). Dr.
Gail O’'Day observes that Jesus here claims that His entire
public ministry has “been characterized by freedom of speech
throughout its duration.” She writes, “Jesus has not held
anything back in His self-revelation but has spoken with the
freedom that marks a true friend.”{9}

Finally, we must not forget what Jesus says to His disciples
in John 15: “No longer do I call you servants, for the servant
does not know what his master is doing; but I have called you
friends, for all that I have heard from my Father I have made
known to you” (v. 15). Here Jesus explicitly refers to His
disciples as “friends,” claiming that He has “made known” to
them everything that He has heard from the Father. Not only
does Jesus call His disciples “friends,” He also speaks to
them in the language of friendship, openly and honestly
revealing to them the heart and mind of the Father.

Judged by the criterion of “frank and honest speech,” Jesus
thus reveals Hmself to be a true friend to His disciples. And
as we'll see next, He is willing to do much more than this,
for Jesus is willing to lay down His life for the benefit of
others.



The Ultimate Demonstration of Friendship

In John 15 Jesus declares, “Greater love has no one than this,
that someone lay down his life for his friends” (v. 13).
Earlier we saw that Aristotle, in his writings on friendship,
maintained that the true friend, actuated by genuine goodness,
would even be willing to “die” (if necessary) for the sake of
a friend.{10} Of course, as any reader of the Gospels knows,
Jesus soon does this very thing, thus demonstrating the
greatest possible love according to the ancient ideals of
friendship. As Dr. 0’'Day observes, “Jesus did what the
philosophers only talked about—-He lay down his

life for His friends.”{11}

This event is foreshadowed by Jesus in His claim to be the
Good Shepherd in John 10. “I am the good shepherd,” He says.
“The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep” (v. 11).
This claim is one of the seven “I Am” statements of Jesus in
the Gospel of John, and it likely involves an implicit claim
to deity, for as Edwin Blum has noted, “In the 0ld Testament,
God is called the Shepherd of His people (Psalm 23:1; 80:1-2;
Ecclesiastes 12:11; Isaiah 40:11; Jeremiah 31:10)."{12} One
thinks of the way in which David begins Psalm 23: “The Lord is
my shepherd; I shall not want” (v. 1). The Lord Jesus, as the
Good Shepherd of His people, is willing to lay down His life
for their benefit (John 10:11).

But Jesus goes further than this, for as Paul tells us, Jesus
not only gave His life for His “friends,” but even for His
“enemies.” “For while we were still weak,” writes Paul, “at
the right time Christ died for the ungodly” (Romans 5:6).
“While we were still sinners” (Romans 5:8), and even
“enemies,” “we were reconciled to God by the death of his Son”
(Romans 5:10). If dying for one'’s friends epitomizes the
ancient ideal of friendship, dying for one’'s enemies far
transcends this ideal. It demonstrates the sacrificial love of
God for all humanity. While we were spiritually dead, mired in



sin and rebellion (Ephesians 2:1-3), God “sent his Son to be
the savior of the world” (1 John 4:14).

Aristotle referred to friendship as “reciprocated goodwill.”
Jesus demonstrated the greatest possible love and “goodwill”
of God by giving His life for the sins of the world (John
1:29). He commands His disciples to reciprocate His goodwill
by loving “one another” as He has loved us (John 15:12, 14).
By following His command, a community of friends is formed,
bound together in love for one another and a shared commitment
to Jesus.

A Community of Friends

Jesus calls His disciples “friends” and commands them to “love
one another” as He has loved them (John 15:12). Jesus wants
His followers to regard themselves not only as His friends,
but as friends of one another as well. He intends for them to
be a community of friends, bound together in their love for
one another because of their shared devotion to Him. The sort
of love to which Jesus calls them is a costly love, for He
desires that His people’s love for one another be an imitation
of the love that He has already demonstrated toward them. And
what sort of love is this? It’'’s the kind of love that 1is
willing to give one’s life for the benefit of others, to lay
down one’s life for one’s friends (John 15:13).

Now this, I think we can all agree, is a very high calling.
Indeed, if we’re honest, I think that we must all admit that,
humanly speaking, it is frankly impossible. If some degree of
discomfort does not grip our hearts in considering this
commandment, then we probably aren’t considering it in all due
seriousness. Very few of us will probably ever reach the level
of truly loving other believers just as Jesus has loved us,
and if any of us do reach it, we probably won’t be able to
consistently maintain such love in our daily practice. But
Jesus commands us to do it, and we must at least begin trying



to do so. But how?

Dr. Gail 0’'Day, I think, strikes the right tone when she
comments: “The disciples begin with the explicit appellation,
‘friend,’ and the challenge for them is to enact and embody
friendship as Jesus has done. The disciples know how Jesus has
been a friend, and they are called to see what kind of friends
they can become. Jesus’ friendship is the model of friendship
for the disciples, and it makes any subsequent acts of
friendship by them possible because the disciples themselves
are already the recipients of Jesus’ acts of friendship.”{13}

We must remember that Jesus is our friend, that He loves us
and provides all that we need to live a holy and God-honoring
life. Indeed, He has sent the Holy Spirit to indwell and
empower His people for just this purpose. As we trust in
Jesus, giving ourselves to Him (and one another) in genuine
love and friendship, we will find that we are increasingly
obeying His commands and bearing fruit that brings Him glory.
So let’s commit ourselves to friendship with Jesus, and to
those who compose His body, the church (1 Corinthians 12:27;
Ephesians 5:23; Colossians 1:24).
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Is Jesus the Only Way? — Part
2

Paul Rutherford explains how reason, Christ’s resurrection,
and the Bible all testify that Jesus is the only way to
heaven.
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assocliated with the world’s faiths, ancient and modern.

The popularly held mantra is that “all religions are equally
valid ways to heaven.” This is what’s called pluralism. So 1is
there room in this brave new world for the words of an ancient
and historically respected faith?

Jesus once said, “I am the way, and the truth, and the life.
No one comes to the Father except through me.” (John 14:6)
That sounds offensive and inflammatory today. I will remind
you that Jesus said it, not me.

Even more important is the truth question. It is perhaps even
more offensive! Are Jesus’ words true?

I fully acknowledge even the question itself may strike you as
antiquated, out of date. Perhaps I sound to you like an
eccentric, soured-up, fuddy-duddy. I may be. But if the words
of Jesus are true, then far more than your offended sense of
style is at stake here. Far, far more.

So listen up. And take note because this crazy sounding first-
century Jewish rabbi made some crazy-big statements about the
nature of man, the nature of reality, and how to live the good
life, here, now, and forever. Does that at least sound
appealing to you? If even just for the sake of a little
controversy?

Explore with me the words of this rabbi. In this article we’ll
think through three reasons you should agree with him. And
maybe you’ll even find eternal life in the process. If you're
a long-time listener to Probe radio, or a regular listener,
this may sound familiar. I have another program exploring the
position that Jesus is the only way to God. This one is part
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two. In this one I give you three reasons Jesus is in fact the
only way to heaven. In the previous program, I defended Jesus’
statement against three lines of criticism. So in the next
sections I’'ll explain how reason, the resurrection, and the
Word all testify that Jesus is the only way to heaven.

Jesus the Only Way Because of Reason

Western culture today is more pluralistic and secular than
ever before. This means at least in one small part, that
people believe multiple religions lead to heaven. Western
culture has been moving this way for some decades. Now it has
reached mainstream. Pop culture increasingly accepts this. It
is therefore so much more important to consider this exclusive
claim Jesus made. He said, “I am the way, the truth, and the
life. No one comes to the Father except by me.” (John 14:6)

This is an increasingly unpopular teaching. Before I defend
it, allow me to clarify. It was made by the Lord Jesus
himself. I didn’'t make it up. I am merely defending it.

So today I want to talk about how it is reasonable to believe
this statement-why it is that you should yourself believe
Jesus is the only way to heaven.

Today’s reason is logic itself. I will base this conclusion on
two points: first, that the belief in one God is more
logically defensible than believing in multiple creator gods;
and second, that the belief in Jesus Christ as God is more
reasonable than claims to deity made by others.

The first point is that believing in one creator God is more
reasonable than believing in multiple. The god Aristotle
believed in (the unmoved mover) was eternally simple. That 1is,
at the root of all things is ultimately one thing-one cause,
one source, one origin to which all other things owe their
existence.{1} This position beautifully avoids the difficulty
of what philosophers call reductio ad absurdum—or the problem



of infinite regression-or the problem of which came first, the
chicken or the egg? The search for the first, original, or
ultimate source, does not continue on and on forever. It
cannot.

The second point is that Jesus is the most reasonable
candidate for divinity. I respect the Buddha. But he never
claimed to be God. Neither did Mohammad. Jesus was very clear.
He claimed to be God.

Consider His teachings. They have not been surpassed 1in
excellence in the two millennia that have passed since He
walked the earth. Consider His actions. History's best
biographies about the man Jesus, record Him 1loving His
enemies, healing the sick, and showing compassion to outcasts.
Jesus’ life exemplified extraordinary moral rectitude.

I conclude, therefore, that it is more reasonable to believe
Jesus is the only way to God given that it is more reasonable
to believe in only one creator God, and given that Jesus has
the best case for divinity among man’s founders of faith.

Jesus the Only Way Because of the
Resurrection

We have a saying in American culture that nothing is certain
but death and taxes. So if the taxman doesn’t come to call,
the grim reaper will eventually. Death finds each of us, so we
must face our own mortality.

By the best historical accounts Jesus also died and was
buried, just like so many of His human brothers before Him.{2}
But Jesus, on the other hand, experienced something unique,
declaring Him God above all others.

I speak, of course, of resurrection.{3} Jesus Christ is the
only person ever to have raised up Himself from the dead of
his own volition, and by His own power.



This one point may be the most compelling of the three I offer
this week. It is perhaps the most intuitive case for Jesus
being the only way to Heaven. If Jesus really died and raised
Himself from the dead, then His power exceeds those of any
other man before Him, or after, for
that matter. Surely He must be God.

No other religious figure can make that claim. In a class by
Himself, Jesus reigns over all the founders of world
religions. Muhammad’s burial site is a common tourist
destination in Saudi Arabia for contemporary pilgrims.
Buddha’s cremation site is in northern India. No such site
exists today in contemporary Israel for Jesus. His body has no
confirmed remains.

The tomb is empty. That much is clear. Records indicate He
definitely died and was buried. The empty tomb demands an
explanation. Resurrection makes the most sense. Jesus is the
only way because He is the only one who has died and raised
himself up to new life.

We have several excellent articles at our website devoted to
just this topic.{4} Go check them out for more detail. Jesus
is who He said he is, “The way, the truth, and the life.”
(John 14:6) So the question is, do you want some? Believe in
Jesus today by faith.

Jesus the Only Way Because the Word
Declares It

Western culture today increasingly accepts the belief that
multiple religions are equally valid and they are all ways to
eternal life. I propose to you today another reason to believe
something

diametrically opposed to this—namely that the Jesus Christ
revealed in the Bible, is the only way to eternal life. As the
gospel writer John quoted Him, He is, the way, the truth, and
the life (14:6). No one comes to the Father except through



Him.

This third and final line of reasoning that Jesus is the only
way to eternal life, springs from the Bible—-from the very word
of God itself.

You may not accept the Bible as God’s word. That'’'s ok. Just
hear me out. Let me explain how this line of reasoning at
least makes sense. Then after you’ve heard it, you can judge
for yourself if it’s true or not.

So first, the Bible claims to be God’'s word (2 Timothy 3:16).
If we therefore assume the very commonly held conception that
God is good and perfect, then that includes the words He
speaks as well. So if He speaks good words, then those words
must be true. They must accurately describe reality.

The Bible also makes this claim. Jesus in a famous prayer to
the Father asks him to sanctify His disciples with the truth
before stating, “Your word is truth.” (John 17:17) It's a
profound statement.

So if God’'s word is true, and God says in His word that Jesus
is, in fact, the only way to God-that none can come to Him
except by Jesus, then that means it’s true. See how simple
that is?

But this statement is also made in another part of the Bible,
Acts 4:12. Peter and John have been arrested and are being
examined by the Jewish leaders. Peter declares Jesus to them
and explains, “There is no other name under heaven, given
among men, by which we must be saved.”

I fully admit this 1line of reasoning rests on you
acknowledging the authority of the Bible—in which case you may
not have needed to be convinced in the first place. But if you
had not already been convinced of the truth of God’s word, I
am very sincerely relying on the power of the Spirit at work
in you to believe this truth. (Isaiah 55:11)



Conclusion

In this article we considered the truth of a controversial
claim. It might be one of the most hotly contested claims in
religion today—that Jesus Christ is the only way to heaven.

This is not popular these days in America, Europe, anywhere in
the English speaking West, or the non-English speaking West.
To hear responses to criticisms against the claim, check out
part one of this two part series.

Jesus was Himself no stranger to controversy. He died a
criminal’s death at the hands of His enemies. He was killed
and buried. The Jewish and Roman leaders were smugly satisfied
they’d dispatched this unquiet voice.

But when Jesus’ enemies attempt to end his earthly ministry,
they unknowingly ushered in a spiritually unending ministry of
atonement and reconciliation. By his death Jesus paid the
price of sin-death-satisfying the just wrath of God. Jesus
made peace with God on your

behalf. Believe in Him by faith today and you can have peace
with God. Would you like to have peace with him? Tell Him
right now. Use your voice or pray silently. But tell Him. Go
ahead.

The only thing required of you to receive eternal life is to
believe Jesus is Lord. One of Jesus’ most famous sayings 1is,
“For God so loved the world, that he gave his only Son, that
whoever believes in him should not perish but have eternal
life.” (John 3:16)

Confess this belief with your mouth that Jesus Christ is God
and believe in your heart that God has raised up his Son from
the dead. And you can be saved. (Romans 10:9)

Jesus 1is the only way to God because there is no other way to
get to God but by Jesus. Mankind is imperfect. You are dead in
your transgressions and sins. The only way to satisfy God'’s
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holy wrath is to give Him what is due: death. Jesus died that
death for you. He’s the only one who could ever have paid your
debt. And He did.

Human reason leads us to this beautiful conclusion that Jesus
is the only way. God has declared it himself clearly in his
divinely inspired book—the Bible. His resurrection seals it.

If you believed this for the first time today you are now heir
to an eternal throne. Pick up a Bible and read Jesus’ life
story in the book of John. Tell a friend who'’s a Christian.
Make plans to join them at their church Sunday. Keep praying
and reading the Bible. You can discover the wonderful
adventure of life in Jesus Christ, the only way to God.
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Is Jesus the Only Way?
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I was sitting in my car at a red
T light and I saw a bumper sticker

_,_.’__,:. - (2]
F 7@@ Hé:“'"" on the car in front of me that
i 3 g i',. said, “Coexist.” Only, the

letters on the bumper sticker

are religious symbols. A
crescent stands in place of the letter “c,” a peace symbol in
place of the letter “o,” and some of the other symbols

included a cross, a Star of David, and a yin-yang, all used to
create the word “coexist.”

Perhaps you’ve seen an image just like this bumper sticker,
but on a t-shirt or tattoo. It represents a common sentiment
in our culture that everyone should get along, or coexist
peacefully. And I love that sentiment. We should get along. In
fact, I'm grateful to God I live in a country in which an
unprecedented number of people from all different religions,
backgrounds, and ethnicities do, in fact, coexist every day,
and for the most part without violent protest. The life we
enjoy in the United States is historically unprecedented.

But the coexistence advocated in this bumper
sticker is something more subtle. It’'s a way of getting along
that is more than meets the eye. It frequently calls for a
peaceable lifestyle free of conflict between faiths. People
hope that we can all unite in a single brotherhood and
celebrate our differences, particularly religious ones. They
don’t understand why we bicker over who’s right and who'’s
wrong.

The call to coexist is a reaction to the exclusive truth
claims of religion, especially Christianity. In fact, its
exclusivism is the most offensive aspect of Christianity
today. “Repent. Believe. Come to Jesus. He's the only way!”
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These are phrases easily associated with Christianity,
especially street preaching. What should we do with
Christianity’s exclusivism 1in a twenty-first century
cosmopolitan society? Haven’t we progressed beyond such
narrow-mindedness in these modern times? Isn’t claiming Jesus
as the only way intolerant of other faiths? Don’t those
Christians know all religions are equally valid paths to
heaven? They shouldn’t force their beliefs on others!

Claiming Jesus is the only way to heaven is exclusive, I
admit. It says there is no other way to God except by trust in
Jesus Christ. Jesus most famously says this Himself in the
Bible: “I am the way, and the truth, and the life; no one
comes to the Father but through Me” (John 14:0).

Even though it’s offensive, I believe Jesus really is the only
way to God. In this article we’'re going to explore that
question by discussing objections to it, and discover why He
really is the only way.

Tolerance

As believers, when we claim Jesus is the only way, you often
hear people give some variation of, “That’s so intolerant!” In
doing so, they reject the claim. Often implied, but not said
straight out, is the demand that the Christian “tolerate”
others’ beliefs, or take back what he just said.

It’s worth pointing out that claiming Christianity to be
intolerant is itself an intolerant claim. But the notion of
tolerance is complex and has a long history. And rather than
elaborate that contradiction, let’s begin by exploring the
complexity of tolerance.

What’s usually meant by tolerance these days is including
beliefs that include all others. This position generally
rejects Jesus as the only way because diversity and equality
are now celebrated as the highest values. “Tolerance”
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celebrates differences of religions and equality of
opportunity to practice them. To claim Jesus is the only way
squelches both equality and diversity by claiming only one
religion is right. Since squelching diversity and equality are
socially unacceptable, the exclusivity of Jesus 1isn’t
tolerated.

But this issue is complex. (That might be apparent already.)
Truth and tolerance are actually linked. In fact, tolerance
relies on truth. In the book The Truth about Tolerance, David
Couchman says, “If there is no real truth, there is no reason
for me to be tolerant. Without some kind of beliefs which
cause me to value you as a person, even though I disagree with
you, why should I be tolerant towards you?”{1} For tolerance
to exist at all, it relies upon a framework of truth. That
resonates with an idea mentioned earlier, how intolerance
contradicts itself.

But the rabbit hole goes even deeper. Truth also relies upon
tolerance. “[I]t is also the case that truth as a reflective
goal for individuals and communities. . .needs a context of
right-minded toleration to flourish in.”{2} Without tolerance,
truth likewise becomes the hammer of oppression. We find then
that truth and tolerance go hand in hand.

Nevertheless, tolerance is the hammer of choice in culture
today. Too often suppression of Christians sharing the truth
that Jesus is the only way of salvation is justified in the
name of tolerance. Don’t be taken captive by this distortion.
Genuine tolerance acknowledges all positions, even those that
are exclusive. A biblical worldview holds only one truth,
Jesus is the only path to heaven, while maintaining respect
and dignity for those who disagree. That’'s genuine tolerance.

Absolutes Don’t Exist

Here 1is another objection you might hear: Christians can’t



claim Jesus is the only way because there are no absolutes.
What Christians claim is an absolute truth. And there simply
are no absolute truths.

Their justification goes like this. We know from study, from
reason, from the postmodern era, that society has moved beyond
absolutes. There is no absolute truth. There is no overarching
metanarrative (or idea of truth) which can transcend culture,
nation, or time. Truth 1is a construct created by each man,
each culture, and bound by the strictures of the time in which
it was created.

This objection shares a similar weakness to the tolerance
objection. Denying absolutes is also self-defeating. It
contradicts itself. If we were to ask this objector if she
really believed what she was saying was true, we could ask
her, “You believe no absolute truth exists, right? Are you
absolutely sure of that?” This objector would have to agree.
That's what the position holds, thus contradicting her own
claim.

This objection often comes out of the postmodern school of
thought, which says there is no such thing as objective truth,
such as 2 + 2 always equals 4. Postmodern thought also denies
the meaningfulness of history along with the ability to
interpret literature in a unified and meaningful way. The
unfortunate consequence 1is that we’'re left with a bleak
reality stripped of purpose or meaning, which frankly, isn’t
very appealing. Without truth, meaning, history, or purpose,
what’s the point?

The great irony of it all is that postmodern thought arrives
at its conclusions by way of reason, which it then concludes
isn’t true, and then holds it in contempt. It calls into
question reason itself and the whole Enlightenment project
along with it. So there’s a healthy dose of despair that
frequently accompanies adherents to postmodern thought,
including our friends who don’t believe Jesus can be the only
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way to God because there are no absolutes. But that’s the lie
to which I don’t want you to be taken captive. Jesus really is
the only way. He’'s the only way to find peace in a wrecked
world. He is meaning for a confused life. And He leads us home
to heaven out of a world where we don’t belong. The remedy to
that despair is Jesus.

Despair at the failure of reason to improve mankind is the sad
but ultimate end of every god which usurps the rightful place
of the one true God: Jesus Christ. The truth is, all gods
fail, disappoint, and leave us desperate. The only one who is
faithful 1is Jesus. (cf. Deut. 7:9; 2 Thess. 3:3) But we won’t
find that satisfaction until we rest assured in the truth that
Jesus really is the only way.

Pluralism

There 1s another category of objectors to Christ’s claim to
exclusivity. A difficult but less in-your-face objection is
pluralism. Pluralism is the belief that any variety of beliefs
and values are all equally true and valid.

When I claim Jesus is the only way, some calmly object.
Pluralists tend to be more laid-back. Typically they affirm my
right to follow Christ, even celebrate it. These folks calmly
share their belief that all religions are right: they all lead
to god. Often they cite the Eastern proverb that there are
many paths to the top of the mountain.

First, I'd like to point out that pluralism is intellectually
lazy. It doesn’t take seriously the law of non-contradiction.
(This law says that two opposite things cannot both be true at
the same time and in the same way.) When a Christian claims
the path is exclusive, that Jesus is the only way, the
pluralist might think, “That’s nice, but actually, I know that
all religions lead to heaven.” He doesn’t accept the
Christian’s position as true. He says he believes Christianity
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is true while at the same time denying its central tenet,
which is that Jesus is the only way.

But this response 1is not unique to Christianity. A
conservative Jew sincere about his faith won’t say any path
leads to heaven; neither will a Sunni Muslim. Pluralism
attempts to make peace where there is none, and only succeeds
in agreeing with no one.

Second, Christians who hold to exclusivism are sometimes
falsely accused of pushing their beliefs on others. 1In
condemning the exclusivist claims of Christianity, the
pluralist imposes her beliefs on the Christian. It contradicts
the very intended principle.

We all have beliefs or actions we want others to take
seriously. There’s nothing wrong with that. From my
experience, pluralism is wusually based on fear, which 1is
completely understandable. The other person disagrees but
fears conflict. They fear the relationship might be at stake
if they express their true belief. As believers we still
accept and honor people even if they don’t agree with us. This
is how we alleviate fear, demonstrating acceptance for those
with whom we disagree. (And that’'s the true meaning of
tolerance, by the way.)

When someone throws up this smokescreen in conversation, it
can feel scary—alarming. Suddenly, the person you'’re talking
to gets defensive. We can wonder, “Where did this come from?”
In that moment it'’s probably not wise to press. Ask them why
they believe that way, or affirm them. Certainly no one has a
right to force compliance on another unwillingly. Communicate
that we don’t have to agree to be accepted. Further, don’t
fall prey to this area where culture takes many believers
captive. Jesus is the only way. Stand fast.



The Only Way

Is Jesus the only way? Yes. Multiple scriptures teach this
truth. Let’s consider a few.

Matthew 11:27 says, “All things have been handed over to Me by
My Father; and no one knows the Son except the Father; nor
does anyone know the Father except the Son, and anyone to whom
the Son wills to reveal Him.” Jesus 1is claiming that God his
Father has handed everything over to Him. This is an indirect
claim to be God Himself. But Jesus also makes it clear He 1is
the only one, since no one knows the Father but the Son.

Let’s also consider John’s gospel. Before Jesus even began his
ministry John the Baptist responds to Jesus’ identity. “The
next day he saw Jesus coming to him and said, “Behold, the
Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world!” (John 1:29)
In Hebrew culture at the time, calling someone the Lamb of God
was a claim to the Messiah who was prophesied (Isaiah 53:7).
Further, only God has the power to take away sin. This was an
unmistakable claim to divinity. It'’s interesting also that
Jesus doesn’t correct him, or deny Godhood. On the contrary, a
short time later, Jesus picks up his first two disciples and
encourages them, saying, “Come and you will see” (John 1:39).

It's one thing to claim divinity and yet another to claim to
be the only divinity. So, where does the Bible say Jesus 1is
the only way? As we mentioned earlier, by Jesus’ own admission
He is the only way to God in John 14:6-"1 am the way, the
truth and the life; no one comes to the Father but through
Me.” Peter also explains the meaning of Jesus’ exclusivity in
Acts 4:12, “Salvation is found in no one else, for there is no
other name under heaven given to men by which we must be
saved.”

Believers, take heart. Jesus Christ is the one and only way.
Questioning Jesus’ exclusivity 1s a recent historical
phenomenon. That question is commonly asked in the 20th



century West, a culture increasingly influenced by postmodern
thinking and multiculturalism. Take courage. We who accept the
exclusivity of Christ are in a historical majority.
Repudiation for Christians as being intolerant, exclusive, or
uneducated is a recent occurrence. These are the current
trends of our culture. Don’t be taken captive. Jesus is the
only way.
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Prophecies of the Messiah

Dr. Michael Gleghorn argues that the Bible contains genuine
prophecies about a coming Messiah that were accurately
fulfilled in the life, ministry, death and resurrection of
Jesus.

The Place of His Birth

Biblical prophecy is a fascinating subject. It not only
includes predictions of events that are still in the future.
It also includes predictions of events that were future at the
time the prophecy was given, but which have now been fulfilled
and are part of the past. This latter category includes all
the prophecies about a coming Messiah that Christians believe
were accurately fulfilled in the life, ministry, death, and
resurrection of Jesus. If the Bible really does contain such
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prophecies, then we would seem to have evidence that’s at
least consistent with the divine inspiration of the Bible. One
can see how an all-knowing God could accurately foretell the
future, but it’s not clear how a finite human being could do
so. Thus, if there are accurately fulfilled prophecies in the
Bible, then we have yet another reason to believe that the
biblical worldview is true.

Let's begin with a prophecy about the Messiah’s
birthplace. “Messiah” is a Hebrew term that simply means
“anointed one.” When translated into Greek, the language of
the New Testament, the term becomes “Christ.” Christians
believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Messiah promised in the
Hebrew Scriptures (see Mark 14:61-62).

In Micah 5:2 we read, “But you, Bethlehem Ephrathah, though
you are small among the clans of Judah, out of you will come
for me one who will be ruler over Israel, whose origins are
from of old, from ancient times.” This prophecy was given in
the eighth century B.C., more than seven hundred years before
the birth of Jesus!

Notice, first, that it refers to a future ruler who will come
from the town of Bethlehem. When King Herod, shortly after
Jesus’ birth, asked the Jewish religious leaders where the
Christ (or Messiah) was to be born, they told him that he was
to be born in Bethlehem and cited this verse from Micah as
support (Matt. 2:1-6). Both Matthew and Luke confirm that
Jesus was born in Bethlehem (Matt. 2:1 and Luke 2:4-7). So He
clearly meets this necessary qualification for being the
promised Messiah.

But that’'s not all. Micah also says that the origins of this
ruler are “from of old, from ancient times.” How should we
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understand this? One commentator notes, “The terms ‘old’

and ‘ancient times’ . . . may denote ‘great antiquity’ as well
as ‘eternity’ in the strictest sense.”{1} Dr. Allen Ross
states, “At the least this means that Messiah was pre-
existent; at the most it means He is eternal.”{2} Micah’s
prophecy thus suggests that the Messiah will be a
supernatural, perhaps even divine, person. And this
astonishing conclusion is precisely what Jesus claimed for
Himself!{3}

The Time of His Appearing

Let’s now consider a fascinating prophecy that, in the opinion
of many scholars, tells us when the Messiah would make His
appearance. It’s found in Daniel 9.

Daniel was one of the Jewish captives who had been brought to
Babylon by King Nebuchadnezzar. The prophecy in Daniel 9 was
given in the sixth century B.C. While much can be said about
this passage, we must focus on a few important points.

To begin, verse 24 gives us the time parameters during which
the prophecy will unfold. It reads, “Seventy ‘sevens’ are
decreed for your people and your holy city to finish
transgression, to put an end to sin,” and so on. Although we
can’t go into all the details, the ‘seventy ‘sevens'” concern
seventy distinct seven-year periods of time, or a total of 490
years.

Next, verse 25 tells us that from the issuing of a decree to
rebuild Jerusalem until the coming of the Messiah, there will
be a total of sixty-nine “sevens,” or 483 years. There are two
views we must consider. The first holds that this decree was
issued by the Persian ruler Artaxerxes to Ezra the priest in
457 B.C.{4} Adding 483 years to this date brings us to A.D.
27, the year many scholars believe Jesus began His public
ministry! The second view holds that the reference is to a



later decree of Artaxerxes, issued on March 5, 444 B.C.{5}
Adding 483 years to this date takes us to A.D. 38. But
according to this view, the years in question should be
calculated according to a lunar calendar, consisting of twelve
thirty-day months.{6} If each of the 483 years consists of
only 360 days, then we arrive at March 30, 33 A.D. Dr. Allen
Ross says “that is the Monday of the Passion week, the day of
the Triumphal entry of Jesus into Jerusalem.”{7} The views
thus differ on the date of Jesus’ death, but each can
comfortably fit the evidence.{8}

Finally, verse 26 says that after the period of sixty-nine
“sevens” the Messiah will be “cut off” and have nothing.
According to one scholar, “The word translated ‘cut off’ 1is
used of executing . . . a criminal.”{9} All of this fits quite
well with the crucifixion of Jesus. Indeed, the accuracy of
this prophecy, written over five hundred years before Jesus’
birth, bears eloquent testimony to the divine inspiration and
truth of the Bible.

The Nature of His Ministry

In Deuteronomy 18:15 Moses told the Israelites, “The LORD your
God will raise up for you a prophet like me from among your
own brothers. You must listen to him.” This verse promised a
succession of prophets who would speak God’s words to the
people. Ultimately, however, it refers to Jesus Christ. One
commentator notes that the Messianic interpretation of this
passage is mentioned not only in the New Testament, but also
among the Essenes, Jews, Gnostics, and others.{10} Peter
explicitly applied this passage to Jesus in one of his sermons
(Acts 3:22-23).

But not only was the Messiah to be a great prophet, it was
also foretold that he would be a priest and king as well. The
prophet Zechariah was told to make a royal crown and
symbolically set it on the head of Joshua, the high priest.



The Lord then said, “Here is the man whose name is the Branch

he will . . . sit and rule on his throne. And . . . be a
priest on his throne. And there will be harmony between the
two” (Zechariah 6:12-13). ‘The title “Branch” is a messianic
title.”{11} So the scene symbolizes the future Messiah, here
referred to as “the Branch,” uniting the offices of king and
priest in one person.

But why 1is it important that the Messiah be a priest? As a
prophet he speaks God’'s word to the people. As a king he rules
from his throne. But why must he also be a priest? “Because
priests dealt with sin,” says Michael Brown, a Christian
scholar who is ethnically Jewish. “Priests bore the iniquities
of the people on their shoulders.”{12} And this, of course, 1is
precisely what Jesus did for us: “He . . . bore our sins 1in
his body on the tree” (1 Pet. 2:24).

Dr. Brown points to a tradition in the Talmud that says that
on the Day of Atonement there were three signs that the animal
sacrifices offered by the high priest had been accepted by
God. According to this tradition, in the forty years prior to
the temple’s destruction in A.D. 70, all three signs turned up
negative every single time.{13} Dr. Brown comments, “Jesus
probably was crucified in A.D. 30, and the temple was
destroyed in A.D. 70."{14} So during this forty-year period
God signaled that he no longer accepted these sacrifices. Why?
Because final atonement had been made by Jesus!{15}

The Significance of His Death

Without any doubt, one of the most astonishing prophecies
about the promised Messiah 1is found in Isaiah 52-53. The
verses were written about seven hundred years before the birth
of Jesus. They largely concern the death of the Lord’s
“Suffering Servant.” According to many scholars, a careful
comparison of this passage with the Gospels’ portrayal of
Jesus’ suffering and death reveals too many similarities to be



merely coincidental.

In some of the most-cited verses from this intriguing passage
we read: “He was pierced for our transgressions, he was
crushed for our iniquities; the punishment that brought us
peace was upon him, and by his wounds we are healed. We all,
like sheep, have gone astray, each of us has turned to his own
way; and the Lord has laid on him the iniquity of us all”
(Isa. 53:5-6). Here we have a vivid depiction of
substitutionary atonement. The Lord lays upon His servant “the
iniquity of us all” and punishes him “for our transgressions.”
In other words, God’'s servant dies as a substitute in our
place. This 1is precisely what Jesus claimed for himself,
saying, “the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to
serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many” (Mark
10:45).

The parallels between Isaiah’s “Suffering Servant” and Jesus
are certainly impressive. But some scholars have suggested
that Isaiah’s “servant” is actually the nation of Israel and
not the Messiah. Dr. Michael Brown dismisses this notion
however, insisting that ‘nowhere in the . . . foundational,
authoritative Jewish writings do we find the interpretation
that this passage refers to the nation of Israel. References
to the servant as a people actually end with Isaiah
48:20."{16} What’'s more, he says, “Many . . . Jewish
interpreters . . . had no problem seeing this passage as
referring to the Messiah . . . By the sixteenth century, Rabbi
Moshe Alshech said, ‘Our rabbis with one voice accept and
affirm . . . that the prophet is speaking of the Messiah, and
we shall . . . also adhere to the same view.'”{17}

For his part, Dr. Brown 1is so convinced that this passage
prophetically depicts the suffering and death of Jesus that he
feels “as if God would have to apologize to the human race and
to the Jewish people for putting this passage into the
scriptures” if Jesus is not the one in view!{18} Although this
is a strong statement, it’s not unjustified. For Isaiah 53 not



only foretells the death of God’s servant for the sins of the
people, it also implies his resurrection!

The Mystery of His Resurrection

In the opinion of many scholars, Isaiah 53 not only foretells
the death of God’s servant; it also implies his resurrection
from the dead!

It’s important to notice that Isaiah 53 makes it absolutely
clear that the Messiah is put to death. It says that “he was
cut off from the land of the living” (v. 8), and that ‘he
poured out his life unto death” (v. 12). On the other hand,
however, it also says that ‘he will see his offspring and
prolong his days” (v. 10), and that after his suffering “he
will see the light of life and be satisfied” (v. 11). So the
text teaches both that the Messiah will die and that he will
live again. And although the passage doesn’t explicitly teach
the Messiah’s resurrection, it's certainly consistent with it.
This is really staggering in 1light of the compelling
historical evidence for the death and resurrection of

Jesus!{19}

Let’s now pause to consider what we’ve learned in this brief
article. Micah 5:2 teaches that the Messiah would come out of
Bethlehem, the birthplace of Jesus. Also, by teaching the
preexistence, or even eternality, of the Messiah, the prophecy
suggests that he’ll be a supernatural, possibly even divine,
figure. In Daniel 9:24-27 we saw that the Messiah would appear
to Israel sometime around A.D. 27 — 33, precisely the time of
Jesus’ public ministry! Deuteronomy and Zechariah teach that
the Messiah would minister as prophet, priest, and king. As a
prophet, Jesus spoke God’s word to the people. As a priest, he
offered himself as a perfect sacrifice for our sins. And while
he didn’'t reign as king during his first advent, he was called
“the king of the Jews” (Matt. 27:11, 37). And Christians
believe that he’s in some sense reigning now from heaven and



that he’ll one day reign on earth as well (Luke 1:32-33).
Finally, Isaiah 53 teaches that the Messiah would die for our
sins—and then somehow live again. This is consistent with the
New Testament’s record of Jesus’ substitutionary death and
bodily resurrection.

Of course, we’ve not been able to consider all the prophecies.
But hopefully enough has been said to conclude with Dr. Brown
that if Jesus isn’t the Messiah, “there will never be a
Messiah. It’s too late for anyone else. It’s him or no
one.” {20} Well, you’'ve now heard the evidence; the verdict is
up to you.
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5 Things You Need to Know
About Jesus

Tom Davis provides an overview of 5 extremely important
aspects of Jesus’ life: his birth, baptism, claims to deity,
death and resurrection, and ascension.
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The Birth of Jesus

Knowing about Jesus, who he was, what he did, and what he
taught is essential for Christian discipleship. By studying
Jesus, we know how we ought to live and what the redemption
that he provides for us means. In this article we discuss five
things you need to know about Jesus, starting with the meaning
of the birth of Jesus.

The story of His birth is found in Matthew chapters
1 and 2, and in Luke chapters 1 and 2. Matthew
gives us his understanding of what Jesus’ birth
meant in the angel Gabriel'’s proclamation to Joseph
and in an 0ld Testament prophecy.

When the angel appeared to Joseph the angel told him that
Jesus will “save his people from their sins.”{1} Jesus left
heaven to come down to His people at His birth.

In order for His people to be saved from their sins Jesus must
come to His people. The virgin birth of Jesus is directly
linked to His death and resurrection.

The first prophecy is, “See, the virgin will become pregnant
and give birth to a son, and they will name him Immanuel.”{2}
This prophecy comes from Isaiah 7:14. In Isaiah this prophecy
is a promise to King Ahaz of Judah that God will defeat His
enemies. Immanuel 1is an important name because it means “God
with us.” Matthew is telling us that through the virgin birth
of Jesus God is with us, and is a sign that sin and death will
be defeated.

In Luke, the praise of a man named Simeon and the proclamation
of the heavenly host helps tell us what Jesus’ birth means.

When Simeon saw Jesus in the temple he prayed, “For my eyes
have seen your salvation. You have prepared it in the presence
of all peoples-a light for revelation to the Gentile and glory
to your people Israel.”{3} Simeon tells us that Jesus will
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reveal God to all people. God’s salvation is for all people,
not only for the Jews.

When the heavenly hosts appeared to the shepherds out in the
fields they proclaimed, “Glory to God in the highest heaven,
and peace on earth to people he favors!”{4} The proclamation
of the angels tells us that the people Jesus favors, those who
follow and trust Him, will have peace.

To recap, we see that the birth of Jesus is God coming down to
be with us, and to save us from our sins. This salvation is
not only for the Jews, but is for all people.

Jesus’' Baptism

Matthew, Mark, and Luke mention that when Jesus was baptized
the heavens opened and the Holy Spirit descended in the form
of a dove.{5} A voice from heaven said, “You are my beloved
Son; with you I am well-pleased.”{6}

Jesus was sinless, so why does he receive baptism from John?
Jesus told John it was to fulfill righteousness. Jesus 1is
identifying with Israel, and all mankind, and fulfilling
righteousness for our sake. Because Jesus identifies with us
and our sins, His baptism is the beginning of His ministry of
atonement that is accomplished at His crucifixion.{7}

All the gospels mention that the Holy Spirit descended in the
form of a dove. Have you ever wondered why in the form of a
dove? In Genesis when God created the heavens and the earth
the Spirit of God hovered over the waters. This signifies
God’'s presence at creation. Some biblical scholars think that
Noah sending the dove out from the ark signifies a kind of new
creation after God destroyed the world with a flood. In the
same way, the Spirit appearing in the form of a dove and
descending on Jesus means that Jesus is the beginning of new
creation. {8}



At Jesus’ baptism the Father pronounced, “You are my beloved
Son; with you I am well-pleased.”{9} What does this mean? Most
Bible scholars think this statement references Psalm 2:7{10}
and Isaiah 42:1.{11} Psalm 2 is a Psalm that was used at the
coronation of a new king. Isaiah 42 is about God’s suffering
servant who will bring “justice to the nations.” Biblical
Scholar Craig Blomberg concludes, “Therefore it would appear
that God is forthrightly declaring Jesus to be both kingly
Messiah and suffering servant.”{12}

Jesus’ baptism means that Jesus identifies with us. Jesus 1is
the beginning of new creation and begins His ministry of
atonement for our sins. God’s voice from heaven also declares
that Jesus is the kingly Messiah and the suffering servant.

Jesus’ Claims to Deity

Jesus claimed to be God in several ways. He not only used
words to make these claims, but His actions also made a claim
to deity.

Jesus’ actions showed that he had authority over evil spirits
by repeatedly casting out demons. Jesus commanded the weather.
This is something mortal men do not do, but God and heavenly
beings do. Jesus was a man, but this event shows that he was
more than a man, he was God in human flesh.

But let’'s look specifically at how Jesus claimed to be the
divine Son of Man during His trial by the Jewish authorities.
The night before His trial Jesus was arrested and tried by the
Jewish authorities. There were many who accused Jesus of
various things. The problem was that the testimony of the
witnesses who were accusing Jesus did not match. This led to
the high priest asking, “Are you the Messiah, the Son of the
Blessed One?” Jesus answered, “I am, and you will see the Son
of Man seated at the right hand of power and coming with
clouds of heaven.” The Jewish authorities then condemned him



for blasphemy.{13} Why?

Jesus was condemned because he identified himself with the Son
of Man in Daniel 7. In this chapter the Ancient of Days, God
the Father, is sitting in judgment when the Son of Man comes
with the “clouds of heaven” and approaches the Ancient of
Days. The Son of Man is given dominion, glory, and a kingdom
that will not be destroyed. The Son of Man is a human and
divine figure who seems to sit in judgment alongside the
Ancient of Days. When Jesus claims to be the Son of Man he 1is
claiming to be a human and divine figure. Jesus is claiming
that he will be vindicated and that the Jewish authorities
will be condemned by God.{14}

Jesus claimed to be God by casting out demons, calming a
storm, and by claiming to be the Son of Man in Daniel 7.

Jesus’ Death and Resurrection

Jesus’ death and resurrection 1is the foundation of
Christianity. The death and resurrection of Jesus 1is a
climactic confrontation between God and Satan that involves
forgiveness of sin, the abolition of death, and the defeat of
evil.

The narratives of this event are found in all four gospels.
However, the most important passage that helps us understand
the meaning of the resurrection is not in one of the Gospels;
it 1s in one of Paul'’s letters, 1 Corinthians 15.

In verse 3, Paul states that “Jesus died for our sins.” 1In
Hebrews 9 and 10, the author explains that in the 01ld
Testament sacrificial system bulls, goats, and sheep had to be
sacrificed every year to purify the people. However, Jesus
only had to die once to cover the sins of all people.
Therefore, the death of Jesus for our sins is superior to the
sacrificial system and makes it obsolete.



Paul states, “For just as in Adam all die, so also in Christ
all will be made alive.”{15} We live life knowing that someday
we will die. We live in the shadow of death’s approach. Jesus
confronts death on the cross, then returns from the grave
three days later. Through the death and resurrection of Jesus,
death has been abolished. New Testament scholar Craig Keener
states, “As death in every case is established in Adam, so
life in all cases is established in Christ.”{16}

In Colossians 2:15 Paul 1is addressing the implications of
Jesus’ resurrection. He writes, “He (Jesus) disarmed the
rulers and the authorities and disgraced them publicly; he
triumphed over them in him.” The rulers and authorities that
Paul mentions are Satan and his demons.{17} Through the death
and resurrection of Jesus, Satan and his demons are defeated
publicly. When Christians proclaim the resurrection, these
rulers and authorities are humiliated publicly for everyone to
see.

The death and resurrection of Jesus cleanses us of our sins,
pays the penalty for our sins, abolishes death, and defeats
Satan and the forces of evil.

Jesus’ Ascension

Jesus’ return to heaven is described in Acts 1:9-11. After His
resurrection Jesus spent forty days with His disciples. After
forty days the disciples watched Jesus ascend into heaven in a
cloud. But what does this mean?

In John chapter 16 Jesus told His disciples that he will be
leaving them. Jesus said, “It is for your benefit that I go
away, because if I don’t go away the Counselor will not come
to you. If I go, I will send him to you.”{18} The Counselor
that Jesus referred to is the Holy Spirit. Jesus’ promise to
the disciples is fulfilled on the day of Pentecost in Acts 2.
Jesus told His disciples “When the spirit of truth comes, he



will guide you into all truth.”{19} When Jesus ascended into
heaven, he sent the Holy Spirit to us. The Holy Spirit does
not only counsel us; he guides us to truth and intercedes for
us.

Jesus’ ascension has other implications as well. Paul tells
us, “Christ Jesus is the one who died, but even more, has been
raised; he also sits at the right hand of God and intercedes
for us.”{20} There are two things to pay attention to in this
verse. First, Jesus now sits at the right hand of the Father.
Jesus is on His throne, which means he is ruling now. Second,
Jesus also prays for us. There are many other things that
could be mentioned in a discussion of things we need to know
about Jesus. One example is Jesus’ temptation in the desert.
When Adam and Eve were tempted in the Garden of Eden, they
failed to resist Satan’s temptation. Jesus succeeded 1in
resisting Satan.

When we consider Jesus’ birth, baptism, claims to deity,
temptation, casting out evil spirits, death, resurrection, and
ascension, we have an image of a God that became man. God
rescues us from our sin and from the evil powers and
principalities that are active in this world. Jesus will
return and make all things new with the new creation and new
Jerusalem in Revelation 20 and 21. The first Christians saw
all of this. New Testament scholar N. T. Wright sums things up
this way, “The first Christians saw the message and
accomplishment of Jesus as the long-awaited arrival of God'’s
kingdom, the final dealing-with sin that would undo the powers
of darkness and break through to the ‘age to come.’”{21}
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The Self-Understanding of
Jesus

Dr. Michael Gleghorn examines some sayings and deeds of Jesus,
accepted by many critical scholars as historically authentic,
to see what they imply about Jesus’ self-understanding.

Jesus and the Scholars

You might be surprised to learn that today many New Testament
scholars don’t believe that the historical Jesus ever claimed
to be the Son of God, the Lord, or even the Messiah.{1l} But if
that's the case, how do they explain the presence of such
claims in the Gospels? They believe the Gospel writers put
them there! The actual Jesus of history never made such
exalted claims for himself. It was the early church that
started all that business.

Is this true? What are we to make of all this?
Let’s begin with a deceptively simple question: How did the
early church come to believe in-and even worship—Jesus as both
Lord and Messiah, if he never actually claimed such titles for
himself? Just think for a moment about how strange this would
be. Jesus’ earliest followers were Jews. They firmly believed
that there is only one God. And yet, shortly after his
crucifixion, they began worshiping Jesus as God! As Dr.
William Lane Craig asks, “How does one explain this worship by
monotheistic Jews of one of their countrymen as God incarnate,
apart from the claims of Jesus himself?”{2} In other words, if
Jesus never made such exalted claims for himself, then why
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would his earliest followers do so? After all, on the surface
such claims not only seem blasphemous, they also appear to
contradict the deeply held Jewish conviction that there is
only one God.

But there’s another 1issue that needs to be considered.
Although many critical scholars don’t believe that Jesus ever
made such radical personal claims, nevertheless, they do
believe that he said and did things that seem to imply that he
had a very high view of himself. In other words, while they
might deny that Jesus ever explicitly claimed to be Israel’s
Messiah, or Lord, they acknowledge that he said and did things
which, when you get right down to it, seem to imply that
that's precisely who he believed himself to be! If this is
correct, if Jesus really believed himself to be both Israel’s
Messiah and Lord, then notice that we are brought back once
again to that old dilemma of traditional apologetics.{3} Jesus
was either deceived in this belief, suffering from something
akin to delusions of grandeur. Or he was a fraud, willfully
trying to deceive others. Or he really was who he believed
himself to be-Messiah, Lord, and Son of God.

In the remainder of this article, we’ll examine some of the
sayings and deeds of Jesus that even many critical scholars
accept as historically authentic to see what they might tell
us about Jesus’ self-understanding.

Jesus and the Twelve

Today, even most critical scholars agree that Jesus probably
chose a core group of twelve disciples just as the Gospels say
he did. In fact, Dr. Bart Ehrman refers to this event as “one
of the best-attested traditions of our surviving sources

."{4} Now you might be thinking that this sounds like a rather
insignificant detail. What can this possibly tell us about the
self-understanding of Jesus? Does his choice of twelve
disciples give us any insight into what he believed about



himself?

Let’s begin with a little background information. E. P.
Sanders, in his highly acclaimed book, Jesus and Judaism,
observes that “. . . in the first century Jewish hopes for the
future would have included the restoration of the twelve
tribes of Israel.”{5} Now this hope was based on nothing less
than God'’s prophetic revelation in the Hebrew Bible. Sometimes
the primary agent effecting this restoration is said to be the
Lord (e.g. Isa. 11:11-12; Mic. 2:12). At other times it’s a
Messianic figure who 1is clearly a human being (e.g. Isa.
49:5-6). Interestingly, however, still other passages describe
this Messianic figure as having divine attributes, or as being
closely associated with the Lord in some way (e.g. cp. Mic.
2:13 with 5:2-4). But why 1is this important? And what does it
have to do with Jesus’ choice of twelve disciples?

Many New Testament scholars view Jesus’ choice of twelve
disciples as symbolic of the promised restoration of the
twelve tribes of Israel. The restoration of Israel 1is thus
seen to be one of the goals or objectives of Jesus’ ministry.
As Richard Horsley observes, “One of the principal indications
that Jesus intended the restoration of Israel was his
appointment of the Twelve.”{6} But if one of Jesus’
consciously chosen aims was the restoration of Israel, then
what does this imply about who he believed himself to be?
After all, the 0ld Testament prophets attribute this
restoration either to the Lord or to a Messianic figure
possessing both divine and human attributes.

Might Jesus have viewed himself in such exalted terms? Some
scholars believe that he did. Dr. Ben Witherington poses an
interesting question: “If the Twelve represent a renewed
Israel, where does Jesus fit in?” He’'’s not one of the Twelve.
“He’s not just part of Israel, not merely part of the redeemed
group, he's forming the group—just as God in the 0ld Testament
formed his people and set up the twelve tribes of Israel.”{7}
Witherington argues that this is an important clue 1in



uncovering what Jesus thought of himself. If he’s right, then
Jesus may indeed have thought of himself as Israel’s Messiah
and Lord!

Jesus and the Law

What was Jesus’ attitude toward the Law of Moses? Some
scholars say that Jesus was a law-abiding Jew who “broke
neither with the written Law nor with the traditions of the
Pharisees.”{8} Others say the issue 1is more complex. Ben
Witherington observes that Jesus related to the Law in a
variety of ways.{9} Sometimes he affirmed the validity of
particular Mosaic commandments (e.g. Matt. 19:18-19). At other
times he went beyond Moses and intensified some of the
commandments. In the Sermon on the Mount he declared, “You
have heard that it was said, ‘Do not commit adultery.’ But I
tell you that anyone who looks at a woman lustfully has
already committed adultery with her in his heart” (Matt.
5:27-28). We shouldn’t skip too lightly over a statement like
this. The prohibition against adultery is one of the Ten
Commandments. By wording the statement as he did, Jesus
apparently “equated his own authority with that of the
divinely given Torah.”{10} Indeed, it’'s because of sayings
like this that one Jewish writer complained: “Israel cannot

accept . . . the utterances of a man who speaks in his own
name—not ‘thus saith the Lord,’ but ‘I say unto you.’ This ‘I’
is . . . sufficient to drive Judaism away from the Gentiles

forever.”{11}

But Jesus went further than this! In Mark 7 he declared all
foods “clean” (vv. 14-19). That is, he set aside the dietary
laws found in Leviticus and Deuteronomy. To really grasp the
radical nature of Jesus’ declaration one must only remember
that these dietary laws had been given to Israel by God
Himself! But what sort of person believes he has the authority
to set aside the commandments of God? Ben Witherington notes,
“Jesus seems to assume an authority over Torah that no



Pharisee or 0ld Testament prophet assumed—the authority to set
it aside.”{12} And Jacob Neusner, a Jewish scholar, seems to
agree: “Jews believe in the Torah of Moses . . . and that
belief requires faithful Jews to enter a dissent at the
teachings of Jesus, on the grounds that those teachings at
important points contradict the Torah.”{13}

How does this relate to the self-understanding of Jesus? Think
about it this way. What would Jesus have to believe about
himself to seriously think he had the authority to set aside
God’'s commandments? Although it may trouble some critical
scholars, the evidence seems to favor the view that Jesus
believed that in some sense he possessed the authority of God
Himself!

Jesus and the Demons

One of the amazing feats attributed to Jesus in the Gospels 1is
the power of exorcism, the power to cast out demons from human
beings. Although this may sound strange and unscientific to
some modern readers, most critical scholars agree that both
Jesus and his contemporaries at least believed that Jesus had
such power. Of course, this doesn’t mean that the majority of
critical scholars believe that demons actually exist, or that
Jesus actually cast such spirits out of people. Many of them
do not. But they do think there is persuasive historical
evidence for affirming that both Jesus and his contemporaries
believed such things.{14} In fact, Dr. Bart Ehrman notes that
“Jesus’ exorcisms are among the best-attested deeds of the
Gospel traditions.”{15} But why is this important? And what
can it possibly tell us about Jesus’ self-understanding?

Most scholars are convinced that the historical Jesus
declared, “But if I drive out demons by the Spirit of God,
then the kingdom of God has come upon you” (Matt. 12:28).
Prior to making this declaration, the Pharisees had accused
Jesus of casting out demons “by Beelzebub, the ruler of the



demons” (12:24). Jesus responded by pointing out how absurd it
would be for Satan to fight against himself like that (v. 26).
What’s more, the charge was inconsistent. There were other
Jewish exorcists in Jesus’ day and it was widely believed that
their power came from God. Wouldn’'t it be more reasonable,
then, to conclude that Jesus’ power also came from God?

If so, then notice the startling implications of Jesus’ claim:
“If I drive out demons by the Spirit of God, then the kingdom
of God has come upon you.” At the very least, Jesus appears to
be claiming that in himself the kingdom of God is in some
sense a present reality. But his claim may actually be even
more radical. Some scholars have observed that in ancient
Jewish literature the phrase, ‘kingdom of God,’ is sometimes
used as a roundabout way for speaking of God Himself. If Jesus
intended this meaning in the statement we are considering,
then William Lane Craig’'s conclusion is fully warranted: “In
claiming that in himself the kingdom of God had already
arrived, as visibly demonstrated by his exorcisms, Jesus was,
in effect, saying that in himself God had drawn near, thus
putting himself in God’s place.”{16}

It increasingly appears that Jesus thought of himself as much
more than just another teacher or prophet. Even when we limit
ourselves to material accepted as authentic by the majority of
critical scholars, Jesus still seems to unquestionably
communicate his divinity!

Jesus and the Father

In one of the most astonishing declarations of Jesus in
Matthew’'s Gospel he states, “All things have been handed over
to Me by My Father; and no one knows the Son, except the
Father; nor does anyone know the Father, except the Son, and
anyone to whom the Son wills to reveal Him” (11:27). Many
scholars believe that this verse forms a unit with the two
preceding verses. It’s clear from the context that the



“Father” referred to by Jesus is God, for Jesus begins this
section by saying, “I praise Thee, 0 Father, Lord of heaven
and earth” (11:25). So in the verse we are considering, Jesus
claims to be God’'s Son in an absolutely unique sense. He
refers to God as “My Father,” and declares that no one knows
the Father, “except the Son, and anyone to whom the Son wills
to reveal Him.” Jesus not only claims to be God’s unique Son,
he also claims to have special knowledge of the Father that no
one else can mediate to others!

Because of the radical nature of these claims, it’s hardly
surprising to learn that some critical scholars have denied
that Jesus ever really said this. Nevertheless, other scholars
have offered some very good reasons for embracing the saying’s
authenticity. Dr. William Lane Craig notes that this saying
comes from the hypothetical Q source, a source that both
Matthew and Luke may have used in writing their Gospels. If
that’s true, then the saying is quite early and thus has a
greater likelihood of actually going back to Jesus.
Additionally, “the idea of the mutual knowledge of Father and
Son is a Jewish idea, indicating its origin in a Semitic-
speaking milieu.”{17} Finally, Dr. Ben Witherington notes that
the eminent New Testament scholar Joachim Jeremias showed “how
this saying goes back to an Aramaic original” which “surely
counts in favor of it going back to Jesus.”{18} Aramaic was
probably the language most often used by Jesus and his
disciples. After discussing this saying in some detail,
Witherington concludes, “In the end, all the traditional bases
for judging this saying to be inauthentic no longer will bear
close scrutiny.”{19}

In this brief overview of the self-understanding of Jesus,
I've attempted to show that even when we limit ourselves to
Gospel traditions that are generally considered historically
authentic by a majority of scholars, Jesus still makes
impressive claims to deity. But as Dr. Craig observes, .
if Jesus was not who he claimed to be, then he was either a

a“



charlatan or a madman, neither of which 1is plausible.
Therefore, why not accept him as the divine Son of God, just
as the earliest Christians did?” {20}
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In His H.A.N.D.S.: How We Can
Know That Jesus 1is God

Don Closson explains the five lines of evidence that Jesus 1is
God from the book Putting Jesus in His Place.

Jesus Shares the Honor Given to God

Defending the deity of Christ can be a source of
anxiety for some believers. Perhaps it is because
our defense often consists only of a couple of
proof texts which are quickly challenged by
Jehovah’s Witnesses and others. Even worse, some
Christians themselves are troubled by passages that seem to
teach that Jesus is something less than God, that He is
inferior to the Father in some significant way. They are fine
with Jesus being the suffering servant, the Messiah who died
for our sins, but less sure of His role in creation or as a
member of the triune everlasting “I Am” of the 0ld Testament.
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Let’s look at the first line of evidence for the deity of
Christ, that Jesus deserves the honor that should only be
given to God. To honor someone is to acknowledge “their place
in the scheme of things—to speak about them and to behave
toward them in a manner appropriate to their status and
position.”{1} As creator of the universe God deserves the
highest level of honor and glory, since nothing can claim a
higher degree of status or position. As a result, the 0ld
Testament teaches that only God deserves the honor and glory
that is part of human worship and He will not share this honor
with anything else. In Isaiah 42 God declares that “I am the
LORD; that is my name! I will not give my glory to another or
my praise to idols” (Isaiah 42:8).

So how does Jesus fit into this picture? In John 5 Jesus
declares that the Father has entrusted judgment to the Son so
that “all may honor the Son just as they honor the Father.” He
adds that “He who does not honor the Son does not honor the
Father” (John 5:22, 23). Referring to his pre-existence with
the Father before creation, Jesus says, “And now, Father,
glorify me in your presence with the glory I had with you
before the world began” (John 17:5). In these passages, Jesus
is claiming the right to receive the same honor and glory due
to the Father; in effect, He is claiming to be God in the same



way that the Father is God.

Jesus Shares the Attributes of God

If Jesus is honored in the New Testament in a manner reserved
only for God, it follows that one who is given the honor and
glory reserved for God is also worthy of worship. So it’s not
surprising that the book of Hebrews tells us that Jesus is to
be worshipped by the angels or that in Matthew’'s Gospel the
apostles worshipped him when he came to them walking on water
(Hebrews 1:6; Matthew 14:33). Perhaps the most stirring image
of Jesus being worshipped is in Revelation where every
creature in heaven and on earth sing praises to the Father and
to the Lamb, giving them both honor and glory and reporting
that the four living creatures and the elders fell down and
worshipped Him (Revelation 5:13-14).

The New Testament also teaches that Jesus shares divine
attributes that only God possesses. When this claim is made,
Muslims, Jehovah’s Witnesses and others protest by pointing
out that Jesus exhibited the very human attributes of hunger,
fatigue, and pain. This valid observation does not conflict
with the traditional Christian teaching that Jesus possessed
two essential natures—one divine and one human. There 1is no
reason to assume that one set of attributes cancels out the
other. It should be added that although Jesus shares a divine
nature with the Father, He does not share the same properties
within the Godhead or trinity. The Father sent Jesus into the
world; Jesus died on the cross and assumed the role of our
permanent high priest.

Jesus clearly states in John 14 that to see him is to see the
Father; both are equally God (John 14:10). In Colossians, Paul
goes to great lengths to argue that all of God’s divine
attributes are present in Christ. He writes that Jesus is “the
image of the invisible God” and that “. . .God was pleased to
have all his fullness dwell in him (Colossians 1:15, 19). He
summarizes the same idea by adding that “in Christ all the



fullness of the Deity lives in bodily form” (Colossians 2:9).
The writer of Hebrews concurs in the opening paragraph of that
book, saying that “the Son is the radiance of God’s glory and
the exact representation of his being” (Hebrews 1:3).

Jesus shares the Father’s attribute of pre-existing the
created universe and His own physical incarnation. John’s
Gospel tells us that Jesus was with the Father in the
beginning when the universe was created, and Paul adds that
Jesus is before all things (John 1:1-3; Colossians 1:16-18).
In other words, Jesus has always existed and is unchanging. He
has been given all authority on heaven and earth (Matt.
28:18). He deserves the honor, praise, glory, and worship of
all creation.

Jesus Shares the Names Given to God

Those who question the deity of Christ complain that the New
Testament just doesn’t teach it, that it doesn’t come right
out and say that Jesus is God. Is this really the case?

The New Testament uses two key words for God: theos, the
general Greek word for deity, and kurios, usually translated
as “lord.” Theos 1is the word most often used to designate God
the Father and is also used a number of times in direct
reference to Jesus, especially in the Gospel of John. John
begins his book with the familiar proclamation that Jesus, the
Word, was with God (theos) in the beginning, and that the Word
(Jesus) was God (theos). Later in the chapter, John adds that
“No one has ever seen God, but God (theos) the One and Only,
who at the Father’s side, has made him known” (John 1:18).
Jesus, the Word, 1is described by John as being with God 1in
verse one, and at the Father’s side in verse eighteen, and in
both cases is given the title theos or God.

The Gospel John also contains the confession by Thomas that
Jesus 1is his Lord (kurios), and God (theos). John makes sure
that we understand that Thomas was talking about Jesus by



writing “Thomas said to Him,” that is, to Jesus, “’My Lord and
my God.'”

Paul uses theos in reference to Jesus a number of times. In
Romans 9:5 he describes Jesus as “Christ, who is God (theos)
over all.” And in Titus he writes that we are waiting for our
“blessed hope—the glorious appearing of our great God (theos)
and Savior, Jesus Christ (2:13)."” Peter portrays himself as a
servant of Christ who 1s writing to those through whom “the
righteousness of our God (theos) and Savior Jesus Christ have
received a faith as precious as ours (2 Peterl:1).”

All four gospels begin with John the Baptist’s ministry of
“preparing the way of the Lord” as fulfillment of Isaiah’s
prophecy in Isaiah 40:3. The prophet wrote, “In the desert
prepare the way for the LORD; make straight in the wilderness
a highway for our God.” The Hebrew word translated LORD in
this verse is the unspoken special word for God used by the
Jews consisting of four consonants called the tetragrammaton.
The New Testament Gospels are applying the word Lord to Jesus
in the same way that the 0ld Testament referred to Yahweh as
LORD.

Jesus Does the Deeds that Only God Can Do

It was universally recognized by the Jews of Jesus’ day that
“God created the heavens and the earth (Genesis 1:1; cf.
Isaiah 37:16).” So it might be surprising to some that the New
Testament also gives Jesus credit for creation. Paul teaches
in Colossians that Jesus created “all things.” To make sure
that no one misunderstands his point, he adds that “all
things” includes “things in heaven and on earth, visible and
invisible, whether thrones or powers or rulers or authorities;
all things were created by him and for him. He is before all
things, and in him all things hold together” (Colossians
1:16-17). Paul wanted to be clear: Jesus is the creator God of
the universe.
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While Jesus’ role in creation 1is enough to establish his
divine nature, He also exhibited supernatural divine power
during His ministry on earth. Unlike the 0ld Testament
prophets and New Testament apostles, Jesus did not have to
petition a higher power to heal or cast out demons. He had
inherent divine power to accomplish his will. Other than
giving thanks, Jesus did not pray before performing miracles.
In fact, the apostles reported that some demons obeyed them
only when they invoked Jesus’ name. There were a number of
occasions when Jesus realized that power had gone out from Him
even without His intention to heal (Luke 6:19; Mark 5:30; Luke
8:46).

Jesus not only healed and cast out demons, but also had direct
power over nature. When the disciples were frightened on a
boat, He “rebuked the winds and the waves, and it was
completely calm” (Matthew 8:26). When thousands were following
him without food, He fed them miraculously (Matthew 14:20-21).

The New Testament teaching that salvation is possible through
Jesus Christ alone would also have serious implications for
Jewish readers. The 0ld Testament teaches that God is the only
source of salvation. For instance, Psalm 62 teaches that “My
soul finds rest in God alone; my salvation comes from Him. He
alone is my rock and my salvation.” How then does one explain
the numerous references claiming Jesus to be the source of
salvation? Matthew points out that Mary will call her son
Jesus because he will save his people from their sins (Matthew
1:21). Jesus declares of himself that “God did not send his
Son into the world to condemn the world, but to save the world
through Him (Jn. 3:17).” There are also instances where Jesus
directly forgives the sins of individuals, thus attracting
hostile attention from the Jews (Luke 7:47-49; Mark 2:5-7).

The Psalmist writes that it is the Lord God “who will redeem
Israel from all its iniquities” and that “Salvation belongs to
the Lord.” John summarizes nicely when he writes, “Salvation
belongs to our God who is seated on the throne, and to the



Lamb!”

Jesus Has a Seat on God’s Throne

OQur last line of argument for the deity of Jesus Christ refers
to his claim to have a place on the very throne of God. From
this throne, Jesus rules over creation and will judge all of
humanity. He literally possesses all authority to rule.

Jesus made this claim clear during His questioning by the high
priest Caiaphas the night of his capture. Caiaphas asked him,
“Are you the Christ, the Son of the Blessed One?” (Mark 14:61)
If Jesus wasn’t God, this would have been a great opportunity
for Him to clear up any misconceptions. But instead of denying
His divinity, Jesus says “I am,” admitting to being God’s
unique Son, and goes on to say, “you will see the Son of Man
sitting at the right hand of the Mighty One and coming on the
clouds of heaven” (Mark 14:62). The high priest’s response was
dramatic; he tore his clothes and declared that those present
had heard blasphemy from the lips of Jesus. They understood
that Jesus was making a direct claim to being God, for only
God could sit on the throne of the mighty one.

In His response to the high priest, Jesus draws from a number
of 0ld Testament passages. The book of Daniel describes this
“Son of Man” as having an everlasting dominion that will never
be destroyed (Daniel 7:13-14). The passage adds that the Son
of Man has been given authority to rule over all people and
nations, and that men of every language will worship him. He
is also described as coming with the clouds of heaven, imagery
that is used a number of times in the 0ld Testament to
indicate divine presence. Exodus describes a pillar of cloud
that designated God’s proximity to the Jews, while the book of
Psalms and the prophet Isaiah both picture God riding on
clouds in the heavens (Psalm 104:3; Isaiah 19:1). The point
here is that Jesus is connecting Himself to this “Son of Man”
who will sit at the right hand of the Father, have everlasting
dominion and authority, and will be worshipped by all men.



This kind of language can only be used to describe God.

The New Testament makes it clear that there is nothing not
under the authority and power of Jesus. John writes that the
Father put all things under His power (John 13:3). Paul adds
that the Father seated Jesus at His right hand in the heavenly
realms, far above all rule and authority and power and
dominion and above every name that is named (Ephesians
1:20-21). Jesus sits on the judgment seat, He sent the Holy
Spirit, He forgives sinners, and 1is our perfect eternal high
priest (2 Corinthians 5:10; Acts 2:33; 7:59-60; Hebrews 7-10).

The New Testament provides multiple lines of evidence to make
the case that Jesus is God. The only question remaining 1is
whether or not we will worship him as a full member of the
triune Godhead, the only eternal, self-existing, creator God
of the universe.

Note

1. Robert M. Bowman and J. Ed Komoszewski, Putting Jesus In
His Place (Grand Rapids: Kregel, 2007), 31.
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Christ and the Human
Condition

Dr. Michael Gleghorn looks at how God has acted in Christ to
address those things which ail us most: sin, suffering, death,
and our broken relationship with God.
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Early in the book of Job, Eliphaz the Temanite
declares that “man is born for trouble, as sparks fly upward”
(5:7). Whether it’'s the trouble that befalls us as we’'re
simply minding our own business or the trouble we bring upon
others (or even ourselves), difficulties, sin, and suffering
seem to plague us wherever we turn. Just think for a moment
about some of the natural evils which afflict the human race.
This class of evils includes both natural disasters like
hurricanes, tsunamis, tornadoes, and earthquakes, and diseases
like cancer, leukemia, Alzheimer’s and ALS. While natural
evils are bad enough, they are only part of the problem. In
addition to these, we must also consider all the moral evils
which human beings commit against God, one another, and
themselves. This second class of evils includes things like
hatred, blasphemy, murder, rape, child abuse, terrorism, and
suicide. Taken together, the scope and magnitude of human sin
and suffering in the world are truly mind-boggling. What does
God have to say about issues such as these? Even better, what
(if anything) has He done about them?

The Christian philosopher Alvin Plantinga has written

As the Christian sees things, God does not stand idly by,
cooly observing the suffering of His creatures. He enters
into and shares our suffering. He endures the anguish of
seeing his son, the second person of the Trinity, consigned
to the bitterly cruel and shameful death of the cross. Some
theologians claim that God cannot suffer. I believe they are
wrong. God’'s capacity for suffering, I believe, 1is
proportional to his greatness; it exceeds our capacity for
suffering in the same measure as his capacity for knowledge
exceeds ours. Christ was prepared to endure the agonies of
hell itself; and God, the Lord of the universe, was prepared
to endure the suffering consequent upon his son’s
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humiliation and death. He was prepared to accept this
suffering in order to overcome sin, and death, and the evils
that afflict our world, and to confer on us a life more
glorious than we can imagine.{1l}

According to Plantinga, then, God has acted, and acted
decisively through His Son, to address those things which ail
us most-—sin, suffering, death, and our broken relationship
with God. In what follows, we will briefly examine each of
these ailments. More importantly, however, we will also see
how God has acted in Christ to heal our bleak condition,
thereby giving us encouragement, strength and hope, both now
and forevermore.

Moral Evil

When Adam and Eve first sinned in the garden (Gen. 3:6), they
could hardly have imagined all the tragic consequences that
would follow this single act of disobedience. Through this
act, sin and death entered the world and the human condition
was radically altered (Rom. 5:12-19). Human nature had become
defiled with sin and this sinful nature was bequeathed to all
mankind. The human race was now morally corrupt, alienated
from God and one another, subject to physical death, and under
the wrath of God. The entire creation, originally pronounced
“very good” by God (Gen. 1:31), was negatively affected by
this first act of rebellion. Like the ripples that radiate
outward when a stone is thrown into a calm body of water, the
consequences of that first sin have rippled through history,
bringing evil, pain, and suffering in their wake. As the
Christian philosopher William Lane Craig has noted, “The
terrible human evils in the world are testimony to man’s
depravity in his state of spiritual alienation from God."”{2}
Indeed, we are so hopelessly entangled in this web of sin and
disobedience that we cannot possibly extricate ourselves.
This, according to the Bible, is the sorry plight in which all
men naturally find themselves.



Fortunately for us, however, God has acted to free us from our
enslavement to sin, to disentangle us from the web that holds
us captive, and to reconcile us to Himself. He did this by
sending His Son to so thoroughly identify with us in our
painful predicament that He actually became one of us. By
identifying Himself with sinners who were under the wrath of
God, He was able to take our sins upon Himself and endure
God’s wrath in our place, so that we might be reconciled to
God by placing our trust in Him. The apostle Paul put it this
way: God made Christ “who knew no sin to be sin on our behalf,
that we might become the righteousness of God in Him” (2 Cor.
5:21).

In the 0ld Testament book of Deuteronomy, we’'re told that
anyone hanged on a tree because of their sins is “accursed of
God” (21:23). In the New Testament, Paul picks up on this idea
and says that through His substitutionary death on the cross,
Christ became “a curse for us” (Gal. 3:13). We should not lose
sight of the significance of these words. By identifying
Himself with the guilty human race, and becoming a curse for
us, He has opened the way for us to be freed from our sins and
reconciled to God as we are identified with Him through faith.
This 1is just one of the ways in which Christ has met the
desperate needs of the human condition.

Natural Evil

Another reason why we suffer arises from what philosophers and
theologians call natural evil. Natural evil refers to all the
causes of human pain and suffering which are not brought about
by morally-responsible agents. This would include the pain and
suffering arising from natural disasters like earthquakes,
famines, and storms, as well as diseases like cancer and ALS.

Now the question I want to pose is this: Is there a sense in
which Christ is also a solution to the problem of natural
evil? And if so, then how should we understand this? When we



examine the life and ministry of Jesus as it’s recorded in the
Gospels, we can hardly help but be struck by the number of
miracles He performs. He walks on water, calms raging storms,
feeds thousands of people with a few loaves and fish, cleanses
lepers, heals the sick, restores sight to the blind, and even
raises the dead! Although some might demur at all these
accounts of miracles, Craig has noted that “the miracle
stories are so widely represented in all strata of the Gospel
traditions that it would be fatuous to regard them as not
rooted in the life of Jesus.”{3}

So what is the significance of Jesus’ miracles? According to
New Testament scholar Ben Witherington, Jesus’ miracles show
him to be God’s special agent of blessing, healing,
liberation, and salvation, as well as the “one who brings
about the conditions associated with the final . . . dominion
of God.”{4} Since the kingdom of God is portrayed in Scripture
as a reign of peace, prosperity, health, well-being and
blessing, Jesus’ miracles of healing, as well as his
demonstrations of power over nature, indicate that He 1is
indeed capable of ushering in such a wonderful kingdom.{5} And
if Jesus has the power to bring in an era of health and well-
being, both for our physical bodies and for the physical
universe, and if he in fact will do so, then he clearly
provides a solution to the problem of natural evil.
Ultimately, in the new heaven and new earth, which God will
give to those who love Him, we are promised that there “will
be no more death or mourning or crying or pain, for the old
order of things has passed away” (Rev. 21:4).

Physical Death

The apostle Paul, in his first letter to the Corinthians,
described death as an “enemy” (1 Cor. 15:26). People fear
death for any number of reasons. Some fear that the process of
dying will be painful. Others dread the thought of leaving
behind the ones they love. Some may fear that death is simply



the end, that whatever joys and pleasures this life holds,
death takes them away forever. But others may fear that there
i1s an afterlife and worry that things may not go well for them
there. For many people, however, death is feared as the great
unknown.{6} Friends and relatives die and we never see or hear
from them again. For these people, death is like the ultimate
black-hole, from which nothing and no one can ever escape.

But according to the Bible, Christ did escape the snares of
death, and in doing so He dealt our mortal enemy a mortal blow
of his own. I said that Paul describes death as an “enemy,”
but this is simply to inform us of the fact that our enemy has
been conquered by Christ. “The last enemy that will be
abolished,” he writes, “is death” (1 Cor. 15:26). But how has
Christ conquered this enemy? And how does His victory help us?

Christ conquered death through his resurrection from the dead
and all who put their trust in Him can share in his victory.
Pastor Erwin Lutzer has written:

Thus the resurrection of Jesus 1is the cornerstone of the
Christian faith. Standing at the empty tomb, we are assured
of the triumph of Jesus on the Cross; we are also assured
that He has conquered our most fearsome enemy. Yes, death
can still terrify us, but the more we know about Jesus, the
more its power fades.{7}

Consider the 1life and death of the great Reformation
theologian Martin Luther. As a young Augustinian monk, Luther
struggled with a very sensitive conscience and a terrible fear
of death. But once he understood the gospel and placed his
trust in Christ, his fear gradually began to fade. By the time
he died, his fear was gone. It’'’s reported that on his
deathbed, he recited some promises from the Bible, commended
his spirit to God, and quietly breathed his last.{8} Believing
that Christ had conquered death and given him eternal life, he
was able to die at peace and without any fear. And this is the
hope of all who trust in Christ!



The Weight of Glory

Christian theologians sometimes describe the knowledge of God
as “an incommensurable good.”{9} By this they mean that
knowing God in an intimate, personal way is quite literally
the greatest good that any created being can experience. It 1is
an “incommensurable” or “immeasurable” good—-a good so great
that it surpasses our ability even to comprehend. The apostle
Paul once prayed that the Ephesians might “know the love of
Christ which surpasses knowledge” (Eph. 3:19). He understood
that “intimate relationship with God . . . is incommensurately
good-for created persons.”{10}

Of course, this doesn’t mean that one who is intimately
related to God will never experience any of the trials and
difficulties of life. In fact, it’'s possible that such a
person will actually experience more trials and difficulties
than would have been the case had they not been intimately
related to God! Knowing the love of Christ doesn’t make one
immune to suffering. It does, however, provide indescribable
comfort while going through it (see 2 Cor. 1:3-5).

The apostle Paul understood this quite well. In his second
letter to the Corinthians, he described himself as a servant
of God who had suffered afflictions, hardships, beatings,
imprisonments, labors, sleeplessness, and hunger (2 Cor.
6:4-5). In spite of this, however, he did not lose heart. He
famously wrote that “momentary, light affliction is producing
for us an eternal weight of glory far beyond all comparison”
(2 Cor. 4:17).

But how could Paul describe his sufferings as just a
“momentary, light affliction”? Because, says Craig, he had an
eternal perspective. “He understood that the length of this
life, being finite, is literally infinitesimal in comparison
with the eternal life we shall spend with God.”{11}

The greatest hunger of the human heart is to know and



experience the love and acceptance of God and to enjoy Him
forever. In his magnificent sermon “The Weight of Glory,” C.S.
Lewis wrote, “In the end that Face which is the delight or .
. terror of the universe must be turned upon each of us either
with one expression or . . . the other, either conferring
glory inexpressible or inflicting shame that can never be
disqguised.”{12} Incredibly, just as Christ has dealt with
the problems of sin, suffering, and death, He has also acted
decisively to reconcile us to God. Through faith in him,
anyone who wants can eventually experience “an eternal weight
of glory far beyond all comparison” (2 Cor. 4:17).
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Probe Religious Views Study
2020 — Do Christians Believe
in Christ as the Only Savior
of the World?

Steve Cable explores the results of Probe’s new 2020 survey,
examining what people believe about Jesus in His time on
earth, and His claim to be the only way to the Father.

Our 2020 survey reveals a striking decline in evangelical
religious beliefs and practices over the last ten years. In
our first article, we saw a significant degradation in the
percentage of American young adults who are born again{l} and
profess a biblically informed worldview{2}. Perhaps a biblical
worldview, as defined by the set of questions we used, is not
an accurate gauge of an orthodox Christian belief.

In this article, we will look at several other areas designed
to identify those people who closely align their thoughts with
the teaching of the Bible. We will look at two areas of belief
for all American young adults and for Born Again Protestants
in greater detail:

1. Do you believe in some critical aspects of Jesus Christ
and His time on earth?

2. Do you believe that Jesus was right in saying “No one
comes to the Father except by Me”?

We will look at these two areas alone and then see how those
with a biblical worldview align with these questions.
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Topic 1: What About Jesus and His Time on
Earth?

In our survey, we asked three questions specifically about
Jesus. The first question was about what caused Jesus to die
on a cross as given below.

1. Why did Jesus die on a cross?

a. He threatened the Roman authorities’ control over Israel.
b. He threatened the stature of the Jewish leaders of the
day.

c. To redeem us by taking our sins and our punishment upon
Himself.

d. He never died on a cross.

e. He failed in his mission to convert the Jewish people
into believers.

f. I don’t know.

The responses for ages 18 Figure 1 Why Did Jesus Die on a Cross?
1 . Americans oges 18 through 39
through 39 are shown in Figure siilichiaii ool
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1 As shown, Born Again . m =
Protestants have a far greater . al B
percentage, over 85%, stating san

that Jesus was crucified to = I I
purchase our redemption. One g TR L I s T L
would suspect that all e il Ml oot

Protestant and Catholic leaders

would want their people to know that Jesus’ death on the cross
was for their redemption. Yet, less than two thirds of each
group selected that answer. Note that the answer to this
question did not say that salvation was through grace alone.
So even those with a works-based gospel should still select
that answer.

A fair number of Other Protestants and Catholics (about 20% of
each group) said that either the Jewish leaders or the Romans
caused Jesus’ death on the cross. But any Christian should



realize that Jesus had to choose crucifixion. Prior attempts
by authoritative groups demonstrated that they could not lay a
hand on him otherwise.

Interestingly, about 40% of Other Religions and 30% of the
Unaffiliated say Jesus died to redeem us. They understand this
is what Christians say about Jesus’ crucifixion. It 1is the
best answer for them because it doesn’t say that Jesus’ death
actually worked to redeem us, only that He did

it to redeem us. Also note that roughly one third of the Other
Religion category is made up of people who affiliate with
Christian cults, e.g. Mormons and Jehovah’s Witnesses.

The second question is:

2. Jesus will return to this earth to save those who await His
coming.

a. Answers ranging from Strongly Agree to Strongly Disagree.

This question is almost a quote of Hebrews 9:27-28 ESV, “And
just as it is appointed for man to die once, and after that
comes judgement, so Christ, having been offered once to bear
the sins of many, will appear a second time, not to deal with
sin but to save those who are eagerly waiting for him.” As you
can see, this verse answers question 1 and question 2. The
apostle Paul writing in 1 Thessalonians 4:16 says, “For the
Lord himself will come down from heaven with a shout of
command, with the voice of the archangel, and with the trumpet
of God, and the dead in Christ will rise first.” He makes it
clear that the Lord Jesus will return to the earth to call us
to Himself.



Figure 2 Jesus Will Return to Save Us The results for this question
i follow a similar pattern to

those for the first question

above with a little less surety

. shown among Christians. As
I l shown, just over two thirds of

: I [ Born Again Protestants strongly
ol e agree that Jesus will return to

save. Meaning that almost one
third of them are not absolutely sure of Jesus’ return.

For other Christian groups, only about one third of them
strongly agree with this statement. Almost one third say they
Disagree or Don’t Know about this statement.

Once again, over half of those affiliated with Other Religions
affirm what they believe to be taught by the Christian
religion. At the same time, the Unaffiliated continue to show
that very few of them affirm any Christian beliefs.

The third question (also used for determining a Basic Biblical
Worldview) is:

3. When He lived on earth, Jesus committed sins like other
people.

a. Answers ranging from Agree Strongly to Disagree Strongly

The Bible clearly states that Jesus lived a sinless life. For
example, Hebrews 4:15 ESV states, “For we do not have a high
priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but
one who in every respect has been tempted as we are, yet
without sin.” And again in 2 Corinthians 5:21, “God made the
one who did not know sin to be sin for us so that in Him we
would become the righteousness of God.“ As indicated in this
verse, God laid our sins upon Jesus in His earthly death.
Jesus did not sin but He carried our sins to the cross and the
grave to redeem us. If Jesus were a sinner like you and me,
His death would have been for His own sin rather than for the



sins of the world.

Figure 3 Jesus Committed Sins Like Other People Young adult American beliefs
dlaliuds el about this statement follow a
similar pattern as the first two
questions. Once again, about one
third of Born Again Protestants
either Don’t Know or Agree with
. . . = this statement. Having this
i e large a number of Born Again
Protestants who don’t accept a

primary belief of Biblical Christianity is disappointing.

However, four out of five respondents who affiliated with
Other Protestant or Catholic beliefs do not strongly believe
that Jesus lived a sinless life. The Unaffiliated group
continues to show their aversion to accepting any Christian
religious doctrines.

Accepting a Doctrinally Consistent Set of Beliefs

What happens when we look at how Figure 4 A Biblical Position on Jesus Christ
many Born Again Protestants take
a biblically consistent view on
all three of these questions? =
Consider the results shown 1in

Figure 4. First, we see that l .
y 0 u n g a d u -L t B 0 r n A g a i n = BA Proteant OCher Protestant [#]ig = I i.ll! Ralhgion l.:l‘ll'-llul.'
Protestants drop from about two 183 303 w40

thirds for the individual

questions down to about one half when looking at all three
questions. It appears that about one half of those categorized
as Born Again Protestants are trusting Jesus to save them but
do not have a good understanding of biblical teaching on
Jesus.

As you can see, all other religious groups drop to around one
in ten or less with a good understanding of Jesus. The



Unaffiliated drop to a level that is basically zero. In toto,
about one out of six Americans age 55 and under have an
understanding of who Jesus really is 1in these three
fundamental areas.

Does Having a Basic Biblical Worldview Equate to Having a
Biblical Understanding of Jesus?

For most people it does. Approximately 90% of people with a
Basic Biblical Worldview have a biblical understanding of
Jesus, i.e. answer the three Jesus questions from a biblical
perspective. This finding (especially if true across other
questions where many Born Again Christians ascribe to an
unbiblical viewpoint) is important because the four simple
questions which define a Basic Biblical Worldview identifies a
set of people who also take a biblical view of Jesus’ purpose.

Topic 2: Are there multiple ways to
heaven?

Pluralism is the belief that there are multiple ways to obtain
a right relationship with God, including most if not all world
religions. The Bible is very clear on how people can be
reconciled to God and obtain eternal life. First, we cannot
receive it through our own efforts at righteous living. This
truth is addressed throughout the New Testament including
Romans 3:23, “For there is no distinction, for all have sinned
and fall short of the glory of God.” And Titus 3:5, “He saved
us not by works of righteousness that we have done but on the
basis of his mercy . "

Second, we cannot receive it by placing our faith in some
other person or deity. If we try, we are still weighed down by
our sin, and that other person or deity has no standing before
the living God. Even an angel of the living God has no
standing on which to intercede for our salvation as we

see in Hebrews 2:5, “For He did not put the world to come,
about which we have been speaking, under the control of



angels.”

The only way God could redeem us was through the sacrifice of
Jesus, fully God and fully man. As Romans goes on to say 1n
3:24, “But they are justified freely by His grace through the
redemption that is in Christ Jesus.” And Titus 3:5 continues,
“[Tlhrough the washing of the new birth and

the renewing of the Holy Spirit, whom he poured out on us in
full measure through Jesus Christ our savior.”

Jesus clearly stated, “No one comes to the Father except
through me.” The high price of degradation and suffering paid
through Jesus’ 1life and death excludes the possibility of
Jesus being just one of several options offered by God.

What do Americans believe about multiple ways to heaven? And,
especially what do Born Again Christians believe? To determine
who was a pluralist, we asked what the respondents thought
about the following two statements:

1. Muhammad, Buddha and Jesus all taught valid ways to God.
Answers from Disagree Strongly to Agree Strongly

2. I believe that the only way to a true relationship with
God is through Jesus Christ. Answers from Disagree Strongly
to Agree Strongly

Who Believes in Multiple Ways to God

First 1let’s 1look at just  riguresMuhammad, Buddha and Jesus are All Valid Ways
question number one across the i s
various religious groups,
looking for the answer Disagree
strongly as shown in Figure
5{3}. If someone disagrees with ~ W "(! _ !W" - !,.
this statement, they could be a .. e i
Christian or a Muslim or a

Buddhist, etc. The first thing you may notice is that all
religious groups other than Born Again Christian all



congregate around 5% to 15%. So, for all these groups, around
one in ten people take a strong non-pluralistic view. Or
turning it around, about 9 out of 10 of them are pluralists.

The real shocker jumping from this page is that over 60% of
Born Again Christians are also pluralists. Apparently, a
majority of Born Again Christians are ignorant about the basic
teachings of their faith. Also, it 1is interesting and
disturbing that the percentage of Born Again Christians who
are not pluralistic is almost flat across the ages from 18 to
55. A strong majority of Born Again Christians are pluralists
across that entire age range.

Who Believes Jesus is the Only Way

Now to narrow the question even further, we could have stated
“Only Jesus taught valid ways to God.” The percentage of
people strongly agreeing with this statement should be a
subset of the people who disagreed strongly with the question
above, “Muhammad, Buddha and Jesus all taught valid ways to
God.”

Instead, we asked this second Figure 6esusis the Only Way to o True Relationship with God
question in a slightly different
way but with the same intent: “I
believe that the only way to a

true relationship with God 1is »

through Jesus Christ.” We = I I -
thought that this question would e e e L e e
be W1E-2% an-35 a0 - 55

equivalent to the first one in
the prior paragraph. But as we will see, people’s brains allow
them to give answers that contradict each other.

Comparing this chart with the prior one, we see that Born
Again Christians are at least 25 percentage points higher for
this second question. And, the other Christian religious
groups are higher by about 25 percentage points as well. And



even Other Religions are up by over ten percentage points.
Only the Unaffiliated drop from the first question to the
second, dropping by almost half from ten percentage points
down to about five percentage points.

An Inconsistent Worldview Among Many Born Again Christians

The results outlined above are disconcerting in that if the
answers to the two questions were consistent, we would see
Figure 6 reporting lower numbers than Figure 5 which 1is
clearly not the case. Logically, one could say that Mohammad,
Buddha, and Jesus are not all valid ways to God while still
saying that Jesus is not the only way to God. You could
believe, for example, that Buddha is the only one who taught a
valid way to God. But, if you say that Jesus is the only way
to a true relationship with God, then it follows that you
believe that Mohammad, Buddha, and Jesus cannot all be valid
ways to God.
Figure 7 What Born Again Christians Who Say Jesusisthe only — HOwever, the survey respondents
Teaching Vit waye toced A chow us that one does not have
e to give answers which logically
support one another. Even 1if
some of the respondents misread
. l I the statement, the difference
o between the two is great enough
: ' that it is safe to assume that
the results are not primarily

attributable to misreading.

In Figure 7, we look at what the Born Again Christians who
stated that Jesus is the only way to a true relationship with
God said when responding to the question about Mohammad,
Buddha and Jesus. First note that the total height of each
column is the same as the Born Again Christian columns 1in
Figure 6. As shown, almost half of each column represents
those who did not strongly disagree with the pluralistic view.
For the youngest adults, that upper portion is about evenly



split between those who Don’t Know and those who Agree or
Strongly Agree that the three men taught valid ways to God.
For those ages 40 through 55, we see that a significantly
higher percentage affirm that all three men taught valid ways
to God.

Based on these results, about one third of Born Again
Christians appear to have a consistent biblical view toward
pluralism. Another third appear to be totally in line with the
pluralist position. The last third are those who want to say
that Jesus is the only true path to God AND that Mohammad and
Buddha also taught valid ways to God. In church, they may say
that Jesus in the only way, but out in the world they act as
if Muslims and Buddhists don’t need to know this critical
truth. These individuals have an incoherent worldview.

Changes over the Last Decade

How have the statistics on Born  Figure 8 Born Again Christians Who Are Not Pluralists
Again Christians and pluralism i o el

changed from 2010 to 20207 As
shown in the figure, we see a
significant drop in the percent

Br%

255 A
of BACs who are not pluralists.
Those age 18 to 29 drop by 25% ™ Ba%
(from 45% to 34% of all BACs) I hhﬁ““t
and those age 30 to 39 drop by = o e s e J!fm
31% (from 51% to 35% of all .
BACs) .

Of course, we need to remember that the percentage of BACs in
the population has dropped as well. So, when we look at the
percentage of Born Again Christians who are definitely not
pluralists in our country the drop off is greater. As shown
the number of those age 30 to 39 drops from 17% in 2010 to
less than half of that number at 8% in 2020 (a drop of 54%).

Over the last decade, Born Again Christians in America have



continued to grow in the number who are pluralists.

Figure 9 Born Again Christians with a Basic What about that smaller subset

of people who have a Basic

Biblical Worldview? Do a
7% majority of them also have a
pluralistic worldview? The
answer 1is no. As shown, between
i 75% and 85% of them are not
% pluralists.

18 -29 a0 - 33 a0 = 3%

100%

0%

This result 1is not a surprise since the Basic Biblical
Worldview questions do not align well with a pluralistic view.
However, the result that about one in four of Born Again
Christians with a Basic Biblical Worldview appear to be
pluralists 1is unsettling.

Countering the Negative Slide

If you are reading this, you may want to do something to help
reverse this trend among Born Again Christians to
misunderstand who Jesus is and His unique ability to redeem us
and restore into a relationship with our Creator. Here a
several suggestions that can help in this reversal.

Faithful prayer. Daily pray for the lost and against the
forces of darkness so visibly arrayed against them. Pray for
the saved, that they may take up the true gospel and cling to
the eternal truth of Jesus.

Preach, teach and speak OFTEN about the events of the cross
and the tomb.

 Explain that only someone perfectly sinless could
undertake the task of reconciling us before a holy God. Make
sure they understand that “God made him who knew no sin to
be sin on our behalf in order that we may become the
righteousness of God in him.” 2 Corinthians 5:21



e Explain that only God, in the person of Jesus Christ,
could be that sinless sacrifice. God had to undergo the pain
and suffering of separating Himself from His Son on the
cross. “Though he existed in the form of God, he did not
regard equality with God as something to be grasped, but
emptied himself by taking on the form of a slave, by looking
like other men, and by sharing in human nature. He humbled
himself by becoming obedient to the point of
death—even death on a cross!” Philippians 2:6-8

e Explain that the cost was so high, no other way to God is
possible for sinful man. No one can come to the Father
except through the Son and anyone may come through Him. “God
desires all men to be saved and to come to the knowledge of
the truth. For there is one God and one intermediary between
God and humanity, Christ Jesus, himself human, who gave
himself as a ransom for all, revealing God’'s purpose at his
appointed time.” 1 Timothy 2:4-6

e Explain that Jesus’ return is delayed only by the loving
patience of God who is waiting for all to come to Jesus who
will. “The Lord is not slow concerning his promise, as some
regard slowness, but is being patient toward you because he
does not wish for any to perish but for all to come to
repentance.” 2 Peter 3:9

e Explain that accepting pluralism will not automatically
get your non-Christian friends into heaven. Only the truth
of Christ presented to them by willing lips has the power to
change their eternal destiny. If you care about them, you
will share with them.

It is critical that every teenager, young adult, and older
adult who crosses our path needs to have these truths
reiterated for them. Use different techniques and different
word pictures as you strive by the power of the Holy Spirit to
continually make this message clear. We know God desires to
work in their life.



Notes

1. A Born Again person in our survey results is someone who 1)
has made a personal commitment to Jesus Christ that is still
important in their life today and 2) when asked what will
happen to you after you die, they answer I will go to heaven
because I confessed my sins and accepted Jesus Christ as my
savior.

2. See our first article: Introducing Probe’s New Survey:
Religious Views and Practices 2020 for a description of the
biblical worldview questions used.

3. Born Again Christians include Catholics who answered the
born again questions to allow comparison with the 2010 survey,
but in the Catholic category we include all Catholics
including those who are born again. About 20% of Catholics
affirm the two born again questions.

The Resurrection: Fact or
Fiction? — A Real Historical
Event

Dr. Pat Zukeran presents strong evidence discounting the most
common theories given against a historical resurrection. The
biblical account and other evidence clearly discount these
attempts to cast doubt on the resurrection. Any strong
apologetic argument 1is anchored on the reality of the
resurrection of Jesus Christ as an historical event.

Introduction

The most significant event in history is the Resurrection of
Jesus Christ. It is the strongest evidence that Jesus is the
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Son of God. This event gives men and women the sure hope of
eternal life a hope that not only gives us joy as we look to
the future but also provides us with powerful reasons to live
today.

Throughout the centuries, however, there have been scholars
who have attempted to deny the account of the Resurrection.
Our schools are filled with history books which give
alternative explanations for the Resurrection or in some
cases, fail even to mention this unique event.

In this essay we will take a look at the evidence for the
Resurrection and see if this event is historical fact or
fiction. But, first, we must establish the fact that Jesus
Christ was a historical figure and not a legend. There are
several highly accurate historical documents that attest to
Jesus. First, let’s look at the four Gospels themselves. The
authors Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John recorded very specific
facts of the events surrounding the life of Jesus, and
archaeology has verified the accuracy of the New Testament.
Hundreds of facts such as the names of officials, geographical
sites, financial currencies, and times of events have been
confirmed. Sir William Ramsay, one of the greatest geographers
of the 19th century, became firmly convinced of the accuracy
of the New Testament as a result of the overwhelming evidence
he discovered during his research. As a result, he completely
reversed his antagonism against Christianity.

The textual evidence decisively shows that the Gospels were
written and circulated during the lifetime of those who
witnessed the events. Since there are so many specific names
and places mentioned, eyewitnesses could have easily
discredited the writings. The New Testament would have never
survived had the facts been inaccurate. These facts indicate
that the Gospels are historically reliable and show Jesus to
be a historical figure. For more information on the accuracy
of the Bible, see the essay from Probe entitled Authority of
the Bible.
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Another document that supports the historicity of Jesus is the
work of Josephus, a potentially hostile Jewish historian. He
recorded Antiquities, a history of the Jews, for the Romans
during the lifetime of Jesus. He wrote, “Now there was about
that time Jesus, a wise man, if it be lawful to call him a
man.” (1) Josephus goes on to relate other specific details
about Jesus’ life and death that correspond with the New
Testament. Roman historians such as Suetonius, Tacitus, and
Pliny the Younger also refer to Jesus as a historically real
individual.

Skeptics often challenge Christians to prove the Resurrection
scientifically. We must understand, the scientific method 1is
based on showing that something is fact by repeated
observations of the object or event. Therefore, the method 1is
limited to repeatable events or observable objects. Historical
events cannot be repeated. For example, can we repeatedly
observe the creation of our solar system? The obvious answer
is no, but that does not mean the creation of the solar system
did not happen.

In proving a historical event like the Resurrection, we must
look at the historical evidence. Thus far in our discussion we
have shown that belief in the historical Jesus of the New
Testament is certainly reasonable and that the scientific
method cannot be applied to proving a historical event. For
the reminder of this essay, we will examine the historical
facts concerning the Resurrection and see what the evidence
reveals.

Examining the Evidence

Three facts must be reckoned with when investigating the
Resurrection: the empty tomb, the transformation of the
Apostles, and the preaching of the Resurrection originating in
Jerusalem.

Let us first examine the case of the empty tomb. Jesus was a



well-known figure in Israel. His burial site was known by many
people. In fact Matthew records the exact location of Jesus’
tomb. He states, “And Joseph of Arimathea took the body and
wrapped it in a clean linen cloth and laid it in his own new
tomb” (Matt. 27:59). Mark asserts that Joseph was “a prominent
member of the Council” (Mark 15:43).

It would have been destructive for the writers to invent a man
of such prominence, name him specifically, and designate the
tomb site, since eyewitnesses would have easily discredited
the author’s fallacious claims.

Jewish and Roman sources both testify to an empty tomb.
Matthew 28:12 13 specifically states that the chief priests
invented the story that the disciples stole the body. There
would be no need for this fabrication if the tomb had not been
empty. Opponents of the Resurrection must account for this. If
the tomb had not been empty, the preaching of the Apostles
would not have lasted one day. All the Jewish authorities
needed to do to put an end to Christianity was to produce the
body of Jesus.

Along with the empty tomb is the fact that the corpse of Jesus
was never found. Not one historical record from the first or
second century is written attacking the factuality of the
empty tomb or claiming discovery of the corpse. Tom Anderson,
former president of the California Trial Lawyers Association
states,

Let’s assume that the written accounts of His appearances to
hundreds of people are false. I want to pose a question.
With an event so well publicized, don’t you think that it’s
reasonable that one historian, one eye witness, one
antagonist would record for all time that he had seen
Christ’s body? . . . The silence of history is deafening
when it comes to the testimony against the resurrection. (2)

Second, we have the changed lives of the Apostles. It 1is



recorded in the Gospels that while Jesus was on trial, the
Apostles deserted Him in fear. Yet 10 out of the 11 Apostles
died as martyrs believing Christ rose from the dead. What
accounts for their transformation into men willing to die for
their message? It must have been a very compelling event to
account for this.

Third, the Apostles began preaching the Resurrection in
Jerusalem. This is significant since this is the very city in
which Jesus was crucified. This was the most hostile city in
which to preach. Furthermore, all the evidence was there for
everyone to investigate. Legends take root in foreign lands or
centuries after the event. Discrediting such 1legends 1is
difficult since the facts are hard to verify. However, in this
case the preaching occurs in the city of the event immediately
after it occurred. Every possible fact could have been
investigated thoroughly.

Anyone studying the Resurrection must somehow explain these
three facts.

Five Common Explanations

Over the years five explanations have been used to argue
against the Resurrection. We will examine these explanations
to see whether they are valid.

The Wrong Tomb Theory

Proponents of this first argument state that according to the
Gospel accounts, the women visited the grave early in the
morning while it was dark. Due to their emotional condition
and the darkness, they visited the wrong tomb. Overjoyed to
see that it was empty, they rushed back to tell the disciples
Jesus had risen. The disciples in turn ran into Jerusalem to
proclaim the Resurrection.

There are several major flaws with this explanation. First, it
is extremely doubtful that the Apostles would not have



corrected the women’s error. The Gospel of John gives a very
detailed account of them doing just that. Second, the tomb
site was known not only by the followers of Christ but also by
their opponents. The Gospels make it clear the body was buried
in the tomb of Joseph of Arimathea, a member of the Jewish
council. If the body still remained in the tomb while the
Apostles began preaching, the authorities simply would have to
go to the right tomb, produce the body, and march it down the
streets. This would have ended the Christian faith once and
for all. Remember, the preaching of the Resurrection began in
Jerusalem, fifteen minutes away from the crucifixion site and
the tomb. These factors make this theory extremely weak.

The Hallucination Theory

This second theory holds that the Resurrection of Christ just
occurred in the minds’ of the disciples. Dr. William McNeil
articulates this position in his book, A World History. He
writes,

The Roman authorities in Jerusalem arrested and crucified
Jesus. . . . But soon afterwards the dispirited Apostles
gathered in an upstairs room’ and suddenly felt again the
heartwarming presence of their master. This seemed
absolutely convincing evidence that Jesus’ death on the
cross had not been the end but the beginning. . . . The
Apostles bubbled over with excitement and tried to explain
to all who would listen all that had happened. (3)

This position is unrealistic for several reasons. In order for
hallucinations of this type to occur, psychiatrists agree that
several conditions must exist. However, this situation was not
conducive for hallucinations. Here are several reasons.
Hallucinations generally occur to people who are imaginative
and of a nervous make up. However, the appearances of Jesus
occurred to a variety of people. Hallucinations are subjective
and individual. No two people have the same experience. In
this case, over five hundred people (Corinthians 15) have the



same account. Hallucinations occur only at particular times
and places and are associated with the events. The
Resurrection appearances occur in many different environments
and at different times. Finally, hallucinations of this nature
occur to those who intensely want to believe. However, several
such as Thomas and James, the half brother of Jesus were
hostile to the news of the Resurrection.

If some continue to argue for this position, they still must
account for the empty tomb. If the Apostles dreamed up the
Resurrection at their preaching, all the authorities needed to
do was produce the body and that would have ended the
Apostles’ dream. These facts make these two theories extremely
unlikely.

The Swoon Theory

A third theory espouses that Jesus never died on the cross but
merely passed out and was mistakenly considered dead. After
three days He revived, exited the tomb, and appeared to His
disciples who believed He had risen from the dead. This theory
was developed in the early nineteenth century, but today it
has been completely given up for several reasons.

First, it is a physical impossibility that Jesus could have
survived the tortures of the crucifixion. Second, the soldiers
who crucified Jesus were experts in executing this type of
death penalty. Furthermore, they took several precautions to
make sure He was actually dead. They thrust a spear in His
side. When blood and water come out separately, this indicates
the blood cells had begun to separate from the plasma which
will only happen when the blood stops circulating. Upon
deciding to break the legs of the criminals (in order to speed
up the process of dying), they carefully examined the body of
Jesus and found that He was already dead.

After being taken down from the cross, Jesus was covered with
eighty pounds of spices and embalmed. It is unreasonable to



believe that after three days with no food or water, Jesus
would revive. Even harder to believe is that Jesus could roll
a two-ton stone up an incline, overpower the guards, and then
walk several miles to Emmaeus. Even if Jesus had done this,
His appearing to the disciples half-dead and desperately in
need of medical attention would not have prompted their
worship of Him as God.

In the 19th century, David F. Strauss, an opponent of
Christianity, put an end to any hope in this theory. Although
he did not believe in the Resurrection, he concluded this to
be a very outlandish theory. He stated,

It is impossible that a being who had stolen half-dead out
of the sepulchre, who crept about weak and ill, wanting
medical treatment, who required bandaging, strengthening,
and indulgence, and who still at last yielded to his
sufferings, could have given the disciples the impression
that he was a Conqueror over death and the grave, the Prince
of life, an impression that would lay at the bottom of their
future ministry. (4)

The Stolen Body Theory

This fourth argument holds that Jewish and Roman authorities
stole the body or moved it for safekeeping. It 1is
inconceivable to think this a possibility. If they had the
body, why did they need to accuse the disciples of stealing
it? (Matt. 28:11 15). In Acts 4, the Jewish authorities were
angered and did everything they could to prevent the spread of
Christianity. Why would the disciples deceive their own people
into believing in a false Messiah when they knew that this
deception would mean the deaths of hundreds of their believing
friends? If they really knew where the body was, they could
have exposed it and ended the faith that caused them so much
trouble and embarrassment. Throughout the preaching of the
Apostles, the authorities never attempted to refute the
Resurrection by producing a body. This theory has little



merit.
The Soldiers Fell Asleep Theory

Thus far we have been studying the evidence for the
Resurrection. We examined four theories used in attempts to
invalidate this miracle. Careful analysis revealed the
theories were inadequate to refute the Resurrection. The fifth
and most popular theory has existed since the day of the
Resurrection and is still believed by many opponents of
Christianity. Matthew 28:12 13 articulates this position.

When the chief priests had met with the elders and devised a
plan, they gave the soldiers a large sum of money telling
them, “You are to say, his disciples came during the night
and stole him away while we were asleep.'”

Many have wondered why Matthew records this and then does not
refute it. Perhaps it is because this explanation was so
preposterous, he did not see the need to do so.

This explanation remains an impossibility for several reasons.
First, if the soldiers were sleeping, how did they know it was
the disciples who stole the body? Second, it seems physically
impossible for the disciples to sneak past the soldiers and
then move a two-ton stone up an incline in absolute silence.
Certainly the guards would have heard something.

Third, the tomb was secured with a Roman seal. Anyone who
moved the stone would break the seal, an offense punishable by
death. The depression and cowardice of the disciples makes it
difficult to believe that they would suddenly become so brave
as to face a detachment of soldiers, steal the body, and then
lie about the Resurrection when the would ultimately face a
life of suffering and death for their contrived message.

Fourth, Roman guards were not likely to fall asleep with such
an important duty. There were penalties for doing so. The
disciples would have needed to overpower them. A very unlikely



scenario.

Finally, in the Gospel of John the grave clothes were found
“lying there as well as the burial cloth that had been around
Jesus’ head. The cloth was folded up by itself separate from
the linen” (20:6 7). There was not enough time for the
disciples to sneak past the guards, roll away the stone,
unwrap the body, rewrap it in their wrappings, and fold the
head piece neatly next to the linen. In a robbery, the men
would have flung the garments down in disorder and fled in
fear of detection.

Conclusion: Monumental Implications

These five theories inadequately account for the empty tomb,
the transformation of the Apostles, and the birth of
Christianity in the city of the crucifixion. The conclusion we
must seriously consider is that Jesus rose from the grave. The
implications of this are monumental.

First, if Jesus rose from the dead, then what He said about
Himself is true. He stated, “I am the Resurrection and the
life; he who believes in me shall live even if he dies” (John
11:25). He also stated, “I am the way, and the truth, and the
life; no man comes to the father , but through me” (John
14:6). Eternal life is found through Jesus Christ alone. Any
religious belief that contradicts this must be false. Every
religious leader has been buried in a grave. Their tombs have
become places of worship. The location of Jesus’ tomb is
unknown because it was empty; his body is not there. There was
no need to enshrine an empty tomb.

Second, Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 15:54, “Death has been
swallowed up in victory.” Physical death is not the end;
eternal life with our Lord awaits all who trust in Him because
Jesus has conquered death.
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