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Who did Jesus claim to be?


There was confusion and controversy about who Jesus was, and even his closest friends wondered. Eventually Jesus asks the question, who do you say that I am?


Simon Peter answered, “you are the Messiah, the Son of the living God.”  Then Jesus said, Simon, son of Jonah, you are favoured indeed! You did not learn that from any human being; it was revealed to you by my heavenly Father. (Matthew 15:15-16)


Later Jesus speaks very plainly:


the Jewish leaders gathered round Jesus and said to him: ‘how long will you keep us in suspense?  If you are the Christ, tell us plainly.’  Jesus answered them, ‘I told you and you do not believe.  ... My Father is greater than all ... I and the Father are One.’  [They] took up stones again to stone him.  Jesus answered them, ‘I have shown you many good works from the Father, for which of these do you stone me?’  [They replied] ‘It is not for a good work that we stone you but for blasphemy; because you, being a man, make yourself God’.  Jesus answered them, ‘... do you say of him whom the Father consecrated and sent into the world, ‘You are blaspheming’ because I said “I am the Son of God”?  If I am not doing the works of my Father, then do not believe me; but if I do them, even though you do not believe me, believe the works, that you may know and understand that the Father is in me and I am in the Father.’ (John 11:24–38)


Wherever we look, he claims to be far more than a teacher or a prophet.


Con-man?  Deluded?  or Telling the truth?


Over the next two weeks we shall look at his death & resurrection.


In the meantime...


Try to make time to read St Mark’s Gospel.  It’s not long.


And why not pray, 


simply:


Lord, help me know the truth about Jesus
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(1. Who is Jesus?








That which was from the beginning, which we have heard, which we have seen with our own eyes, which we have looked upon and touched with our own hands, concerning the word of life – the life was made manifest and we saw it, and testify to it. (1 John 1:1–2)


So wrote one of Jesus’ closest friends.


Jesus of Nazareth


Died:				30AD(?) (Executed)


Writings: 			None


Official positions:		None


Achievements:		None changed history 


				and billions of lives.





who is Jesus?


�
Did Jesus exist?


The Bible tells us about Jesus, but can we trust it?  Is it all made up?


The New Testament was written by followers of Jesus.  Were they having people on?  Are they having us on?


Did Jesus even exist?


Many references to Jesus outside the Bible – writings from notable Jewish and Roman authors – historians and leading public figures (see Handout).


All these writers were hostile to Christianity. They wanted to destroy or discredit the Church.  But no ancient writer ever suggests that Jesus did not exist.


Why trust what the Bible tells us?


The New Testament was written by people who claim to be writing about a real person and historical facts.


These writers were not in it for profit – in fact their writings cost them dear.  Many of them were put to death for their belief in Jesus, among them Peter, Paul and James.  They could have escaped death by denying their faith.


Would anyone die for a story they knew to be untrue?


The New Testament rings true


Large parts of the Gospels can only be explained as eyewitness accounts.


For example – the story of the woman caught in adultery (John 8:1-11).


Jesus stoops down, writing in the dust.


The accusers walk away “one by one, beginning with the eldest.”





The Gospels just don’t read like fantasies


or like made-up works intended to deceive.


�What does Jesus say about himself?


I am the light of the world; whoever follows me will not walk in darkness, but will have the light of life.  (John 8:12)


He came to Nazareth, where he had been brought up; and he went to the synagogue … And he stood up to read; and there was given to him the book of the prophet Isaiah. He opened the book and found the place where it is written:


The Spirit of the Lord is upon me,� because he has anointed me to preach good news to the poor.�He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives�and recovering of sight to the blind,�to set at liberty those who are oppressed; �to proclaim the acceptable year of the Lord.


And he closed the book, and gave it back to the attendant, and sat down; and the eyes of all the synagogue were fixed on him.  And he began to say to them: “Today, this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing.” (Luke 4:16-21).


[When Jesus was tried the Jewish] High Priest asked him, “Are you the Christ, the Son of the Blessed?’ And Jesus said, ‘I am; and you will see the Son of man sitting at the right hand of Power and coming with the clouds of heaven.’ … And they all condemned him as deserving death. (Mark 14:61-64)


What do Jesus’ actions show?


Jesus makes claims about himself, not just in what he says, but in what he does.   Jesus forgives sins, something only God can do:


Now some of the Scribes were sitting there, questioning in their hearts, “Why does this man speak thus, it is blasphemy! Who can forgive sins but God alone?” And immediately, Jesus … said to them ... the Son of man has authority on earth to forgive sins. (Mark 2:6-10).


No wonder people were amazed.


In fact throughout his life the actions of Jesus lived up to his words.


Jesus’ love never failed – What Jesus taught, he did.


Jesus’ life proved his teaching.


�
Evidence from some non-Christian writings


Josephus (Jewish Historian, born AD37) 


Now there was about this time, Jesus, a wise man ... a doer of wonderful works – a teacher .... He drew over to him both many of the Jews, and many of the Gentiles. He was ‘Christ’; and when Pilate, at the suggestion of the principal men amongst us, had condemned him to the cross, those that loved him at first did not forsake him, ... and the tribe of ‘Christians’ so named after him, are not extinct at this day. (Antiquities XVIII 63f)


In AD62 the newly appointed High Priest, Ananias, was speedily deposed because he illegally: ‘convened the court of the Sanhedrin and brought before them the brother of Jesus the so-called Messiah, who was called James and some other men, whom he accused of having broken the law, and handed them over to be stoned.’  (Antiquities XX.9.1)


Suetonius  (Roman Historian) In his Life of Claudius (XXv.4) 


“Since the Jews constantly made disturbances at the instigation of Chrestus, he expelled them from Rome”. This was c.49AD. 


In his Life of Nero (XV1.2) he refers to “punishment was inflicted on the Christians, a class of men given to a new and wicked superstition”.  


Tacitus  (Roman Historian)


Consequently ... Nero fastened the guilt and inflicted the most exquisite tortures on a class hated for their abominations. Called Christians by the populace. Christus, from whom the name had its origin, suffered the extreme penalty during the reign of Tiberias at the hands of ... Pontius Pilatus, and a deadly superstition, thus checked for a moment, again broke out not only in Judea, the first source of the evil, but also in the City. Annals (XV.44.2–8)


Pliny (Roman Governor of Bythinia, letter to the Emperor Trajan AD110). 


For the moment this is the line I have taken with all persons brought to me on the charge of being Christians.  I have asked them in person if they are Christians, and if they admit it, I repeat the questions a second and third time, with a warning of the punishment awaiting them.  If they persist, I order them to be led away to execution ... There have been others similarly fanatical who have been Roman citizens.  I have entered them on the list of persons to be sent to Rome for trial... the charges are becoming more widespread ... an anonymous pamphlet has been circulated which contains the names of a number of accused persons.  Amongst these I considered I should dismiss any who denied that they were or ever had been Christians when they had repeated after me a formula of invocation to the gods and made offerings of wine and incense to your statue ... and furthermore had reviled the name of Christ; none of which things, I understand, any genuine Christian can be induced to do.


—Others ... first admitted the charge and then denied it; they said they had ceased to be Christians two or more years previously, and some even 20 years ago. ... They also declared that the sum total of their guilt or error amounted to no more than this: that they had met regularly before dawn on a fixed day to chant verses alternately among themselves in honour of Christ as if to a god, and also to bind themselves by oath, not for any criminal purpose, but to abstain from theft, robbery, and adultery ... After this ceremony it had been their custom to disperse and re-assemble later for food of an ordinary harmless kind; but they had in fact given up this practice since my edict, issued on your instructions, which banned all political societies.  This made me decide it was all the more necessary to extract the truth by torture from two slave-women, whom they call deaconesses.  I found nothing but a degenerate cult carried to extravagant lengths ... a great many individuals of every age and class, both men and women, are being brought to trial, and this is likely to continue.  It is not only the towns, but villages and rural districts too which are infected through contact with this wretched cult. (Letters X 96).
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Roman Religious Education?


The Jewish Talmud records 


It is taught: On Passover Eve they hanged Yeshua (Jesus) … because he practised magic and led Israel astray. (Babylonian Talmud Sanhedrin 43a).


