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Foreword

here are a few landmark books that everyone in the world
should read. This is one of the rare few.

In the twenty-first century, vou cannot afford to ignore this
book! Whether you are a skeptic, raised in another faith, a spiri-
tual seeker, or a Christian believer, you need to know why 2.3 bil-
lion people call themselves “Christians.” You need to know what
they believe and why they believe it.

This book is especially essential for leaders in business, gov-
ernment, academics, media, entertainment, journalism, and other
fields that work directly with people, To be able to have an intel-
ligent conversation with one-third of our world’s population, you
need to understand their worldview.

John Stott’s Basic Christianily is a classic introduction to the
faith that has wansformed billions of lives.

Rick WARREN

Pastor
Saddleback Church
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Preface to the Third Edition

very three years a mission is held in Cambridge University,

and one such took place in November 1952, Invited to be the
chief missioner, I knew that my responsibilities would include
giving a series of eight evening addresses in Great 5t. Mary's, the
University Church. I also understood that a university mission
would present 1 wonder ful if daunting opportunity to lay before
the university a systematic unfolding of the gospel, including the
divine-human person of Jesus, the significance of his death and
the evidence for his resurrection, the paradox of our humanness,
made in God’s image but fallen and rebellious, the possibility of a
new birth into a new life, the challenge of personal commitment,
and the cost of discipleship.

This foundation outline proved to be the first of fifty univer-
sity missions, beginning with Cambridge, Oxford, Durham, and
London, continuing with so-called red brick universities, then
crossing the Atlantic for missions in American and Canadian uni-
versities, continuing in Australia and New Zealand, and culminat-
ing in 4 number of missions in the universities of Africa and Asia.

Of course the gospel outline developed as it reflected local
situations and asrepetition encouraged improvement. But out of
this foundational material Basc Chrisfianity wasborn. It has been
used world-wide both to lead people from many different cultures
and situations to Christ, and to establish young Christians in their
faith. For example, a major general wrote: “I was brought to the

vill
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foot of the cross by your Basic Christianity which I was reading
(in1965) at 40,000 feet in an RAF aircraft ! Thave never ceased to
be grateful and have passed on very many copies.” And a young
woman wrote that "when I was in the sixth form at school (way
back in 1971) I'was searching for God, whoever He was, and [for]
a life with meaning and purpose. .. . A Christian teacher at school,
knowing of my search, lent me Basic Christianity. I devoured the
book! T was so excited for, even though I had been confirmed, 1
had never really understood the basic tenets of Christianity. I did
not even really understand why Christ died.”

But the publishers and I have naturally wondered how best
and most appropriately to celebrate the fiftieth anniversary of the
publication of Basic Christianily.

It was obviously necessary to update the language, not least
by use of a modern transltion of the Bible, and to respond to
sensitivities relating to gender. We are grateful to Dr. David Stone
for taking care of these sensitivities. In many ways a new book
seemed to be needed, or at least a radical revision of the original.
But I feel T have already made my own contemporary statement of
the gospel in Why I Am a Christian (IVP, 2004 }and do not feel the
need to write another, even if I could. Besides, Basic Christianily
is something of a period piece. It reflects the culture of its own
day and needs to be allowed to remain itself. We hope and pray
that God will use it a5 he has done in the past all over the world,

I end with the words of 2 young man who wrote to me in
1988 as follows: “T regard myself as having a somewhat insecure
and rootless background. My mother is Brazilian, of Italian ex-
traction, and my father is English. In 1980—still going through a
severe adolescence —I went to Argentina, It was near the end of
my time there that I experienced a marvelous change within me.
I started to thirst to know the truth, whatever it might be. I read
Basic Christianity . . . the words seemed to bounce out at me from
the page. I felt convinced I'd discovered the truth although as vet
I didn’t know that Jesus was God and that he was calling me to an

ix
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intimate relationship with him. It was only later that vear when I
was back in England .. . that I finally made a personal act of sur-
render to the Lord Jesus Christ.”

JoHN STOTT
December 2007
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(44 ostiletothe church, friendly to Jesus Christ.” These words
describe large numbers of people, especially young peo-
ple, today.

They are opposed to anything that looks like an institution.
They cannot stand the establishment and its entrenched privi-
leges. And they reject the church—mnot without some justifica-
tion—because they see it as hopelessly corrupted by such evils.

Yet what they have rejected is the contemporary church, not
Jesus Christ himself. It is precisely because they see 1 contradic-
tion between the founder of Christianity and the current state of
the church he founded that they are so critical and hold back. The
person and teaching of Jesus have not lost their appeal, however.
For one thing, he was himself an anti-establishment figure, and
some of his words had revolutionary overtones, His ideals ap-
pear to have been entirely honorable. He breathed love and peace
wherever he went. And, for another thing, he always practiced
what he preached.

But was he frue?

An appreciable number of people throughout the world are
still brought up in Christian homes where the truth of Christ and
of Christianity is assumed. But when their critical faculties de-
velop and they begin to think for themselves, they find it easier
to discard the religion of their childhood than to make the effort
and investigate whether or not it is true.
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Very many others do not grow up in a Christian environ-
ment, Instead they absorb the teaching of Islam, Hinduism, or
Buddhism, or ways of thinking that have no room for God at all

Yet both groups, if and when they read about Jesus, find that
he holds a fascination they cannot easily escape.

S0 our starting point is the historical figure of Jesus of Naza-
reth. He certainly existed. There can be no reasonable doubt about
that. His existence as an historical figure is vouched for by pagan
as well as Christian writers.

And whatever else may be said about him, he was also very
much a human being, He was born, he grew, he worked and
sweated, rested and slept, he ate and drank, suffered and died like
other people. He had areal humanbody and real human emotions.

But can we really believe that he was also in some sense
“Giod”? Isn't the deity of Jesus a rather picturesque Christian su-
perstition? Is there any evidence for this amazing Christian asser-
tion that the carpenter of Nazareth was the unique Son of God?

This question is fundamental. We cannot dodge it. We must
be honest. If Jesus was not God in human flesh, then Christianity
is thoroughly discredited. We are left with just another religion
with some beautiful ideas and noble ethics; its unique distine-
tiveness is gone.

But there is evidence for the deity of Jesus—good, strong,
historical, cumulative evidence, evidence to which an honest per-
son can subscribe without committing intellectual suicide. There
are the extravagant claims that Jesus made for himself, so bold
and yet so unassuming. Then there is his unigque character. His
strength and gentleness, his uncom promising righteousness and
tender compassion, his care for children and his love for those
at the margins, his self-mastery and self-sacrifice have won the
admiration of the world. What is more, his cruel death was not
the end of him. It is claimed that he rose again from death, and the
circumstantial evidence for his resurrection is most compelling,

But suppose Jesus was the Son of God —is basic Christianity
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merely an acceptance of this fact? No. Once persuaded of who
he is, we must examine what he came to do. What did he intend
to achieve? The Bible’s answer is that he “came into the world to
save sinners.” Jesus of Nazareth is the heaven-sent Rescuer who
we all need. We need to be forgiven and brought into friendship
with the all-holy God, from whom oursins have separated us. We
need to be set free from our selfishness and given strength to live
up to our ideals. We need to learn to love one another, friend and
enemy alike. This is the meaning of what we call “salvation.” This
is what Christ came to win for us by his death and resurrection.

Sois basic Christianity the belief that Jesus is the Son of God
who came to be the Savior of the world? No, it is not even that,
To accept that he is divine, to acknowledge our need of salvation,
and to believe in the effectiveness of what he did for us are stll
not enough. Christianity is not just about what we believe; it's also
about how we behave. Our intellectual belief may be beyond crit-
icism; but we have to put our beliefs into practice.

What then must we do? We must commit ourselves, heart and
mind, soul and will, home and life, personally and unreservedly
to Jesus Christ. We must humble ourselves before him. We must
trust in him as our Savior and submit to him as owr Lord; and
then go on to take our place as loval members of the church and
responsible citizens in the community.

This is basic Christianity, the theme of this book. But before
we start by looking at the evidence for Jesus Christ being divine,
we need to pause in order to reflect on the right approach to take.
The Christian claim is that we can find God in Jesus Christ, Ex-
amining this claim will be much more straightforward when we
realize, first, that God is himself seeking us and second, that we
must ourselves seek God.

Xiii



CHAPTER 1

The Right Approach

€C T n the beginning God.” The first four words of the Bible are

more than a way of launching the story of creation or intro-
ducing the book of Genesis. They supply the key that opens our
understanding to the Bible asa whole, They tell usthat the religion
of the Bible is a religion in which God takes the initiative.

The point is that we can never take God by surprise. We can
never anticipate him. He always makes the first move. He is always
there “in the beginning.” Before we existed, God took action. Be-
fore we decided to look for God, God had already been looking for
us. The Bible isn’t about people trying to discover God but about

iod reaching out to find us.

Many people imagine God sitting comfortably on a distant
throne, remote, aloof, uninterested, 1 God who doesn’t really care
for our needs and needs to be badgered into taking action on our
behalf. Such a view is completely wrong, The Bible reveals 1 God
who, long before it even occurs to men and women to turn to
him, while they are still lost in darknessand sunkin sin, takes the
initiative, rises from his throne, lays aside his glory, and stoops to
seek until he finds them.

This sovereign, for ward-looking activity of God isseeninmany
wiays, He has taken the initiative in creation, bringing the universe
and everything in it into existence: “In the beginning God created
the heavens and the earth” (Genesis1:1), He has taken the initiative
in what we call revelation, making known both his nature and his will
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to humanity: “In the past God spoke to our ancestors through the
prophets at many times and in various ways, but in these last days
he has spoken to us by his Son” (Hebrews 1:1-2). He has taken the
initiative in the rescue operation of salvation, coming in Jesus Christ
to set men and women free from theirsing: "God .. hascome to hig
people and redeemed them” (Luke 1:68).

God has created . God has spoken. God hasacted. These state-
ments of God's initiative in three different areas form a summary
of the religion of the Bible. It is with the second and third that
we shall be concerned in this book, because basic Christianity by
definition begins with the historical figure of Jesus Christ. If God
has spoken, his last and greatest word to the world is Jesus Christ.
If God has acted, his noblest act is the redemption of the world
through Jesus Christ.

i0d has spoken and acted in Jesus Christ. He has said some-
thing. He has done something. This means that Christianity isnot
just pious talk. It is neither a collection of religious ideas nora
catalog of rules. It isa “gospel” (i.e., good news)—in the apostle
Paul's words “the gospel . .. regarding his Son .. . Jesus Christ our
Lord” (Romans 1:1-4). It is not primarily an invitation for us to
doanything; it is supremely a declaration of what God has done
in Christ for human beings like ourselves.

God Has Spoken

Human beings are insatiably inquisitive creatures. Our minds
cannot rest. We are always prying into the unknown. We pursue
knowledge with restless energy. Our lives are a voyage of discov-
ery. We are always asking questions, exploring, investigating, re-
searching. We never grow out of the child’s constant cry of “Why 2"

When our minds begin to think about God, however, they are
bewildered. We grope around in the dark. We flounder helplessly
out of our depth. But this should come as no surprise. For surely
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God, whatever or whoever he may be, is infinite, while we are fi-
nite creatures. He is altogether beyond our understanding. There-
fore our minds, wonderfully effective instruments though they are
when it comes toscientificinvestigation, cannot immediately help
us here. They cannot reach up into the infinite mind of God. There
isnoladder toclimb, only a vast, unmeasured gulf. Job, a character
in the Bible, is challenged with the question, "Can voufind out the
deep things of God?” The only answer is "No.” It is impossible.

And that is how it would have staved had God not taken the
initiative to help us. We would have remained forever agnostic,
asking—just like Pontius Pilate at the trial of Jesus—"What is
truth?” but never staying for an answer, never daring to hope that
we would receive one. We would be those who worship, for it is
part of human nature to worship someone or something; but all
our altars would be like the one the apostle Paul found in Athens,
dedicated “To an unknown god.”

But God hasspoken. He hastaken the initiative to make him-
self known. The Christian concept of revelation is essentially rea-
sonable. The idea is that God has "unveiled” to our minds what
would otherwise have been hidden from them. Part of his reve-
lation is in nature:

The heavens declare the glory of God;
the skies proclaim the wodk of his hands. (Psalm 19:1)

What may be known about God is plain to them [that is, hu-
man beings], because God has made it plain to them. Forsince
the creation of the world God's invisible qualities—his eternal
power and divine nature—have been clearly seen, being under-

stood from what has been made. ( Romans 1:19-20)

We call this God’s “general” revelation (because it is made
to all people everywhere) or “natural” revelation (because it is in
nature ). But it is not sufficient. Yes, it reveals his existence, and
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gives us hints of his divine power, glory, and faithfulness. But if
we are to come to know G od personally, to have our sins forgiven
and to enter into relationship with him, we need something that
goes further. We need something that helps us find out how to
get to know him for ourselves. God’s disclosure of himself needs
to include his holiness, his love, and his power to save from sin.
The wonderful truth is that God gives us this as well. We call this
a “special” revelation, because it was made to a special people
(the nation of Israel) through special messengers (people who
are identified as “prophets” in the Old Testament and “apostles”
in the New).

It is also “supernatural,” because it was given through a pro-
cess we call “ingpiration,” and it found its chief expression in
Jesus—in who he is and in what he has done.

The way in which the Bible explains and describes this reve-
lation is simply to say that God has “spoken.” Speech is what we
ourselves use where we can in order to communicate with one an-
other most straightforwardly. It is by our words that we let others
know what is in our minds. This is even more true of God in his
desire to reveal his mfinite mind to our finite minds. Since, as the
prophet Isaiah put it, his thoughts are higher than our thoughes —
as much as the heavens are higher than the earth—we could never
get to know those thoughts unless he clothed them in words. The
way the Bible puts it is that “the word of the Lord came” to many
prophets, untl at last Jesus Christ came, and “the Word became
flesh and made his dwelling among us” (John 121,14 ).

Paul wrote to his Christian friendsin the city of Corinth along
similar lines: “since in the wisdom of God the world through its
wisdom did not know him, God was pleased through the foolish-
ness of what was preached to save those who believe” (1 Corinthi-
ans 1:21). We come to know God not through our own wisdom but
through God's word (identified by Paul here as “what we preach”),
not through our human reason but through divine revelation. It is
because God has made himselfknown in Christ that the Christian
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can boldly go to those who are agnostic or superstitions and say
to them, just as Paul did to the Athenians on the Areopagus, “So
you are ignorant of the very thing you worship —and this is what
I am going to prochim to you” [ Acts 17:23).

Much of the controversy between science and religion has
arisen through a failure to appreciate this point. Scientific meth-
ods are no use when it comes to religion. Scientific knowledge
advances through observation and experiment. It works on data
supplied to us by our five physical senses. But when we enquire
into what lies beyvond the observable universe, when we seek to
reflect on the metaphysical, there is no data for us to make use
of. We cannot touch, see, or hear God directly. Yet the Christian
faith is based on the assertion that there once was a time when he
chose to speak, and to clothe himself with a body that could be
seen and touched. So in the New Testament, John began his first
letter with the claim,

That which was from the beginning, which we have heard,
which we have seen with our eyes, which we have looked arand
our hands have touched . . . we proclaim to vou. (1 John 1:1-2)

God Has Taken Action

The Christian good news isnot simply 4 declaration that God has
said something. It also affirms that God has done something,
God has taken the initiative in both these ways because this
is what we need. It isn’t just that we are ignorant but also that
we are sinful. This is why it isn’t enough for God simply to reveal
himself to us and dispel our ignorance, He must also take action to
save us from our sins. He began in Old Testament days. He called
Abraham from his home in Ur, making him and his descendants
into a nation, rescuing them from slavery in Egypt, entering into
4 covenant with them at Mount Sinai, leading them across the
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desert into the promised land, guiding and teaching them as his
special people.

All this was by way of preparation for his even greater deed
of redemption in Christ. People needed to be delivered, not from
slavery in Egypt or from exile in Babylon, but from the bondage
and alienation of sin. It was chiefly for this that Jesus Christ came.
He came as a Savior.

You are to give him the name Jesus, because he will save his
people from their sins, ( Marthew 1:21)

Here s a trustworthy saying that deserves full acceptance:
Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners. (1 Timothy
1:15)

For the Son of Man came to seek and to save the lost ( Luke
10:10)

He was like the shepherd in the parable told by Jesus who missed
the only sheep that was lost from the flock and went out to search
until he found it (Luke 15:3-7).

Christianity isa religion of salvation, and the fact is that there
is nothing in any of the non-Christian religions to compare with
this message of a God who loved, and came after, and died for, a
workd of lost sinners.

Our Response

10d has spoken. God has taken action, The record and interpre-
tation of these divine words and deeds is to be found in the Bible.
The problem for many people is that this is where they remain. It’s
all too easy toimagine that what God has saidand done isallin the
past and just leave it at that. But it needs to come out of history
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into experience, out of the Bible into life. God has spoken—but
have we listened to his word? God has acted—but have we bene-
fited from what he has done?

What we must dowill be explained in the rest of thisbook. At
thisstage it is necessary to make just one point: we must seek. God
has sought us, He is still seeking us. We must seek him. Indeed,
God's chief quarrel with us is that we do not seek.

The LorD looks down from heaven
on the human race

to see if there are any who understand,
any who seek God.

All have rurned away, all have become comrupt;
there is no one who does good,

not even one. {Psalm 14:2-1)

Yet Jesus promised: “Seek and you will find.” If we do not
seek, we shall never find. Jesus told three stories to illustrate this
point. The shepherd searched until he found the lost sheep. The
woman hunted until she found her lost coin. The father was con-
stantly on the lookout for his lost son. Why should we expect to
do less? God desires to be found, but only by those who seek him.

We must seek seriously. "Man is as lazy as he dares to be,” as
the American writer Emerson put it. But what we're dealing with
is so important that we must overcome our natural laziness and
apathy and give our minds to the search. God has little patience
with those who just trifle with him; “he rewards those who ear-
nestly seek him” (Hebrews 11:6).

We mustseek humbly. Ifapathy isa hindrance to some people,
pride is an even greater and more common hindrance to others.
We must freely admit that our minds, being finite, cannot possibly
discover God by their own efforts. We depend on God to make
himself known. I am not saying that we should suspend rational
thinking. On the contrary, the psalmist encourages us nof to be
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“like the horse or the mule, which have no understanding” ( Psalm
32:9). We must use our minds; but we must also admit their lim-
itations. Jesus said,

[ praise vou, Father, Lord of heaven and earth, because yvou
have hidden these things from the wise and learned, and re-
vealed them to litde children. (Matthew 11:25)

It is one of the reasons why Jesus loved children. They are teach-
able. They are not proud, self-important, and critical. We need the
open, humble, and receptive mind of a little child.

We must seek fronestly. We must come to what claims to be

10d's revelation of himself not only without pride, but without
prejudice; not only with a humble mind, but with an open mind.
Every student knows the dangers of approaching his subject
with preconceived ideas. Yet many would-be enguirers come to
the Bible with their minds already made up. We need to remem-
ber that God’s promise is addressed only to the earnest seeker:
“You will seek me and find me when vou seek me with all your
heart” ( Jeremiah 29:13). So we must lay aside our prejudice and
open our minds to the possibility that Christianity may after all
betrue.

We must seek obediently. This is the hardest condition of all
to fulfill. In seeking God we have to be prepared not only to re-
vise our ideas but to reform our lives. The Christian message has
amoral challenge, If the message is true, this moral challenge has
to be accepted. The point is that we cannot treat God as if he were
an object for our detached scrutiny. We cannot fix him at the end
ofa telescope or a microscope and say “How interesting!” God
is far from being merely interesting. He is deeply upsetting. The
same is true of Jesus Christ,

We had thought intellectually to examine him; we find he is
spiritually examining us. The roles are reversed berween us. . . .
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A person may study Jesus with intellecrual impartalicy, he can-
notdoit with moral neutrality. .. . We must declare our colors.!

This is what Jesus was getting at when, talking to some people
in his own day who refused to accept him, he said, “"Anyone who
chooses to do the will of God will find out whether my teaching
comesfrom God or whether Ispeak on my own” ( John 7:17). The
promise is clear: we can certainly know whether Jesus Christ was
true or false, whether his teaching was human or divine. But the
promise has a moral condition attached to it We have to be ready
not just to believe, but to obey. We must be prepared to do God’s
will when he makes it known,

I remembera young man coming to see me when he had just
left school and begun work in London. He had given up going
to church, he said, because he could not say the Creed without
feeling that he was a hypocrite. He no longer believed it. When
he had finished telling me what he thought, I said to him, “If I
were to answer vour problems to your complete intellectual sat-
isfaction, would you be willing to change the way vou live?” He
smiled slightly and blushed. The answer was clearly “No.” Hisreal
problem was not intellectual but moral,

‘This, then, is the spirit in which our search must be con-
ducted. We must set aside apathy, pride, prejudice, and sin and
seek God—no matter what the consequences. Of all these hin-
drances to the search for truth the last twoare the hardest to over-
come: intellectual prejudice and moral self-will. The reason is that
both are expressions of fear—and fear is the greatest enemy of
the truth, Fear paralyzes our search. It isn't long before we realize
that to find God and to accept Jesus Christ is a very inconvenient
experience for most people. It would involve our rethinking our
whole outlook on life and lead to major changes to the way we live,

L P Carnegie Simpson, The Fad of Christ { London: James Clarke, 1952},
2324,
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Such a combination ofintellectual and moral cowardice makes us
hesitate. We do not find because we do not seek. And the truth
is that we do not seek because we do not really want to find. And
the best way to be certain that we won't find is to decide against
looking in the first place.

S0 let me urge you to be open to the possibility that vou may
not have got this right and that Christ may in fact be true. And
if you want to be a humble, honest, obedient seeker after God,
spend some time reading the Bible, the book that claims to be
his revelation. Look particularly at the Gospels, which tell the
story of Jesus Christ. Give him the opportunity to confront you
with himself and to authenticate himself to you. Come with the
full consent of your mind and will, ready to believe and obey if
you become convinced that it’s true. Why not read through the
Gospel of Mark, or John? You could read through either in one
sitting (preferably in a modern translation), to let it make its total
impact on you. Then you could reread it slowly, say a chapter a
day. Before you read, pray —perhaps something along these lines:

God, if vou exist (and I don't know you do), and you can hear this
prayer (and Idon't know if you can), I want to tell vou that I am
an honest seeler after the truth. Show me if Jesus is your Son and
the Savior of the world, And if you bring conviction fo my mind, 1
willl triest him as my Savior and follow him as my Lord,

No onecan pray such a prayerand be disappointed. God keeps his
promises. He honors all earnest searching. He rewards all honest
seekers. The undertaking given by Jesus is very clear: "Seek and
you will find” (Luke 11:19).

10



CHAPTER 2

The Claims of Christ

e have seen that we need to seek in order to find. But where

are we to begin our search? The Christian answer is that we
need to start with Jesus of Nazareth. The distinctively Christian
claim about God is that he has spoken and acted fully and finally
in Jesus Christ. So the crucial question is this: was this Jesus, the
carpenter of Nazareth, the Son of God or not?

There are two main reasons why our investigation into Chris-
tianity should begin with the person of Christ. The first is that,
in essence, Christianity is Christ. Who Christ is and what he has
done are the rock upon which the Christian religion is built. If
he was not who he said he was, and if he did not do what he said
he had come to do, then the foundation is undermined and the
whole thing will collapse. Take Christ from Christianity, and you
remove the heart from it; there is practically nothing left. Christ
is the center of Christianity; everything else is peripheral. We are
not concerned primarily with the effect he has had on the world,
important though that is. Our concern is basically with the man
himself. Who was he?

Second, once we accept that Jesus Christisa uniquely divine
person, many of the knots we get into with religion begin to un-
tangle. For one thing, the divinity of Jesus helps us sort out ques-
tions about who God really is and what he is like. But it doesn’t
stop there. For if it's true that Jesus is divine then it follows that
what he taught must be true. And that sheds light on all sorts of

13
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important issues to do with Christian faith—such as (as we shall
see) the purpose of life, what happens after death, the place of
the Old Testament, and the significance of the death of Jesus on
the cross,

Ourinvestigation must therefore begin with Jesus Christ, and
to study him properly we must turn to the Gospelsin the New Tes-
tament. We don’t need at this point to go along with the Christian
view and accept them as the inspired Word of God. All we need to
dois take them seriously as the undeniably historical documents
that they are. This isn't the place to consider detailed questions
about their literary origin.' It is sufficient just to emphasize that
their authors were all Christians, that there'’s no reason to believe
that Christians are any less honest than anyone else, and that what
they say at least appears to be objective and to include the recol-
lections of eyvewitnesses. So for the time being let me invite you
to think of them simply as a substantially accurate record of the
life and teaching of Jesus. In doing so, we're not goingtorely ona
few obscure and isolated proof texts, Instead we shall concentrate
on what is clear and straightforward.

Our purpose is to bring together the main evidence that
demonstrates that Jesus was the Son of God. It won't be enough
to reach the conclusion that he simply exhibited a few divine char-
acteristics. The truth to establish is his undeniable deity. Chris-
tians believe that Jesus has an eternal and essental relation to
God that no one else has or has ever had. We don’t think of him
as God in human disguise or as someone who simply displayed
divine qualities to an impressive degree, but as the God-man. We
are persuaded that Jesus was a historical person who possessed
two distinet and perfect natures, one divine and one human, and
that this makes him absolutely and forever unique. In short, we

1. For a discussion of the authenticity of the New Testamentsee F. F. Broce,
The New Tedament Documents: Are They Heliabie? 6th ed. ( Downers Grove, 1L
Intervarsity Press, 1981).
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believe him to be worthy not just of our admiration but also of
our worship.

The evidence is at least threefold. It concerns the claims
he made, the character he displaved, and his resurrection from
the dead. No single argument is conclusive by itself. But these
three strands weave together and point clearly to the same
conclusion.

The first witness, then, is what Christ said about himself. In
the words of Archbishop William Temple, “It is now recognized
that the one Christ for whose existence there is any evidence at all
is a miraculous Figure making stupendous claims.” Itis of course
true that claims do not in themselves constitute evidence, But the
claims that Jesus made are remarkable and demand some sort of
an explanation. For the sake of clarity we shall need to distinguish
between four different kinds of clims.

His Self-centered Teaching

The most striking feature of the teaching of Jesus is that he was
constantly talking about himself. It istrue that he said a great deal
about the fatherhood of God and the kingdom of God. But then he
added that he is the Father’s “Son,” and that he himself had come
to launch the kingdom. Entry into the kingdom depends on how
people respond to him personally. He even went so far as to call
the kingdom of God "my kingdom.”

This self-centeredness of the teaching of Jesus immediately
sets him apart from the other great religious teachers of the world.
They tend tobe selfeffacing, He is self-advancing. They point peo-
ple away from themselves, saving, “That is the truth, so faras I
understand it; follow that” Jesus says, "Tam the truth; follow me.”
No other religious founder who dared to say such a thing would
be taken seriously. The personal pronoun forces itself repeatedly
on our attention as we read his words. For example:
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[am the bread oflife. Whoever comes to me will never go hun-
gry, and whoever believes in me will never be thirsty. ( John
6:35)

Lam the light of the world. Whoever follows me will never walk
in darkness, but will have the light of life, ( John 8:12)

I am the resurrection and the life. Anyvone who believes in me
will live, even though they die; and whoeverlives by believing
in me will never die, ( John 1:25-268)

[ am the way and the truth and the life. No one comes to the
Father except through me. { John 14:6)

Come to me, all vou who are weary and burdened, and T will
give you rest. Take my voke upon you and learn from me. ( Mat-

thew 11:28-20)

The great question to which the first phase of his teaching

leadsis, “Whao do you say that T am?” He refers back to figures
from the distant past and makes the astonishing claim that Abra-
ham rejoiced to see his day, that Moses wrote about him, that
the Scriptures point to him, and that indeed in the three great
divisions of the Old Testament —the law, the prophets, and the
writings—there are things “concerning himself” (See Mark 8:29;
John 8:56; 5:46; 5:39; Luke 24:27, 44.)

Luke describes in some detail the dramatic visit that Jesus

pays to the synagopue of hishome village, Nazareth. He was given
ascroll ofthe Old Testament Scriptures, and he stood up to read.
The passage is from the book of the prophet Isaiah 61:1-2:

The Spirit of the Lord is on me,
because he has ancinted me
to proclaim good news to the poor.
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He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners
and recovery of sight for the blind,

to set the oppressed free,

to proclaim the vear of the Lord’s favor. { Luke 4:18-19)

He closed the book, returned it to the synagogue attendant
and sat down, while the evesof all the congregation were fastened
on him. He then broke the silence with the amazing words, “To-
day this scripture is fulfilled in your hearing” (Luke 4:21). In other
words, “Isaiah was writing about me.”

With such an opinion of himself, it comes as no surprise that
he called people to himself, Indeed, he did more than offer a polite
invitation; he ssued 4 irm command. “Come to me,” he said, and
“Follow me.” If people would only come to him, he promised to
lift the burdens of the weary, to satisfy the hungry, and to quench
the longing of the thirsty soul {See Matthew 11:28-30; John 6:35;
7:37). More than that, his followers were to obey him and to make
no secret of their allegiance to him. His disciples came to recog-
nize the right of Jesus to make these wholesale claims, and in their
letters Paul, Peter, James, and Jude delight to describe themselves
as his “slaves.”

Furthermore, he offered himself to his contemporaries as
someone in whom they should put their faith and to whom they
should offer their love, People are supposed to believe in God—
vet Jesus urged people to believe in himself. " The work of God
is this: to believe in the one he has sent” ( John 6:20). “Whoever
believes in the Sonhas eternal Life” ( John 3:36). If to believe in him
is our first duty, not to believe in him is our chief sin. (See John
31367 1207 Brag; 16:8-9.)

Again, the first and great commandment is for us to love God
with all that we are—heart and soul and mind. Yet Jesus auda-
ciously claimed the supreme place for himself. Anyone who loves
father, mother, son, or daughter more than him is not worthy of
him, he said. Indeed, resorting to the vivid Hebrew use of contrast

17



WHO CHRIST IS

to convey comparison, he added: "If anyone comes to me and
doesnot hate father and mother, wife and children, brothers and
sisters —yes, even their own—such a person cannot be my disci-
ple” (Luke 14:26; see also Martthew 10:37).

So convinced was he of his central place in the purpose of God
that he promised to send someone to take his place after he re-
turned to heaven. Thisisthe Holy Spirit. Christ’s favorite name for
him is translated in John's Gospel as the Advocate, the “One who
comes alongside to help.” It is a legal term, denoting a barrister, a
counsel for the defense. It would be the Holy Spirit’s task to carry
forward the cause of Jesus. “He will testify about me,” said Jesus
{ John 15:26). Again, “He will glorify me because it is from me that
he will receive what he will make known to vou” ( John 16:14 ). So
the Holy Spirit’s role, both within the Christian community and
in the wider world, would be to focus on Jesus Christ,

In one more flash of breathtaking egocentricity, Jesus pre-
dicted: “1, when lamlifted up from the earth, will draw all people
to myself” (John 12:32). He knew that the cross would be like
a moral magnet that people would find most intriguing. But his
understanding was that this attraction would bring them, first and
foremost, not to God or the church, not to truth or to righteous-
ness, but to himself, Indeed, it’s only by being brought to him that
people would come to embrace these other realities as well.

But the most remarkable feature of all this self-centered
teaching is that it stemmed from one who insisted on humility in
others. He rebuked his disciples for their self-seeking attitudes and
was wearied by their desire to be great. But hold on 2 moment!
Did he not practice what he preached? After all, he placed a little
child before them and said that he was to be their model. Did he
have a different standard for himself?
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His Direct Claims

Jesus clearly believed himself to be the Messiah predicted by the
Old Testament. He came to establish what he called “the kingdom
of God,” the coming of which had been foretold by generations
of prophets.

It is significant that his first recorded words in the public arena
were about the fulfillment of these ancient promises: “The time
has come”; “the kingdom of God has come near” (Mark 1:15 ). He
assumed the titde “Son of Man,” which is an accepred Messianic
title derived originally from one of the prophet Daniel's visions
(Mark 8:27-29). He accepted the description “Son of God” when
challenged by the high priest at his trial, which is another Messi-
anic title taken particularly from Psalm 2:7. He alsointerpreted his
mission in the light of the portrayal of the suffering servant ofthe
Lord in the latter part of the book of Isaigh. The first stage in his
instruction of the core group of hisdisciples led up to an incident
at Caesarea Philippi when Simon Peter declared his faith in Jesus
as the Christ. Others might think of him as one of the prophets;
but Simon had come to recognize him as the One to whom the
prophets pointed ( Mark 8:27-29). He isnot just another signpost,
but the destination to which the signposts have led. (See Mark
1:15; 14161, 627 Br27-20.)

The whole account of what Jesus said and did is shaped by this
sense of fulfillment. “Blessed are the eves that see what you see”
he once said privately to his disciples. “For I tell you that many
prophets and kings wanted to see what you see but did not see it,
and to hear what you hear but did not hear it” (Luke 10:23-24; see
also Matthew 13:16-17).

But the direct claims that concern us here refer not just to
his being the Messiah but to his deity. His claim to be the Son of

10d is more than Messianic; it describes his unique and eternal
relationship with God. Let's explore three examples of this greater
claim,
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First, there is the way he constantly referred to the close as-
sociation he had with God ashis “Father.” Even as a boy of twelve
he astonished hishuman parents with an uncompromising enthu-
sinasm for his heavenly Father’s business. And then he went on to
say things like this:

My Father is always at his work to this very day, and I too am
working. ( John 5:17)

[ and the Father are one. { John 1o:30)
[ am in the Father and the Father is in me. { John 14:11)

It is true that he taughe his disciples toaddress Godas “Father”
as well, but the way in which he is the Son of God is so different
from the way that anyone else is a child of God that he has to dis-
tinguish between them. To him God is uniquely “my Father.” This
is why, when talking with Mary Magdalene after his resurrection,
he said, “T am ascending to my Father and vour Father” { John
20:17). It just wouldn't have been appropriate for him to say, I
ascend to our Father”

These verses are all taken from John's Gospel, but the same
unique relationship with God is claiimed by Jesus in Matthew 1:27
where he says,

All things have been committed to me by my Father. No one
knows the Son except the Father, and no one knows the Father
except the Son and those o whom the Son chooses to reveal

him.

That Jesus did in fact chim this very close relationship with
God is further confirmed by the indignation thathe aroused in the
religious leaders who opposed him. He “claimed to be the Son of

1od,” they said (John 19:7). His identification with God was so
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close that it was natural for him to equate the attitude people had
to him with the attitude they had to God. In short:

to know him is to know God ( John 8:19; 14:7);

to see him is to see God { John 12:45; 14:0)

to believe in him is to believe in God ( John 12:44; 140);

to receive him is to receive (zod; to hate him is to hate God (Mark
9:37; John 15:23 )5

to honorhim is to honor God { John 5:23).

These are some of the general claims that Jesus made about
his unique relationship to God. He also made two more direct
claims. The first is recorded at the end of the eighth chapter of
John's Gospel. In an argument with some of the Jewish leaders
he said: “Very truly I tell vou, whoever obeys my word will never
see death” ( John &:51). This was too much for his critics. “Abra-
ham died,” they expostulated, "and so did the prophets. . . . Are
you greater than our father Abraham .. . ? Who do you think you
are?” ( John 8:52-54).

“Your father Abraham rejoiced at the thought of seeing my
day,” Jesus replied ( John 8:56).

They were vet more puzeled. “You are not vet fifty years old,”
“and you have seen Abraham!” ( John 8:57)

And Jesusresponded with one of the most far-reaching claims
he ever made: "Very truly I tell vou,” "before Abraham wasborn,
Lam!” { John 8:58).

Then they picked up stones to throw at him.

According to the law of Moses, stoning was the penalty for
blasphemy. At first sight, we might wonder what they saw as blas-
phemous in what Jesus said, Of course there is the daim to have
lived before Abraham. This was a claim he often made. He had
“come down” from heaven and “been sent” by the Father, for ex-
ample, But this claim was innocent enough. We must look further.
The clue comes from the fact that he didn't say “Before Abraham
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was I was” but "Before Abraham was T am.” Jesus was clhiming
that he had existed eternally before Abraham. But even thatisnot
all. For “I am” impliesa claim not only to eternity but also to deity.
“Lam”is the divine Name by which God had revealed himself to
Moses, when he was traveling through the desert and encountered

iod at the burning bush. “I amM wHo I am. This is what you are
to say to the Israelites: ‘T aM has sent me tovou™” (Exodus 3:14).
It is this divine title that Jesus quietly used of himself. This is what
led the religious leaders to pick up stonesin order to punish what
they saw as the blasphemy of Jesus.

The second example of a direct claim to deity took place after
the resurrection (assuming for the moment that the resurrection
took place). John reports (20:26-29) that on the Sunday follow-
ing Easter Day, doubting Thomas (who had missed the appear-
ance of Jesus a week earlier) was with the other disciples in the
upper room when Jesus appeared. He invited Thomas to touch
his wounds, and Thomas, overwhelmed with wonder, cried out,
“My Lord and my God!” Jesus calmly accepted this description
of himself. He rebuked Thomas, yes —but for his unbelief, not for
his worship.

His Indirect Claims

It isn't only the things Jesus said directly that support his chim to
deity. There are also the indirect ways in which he made it clear
that this is how he saw himself. The implications of what he was
doing wereas eloquent an indication of who heis as were his plain
statements. On many occasions he did things that only God should
do. We'll look at four of them.,

The firstis the claim to forgive sins, On twoseparate occasions
Jesus is recorded as forgiving sinners. The first time, the friends
of a paralyzed man brought him to Jesus by letting him down
through the roof on the mat he was using as 4 bed. Jesus recog-
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nized that his need was basically spiritual and surprised the crowd
by saying to him, “Son, your sins are forgiven” before going on to
heal his physical problem as well (Mark 2:1-12).

The second declaration of forgiveness was made to a woman
known to be living an immoral life, who came to see Jesus while
he was having a meal at the home of a religious leader, She came
up behind him while he was reclining at the table and washed his
feet with her tears. Then she wiped them with her hair, kissed
them and poured perfume on them. And Jesus said to her, “Your
sins are forgiven” (Luke 7:36-50).

On both occasions the onlookers raise their eyebrows and
ask, “Who is this? What blasphemy is this? Who but God can
forgive sins?” They re quite right to be concerned. We may forgive
the injuries that others do to us; but the sins we commit against

iod can surely only be forgiven by God himself.

Christ’s second indirect claim is to give life. He described him-
self as “the bread of life,” “the life” and “the resurrection and the
life” { John 6:35; 14:6; 11:25 )}, He likened his followers” dependence
on him to the sustenance derived from the vine by its branches
{ John 14:4-3). He offered a woman from Samaria “living warer”
{ John 4:10-15) and promised eternal life to a rich young man ifhe
would come and follow him (Mark 10217, 21). He called himself the
Good Shepherd who will not only give his life for the sheep but
give life to them ( John 10:11, 28). He stated that God has granted
him authority over all people that he might give life to as many
as God gives him ( John 17:2), and declared, “the Son gives life to
whom heis pleased to give it” ( John 5:21).

So definite is this claim that his disciples clearly recognized the
truth ofit. It made leaving him impossible. “Lord, to whom shall we
go?” asked Peter. “You have the words of eternal life” { John 6:68).

Life is un enigma. Whether we're talking about physical life or
spiritual life, its nature is as baffling as its origin. We can neither
define what it is nor state where it comes from. We can only call it
a gift from God. It is this gift that Jesus claiims to give.
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Christ’s third indirect claim is to teach the truth. It is not so
much the truths that he taught as the direct and dogmatic manner
in which he taught them that attracts our attention. His contem-
poraries were deeply impressed by his wisdom.

Where did this man get these things? What's this wisdom that
has been given ohim? .. . Isn't this the carpenter? (Mark 6:2-3)

How did this man get such learning without having been

taught? { John 7:15)

But they were even more impressed by his authority.
No one ever spoke the way this man does. ( John 7:46)
His words had authority. (Luke 4:32)

When Jesus had finished saving these things, the crowds were
amazed at his teaching, because he taught as one who had au-
thority, and notas their teachers of the law: (Matthew 7:28-29)

His authority was unlike that of the experts in religious law,
who never taught without quoting from the authorities that
backed them up. Neither was it like the authority of the prophets.
They spoke with the authority of God, but Jesus claimed an au-
thority all of his own. His formula wasnot “This is what God says,”
but “This is what I say.” It is true that he said that his ideas were
not his own but came from the Father who sent him. Even so, he
knew himselfto be such aclear source of divine revelation that he
was able to speak with enormous personal confidence. He never
hesitated or apologized. He had no need to contradict, withdraw,
or modify anything he said. He spoke the unequivocal words of

iod: “he whom God has sent utters the words of God.” He pre-
dicted the future with complete conviction. He issued absolute
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moral commands like “Love vour enemies,” “Do not worry about
your life,” “Do not judge, or you too will be judged” (Matthew
5:143-44; 6:25; 7:1). He made promises with no doubt that they
would be honored: "Ask, and it will be given to you” (Matthew
7:7). He asserted that even though heaven and earth pass away,
his words will never go the same way, He warned those whoheard
him that their destiny depended on how they chose to respond to
his teaching—just as, in Old Testament times, the destiny of the
nation of Israel had depended on their response to God's word.

Christ’s fourth indirect claim is to judge the world. This is
perhaps the most extraordinary of all his statements. Several of
his parables imply that he personally will come back at the end
of the world, and that the final day of reckoning will not take
place until then. He will himselfwake up the dead, and the whole
world will be gathered before him. He will sit on the throne ofhis
glory, and the judgment will be entrusted to him by the Father
{(John 5:22, 28-29). He will then separate people from one an-
other as a shepherd separates his sheep from his goats (Matthew
25:31-46). Some will be invited to come and inherit the kingdom
prepared for them since the creation of the world. Others will
hear the dreadful words, “Depart from me, you who are cursed,
into the eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels™ (Mat-
thew 25:41).

Not only will Jesus be the Judge, but the basis of judgment
will be people’s attitude to him as shown in their treatment of
his “brothers and sisters” or their response to his word ( John
12:47-48). He will acknowledge before his Father in heaven those
who have publicly acknowled ged him; he will disown those who
have publicly disowned him (Matthew 10:32-33). Indeed, to be
excluded from heaven on the kast day, it will be enough for Jesus
to say to them, quite simply, “T never knew yvou” (Matthew 7:23).

It is hard to exaggerate the enormity of this claim. Imagine a
minister addressing his congregation in these terms today: “Listen
carefully to my words. Your eternal destiny depends on it. I am
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going to return at the end ofthe world to judge you, and vour fate
will be settled according to whether or not you obey me.” Such a
preacher would soon be under psychiatric care!

His Dramatized Claims

It remains for us to consider the recorded miracles of Jesus. A
helpful way of approaching these is to see them as his dramatized
claims.

This is no place for a thorough discussion of whether or not
miracles can happen or what they are for, All we need do here is
to make the point that the value of Christ’s miracles comes not
so much from their supernatural character as from their spiri-
tual significance. They were “signs” as well as “wonders.” They
were never performed selfishly or senselessly. Their purpose was
not to show off or to force people into submission. They were
not so much demonstrations of special power as illustrations of
moral authority. They are in fact the acted parables of Jesus. They
demonstrate his claims visually. The things he does dramatize the
things he says.

John understood this very clearly. He constructs his Gospel
around six or seven selected “signs” (see 20:30-31) and associates
them with the great “I am” declarations that Jesus made in his
preaching and teaching. The first sign was the changing of water
into wine at a wedding reception in Cana of Galilee. The event
itself doesn’t really tell us very much. Its significance lies more
beneath the surface. John tells us that the stone water jars stood
ready “for ceremonial washing™ ( John 2:6). What we might pass
over as merely an incidental reference turns out to be the clue we
are seeking. The water stood for the old religion. The wine stood
for the religion of Jesus. Just as he changed the water into wine, so
his gospel would supersede the law. The sign backed up the claim
that Jesus was the one who would bringin this new order. He was
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the Messiah. As he was soon to say to the Samaritan woman, "I
am he” ( John 6:35).

Similarly, his feeding of the five thousand illustrated his claim
to satisfy the hunger of the human heart. "Tam the bread of life,”
he said ( John 6:35). A little later, he opened the eyes of 4 man
born blind, having earlier stated, “I am the light of the world”
{John 8:12; g:1-6). If he could restore sight to the blind, he can
open people’s eves to see and to know God. Finally, he brought
back to life a man called Lazarus, who had been dead four days,
and claimed, “Tam the resurrection and the life” ( John 11:25). He
had resuscitated a dead man. Again, it was a sign. The life of the
body symbolizes the life of the soul. Christ could be the life of the
believer before death and will be the resurrection of the believer
after death. All these miracles are parables, illustrating the truth
that as human beings we are spiritually hungry, blind, and dead,
and that only Christ can satisfy our hunger, restore our sight, and
raise us to a new life.

Conclusion

It just isn’t possible to eliminate these claims from the teaching of
the carpenter of Nazareth. We can’t say that they were invented
by the evangelists, nor even that they were unconsciously exag-
gerated. They are widely and evenly distributed in the different
Gospels and sources of the Gospels, and the portrait is too con-
sistent and too balinced to have been dreamed up by the writers.

The claims are there. It is of course true that they do not in
themselves constitute evidence of deity. After all, claims can be
false. But some explination of them must be found. We simply
can’t go on treating Jesus as a great teacher if he was completely
mistaken in one of the chief subjects of his teaching—himself. As
many scholars have recognized, there is a certain disturbing “meg-
alomania” about Jesus.
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These claims in a mere man would be epoism carried even to

imperial megalomania,®

The discrepancy between the depth and sanity, and (let me
add ) shrewdness, of hismoral teaching and the rampant mega-
lomania which must lie behind his theological teaching unless
he & indeed God, has never been satisfactorily pot over®

Was he then a deliberate impostor? Did he attempt to per-
suade people to accept his views by assuming a divine authority he
did not possess? This isvery difficult to believe, Jesus comes across
as being entirely straightforward in his dealings with people. He
hated hypocrisy in others and was transparently sincere himself,

Was he then sincerely mistaken? Did he have a fixed delusion
about himself? This possibility has its supporters, but leaves one
feeling that their delusion is greater than his. Jesus does not give
the impression of the sort ofabnormality that one expects to find
in those who are deluded. His claims appear to be supported by
his character, which is what we shall look at next.

2 BT Forsyth, This Life and the Neaa (Boston: Pilgrim, 1948}
3 C. 5. Lewis, Miracles (nup.: Bles, 1947), 132,
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CHAPTER 3

The Character of Christ

ome years ago [ received a letter from a young man I knew

slightly. “I have just made a great discovery,” he wrote. "Al-
mighty God had two sons. Jesus Christ was the first; I am the
second.” T glinced at the address at the top of his letter. He was
writing from a well-known psychiatric hospital.

There have of course been many pretenders to greatness and
to divinity. Psychiatric hospitals are full of deluded people who
claim to be Julius Caesar, the Prime Minister, the President of
the United States, or Jesus Christ. But no one believes them. No
one is deceived except themselves. They have no disciples, except
perhaps their fellow patients. They fail to convince other people
for the simplereason that they don’t actually seem to be what they
claim to be. Their claims are not supported by their character.

Now the Christian's convictionabout Christis greatly strength-
ened by the fact thathe really does appear to be who he said he was.
There isno inconsistency between his words and his deeds. There
isno doubt that he would need to be a very remarkable character in
order to authenticate his extravagant claims. But Christians believe
that hewas exactly that. His character doesn’t prove his claims to be
true, but it doesstrongly confirm them. His claims were exclusive.
His character was unique. Carnegie Simpson wrote,

Instinctively we do not class him with others. . .. Jesusis not
one of the group of the world's grear. Talk about Alexander
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the Great and Charles the Grear and Napoleon the Great if you
will. ... Jesusis apart. He is not the Great; he is the Only. He is
simply Jesus. Nothing could add to that!

Napoleon himself wrote,

Alexander, Caesar, Charlemagne, and | have founded empires.
But on what did we rest the creations of our genius? Upon

force. Jesus Christ founded his empire upon love,

But even to say that Jesus is “the greatest man who has ever
lived” doesn’t fully do him justice. The point is that when it comes
to thinking about where he stands in relation to other dominant
figures from history, we're not comparing like with like. We need
to focus instead on the complete contrast that there is between
him and everyone else. “Why do you call me good?” he asked
someone on one occasion. “No one is good—except God alone”
{Mark 10:18). That'sit exactly. It's not simply that he isbetter than
others, nor even that he is the best human being who has ever
lived, but that he is good—good with the absolute goodness of

rod.

The importance of this claim is very clear. What Christians
call sin is a congenital disease that is endemic throughout the hu-
man race. We are all born with its infection in our nature. Itisa
universal ailment. Therefore ifthe claim that Jesus of Nazareth was
without sin is true, then he cannot have been human in exactly the
same way that the rest of us are human. Ifhe really wassinless, he
was distinct from us, He was supernatural.

His character was more wonderful than the greatest miracle.?
i B Carnegie Simpson, The Fad of Christ { London: James Clarke, 1952},
1. Tennyzon quoted by Carnegie Simpson, 62.
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This separateness from sinners is not a lictle, but a stupendous
thing; it is the presupposition of redemption; it is that very
virtue in Christ without which he would not be qualified to be
a Savior, but would, like us, need o be saved.?

We can summoarize the evidence for the sinlessness of Christ
under four headings.

What Christ Himself Thought

On one or two occasions, Jesus stated directly that he was with-
out sin. When g woman was discovered in the act of adultery and
dragged before him, he issued an embarrassing challenge to her
accusers, “Let any one of you who is without sin be the first to
throw a stone at her” ( John 8:7). Gradually they drifted away
until there was no one left. A little later in the same chapter, it
is recorded that Jesus issued another challenge, this time about
himself: “Can any of you prove me guilty of sin?” ( John 8: 46). No
one could answer. They slipped away when he accused them; but
when the roles were reversed and he invited them to accuse him,
he had no difficulty at all in staying where he was and bearing their
scrutiny. They were all sinners; he was without sin. He lived a life
of perfect obedience to his Father’s will. “Talways do what pleases
him,” hesaid ( John 8:29). There was nothing boastful about those
words. He spoke entirely naturally, with no fuss or pretension.
Similarly, by the very nature of his teaching, he placed himself
in amoral category all by himself. One ofhis stories wasabout two
men who went to the Temple to pray. The first, a Pharisee, came
up with a praver of arrogant thanksgiving, “God, I thank vou that
I am not like other people” (Luke 18:11). But vou wouldn’t ever

3 James Denney, Studies in Theology, oth ed. { London: Hodder & Stough-
ton, 1906 ), 41.
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find Jesus himself doing anything like that. His uniqueness was
completely unself-conscious. He didn’t need to draw attention to
it. It was a fact so obvious to him that itdidn’t need emphasizing, It
was implied rather than asserted. Evervone else was a lost sheep;
he had come as the Good Shepherd to seek and to save them. Ev-
ervone else was sick with the disease of sin; he was the doctor who
had come to heal them. Evervone else was trapped in the darkness
of sin and ignorance; he was the light of the world. Everyone else
was 4 sinner; he was born to be their Savior and would die for the
forgiveness of their sins. Everyone else was hungry; he was the
bread of life. Everyone else was dead in wrongdoing and sin; he
could be their life now and their resurrection in the future. All
these metaphors express the moral uniqueness of which he was
clearly conscious.

It is not surprising, therefore, that although we are told about
the temptations of Jesus, we hear nothing of his sins. He never
confesses his sins or asks for forgiveness, although he tells his dis-
ciples to do so. He shows no awareness at all of moral failure, He
appears to have no feeling of puilt and no sense of separation from

sod. He did indeed go through John the Baptist's “baptism of re-
pentance.” But John tried to discourage Jesus from being baptized,
and Jesus submitted to it, not because he needed to admit to being
a sinner, but so that he could “fulfill all righteousness” and begin to
identify himself with the sins of others. He himself seems to have
lived in unbroken communion with his Father.

This absence of all moral discontent and sense of unclonded
friendship with God are particularly remarkable for two reasons.
The first is that Jesus possessed 4 keen moral judgment. He did
not need to be told what other human beings were like because
he knew what was in them (see Mark 2:8). The Gospel accounts
often record his ability to read the inner questions and perplexities
of the crowd. Hisclear perception led him fearlessly to expose the
duplicity of the religious leaders. He hated their hypocrisy. He
pronounced woes upon them as thunderous as those of the Old
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Testament prophets. Ostentation and pretense disgusted him. Yet
his penetrating eye saw no sin in himself.

The secomd reason why his self-conscious purity is astonish-
ing is that it is quite unlike the experience of other holy people.
Christians know that the closer they get to God, the more they
become aware of their own sin. In this the saint is rather like the
scientist, The more scientists find out, the more they realize how
little they know and how much there is still to discover, Similarly,
the more Christians grow in their imitation of Christ, the more
aware they become of the vast distance that still separates them
from him.

A glance into any Christian biography underlines this—if our
own experience is not sufficient evidence. Let me offer just one
example. David Brainerd was a young pioneer missionary among
the Native Americans of Delaware at the beginning of the nine-
teenth century. His diary and letters reveal the rich quality of his
devotion to Christ. Despite great pain and crippling weakness
that led to his death at the age of twenty-nine, he gave himselfto-
tally to his work. He traveled on horseback through thick forests,
preached and taught without rest, slept outin the open, and was
content to have no settled home or family life. His diary is full of
expressions of love to "my dear Indians” and of pravers and praises
to his Savior.

We might imagine that he is a saint of the first order. Surely his
life and work can’t have been unduly tainted by sin. Yet as we turn
the pages of his diary, he continually laments what he describes
as his moral “corruption.” He complains of his lack of prayer and
the poverty of his love for Christ. He calls himself "1 poor worm,”
“a dead dog,” and “an unspeakably worthless wretch.” This is not
because he had a morbid conscience. It was the closeness of his
relationship with Christ that made him so painfully aware of his
sinfulness,

Yet Jesus Christ, who lived more closely to God than anvbody
else has done, was free from all sense of sin.
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What Christ’s Friends Said

It is clear then that Jesus believed himself to be sinless, just as
he believed himself to be the Messiah and the Son of God. But
could he have got this all wrong? One way of approaching this is
to ask what others thought at the time. Did his disciples share the
extraordinary opinion he had of himself ?

We may feel that the disciples of Christ were not particularly
good witnesses. It has been argued that they were biased and that
they deliberately painted him in rather more glowing colors than
he deserved. But this is very unfair. Their statements cannot be
dismissedso lightly. There are several reasons why we can be con-
fident in what they say about him.

First, they were in close contact with Jesus for about three
years. They lived together. They experienced the cramped con-
ditions of the same boat. They even had a common purse (and
a common bank account can be a potent cause of discord!). The
disciples got on one another’s nerves. They quarreled. But they
never foundin Jesus the sins they found in themselves. Familiarity
normally breeds contempt, but not in this case. Indeed, two of the
chief witnesses to the sinlessness of Christ are Peter and John (as
we shall see later), and they belonged to that inner group (consist-
ing of Peter, James, and John) to whom he gave special privileges
and particular opportunities to get to know him better.

Second, what the apostles say about this can be trusted be-
cause they were Jews whose minds had been soaked since child-
hood in the teaching of the Old Testament. And one Old Tes-
tament doctrine that they had certainly taken on board is the
universal character of human sin:

All have turned away, all have become comupt;
there is no one who does good,

not even one. { Psalm 14:3)
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We all, like sheep, have gone astray,
each of us has turned to our own way. {Isaiah 53:6)

In the light of this teaching from the Bible, the idea that some-
one could be without sin is not one that they would have been able
to accept at all easily.

Third, the testimony of the apostles to the sinlessness of Jesus
is all the more credible because itis indirect. They do not set out
to establish the truth that he was without sin. Their references to
this are asides. They are discussing some other subject, and refer
to his being without sin almost as an afterthought.

This is what they say. Peter first describes Jesus as "a lamb
without blemish or defect” (1 Peter 1:19) and then says that "he
committed no sin, and no deceit was found in his mouth”™ (1 Peter
2:22), John roundly declares that every human being is a sinner,
and that if we say we have no sin or have not sinned, we are both
liars ourselves and make God a liar too (1 John 1:8-10). But then
he goes on to say that in Christ, who came to take away our sins,
there “is no sin” (1 John 3:5).

To what Peter and John tell us we canadd the words of Paul
and of the author of the New Testament letter to the Hebrews.
They describe Jesus as one who “had no sin” (2 Corinthian 5:21),
but rather was “holy, blameless, pure, set apart from sinners” ( He-
brews 7:26). He was indeed “tempted in every way, just as we
are—vet he did not sin” (Hebrews 4:15).

What Christ’s Enemies Conceded

We may consider ourselves to be on safer ground when we come
to look atwhat the enemies of Jesus thought of him. They certainly
had no bias—at least not in his favor. We read in the Gospels that

“they watched him closely” (Mark 3:2) and tried to “trap him in
his words™ (Matthew 22:15). It is well known that when a debate
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cannot be won by reasoning, then people all too readily descend
to personal abuse. If arguments are lacking, mud is a good substi-
tute. Even the history of the church is sadly smudged by the dirt
of personal attacks. So it was with the enemies of Jesus.

The Gospel writer Mark sets out four of their criticisms (in
2:1-3:6). Their first accusation was blasphemy. Jesus had forgiven
a man’s sins. This was a clear invasion of divine territory. It was
blasphemous arrogance, they said. But this is to beg the question,
If he were indeed divine, it was entirely appropriate for him to
forgive sins.

Next, they were (they said) horrified by Jis evil associations.
He spent time with bad people. He ate with those who were on
the marging of society. He allowed prostitutes to approach him.
No Pharisee would dream of behaving like this. He would gather
his robes around him and recoil from contact with such scum. He
would have thought himself entirely right to do so, too. He would
not appreciate the grace and tenderness of Jesus who, though “sepa-
rated from sinners,” vet earned the honored title “friend of sinners.”

Their third accusation was that his religion was frivolous. He
did not fast and go without food like the Pharisees, or even like
the disciples of John the Baptist. He was “a glutton and a drunk-
ard” who came “eating and drinking” (Luke 7:34 ). Such an attack
hardly deserves a serious refutation. It's true that Jesus was full
of joy, but there can be no doubt that he took religion seriously.

Fourth, they were incensed by his Sabbath-breaking. He
healed sick people on the Sabbath day, the one day in the week
when people weren't supposed to do any work. And his disciples
even walked through the cornfields on the Sabbath, picking and
eating corn, something that the teachersofthe law and Pharisees
forbade as practically the same as the farmer’s labor of reaping and
threshing. Yet no one can doubt that Jesus submitted to God's law.
He obeyed it himself, and in debate would refer his opponents to
it as the ultimate source of authority. He also affirmed that God
had made the Sabbath, and that he had done so for the benefit of
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humanity. But being himself “Lord of the Subbath,” he claimed the
right to set aside erroneous human traditions and to give God'’s
law its true interpretation.

All these accusations are either trivial or question-begging. So
when Jesus was on trial for his life, his detractors had to hire false
witnesses against him. But even then they were unable to agree
with one another. In fact, the only charge they could come upwith
was not moral but political. Time after time, his court appearances
made it clear that he was blameless. The Roman governor Pontius
Pilate, after several cowardly attempts to evade the issue, publicly
washed his hands and declared himself "innocent of this man’s
blood” (Matthew 27:24; Luke 23:13-14). King Herod could find no
fault in him either. Judas the traitor, illed with remorse, recurned
the thirty pieces of silver to the priests with the words “I have
sinned for I have betraved innocentblood” ( Matthew 27:3-4). The
penitent thiefon the cross rebuked his fellow criminal for having a
go at Jesus and added, “this man has done nothing wrong™ { Luke
23:41). Finally, the centurion, having watched Jesus suffer and die,
exclhiimed, *Surely, this was a righteous man” (Luke 23:47).

What We Can See for Ourselves

In assessing the character of Jesus Christ, we do not need to rely
only on the testimony of others; we can make our own estimate,
The moral perfection that was quietly claimed by him, confidently
asserted by his friends, and reluctantly acknowledged by hisene-
mies is clearly shown in the Gospels.

We are given plenty of opportunity to form our own judg-
ment. The picture of Jesus painted by the four evangelists, Mat-
thew, Mark, Luke, and John, is a comprehensive one. It's true that
it depicts largely his public ministry of barely three years. But we
are given a glimpse of his boyvhood, and Luke twice repeats that
during his hidden years at Nazareth, he was developing naturally
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in body, mind, and spirit and was growing in favor with God and
peaple.

We see him spending time in private with his disciples, and
we watch him in the noisy bustle of the crowd. He is brought be-
fore us in the work he did in Galilee, facing the pressures of being
hero-worshiped by the mob who wanted to take him by force and
miake him 2 king. And we're able to follow him into the cloisters
of the Jerusalem Temple where Pharisees and Sadducees were
united against him in their subtle inquisition. But whether scaling
the dizzy heights of success or plunged into the lonely depths of
bitter rejection, he is the same Jesus. He is consistent. He has no
moods. He does not change,

Again, the portrait is balinced. There is no trace of the crank
in him. He believes ardently in what he teaches, but he is not a
fanatic. Some of what he has to say is unpopular, but he is not
eccentric. There is as much evidence for his humanity as for his
divinity. He gets tired. He needs to sleep and eat and drink like
other people. He experiences the human emotions of love and
anger, joy and sorrow. He is fully human. Yet he is no mere man.

Above all, he is unselfish. Perhaps nothing strikes us more
than this. Although he clearly believed himself to be divine, he
did not put on airs or stand on his dignity. He was never pomp-
ous. There was no touch of self-importance about Jesus. He was
humble.

It is this paradox that is so amazing, this combination of the
self-centeredness of his teaching and the unself-centeredness of
his behavior. In thought he put himself first; in deedlast. He exhib-
ited both the greatest self-esteem and the greatest self-sacrifice.
He knew himselfto be the Lord ofall, but he became their servant.
He said that he would one day come to judge the world, but he
washed the feet ofhis friends.

Never has anyone given up so much. It is claimed (by him
as well as by those who tell us about him) that he renounced the
joys ofheaven for the sorrowsofearth, exchanging an eternal im-
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munity to the approach of sin for painful contact with evil in this
world. He was born of a lowly Hebrew mother in a dirty stable in
the insignificant village of Bethlehem. He became a refugee baby
in Egypt. He was brought up in the obscure hamlet of Nazareth
and toiled at a carpenter’s bench to support his mother and the
other children in their home. Eventually he became a traveling
preacher, with few possessions, small comforts, and no home. He
made friends with ordinary people. He touched those with lep-
rosy and allowed prostitutes to touch him. He gave himself away
ina ministry ofhealing, helping, teaching, and preaching,

He was misunderstood and misrepresented, and became the
victim of people’s prejudices and vested interests. He was despised
and rejected by his own people, and deserted by his friends. He
gave his back to be flogged, his face to be spat upon, his head to be
crowned with thorns, his hands and feet tobe nailed to a common
Roman gallows. And as the cruel spikes were driven home, he
kept praying for his tormentors, “Father, forgive them, for they
do not know what they are doing” (Luke 23:34).

Such a man is altogether bevond our reach. He succeeded
where we always fail. He had complete self-mastery. He neverre-
taliated. He never grew resentful or irritable. He had such control
of himselfthat, whatever others might think or say or do, he would
deny himselfand abandon himself to the will of God and the wel-
fare of his fellow human beings. “I seek not to please myself,” he
said ( John 5:30), and "I am not seeking glory for myself” ( John
8:50). As Paul wrote, “For even Christ did not please himself”
(Romans 15:3 )

This utter disregard of selfin the service of God and man is
what the Bible calls love. There is no self-interest in love. The es-
sence of love is self-sacrifice. Even the worst of us is adorned by
an occasional flash ofsuch nobility, but the life of Jesus irradiated
it with a neverfading incandescent glow.

Jesus was sinless because he was selfless, Such selflessness is
love. And God is love.
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CHAPTER 4

The Resurrection of Christ

" N ;re have considered the extravagant claims that Jesus made

and the selfless character that he displaved. We now come
to examine the evidence for his historical reswrrection from the
dead.

Clearly, ifitis true, the resurrection is enormously significant.
If Jesus of Nazareth rose from the dead, then he was beyond dis-
pute a unique figure. It is not a question of his spiritual survival,
nor of his physical resuscitation, but of his conquest of death and
his resurrection toa new plane of existence altogether. We donot
know of anyone else who has had this experience. Modern peo-
ple are therefore as scornful as the philosophers in Athens who
heard Paul preach on the Areopagus: “When they heard about
the resurrection of the dead, some of them sneered” (Acts 17:32).

The argument is not that his resurrection establishes his deity,
but that it fits with it. It is only to be expected that a supernatural
person would come to and leave the earth in a supernatural way.
This isin fact what the New Testament teaches and what, because
of this, the church has always believed. His birth was natural, but
his conception was supernatural. His death was natural, but his
resurrection was supernatural. His miraculous conception and
resurrection do not prove his deity, butthey are consistent with it.'

. Weare not concerned he re with the virgin birth of Jesus, for it is not nsed
inthe Mew Testament o demonstrate his Messishship or deity, as is the resurrec-
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Jesus himself never predicted his death without adding that
he would rise, and described his coming resurrection as a “sign.”
Paul, at the beginning of his letter to the Romans, wrote that Jesus
was "appointed the Son of God in power by his resurrection from
the dead” (Romans 1:4), and the earliest sermons of the apostles
recorded in the Actsrepeatedly assert that it was through the res-
urrection that God reversed the human court’s verdict on Jesus
and completely vindicated him.

In writing about the resurrection, Luke, who is known to
have been a painstaking and accurate historian, says that there
are “many convincing proofs” (Act 1:3). We may not feel able to
go as far as Thomas Arnold who called the resurrection “the best
attested fact in history,” but certainly many impar tial investigators
have judged the evidence to be extremely good. For instance, Sir
Edward Clarke KC wrote to the Rev. E. L. Macassey:

Asa lawyer L have made a prolonged study of the evidences for
the events of the first Easter Day, Tome the evidence is conclu-
sive, and over and over again in the High Court I have secured
the verdict on evidence not nearly so compelling. Inference
follows onevidence, and a truthful witness is always artless and
disdains effect. The Gospel evidence for the resurrection is of
this class, and as a lawyer [ accept it unreservedly as the testi-

mony of truthful men to facts they were able to substantate,

What is this evidence? It can be summarized by making four
statements.

tion. The case for the virgin birth is well argued in . Gresham Machen, The Virgin
Birth of Christ { London: Lutterworth, 1958).
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The Body Had Gone

The resurrection accounts in the four Gospels begin with the visit
of certain women to the tomb early on Easter Sunday morning,
When they arrived they were stunned to discover that the body
of Jesus had disappeared.

A few weeks later the apostles began to preach that Jesus
had risen. It was the main thrust of their message. But they could
hardly have expected anyvone to believe them if the body of Jesus
was still in Joseph's tomb —just a few minutes” walk away! No. The
tomb wasempty. The body had gone. There can be no doubt about
this fact. The question is how to explain it

First, there is the theory that the women went to the wrong
tomb. It was still dark, and they were overwhelmed with sorrow.
The claim is that they could easily have made a mistake.

This sounds plausible on the surface, but it doesn’t stand up.
To begin with, it cannot have been completely dark. It is true that
John says the women came “while it was still dark” (John zo:1).
But in Matthew 28:1 it is "at dawn,” while Luke says it was "very
early in the morning” (Luke 24:1), and Mark distinctly states that
it was “Just after sunrise” (Mark 16:2).

Furthermore, these women weren't fools. At least two of
them had seen for themselves where Joseph and Nicodemus
had kid the body. They had even watched the whole process of
burial, “sitting there opposite the tomb™ (Matthew 27:61). The
same two (Mary Magdalene and Mary the mother of Jesus) re-
turned at dawn, bringing with them Salome, Joanna, and “the
other women,” so that if one mistook the path or the tomb, sheis
likely to have been corrected by the others. And if Mary Magda-
lene went to the wrong place the first time, she can hardly have
repeated her error when she returned in the full light of morning
and stayed in the garden until Jesus met her.

Besides, it wasn’t mere sentiment that brought them to the
tomb so early in the morning. They had a job to do. They had
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bought spices and were going to complete the anointing of their
Lord’s body, since the timing of the burial so close to the Sabbath
had meant that they couldn’t complete the task properly two days
previously. These devoted and businesslike women were not the
kind to be easily deceived or to give up on what they had come to
do. Again, even if they mistook the tomb, would Peter and John,
who ran to verify their story, make the same mistake, and oth-
ers who doubtless came later, including Joseph and Nicodemus
themselves?

The second explanation of the empty tomb is the coma theory.
Those who maintain this view maintain that Jesus did not actually
die on the cross, but only lost consciousness, He then revived in
the tomb, left it, and later made himself known to the disciples.

This theory simply bristles with problems. It is thoroughly
perverse. The evidence entirely contradicts it. Pilate was indeed
surprised that Jesus was already dead, but he was sufficiently
convinced by the centurion’s assurance to give Joseph permis-
sion to remove the body from the cross, The reason the centu-
rion was so certain is that he must have been present when “one
of the soldiers pierced Jesus” side with a spear, bringing a sudden
flow of blood and water” ( John 19:34 ). S0 Joseph and Nicode-
mus took down his body, wrapped it in strips of linen, and laid
it in Joseph's new tomb.

Are we then seriously to believe that Jesus had just temporarily
lost consciousness? That after the rigors and pains of trial, mock-
ery, flogging, and crucifixion, he could survive thirty-six hours in
a stone tomb with neither warmth nor food nor medical care? That
he could then rally sufficiently to perform the superhuman feat of
shifting the boulder that was in front of the mouth of the tomb,
and this without disturbing the Roman guard? That then, weak
and sickly and hungry, he could appear to the disciples in such a
way as to give them the impression that he had vanquished death?
That he could go on to claim thathe had died and risen, could send
them out all over the world and promise to be with them unto the
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end of time? That he could live somewhere in hiding for forty days,
making occasional surprise appearances, and then finally disap-
pear without any explanation? Such a view is incredible.

Third, there is the idea that thieves stole the body. There is no
shred of evidence for this supposition. Nor is it explhined how
thieves could have fooled the Roman guard. Nor can one imagine
why thieves should have taken the body but left the strips of linen
it was wrapped in, nor what possible motive they could have had
for doing such a thing,

Fourth, it has been argued that the disciples removed the body.
This, Matthew tells us, is the rumor that the Jewish authorities
spread right from the start. He describes how Pilate, having given
permission to Joseph to remove Christ’s body, received a deputa-
tion of chief priests and Pharisees, who said:

Sir, we remember that while he was still alive that deceiver
said, “After three days I will rise apain” So give the order for
the tomb to be made secure until the third day, Otherwise, his
disciples may come and steal the body and tell the people that
he has been raised from the dead. This last deception will be
waorse than the first, ( Matthew 27:63-64)

Pilate agreed. “Go, make the tomb as secure as you know
how,” he said, and so they “made the tombsecure by putting a seal
on the stone and posting the guard” (Matthew 27:65-66). Mat-
thew goes on to describe how the stone, the seal, and the guard
could not prevent the resurrection, and how the guard went into
the city to report to the chief priests what had happened. After
consultation they bribed the soldiers and told them,

“You are o say, ‘His disciples came during the night and stole
him away while we were asleep.” If this report gets to the gov-
ernor, we will satisfy him and keep vou out of trouble.” So the
soldiers ook the money and did as they were insoructed. And
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this story has been widely circulated among the Jews w this
very day. (Matthew 28:13-15)

But the story does not hold water. Is it likely that a highly-dis-
ciplined detachment of guards, whether Roman or Jewish, would
all fall asleep on duty? And if any of them stayved awake, how did
the women get past them and roll back the stone?

Even supposing the disciples could have succeeded in re-
moving the body of Jesus, there isa significant psychological con-
sideration that is enough to pour cold water on the whole theory.
We learn from the first part of the Acts of the Apostles that the
resurrection was what they concentrated on in their early preach-
ing. "You killed him, but God raised him, and we are witnesses,”
they kept saying. ( See Acts 3:14-15.) Are we then to believe that
they were prochiming what they knew to be a deliberate lie? If
they had themselvestaken the body of Jesus, to go on and preach
that he had been raised from the dead would be knowingly to
spread a planned deception. But the thing is that they didn't only
preach it; they suffered for it. They were prepared to go to prison,
to be flogged —and even to be put to death. And for what? Some-
thing they knew to be a blatant untruth?

This simply does not ring true. It is so unlikely as to be virtu-
ally impossible. Ifanything is clear from the Gospelsand the Acts,
itisthat the apostles were sincere. They may have been deceived,
if you like, but they were not deceivers. Hypocrites and martyrs
are not made of the same stuff.

The fifth and perhaps the least unreasonable (though still hy-
pothetical) explanation of the disappearance of Christ’s body is
that the Roman or Jewish authorities tool: it into their men custody.
They would certainly have had sufficient motive for doing so. They
had heard that Jesushad talked about being raised from the dead,
and were afraid that someone would pretend it had happened. So
(the argument runs), in order to forestall trickery, they took the
precaution of confiscating the corpse.
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But when it is examined, this hypothetical reconstruction of
whathappened also falls apart. We havealready seen that not long
after Jesus's death the Christians were boldly prockiming hisres-
urrection. The news spread rapidly. This new movement threat-
ened to undermine the foundations of Judaism and to disturb the
peace of Jerusalem. The Jews feared conversions; the Romans
were apprehensive about riots. The authorities had one obvious
course of action available to them. They could produce the re-
mains of the body and publish a statement of what they had done.

Instead, they were silent and resorted to violence. They ar-
rested the apostles, threatened them, flogged them, imprisoned
them, belittled them, plotted against them, and even killed some
of them. But all this was entirely unnecessary if they had in their
own possession the dead body of Jesus. The church was founded
on the resurrection. Disprove the resurrection, and the church
would have collapsed. But they couldn™t because they didn’t have
the body. What the authorities didn't say is as clear a pointer to the
truth of the resurrection as what the apostles did say.

These are the theories that have been invented to try to ex-
phin the emptiness of the tomb and the disappearance of the
body. None of them is satisfactory. None of them can be backed
up by any historical evidence. Since there is no adequate alterna-
tive explanation, is it not entirely reasonable to prefer the uncom-
plicated and restrained account we find in the Gospels, setting
out the events of the first Easter Day? The body of Jesus was not
removed by people; it was raised by God.

The Graveclothes Were Undisturbed
It is 4 remarkable fact that the accounts that say that the body of
Jesus had gone also tell us that the strips oflinen used to wrap the
body had not gone. Itis John wholays particular em phasis on this

fact, forhe went with Peter on that dramatic early morning race to
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the tomb. The account he gives of this incident (20:1-10) bears the
unmistakable marks of firsthand experience. He got there before
Peter, but on arriving at the tomb, he did no more than look in,
until Peter came and entered it. “Finally the other disciple, who
had reached the tomb first, also went ingide, He saw and believed”
(John 20:8). The question is: What did he see that made him be-
lieve? The story suggests that it was not just the absence of the
body, but the presence ofthe strips oflinen and, in particular, the
fact that they were undisturbed.

Let us try to reconstruct the story.” John tells us (19:38-42)
that while Joseph asked Pilate for the body of Jesus, Nicodemus
“brought a mixture of myrrh and aloes, about seventy-five pounds.
Taking Jesus” body, the two ofthem wrapped it, with the spices, in
strips of linen. This was in accordance with Jewish burial customs”
{John 19:39-40). That is to say, as they wound the linen “ban-
dages” around his body, they sprinkled the powdered spices into
the folds. A separate cloth would have been used for his head.” In
this way they wrapped his body and head completely, leaving just
his face and neck bare, according to oriental custom. They then
laid the body on a stone slab that had been hewn out of the side
of the cave-tomb.

Now supposing we had been present in the tomb when the
resurrection of Jesus actually took place. What would we have
seen? Should we have seen Jesus begin to move, and then yawn
and stretch and get up? No. We do not believe that he returned
to this life. He did not recover consciousness after a faint. He
had died, and he rose again. His was a resurrection, not a re-
suscitation. We believe that he passed miraculously from death
into an aktogether new sphere ofexistence. What then should we

2. Following Henry Latham, The Risen Master (London: Deighton Bell,
1904 ).

5. This is clear from John's account of the burial clothes of Lazrus, For when
Jesus resnscitated him, *The dead man came ont, his hands and feet wrapped with
strips of linen, and a cloth around his face” (g4 )
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have seen, had we been there? We should suddenly have noticed
that the body had disappeared. It would have been transformed
into something new and different and wonderful. It would have
passed through the graveclothes, as it was later to pass through
closed doors, leaving them untouched and almost undisturbed.
Almost but not quite. For the strips oflinen, under the weight of
all those spices, once the support of the body had been removed,
would have subsided or collapsed, and would now be lying flat.
A gap would have appeared between the strips of linen used
for the body and the cloth wrapped around the head, where his
face and neck had been. And the head coth itself, because of
the complicated crisscross pattern of the bandages, might well
have retained its concave shape, a crumpled turban, but with no
head inside it.

A careful study of the text of John's narrative suggests that it is
just these three characteristics of the discarded graveclothes that
he saw. First, he saw the strips of linen “lying there” { John 20:5).
The word is repeated twice, and the first time it is placed in an
emphatic position in the Greek sentence. We might translate, "He
saw, as they were lying (or collapsed ), the strips of linen.” Next,
the head cloth was “still lying in its place, separate from the linen”
{ John 20:7). This is unlikely to mean that it had been bundled
up and tossed into a corner, It still lay on the stone slab but was
separated from the body cloths by a noticeable space. Third, this
same head cloth was “rolled up in a place by itself” (RSV). This
word has been translated “twirled,” a word that aptly describes the
rounded shape that the empty head cloth still preserved.

It is not hard to imagine the sight that greeted the eyes of
the apostles when they reached the tomb: the stone slab, the col-
lapsed graveclothes, the shell of the head doth, and the gap be-
tween the two. No wonder they "saw and believed” A glance at
these graveclothes both proved the reality of what had happened
and indicated the nature of the resurrection, The strips of linen
hadn’t been touched, folded, or manipulated by any human being,
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They were like 1 discarded chrysalis from which the butterfly had
emerged.

That the state of the graveclothes was intended to be visible,
corroborative evidence for the resurrection is further suggested
by the fact that Mary Magdalene (who had returned to the tomb
after bringing the news to Peter and John) “bent over to look
into the tomb and saw two angels in white, seated where Jesus’
body had been, one at the head and the other at the foot” { John
zo:11-12), Presumably this means that they sat on the stone slab
with the praveclothes between them. Both Matthew and Mark add
that one of them said, “He is not here; he has risen, just as he said.
Come and see the place where he lay” (Matthew 28:6; see also
Mark 16:6). Whether or not we believe in angels, these allusions
to the place where Jesus had been kid down, emphasized both by
where the angels were and by what the angels said, at least con-
firms what the Gospel writers thought. The position of the strips
of linen and the absence ofthe body wereboth witnesses together
to his resurrection.

The Lord Was Seen

The Gospels include some extraordinary stories of how Jesus ap-
peared to his disciples after his resurrection. We are told of ten
separate appearances of the risen Lord to what Peter calls chosen
witnesses (Acts 10:41). It is said that he appeared to Mary Mag-
dalene; to the women returning from the tomb; to Peter, to two
disciples on the road to Emmaus; to the ten gathered in the upper
room, to the eleven including Thomasa week later; to “more than
five hundred of the brothers and sisters at the same tme” (1 Cor-
inthians 15:6), probably on the mountainside in Galilee; to James;
to some disciples including Peter, Thomas, Nathanael, James, and
John by the side of Lake Galilee; and to many on the Mount of Ol-
ives near Bethany at the time of the ascension. Paul adds himselfat

49



WHO CHRIST IS

the end of his list of those who saw the risen Jesus in 1 Corinthians
15:5-8, referring to his experience on the Damascus Road. And
since Luke tells us at the beginning of the book of Acts that Jesus
“presented himself to them and gave many convincing proofs that
he was alive” and "appeared to them [the apostles] over a period
of forty days™ (Acts 1:3), there may well have been other appear-
ances, of which no record has survived.

We cannot lightly dismiss this body of living evidence about
the resurrection. We must find some explanation of what these
accounts are telling us. Only three are possible. One is that they
were inventions; the second that they were hallucinations; the
third that they were true.

Were they inventions? There is no need to devote much space
to repudiating this suggestion. The resurrection ap pearances can-
not be deliberate inventions. For one thing the narratives are re-
strained and simple; for another they are graphic, and brought
to life by the detailed touches that sound like the work of an eye-
witness, The stories of the race to the tomb in John 20 and of the
walk to Emmaus in Luke 24 are too vivid and real to have been
invented.

Besides, if they are inventions, they're certainly not very good
ones, If we had wanted to concoct the resurrection, we could
probably have done much better ourselves! We should have been
careful to avoid the complicated jigsaw puzzle of events that the
four Gospels together produce. We should have got rid of, or
at least watered down, the doubts and fears of the apostles. We
should probably have included a dramatic account of the resur-
rection itself, describing the power and glory of the Son of God
as he snapped the chains of death and burst out of the tomb in
trivmph. But no one saw it happen, and we have no description of
it. Again, we would have chosen someone with a better reputation
than Mary Magdalene as the first witness.

Actually, there is an even weightier objection to the theory
of invention than the naive simplicity of the narratives. It is the
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obvious fact, which we have already mentioned, that the apos-
tles, together with the Gospel writers in particular and the early
church in general, were utterly convinced that Jesus had risen. The
whole New Testament breathes an atmosphere of certainty and
conquest, Itswriters may have been, if you like, tragically misled;
they were definitely not deliberately misleading,

If these accounts were not inventions, were the appearances
themselves hallucinations ? This opinion has been widely held and
confidently expressed; and of course hallucinations are not an un-
common phenomenon, A hallucination is the “apparent percep-
tion of an external object when no such object is present,” and is
associated most frequently with someone who is suffering from
some form of mental illness. Most of us have known people who
see things and hear voices, and live sometimes or always in an
imaginary world of their own. It is simply not credible to claim
that the apostles were unbalanced people like this. Mary Mag-
dalene may have been, but hardly blustering Peter and doubting
Thomas.

It is true that hallucinations can occur in people who are oth-
erwise quite ordinary and normal, but such cases are usually as-
sociated with two particular characteristics. First, they happen as
the climax to a period of exaggerated wishful thinking. Second,
the conditions of time, place, and mood are favorable. There must
be both a strong inward desire and a set of predisposing outward
circumstances.

When we look at the Gospel narratives of the resurrection, how-
ever, both these factors are missing, Far from wishful thinking, it was
just the opposite. When the women first found the tomb empty,
they were “trembling and bewildered” (Mark 16:8), they fled from
the scene and they were “afraid.” When Mary Magdalene and the
other women reported that Jesus was alive, we read that the apostles
“did not believe the women, because their words seemed to them
like nonsense” (Luke 24:11). When Jesus himself came and stood
among them “they were star tled and frightened, “thinking they saw
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a ghost” (Luke 24:37), so that Jesus “rebuked them for their lack of
faith and their stubborn refusal to believe”™ (Mark 16:14 ). Thomas
was adamant in his refusal to believe unless he could actually see and
touch the nail-wounds, When Jesus later met the eleven and others
on amountain in Galilee, “they worshiped him; butsome doubted”
(Matthew 28:17). There was no wishful thinking here, no naive cre-
dulity, no blind acceptance. Far from being gullible and easily led,
the disciples were cautious, skeptical, and “slow to believe” (Luke
24:25). They were not susceptible to hallucinations. Nor would
strange visions have satisfied them. Their faith was grounded upon
the hard facts of experience that could be verified.

Not only this, but the outwardly favorable circumstances were
missing too. Had the appearances all taken place in one or two
particularly sacred places, hallowed by memories of Jesus, and
had those who saw him been expecting to do so, our suspicions
might well be aroused. If we only had the story of the appearances
in the upperroom, we should have good reason to doubt and ask
questions. It's not hard to imagine the eleven disciples gather-
ing in the special place where Jesus had spent some of his last
hours with them. We can picture them keeping his place vacant,
talking together over old times, and remembering his promises to
return. It's not too much of a leap to think of them beginning to
wonder if he might come back after all, and then hoping that he
would, until the eagerness of their expectation was rewarded by
his sudden appearance. It would be a cruel delusion, ves, but an
understandable one.

But this was not the case. Indeed, an investigation of the ten
appearances revealsa striking variety in the circumstances of per-
son, place, and mood in which they occurred. He was seen by
individuals alone (Mary Magdalene, Peter, and James ), by small
groups, and by more than five hundred people together. He ap-
peared in the garden of the tomb, near Jerusalem, in the upper
room, on the road to Emmaus, by the lake of Galilee, on a Galilee
mountain, and on the Mount of Olives.
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Ifthere was variety in person and place, there was also variety
in mood. Mary Magdalene was weeping; the other women were
afraid and astonished; Peter was full of remorse, and Thomas of
skepticism. The Emmaus pair were distracted by the events of the
week and the disciples in Galilee by their fishing. Yet through their
doubts and fears, through their unbelief and precccupation, the
risen Lord made himself known to them,

It is unreasonable to dismiss these appearances of Jesus as hal-
lucinations being experienced by people with disturbed minds. So,
if they were neither inventions nor hallucinations, the only alter-
native left is that they actually happened. The risen Lord was seen.

The Disciples Were Changed

Perhaps the transformation of the disciples of Jesusis the greatest
evidence of all for the resurrection, because it is entirely uncon-
trived. They do notinvite us to look at themselves, as they invite
us to look at the empty tomb and the collapsed graveclothes and
the Lord whom they had seen. We can see the change in them
without being asked to look. The men who figure in the pages of
the Gospels are new and different men in the Acts of the Apostles,
the New Testament book that tells the story ofthe first Christians,
The death of their Master left them despondent, disillusioned, and
near to despair. But in Acts they emer ge as those who risk their
lives for the name of the Lord Jesus Christ and who turn the world
upside down,

What has brought about such a change? How can we account
for their new faith and power, joy and love? There’s no doubt that
the events of Pentecost and the coming of the Holy Spirit had a
lot to do with it. But the Holy Spirit came only when Jesus had
risen and returned to heaven. It is asif the resurrection was the
key that unlocked extraordinary moral and spiritual power, Two
examples stand out.
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The first is Simon Peter. The story of the trial and death of Je-
sus has been a complete nightmare for him. He has denied Christ
three times. He has cursed and sworn as if he had never known
the gentle influence of Jesus in his life. He has gone out into the
night to weep bitterly. When Jesus is dead, he joins the others in
the upper room, behind barred doors “for fear of the Jews,” and
is utterly dejected ( John 20:19).

But when we turn over one or two pages in the Bible, we see
him standing, perhapson the steps outside the very same house in
Jerusalem, preaching so boldly and so powerfully to a vast crowd
that three thousand people believe in Christ and are baptized. We
turn on to the next chapters of Acts, and we watch him defying
the very Sanhedrin who had condemned Jesus to death just a few
weeks earlier, happy to be counted worthy to suffer shame for his
name, and later calmly sleeping in his cell on the night before his
expected execution.

He is a new man. The shifting sands have been blown away;
true to the meaning of his nickname “Peter,” he is a real rock now,
What has made the difference?

Or take James, who later occupied a position of leadership
inthe Jerusalem church, He is one of “the brothers of the Lord,”
who are represented throughout the Gospels as not believing in
Jesus: “Even his own brothers did not believe in him” { John 7:5).
But whenwe reach the first chapter of Acts, the list that Luke gives
of the disciples gathered together ends with the words "with his
brothers™ (Acts 1:14). James is evidently a believer now. What has
made the difference? What convinced him? Perhaps we have the
clue we are seeking in 1 Corinthians 15:7, where Paul, cataloguing
those who had seen the risen Jesus, adds “he appeared to James”

It was the resurrection that transformed Peter’s fear into
courage and James’s doubt into faith. It was the resurrection that
changed the Jewish Sabbath into the Christian Sunday. It was the
resurrection that changed Saul the Pharisee into Paul the apostle,
the fanatical persecutor into a preacher of the very faith he pre-
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viously tried to destroy. "Last of all,” Paul wrote, “he appeared to
me also” (1 Corinthians 15:8).

These are the strands of the evidence for the resurrection. The
body had disappeared. The graveclothes remained undisturbed.
The Lord was seen. And the disciples were changed. There is no
adequate explanation of these events other than the great Chris-
tian affirmation “the Lord is risen indeed.”

Over these last three chapters, we have undertaken a careful
investigation of the most absorbing personality ofhistory, a mod-
est carpenter from Nazareth who became a peasant preacher and
died a criminal’s death.

His claims were astonishing,

He seems to have been morally perfect.

He rose from the dead.

Added together, the weight of all this evidence is pretty im-
pressive. It paves the way for the last step of faith where we come
to bow before Jesus and say, along with doubting Thomas, "My
Lord and my God.”
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CHAPTER B

The Fact and Nature of Sin

e have lookedin some detail at the evidence for the unique

deity of Jesus of Nazareth. As a result we may well have
become convinced that ves, he is indeed the Lord, the Son of God.
Yet the focus of the New Testament is not just on who he was, but
on what he came to do. He is presented not simply as the Lord
from heaven but also as the Savior of sinners. Indeed, the two
cannot be separated, for the effectiveness of what he did depends
absolutely on the truth of who he was.

But in order to appreciate what exactly it was that Jesus
achieved, we need to understand who we are as well as who fe
was, His work was done for us. It was the work of a person for
persons, 4 mission undertaken for needy people by the only one
who was able to meet their need. His ability lies in his deity; our
need lies in our sin. We have investigated his claim to be able to
help us; we must now look at the nature of the help we need.

So we turn from Christ in particular to humanity in general,
from what the Bible reveals about the sinlessness and glory that
are in him to what it has to say about the sin and shame that are in
us. Only then, after we have clearly grasped what we are, shall we
be in a position to perceive the wonder of what he has done for
us and offers to us. We need to be convinced about the accuracy
of the diagnosis before we will be ready to take the medicine God
prescribes.

Sin isan unpopular subject, and Christians are often criticized
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for going on about it too much. But they only do so because they
are realists. Sin is not a convenient invention of church ministers
to keep them in their joby; it is a fact of human experience,

The history of the kst hundred vears or so has convinced
many people that the problem of evil is located in human beings
themselves, not merely in human society. The nineteenth cen-
tury saw 4 flourishing of liberal optimism. It was widely believed
that human nature was fundamentally good, that evil was largely
caused by ignorance and bad housing, and that education and
social reform would enable people to live together in happiness
and goodwill. But this illusion has been shattered by the hard facts
of history, Educational oppor tunities have spread rapidly through-
out the world, and many welfare states have been created. But our
human capacity to get it wrong seems undaunted. The persistence
of conflict on the world stage and the widespread denial ofhuman
rights, together with the general increase of violence and crime,
have forced thoughtful people to acknowledge that a hard core of
selfishness exists in each and every one of us,

Much that we tuke for granted in a “civilized” society is actu-
ally based upon the assumption of human sin. Nearly all legislation
has grown up because we simply cannot be trusted to settle our
disputes with justice and without self-interest. A promise is not
enough; weneed acontract. Doors are not enough; we have tolock
and bolt them. The payvment of fares is not enough; tickets have to
be issued, inspected, and collected. Law and order are notenough;
we need the police to enforce them. All this is due to our sin. We
cannot trust each other. We need protection against one another. It
is aterrible indication of what human nature is really like,

The Universality of Sin

The Bible writers are quite clear that sin is universal. “There is
no one who does not sin,” says King Solomon in an aside during
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his great prayer at the dedication of the Temple in Jerusalem
{1 Kings 8:46). “Indeed, there is no one on earth who is righ-
teous, no one who does what is right and never sins,” adds the
Preacher in Ecclesiastes 7:20. Several of the psalms comment
sadly on the universality of human sin. Psalm 14, which describes
the godless “fool,” gives a very pessimistic description of human
wickedness:

They are corrupt, their deeds are vile;
there is no one who does good.
The LorD looks down from heaven
on all mankind
to see if there are any who understand,
any who seek God.
All have turned away, all have become comupt;
there is no one who does good,
not even one. {14:1-1)

The psalmists” conscience tells them that if God were
rise up in judgment against humanity, none could escape his
condemnation. “If you, Lorp, kept a record of sins, Lord, who
could stand ?” { Psalm 130:3). Hence the praver, “Donot bring your
servant into judgment, for no one livingis righteous before you™
(Psalm 143:2).

The prophets are as insistent as the psalmists on the fact that
all people are sinners, and no statements are more definite than
the two that are to be found in the second half of the book of
Isaiah. “We all, like sheep, have gone astray, each of us has turned
to his own way” (53:6 ), and "All of us have become like one who
is unclean, and all our righteous acts are like filthy rags”™ (64:6).

It isn't only the Old Testament writers who share this view.
Paul opens his letter to the Romans with aclosely reasoned argu-
ment, which extends over the first three chapters, that everyone,
nomatter who they are, is a sinner in God's sight. He writes about
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the corrupt behavior of the pagan world and then adds that his
own people, the people of Israel, are no better. They have been
entrusted with God’s holy law—and even teach it to others. Yet
they break it just as much as anyone else. Paul goes on to quote
from the psalmsand the prophet Isaiah to illustrate his theme, and
concludes, “there isno difference between Jew and Gentile, for all
have sinned and fall short of the glory of God” (Romans 3:22-23).
John, another New Testament writer, is, if anything, even more
explicit when he declares that “If we claim to be without sin, we
deceive ourselves” (1 John 1:8), and “If we claim we have not
sinned, we make him out to be a liar” (1 John1m1o).

But what is sin? Yes, it affects evervone—but what exactly is
it? Several words are used in the Bible to describe its nature. They
canbe put into two groups, according to whether wrongdoing is
seen negatively or positively. Negatively, it is shortcoming, One
word represents it as a lapse, a slip, a blunder. Another pictures
itas the failure to hit a target. Yet another shows it to be an inner
badness, having a character that falls short of what is good.

Positively, sin is wrongdoing. One word describes sin as tres-
passing over a boundary. Another reveals it as failing to keep the
kaw, and another as an act that contravenes justice.

Both these groups of words imply the existence ofa clear stan-
dard of behavior, It is either an ideal that we fail to reach, or a law
that we break. “If anyone, then, knows the good they ought to do
and doesn’t dojit, it is sin for them,” says James (4:17). That is the
negative aspect. “Everyone who sing breaks the law; in fact, sin
is lawlessness,” says John (1 John 3:4). That is the positive aspect.

The Bible accepts the fact that people have different stan-
dards. The people of Israel have the law of Moses. Everyone else
has the law of conscience. But everyone has broken the law they
know. Everyone has fallen short of their own standard. What is
our ethical code? It may be the lhw of Moses or the teaching of
Jesus. It may be the decent thing, or the done thing, or the con-
ventions of society. It may be Buddhism’s eightfold path or Islam'’s
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five pillars of conduct. But whatever it is, we have not succeeded
in observing it. We all stand self-condemned.

This comes as a genuine surprise to many people, They have
their ideals and think they achieve them, more or less. They do
not go in forintrospection. They are not unduly self-critical. They
know they have had occasional lapses. They are aware of certain
character defects. But they are not particularly worried by them,
and think of themselves as no worse than anyone else. All this is
understandable enough, until we remember two things. First, our
sense ofsuccess or failure depends on how high our standards are.
We'd find it quite easy to consider ourselves good at high-jump-
ing if the bar were never raised more than a few inches! Second,
God isinterested in the thought behind the deed and the motive
behind the action. Jesus clearly taught this in the Sermon on the
Mount, set out for us in chapters 5 to 7 of Matthew's Gospel, With
these two principles in mind, a healthy exercise would be to take
the Ten Commandments in Exodus 20 as our standard and see
how very far short of them we all fall.

The Ten Commandments
1. You shall have no other gods before me.

This is God's demand for our exclusive worship. We don't have
to worship the sun, the moon, and the stars to break this law. We
break it whenever we give to something or someone other than
God himself the first place in our thoughts or our affections. It
may be some engrossing sport, an absorbing hobby, or selfish
ambition. Or it may be someone whom we idolize. We may wor-
ship a god of gold and silver in the form of safe investments and
a healthy bank bakince, or 4 god of wood and stone in the form
of property and possessions. None of these things is necessarily
wrong in itself. It only becomes wrong when we give to it the place
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in our lives that belongs only to God. Sin is basically the placing
of self where God should be. The way a wit once described the
typical Victorian Englishman is true of us all: “a self-made man
who worships his creator.”

For us to keep this first commandment would be, as Jesus
said, to love the Lord our God with all our heart and with all our
soul and with all our mind; to make his will our guide and his glory
our goal; to put him first in thought, word, and deed; in work and
leisure; in friendships and career; in the use of our money, time,
and talents; at work and at home. No one has ever kept this com-
mandment except Jesus of Nazareth.

2, You shall not make for yourself an image.

If the first commandment is about whal we worship, the second
is about frow we worship. In the first God demands our exclusive
worship, and in the second our sincere and spiritual worship, For
“God is spirit, and his worshipers must worship in the Spirit and
intruth” (John 4:24).
We may never have manufactured some statue or figurine and
bowed down to worship it, but what distorted mental images of
70d do we hold in our minds? And although this commandment
does not forbid the use of all external forms in worship, it does
imply that they are useless unless there is inward reality as well.
We may have attended church—but have we ever really worshiped
10d? We may have said prayers—but have we everreally prayed?
We may have read the Bible—but have we ever let God speak to
us through it and done what he said? It is no good approaching
God with our lips if our hearts are far from him (see Isaiah 29:13;
Mark 7:6). To do so is sheer hypocrisy.
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3. You shall not misuse the name of the Lord your God.

The name of God represents the nature of God. This is why there
is so much in the Bible that tells us to respect his name, and why
in the Lord’s Prayer we are taught to pray that his name may be
“hallowed” or kept special. His holy name can be dragged in the
mud by our careless use of language, and most of us would do
well to revise our vocabulary from time to time. But to take God's
name invain is not just amatter of words—it’s also about thoughts
and deeds. Whenever our behavior is inconsistent with our belief,
when what we do contradicts what we say, we take God’s name in
vain. To call God “Lord” and disobey him is to take his name in
vain. To call God "Father” and be filled with anxiety and doubts
is to deny his name. To take God'’s name in vain is to talk one way
and act another. This too is hypocrisy.

4. Remember the Sabbath day by keeping it holy.

The Jews’ Sabbath and the Christians” Sunday are part of what

iod has put in place for us. To set apart one day in seven is not
just a human arrangement ora social convenience. It is God's plan.
He made the Sabbath for people, Jesus emphasized (Mark 2:27),
andsince he also made the people for whom he made the Sabbath,
he adapted it to peoples needs. Our bodies and minds need rest,
and our spirits need the opportunity for worship. This is why the
Sabbath is set aside as a day of rest and a day of worship.

Not only are we to keep it like this ourselves, for our own
good, but we are to do all we can for the common good to ensure
that others do not have to work unnecessarily on this day.

So Sunday is a "holy™ day, set apart for God. It is the Lord’s
day, not our day. It should therefore be spent in his way, not in
ouirs, to worship and serve him —and not just for our self-centered
pleasure.
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5. Honor your father and your mother.

This fifth commandment still comesin the first halfof the law that
is all about our duty to God. For our parents, at least while we are
children, represent God's authority to us. Yet often it is in their
own homes that people, young people especially, can be at their
most selfish and inconsiderate. It is all too easy to be ungrateful
and negligent, and to fail to show our parents due respect and
affection. How often do we contact them or visit them ? Or do they
need support of one kind oranother that we could give but fail to
make available to them?

. You shall not murder.

This is not just about the crime of murder. After all, if looks could
kill, many would kill with alook. And if murder can be committed
by cutting words, many are clearly guilty. Indeed Jesus said that to
be angry with someone without good reason, or to be insulting,
are as serious as actually killing someone. John draws the right
conclusion when he writes, “Anvone who hates a fellow brother
or sister is 4 murderer” (1 John 3:15). Every loss of temper, every
outburst of uncontrolled passion, every stirring of sullen rage, ev-
ery bitter resentment and thirsting for revenge—all these things
are murder. We can kill by malicious gossip. We can kill by studied
neglect and cruelty. We can kill by spite and jealousy. We have
probably all done so.

7. You shall not commit adultery.
Again, this commandment has a far wider application than be-
ing unfaithful in marriage. It includes any sort of sex outside the

marriage relationship for which it was designed. It also includes
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all sexual perversions, for although men and women are not nec-
essarily responsible for the urges they have, they are responsible
for what they do about them. It includes selfish demands within
marriage, and any behavior that drives a partner to want to end
the relationship. It includes the use of pornography, and giving in
to impure fantasies. Jesus made this clear when he said, “anyone
who looks at a woman lustfully has already committed adultery
with her in his heart” (Matthew 5:28).

Just as to think murderous thoughts is to commit murder,
so to think adulterous thoughts is to commit adultery. This com-
mandment embraces every abuse of a sacred and beautiful gift
of God.

8. You shall not steal.

To steal istorob a person of anything that belongs to him or is due
to him. Taking money or property is not the only way in which
this commandment can be broken. Tax evasion is robbery. So is
dodging customs. So is working short hours. What people call
“scrounging” God calls stealing, To over work and underpay vour
staffis to break this commandment. There can be few of us, if any,
who have been thoroughly honest in personal and business affairs,

These negative commandments also imply a positive coun-
terpart. In order truly to avoid murder, we must do all we can to
promote the health and support the life ofothers. Itisn’t enough
to refrain from the act of adultery. The commandment requires
the right, healthy, and honorable attitude of each sex toward the
other, Similarly, not stealing is no particular virtue if we are mi-
serly or mean. In his New Testament letter to the Ephesians, Paul
mikes the point that it isn’t enough for thieves to stop stealing;
they must also start working, And he says this not just so that they
can provide for their own needs but also so that they may have
something to share with those in need.
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9. You shall not give false testimony against your neighbor.

The last five commandments express a respect for the rights of oth-
ers that is implied in true love. To break these commandments is
to rob people of the things most precious to them—life (“youshall
not murder”), their home or honor (“you shall not commit adul-
tery”), their property (“vou shall not steal”), and now their repu-
tation (“you shall not give false testimony against your neighbor”).

This commandment doesn't only apply in a court of law, It
does include perjury. But it also refers to all forms of scandal, slan-
der, idle talk, and gossip, all lies and deliberate exaggerations or
distortions of the truth. We can give false testimony by listening
to unkind rumors as well as by passing them on, by making cruel
jokesat somebody else’s expense, by creating false impressions,
by failing to correct statements that we know to be untrue, and
by what we do not say as well as by what we do say.

1in, You shall not covet.

The tenth commandment is in some ways the most revealing of
all. It turns the Ten Commandments from an external legal code
into an internal moral standard. We can be brought to book by the
law of the land for theft —but not for covetousness, For covetous-
ness belongs to the inner life. It lurks in the heart and the mind.
What lust is to adultery and temper is to murder, covetousness
is to theft.

The particular things that we are not to covet and that are
mentioned in the commandment are surprisingly modern. In the
housing shortage there ismuch coveting of our neighbor’s house,
and divorce would not be so common if people did not covet their
neighbor’s wife or husband. “Greed . . . is idolatry,” wrote Paul
(Colossians 3:5), and by contrast, “godliness with contentment is
great gain” (1 Timothy 6:6).
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Listing these commandments brings to light an ugly catalog
of sins. So much takes place beneath the surface of our lives, in
the secret places of our minds, which other people do not see and
which we manage even to conceal from ourselves. But God sees
these things. His eye penetrates into every corner of our hearts:
“Nothingin all creation is hidden from God’s sight. Everything is
uncovered and laid bare before the eves ofhim to whom we must
give account” (Hebrews 4:13). He sees us as we really are, and his
law shows up oursins for what they really are. Indeed, the purpose
of the law was to expose sin, for "through the law we become
conscious of our sin” (Bomans 3:20).

When C. H. Spurgeon, a faimous nineteenth-century preacher,
was only fourteen vears old, he experienced a tremendous sense of
his own sinfulness. Twotruths came hometo him as never before:
“Giod’s majesty and my sinfulness.” He had a crushing sense of how
unworthy he was.

[ do not hesitate to say that those who examined my life would
nothave seen any extraordinary sin, vetas [ looked upon nryself
[ saw outrageous sinagainst God. Twas not like other boys, un-
truthful, dishonest, swearing and so on. But of a sudden, Imet
Moses carrving the law . .. God's Ten Words . .. and as I read
them, they all seemed to join in condemning me in the sight of

the thrice holy Jehovah.

In our case, too, there is nothing like the law of God for convincing
us of our sinfulness,
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CHAPTER &

The Consequences of Sin

" N ;re have looked at the universality and the nature of human

sin. We might prefer to leave this unpleasant subject and
pass on immediately to the good news of Christ’s salvation, but
we are not yet ready to do so. We need to grasp what the results
of sin are before we can fully appreciate what God has done forus
and what he offers to us in Christ.

Is sin really so very serious? The best way to understand its
evil consequences is to look at its effects on God, on ourselves,
and on other people.

Alienation from God

Even though we may not realize it now, the most terrible result of
sin is that it cuts us off from God. Our highest destiny is to know
God, to be in personal relationship with him. Our chief claim to
nobility as human beings is that we were madein the image of God
and are therefore capable of knowing him. But this God whom we
are meant toknow and whom we ought to knowisa righteous Be-
ing, infinite in his moral perfection. The Bible consistently stresses
this truth:

For this is what the high and exalted One says
he who lives forever, whose name is holy:
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“Ilive in a high and holy place.” {Isaiah 57:15)

The King of kings and Lord of lords, who .. . lives in unap-
proachable light. (1 Timothy 6:15-16)

God is light; in him there &s no darkness at all. If we claim to
have fellowship with him and vet walk in the darkness, we lie
and do not live by the truth. (1 John1:5-6)

Our God is a consuming fire. (Hebrews 12:20; see also Deuter -
ONOMY 4:24)

Who of us can dwell with the consuming fire?
Who of us can dwell with everlasting burning ? { Isaiah 33:14)

Your eyes are too pure to look on evil;
voul cannot tolerate wrongdoing, {Habakkul 1213)

All the individuals in the Bible who have caught a glimpse of
sod’s glory have drawn back from the sight, overwhelmed by the
awareness of their own sins. Moses, to whom God appeared in the
bush that was on fire but was not burnt up, “hid his face, because
he was afraid to look at God” (Exodus 3:1-6). Job, to whom God
spoke “out of the storm” in words that revealed the full extent of
his majesty, cried out, "My ears hadheard of vou but now my eyes
have seen you. Therefore I despise myself and repent in dust and
ashes” (Job 42:5-6). Laiah, a young man at the threshold of his
career, had a vision of God as the King of Israel “high and exalted,
seated on a throne,” surrounded by worshiping angels who sang
of his holiness and glory, and said, “Woe to me! I am ruined! For
I am a man of unclean lips, and I live among a people of unclean
lips, and my eyes have seen the King, the Lorp Almighty” {Isaiah
6:1-5). When Ezekiel received his strange vision of living winged
creatures and whirring wheels, and above them a throne, and on
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the throne a figure like that ofa man, enveloped in the brightness
of fire and of the rainbow, he recognized it as “the appearance of
the likeness ofthe glory ofthe Lorp,” and he added, “When I saw
it, Lfell facedown” (Ezekiel 1:26-28). Saul of Tarsus, traveling to
Damascus, mad with rage against the Christians, wasstrucktothe
ground and blinded by a brilliant light that flashed from heaven
more brightly than the sun, and wrote later of his vision of the
risen Christ, “He appeared to me also” (Acts 9:1-9; 1 Corinthians
15:8). The aged John, exiled on the island of Patmos, describes in
detail his vision of the risen Jesus in heaven, whose "eyes were
like blazing fire” and whose “face was like the sun shining in all
its brilliance,” and he tells us, “When I saw him, I fell at his feet as
though dead” (Revelation 1:9-17).

Ifthe curtain that veils the indescribable majesty of God could
be drawn aside —even for a moment—we too would be unable to
bear the sight. As it is, we're only dimly aware of how pure and
brilliant the glory of almighty God must be. However, we know
enough to realize that we could never approach such a God while
stillin our sins. A great chasm vawns between God in his holiness
andusin our sin. “For what do righteousness and wickedness have
in common? Or what fellowship can light have with darkness?”
asks Paul (2 Corinthians 6:14 ).

The fact that sin cuts us off from God was brought home dra-
matically in Old Testament times by the way the Tabernacle and the
Temple were constructed. Both these structures, designed to house
the presence of God amonghis people, were made in two compart-
ments, The first and larger one was called the Holy Place, while
the further and smaller area was known as the Most Holy Place or
the Holy of Holies. In this inner sanctuary was what was called the
Shekinah glory, the visible symbol of God's presence. Between the
two was the “veil” a thick curtain that barred access into the Holy
of Holies. No one was allowed to pass through into God's presence
except the high priest, and he only on the annual Day of Atonement
and then only if he took with him the blood of 4 sacrifice for sins.
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What was visibly demonstrated to the Israelites in this way is
underlined by the teaching we find in the Old and the New Tes-
taments. 5in brings inevitable separation, and this separation is
“death,” spiritual death, the cutting off of 1 person from God, the
only source of truelife. “The wages of sin is death” (Romans 6:23).

More than that, if in this life we deliberately reject Jesus
Christ, the only one through whom we may find eternal life, we
will die eternally in the next world. Hell is a grim and dreadful
reality. We must not let ourselves be deceived about this. Jesus
himself spoke of it. He called it “darkness” because it is an infinite
separation from God who is light. The Bible also calls it “the sec-
ond death” and “the lake of fire,” terms that describe symbolically
the loss of eternal life and the dread ful thirst of the soul that are the
inevitable result of being banished from God’s presence.!

This separation from God that is caused by sin is not only
taught in the Bible; it is confirmed by human experience. I can
still remember my own sense of confusion when as a boy Tsaid my
pravers and tried to enter God'’s presence. [ could not understand
why God seemed so far away and I could not get near him. He
seemed so remote and distant. Tknow the reason now. Isaiah has
given me the answer:

Surely the arm of the LoRD is not too short to save,
nor hisear too dull to hear.

But youriniquities have separated
vou from your God;

vour sins have hidden his face fromvou,
g0 that he will not hear. ( Isaiah s9:1-2)

We are tempted to say to God, as does the writer of the book
of Lamentations, “You have covered vourself with a cloud so that
no prayer can get through” (Lamentations 3:44). But in fact God

L. See, for instance, Matthew 25:30: Loke 16:19-31; Revelation 20mg-15.
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is not responsible for the clowd. We are. Our sins blot out God's
face from us as effectively as the clouds cover the sun.

Many people have told me that they have had the same bleak
experience. Sometimes, in emergencies, in danger, in joy, or in
the contemplation of beauty, they feel that God is near to them.
But more often than not they find God to be inexplicably absent,
and they feel abandoned. Thisis not just a feeling; it is a fact. Until
oursins are forgiven, we are indeed exiles, far from ourtruehome,
We have no relationship with God. In biblical terms we are “lost,”
or “dead in vour transgressions and sins” that we have committed
( Ephesians 2:1).

It is this that accounts for the restlessness of men and women
today. There is 2 hunger in our hearts that only God can satisfy,
avacuum that only he can fill. The demand for sensational news,
extravagant love, or crime stories in the media; the current epi-
demic of drugs, sex, and violence—all these things are symptoms
of our search for satisfaction. They betray our thirst for God and
ourseparation from him. Augustine wasright in the often-quoted
words that come near the beginning of his Confessions: “You have
made us for yourself, and our hearts are restless until they find
their rest in you.” This situation is tragic beyond words. We are
missing the destiny for which God made us.

Bondage to Self

Sin not only alienates; it enslaves, It separates us from God and it
dalso brings us into captivity.

We need now to consider the “inwardness” of sin. It is more
than the wrong things we do; itis a deep-seated inner sickness. In
fact, the sins we commit are merely the external and visible indica-
tions of this internal and invisible illness, the symptoms of a moral
disease. The image Jesus used is that of a tree and its fruit. Thekind
of fruit a tree bears, he said (whether figs or grapes, for example),
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and their condition (whether good or bad) depend on the nature
and health of the tree itself. “For the mouth speaks what the heart
is full of " (Matthew 12:34). In this respect Jesus Christ is at odds
with many modern commentators. It is certainly true that we are
all influenced for good or ill by our education and environment,
and by the political and economic system under which we live, It
is also true that we should seek justice, freedom, and well-being
for our fellow human beings. Yet Jesus did not attribute the evils
of human society to these. According to him, the problem lies
with our very nature, with what he called our “heart.” Here are
his exact words:

For it is from within, out of a person’s heart, that evil thoughes
come—sexual immorality, theft, murder, adultery, greed,
malice, deceit, lewdness, envy, slander, arrogance and folly,
All these evils come from inside and defile a person. (Mark
T121-23)

The O1d Testament had already taught this truth. As Jeremiah
put it, “The heart is deceitful above all things and beyond cure.
Who can understand it?7 ( Jeremiah 17:9). Indeed, the Bible con-
tains many references to this infection of human nature —what
we call “original sin.” It is a tendency or bias of self-centeredness,
which we inherit, whichis rooted deeply in our human personality,
and which reveals itself in 4 thousand ugly ways. Paul's label for it
is “the sinful nature,” and he sets out a catalog of what it produces.

The acts of the flesh are obvious: sexual immorality, impuricy
and debauchery; idolatry and witcheraft; hatred, discord, jeal-
ousy, fits of rage, selfish ambition, dissensions, factions and
envy; drunkenness, orgies, and the like, (Galatians 5:10-21)

It is because sin is an internal sickness of human nature that
we are in bondage. Itis not so much particular acts or habits that
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enslave us, but rather the evil infection from which these spring.
This is what lies behind the New Testament description of us as
“slaves.” We resent it butit is true. Jesus really upset some of the
religions people of his day when he said to them, “If vou hold to
my teaching, you are really my disciples. Then you will know the
truth, and the truth will set you free.”

They answered him, "We are Abraham’s descendants and
have never been slaves of anyone. How can you say that we shall
be set free?”

Jesus replied, "Very truly Itell you, everyvone who sins is a
slave to sin” ( John 8:30-34).

In several of his letters, Paul describes this humiliation into
which sin brings us.

You used to be slaves to sin, ( Romans 6:17)

All of us also lived among them at one tme, gratifying the
cravings of our flesh and following its desires and thoughts,
( Ephesians 2:3)

At one time we too were foolish, disobedient, deceived and
enslaved by all kinds of passions and pleasures. ( Titus 3:3)

The example of our lack of self-discipline that the New Tes-
tament writer James focuses on is the difficulty we have in con-
trolling our tongue. In a chapter full of graphic metaphor, he says
that “Anyone who is never at fault in what they say is perfect, able
to keep their whole body in check” (3:2). He points out that “the
tongueis a small part of the body, but it makes great boasts™ (3:5).
Its influence spreads like fire; it is “a world of evil” and “corrupts
the whole body” (3:6). We can tame all kinds of animals and birds,
he adds, “but no human being can tame the tongue” (3:7-8).

We know this only too well. We have high ideals but weak
wills. We want tolive a good life, but we are chained in the prison

76



The Consequences of Sin

of our self-centeredness. However much we may boast of being
free, the reality is that we are slaves.
We need to come to God and admit with sorrow

It is not finished, Lord,

There is not one thing done,
There is no battle of my life
That [ have really won.

And now [ come to tell thee
How I foughrt to fail,

My human, all too human, tale
Of weakness and futility.?

It is no use giving us rules about how to behave; we cannot
keep them. However much God might say “You shall not,” we
shall —right to the end of time. A lecture will not solve our prob-
lem; we need a Savior. The education of the mind is not enough
without achange of heart. Humanity has discovered the secrets of
physical power and been able to harness the immense resources of
nuclear energy. Now we need spiritual power, to set us free from
ourselves, to conquer and control ourselves, the power to give us
moral character to match our scientific achievement.

Conflict with Others

But our list of the terrible consequences of sin isstill not complete,
There is one more to consider: the effect it has on our relation-
ships with others.

We have seen that sin is a deep-seated infection of human na-
ture, It lies at the root of our personality. It controls our ego. In
fact, sin is self. And all the sing we commit are assertions of the
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self against either God or other people. The Ten Commandments,
although a series of negative prohibitions, set out our duty to God
and to others. Thisis made even clearer in the positive summary of
CGod’s law that Jesus made when he linked a verse from Leviticus
{19218} to a verse in Deuteronomy (6:5): “"Love the Lord your God
with all vour heart and with all your soul and with all vour mind.’
Thisis the first and greatest commandment. And the second islike
it: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself” All the Law and the Prophets
hang on these two commandments” { Matthew 22:35-40).
It is important to notice that the first commandment concerns
ourduty to God, and not our duty to other people. We are to love
iod first; and then we are to love our neighbor as ourselves. So
God’s order isthat we put him first, others next, selflast, Sin isthe
reversal of the order. It is to put ourselves first, our neighbor next,
and God somewherein the background. Peter Ustinov, who wrote
his autobiography and entitled it Dear Me, was simply giving ex-
pression to what we all think of ourselves. When the ice cream is
brought into the children’s party the cry goes up “Me first!” Aswe
grow up we learn not to say that kind of thing; but we still think
it. William Temple's way of describing original sin expresses this
truth perfectly:

Lam the center of the world [ see; where the horizonis depends
on where I stand. .. . Education may make my self-centeredness
less disasrous by widening my horizon of interest; so far it is
like elimbing a tower, which widens the horizon for phys-
ical vision, while leaving me still the center and standard of

reference ?

This basic self-centeredness affects all our behavior, We do
not find it easy to adjust to other people. We tend either to de-

3 William Temple, Christianity and Sodal Order (London: SCM Press,
1950}, 50,
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spise them or to envy them, either to feel superior or to consider
ourselves inferior. We rarely think of ourselves with the “sober
judgment” that Paul urged upon his readers. Sometimes we are
full of inappropriate self-pity, at other times of self-esteem, self-
will, or self-love.

All the relationships of life are complicated —parents and chil-
dren, husband and wife, emplover and employved. There are many
reasons for society’s problems with the younger generation, and
much is due to lack of security in the home; but the fact is that
unruly young people are (for whatever reason) asserting them-
selves against society. Hundreds of divorces could be prevented
if people were humble enough to blame themselves more than
their parmer. Whenever couples have been to see me because
their marriage was under threat, I have noticed that each tells a
different story—a story sometimes so different that one would not
puess they were describing the same situation.

Most quarrels are due to a misunderstanding, and the misun-
derstanding is due to our failure to appreciate the other person’s
point of view. It is more natural to us to talk than to listen,
argue than to submit. This is true in industrial disputes as much
as in domestic quarrels. Many conflicts in the world of employ-
ment could be resolved if both sides first examined themselves
critically and then examined the other side charitably, rather than
ournormal practice of being charitable to ourselvesand critical of
others. The same could be said of complex international unrest,
The tensions of today are due largely to fear and foolishness. Our
outlook is one-sided. We exaggerate the virtues in ourselves and
the vices in others.

It is sadly all too easy towrite in this way about social relation-
ships today. The only reason for doing so is to show how human
sin or self-centeredness is the cause of all our troubles. This is
what brings us into conflict with each other. If only the spirit of
self-assertion could be replaced by the spirit of self-sacrifice, our
conflicts would cease. And self-sacrifice is what the Bible means

79



WHAT WE NEED

by “love” While sin draws in toitself, love spendsitself for others.
The characteristic of sin is the desire to get; the characteristic of
love is the desire to give,

Love ever gives,

Forgives, outlives,

And ever stands with open hands,
And while it lives it gives.

For this is love's prerogative,

To give—and give—and give.

What man needs isa radical change of nature, what Professor
H. M. Gwatkin called "1 change from self to unself.” We cannot
do this for ourselves any more than patients needing surgery can
perform their own operations. Again, we need a Savior.

Writing about sin like this has only one purpose. Itis to con-
vince us of our need of Jesus Christ, and to help usunderstand and
accept what he offers. Faith is born out of need. We shall never
put our trust in Christ untl we have first despaired of ourselves.
As he himself said, “It is not the healthy who need a doctor, but
the sick. Thave not come to call the righteous, but sinners” (Mark
2:17). Only when we have realized and faced up to the seriousness
of what we are suffering from will we admit our urgent need for
acure.
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CHAPTER 7

The Death of Christ

hristianity is a rescue religion. It declares that God has taken
the initiative in Jesus Christ to rescue us from our sins. This
is the main theme of the Bible.

You are to give him the name Jesus, because he will save his
people from their sins, ( Marthew 1:21)

The Son of Man came toseck and to save the lost, (Luke 19:10)

Here is a trustworthy saying that deserves full acceptance:
Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners. (1 Timothy
1:15)

We have seen and testify that the Father has sent his Son to be
the Savior of the world. (1 John 4:14)

More particularly, since, as we have seen, sin has three prin-
cipal consequences, “salvation” is about our liberation from them
all. Through Jesus Christ the Savior we can be brought out of ex-
ile and put right with God; we can be born again, receive a new
nature and be set free from our moral bondage; and we can have
the old discords replaced by a harmony of love. Christ made the
first aspect of salvation possible by his suffering and death, the
second by the gift of his Spirit, and the third by the building of
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his church. The first will be our theme in this chaprer, the second
and third in the next.

Paul described his workas a “ministry of reconciliation” and
his gospel as 1 "message of reconciliation.” He also made it quite
clear where this reconciliation comes from. God is its author, he
says, and Christ is the one through whom he brings it about. “All
this is from God, who reconciled us to himself through Christ” (2
Corinthians 5:18). Again, “God wasreconciling the world to him-
selfin Christ” (2 Corinthians 5:19). Everything that was achieved
through the death of Jesus on the cross had its origin in the mind
and heart of the eternal God. No explanation of Christ’s death or
humanity’s salvation that downplays this fact does justice to the
teaching of the Bible. "God so loved the world that he gave his
one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish
but have eternal life” {John 3:16). Again, “God was pleased to
have all hisfullness dwell in him, and through him to reconcile to
himselfall things, whether things on earth or things in heaven, by
making peace through his blood, shed on the cross” (Colossians
1r1g-20)

But what does this “reconcilistion” mean ? The answer is that
it indicates either an action by which two parties in conflict are
brought together or the state in which their oneness is enjoyed
and expressed. Paul says that this reconciliation is something that
we have received through our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. We
have not achieved it by our own efforts; we have received it from
him as a gift. Sin caused a separation between us and God; the
cross, the crucifixion of Christ, has brought us back together. Sin
muade us enemies; the cross has brought peace. Sin created a gulf
between us and God; the cross has bridged it. Sin broke the re-
latiomship; the cross has restored it. To put the same truth across
in different words, as Paul does in his letter to the Romans, “the
wages of sin is death, but the gift of God is eternal life in Christ
Jesus our Lord” (6:23).

But why was the cross necessary for our salvation? Is it really
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vital to Christianity? What exactly did it achieve? We must now
go on to consider the centrality and meaning of the cross.

The Centrality of the Cross

In order to grasp that the death of Jesus as a sacrifice for sin is
central to the message of the Bible, we must first go back to the
Old Testament. Old Testament religion was sacrificial right from
the start. Ever since Abel brought lambs from his flock and “the
Lorp looked with favor on Abel and his offering” { Genesis 4:4),
the worship of God involved bringing sacrifices to him. Altars
were built, animals were killed, and blood was shed long before
the laws of Moses. But under Moses, after the covenant between
God and the people had been endorsed at Mount Sinai, what had
been somewhat haphazard was regularized under God's Taw.

The great prophets of the eighth and seventh centuries Bc
protested against what they saw as the formalism and immorality
of the worshippers, but the sacrificial system continued without
interruption until the destruction of the Temple in Jerusalem in
AD 70. Every Jew was familiar with the rituals attached to the
different offerings, as well as with the special occasions, daily,
weekly, monthly, and yearly when they had to be offered. No Jew
could have failed to learn the fundamental lessons in all this pro-
cess of education that “life of a creature is in the blood” (Leviticus
17:11} and that "without the shedding of blood there is no forgive-
ness” (Hebrews g:2z2),

The Old Testament sacrifices are a visible symbol that points
forward to thesacrifice of Christ. The prophets and psalmists fore-
told it in words, We can see the death of Jesus foreshadowed in the
persecuted but innocent victim described in certain psalms that
were later applied to him. We detect him in Zechariah’s shepherd
who is stricken and whose sheep are scattered (Zechariah 13:7;
see also Mark 14:27), and in Daniel’s prince or “Anointed One”
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who is “cut off " (Daniel g:25-26). Above all, we can find him in
the noble figure who appearsin the Servant Songs toward the end
of the prophecy of Isaiah, the suffering servant of the Lord, the
despised "man of sorrows,” who is punished for the transgressions
of others, is led like a lamb to the slkiughter, and bears the sin of
many ( Isaiah 53). As Jesus himselfexplained to his disciples, “This
is what is written: The Messiah will suffer” (Luke 24:46).

When Jesus came, he knew that he had a clear destination to get
to. He recognized that the Scriptures were pointing to him and that
their expectation was to be fulfilled in him. This is particularly clear
at the points that refer to his coming sufferings. The turning point
of his ministry came at Caesarea Philippi when, immediately after
Simon Peter had confessed him to be the Christ, he “began to teach
them that the Son of Man must suffer many things” (Mark 8:31).

It is this “must,” thissense of compulsionlaid upon him by the
Scriptures that revealed the Father’s will, which constantly recurs
in his teaching. He had “a baptism to undergo” (Luke 12:50) and
felt himself constrained until the job was done. He kept moving
steadily toward the time of his death, which in the Gospel ac-
counts is said at several points not to have come just yet, until at
last, shortly before hisarrest, with the crossin sight, he could sav,
“Father, the hour has come™ { John 17:1).

The prospect of the ordeal before him filled him with appre-
hension. “Now my soul is troubled, and what shall T say? ‘Father,
save me from this hour? No, it was for this very reason I came
to this hour. Father, glorify your name!” { John 12:27-28). When
the moment of his arrest finally arrived, and Simon lunged out
with his sword to protect him, slashing the ear of the high priest’s
servant, Jesus rebuked him, “Put your sword away! Shall I not
drink the cup the Father has given me ?” ( John 18:11). According to
Matthew, Jesus added, “Do you thinkI cannot call on my Father,
and he will at once put at my disposal more than twelve legions
of angels? But how then would the Scriptures be fulfilled that say
it must happen in this way?” (Matthew 26:53-54 ).
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The supreme importance of the cross that the Old Testament
foretold and Jesus taught is fully recognized by the New Testa-
ment authors, The writers of the four Gospels devote a dispro-
portionate amount of space to Christ'’s last week and death when
compared to the rest ofhis life and ministry. Forty percent ofthe
first Gospel, 60 percent of the second, 33 percent of the third,
and almost 5o percent of the fourth are given to an account of the
events between his final entry into Jerusalem and his return to
heaven. It is particularly striking in the case of John, whose Gospel
has sometimes been divided into two equal halves that have been
entitled * The Book of the Signs™ and “The Book of the Passion.”

What is implied in the Gospels is stated explicitly in the New
Testament’s letters, most notably by Paul, who never grew tired
of reminding his readers about the cross. He himself expressed a
vivid sense of gratitude to the Savior who had died for him. “The
Son of God . .. loved me,” he could write, "and gave himself for
me,” and therefore, “may I never boast except in the cross of our
Lord Jesus Christ” (Galatians 2:20; 6:14),

To the Corinthians, who were in danger of being tangled up
in the subtleties of Greek philosophy, Paul wrote, “Jews demand
signs and Greeks look for wisdom, but we preach Christ crucified:
a stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles, but to those
whom God has called, both Jewsand Greeks, Christ the power of
God and the wisdom of God” (1 Corinthians 1:22-24). This was
what he had in fact asserted when he first came to Corinth from
Athens on his second missionary journey: “I resolved to know
nothing while I was with you except Jesus Christ and him cru-
cified,” and again, “What I received I passed on to vou as of first
importance: that Christ died for our sins according to the Scrip-
tures” (1 Corinthiang 2:2;15:3)

The same emphasis on the cross is to be found in the rest of
the New Testament. What Peter thought and wrote about it we
shall see later. In the epistle to the Hebrews comes the clear state-
ment that Christ “has appeared once for all at the culmination of
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the ages to do away with sin by the sacrifice of himself™ (9:26).
When we reach the mysterious and wonderful book of the Reve-
lation, we catch a glimpse ofthe glorified Jesusin heaven not only
as “the Lion of the tribe of Judah” but as "a Lamb, looking as if it
had been slain,” and we hear the countless multitude of saints and
angels singing his praise, “Worthy is the Lamb, who was slain, to
receive power and wealth and wisdom and strength and honor
and glory and praise!” (Revelation 5:5-6,12).

S0 from the early chapters of Genesis to the final chapters
of Revelation we can see what some writers have called a "scar-
let thread,” which enables us to trace our route on the map that
is the Bible. What the Bible teaches concerning the centrality of
the cross has been recognized and celebrated by the Christian
church from the very beginning. Many churches mark new mem-
bers with thesign of a cross at their baptismand erect crosses over
the graves of those who have died. Church buildings have often
been constructed on a cross-shaped ground plan, with nave and
transepts forming a cross, while many Christians wear a cross on
lapel, necklace, or chain. None of this is accidental. The cross is
the symbol of our faith. The Christian faith is “the faith of Christ
crucified.” There is no Christianity without the cross. But why?
What does it mean?

The Meaning of the Cross

I cannot begin to unfold the meaning of the death of Christ with-
out first admitting that much remains a mystery. Christians believe
that the cross is the pivotal event in history. Little wonder that
our tiny minds cannot fully take it in! One day the veil will be
altogether removed, and all will become clear. We shall see Christ
as he is and worship him through eternity for what he has done.
“Now we see only areflection asin a mirror; then weshall see face
to face. Now I know in part; then I shall know fully, even as I am

88



The Death of Christ

fully known” (1 Corinthians 13:12). So wrote the great apostle Paul
with his massive intellect and his many profound insights; and if
he said it, how much more should we?

Lhave deliberately chosen to limit myselfhere to what Simon
Peter wrote about the death of Jesus in his first New Testament
letter. Thave three reasons.

The first reason is that Peter was one of the inner core of
three apostles, “Peter, James, and John” form a trio who enjoyed
a closer relationship with Jesus than the other disciples. So Peteris
as likely as anyone to have grasped what Jesus thought and taught
concerning hisdeath. In fact we find in his first letter several clear
recollections of his Master’s teaching,

Second, I turn to Peter with confidence, because at the be-
ginning he was himself very reluctant to accept that Christ had to
sufferin the way that he did. He had been the first to acknowled ge
the uniqueness of who Christ was, but he was also the first to deny
the need for his death. He who had declared, “You are the Mes-
sigh” shouted, “Never, Lord!” when Jesus began to teach that the
Christ must suffer (Matthew 16:16, 22}, Throughout the remaining
days of Jesus’s ministry, Peter held on to his dogged hostility to
the idea ofa Christ who would die, He tried to prevent Jesus from
being arrested, and, even after this proved futile, followed him at
a distance. In sullen disappointment he denied three times that he
even knew him, and the tears he wept were tears of shame, ves,
butalso despair. Onlyafter the resurrection, when Jesus taught the
apostles from the Bible that the Messiah had to “suffer these things
and then enter his glory,” that it was “necessary that the Christ
should suffer these things and enter into his glory™ (Luke 24:26),
did Simon Peter at last begin to understand and believe. Within a
few weeks he had grasped the truth so firmly that he could address
the crowd in the Temple cloisters with the words, “God fulfilled
what he had foretold through all the prophets, saying that his Mes-
siah would suffer,” and his first letter contains several references
to Christ’s "sufferings and glory”™ (Acts 3:18). We too may at first
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be reluctant to admit that the cross was necessary and slow to
understand its meaning, but if anyone can persuade and teach us
it will be Simon Peter.

Third, the references to the cross in Peter’s first letter are
agides, If he were deliberately gathering arguments to prove that
the death of Jesus was essential, we might suspect him of having
some axe to grind. But his references to it are more about behavior
than belief. He simply urges his readers tolive their Christian lives
consistently and to put up with their sufferings patiently, and then
refers them to the cross for their inspiration.

Christ died as our example

Persecution is the background to this letter. The Emperor Nero
was known tobe hostile to the Christian church, and many Chris-
tians feared for their future, There had already been spasmodic
outbreaks of violence, and it looked as though worse was to come.
The advice Peter gives is straightforward (1 Peter 2:18-25). If
Christian servants are being treated badly by their pagan masters,
let them make sure that they are not receiving a punishment that
they deserve. It is no credit to them to accept a beating for doing
wrong. Let them rather suffer for thesake of what is right and wel-
come criticism for the name of Christ. They are not to resist, still
less to take revenge, They must submit. To bear unjust suffering
patiently brings God’s approval. Then at once Peter’s mind fliesto
the cross. Undeserved suffering is part of the Christian’s calling, he
asserts, “because Christ suffered for vou, leaving vou an example,
that you should follow in hissteps™ (1 Peter 2:21). He waswithout
sin or deceit, When he was insulted, he chose not to retaliate; he
didn’t issue any threats when he suffered. He simply committed
his tormentors into the hands of the just Judge of all humanity.
Christ has left us an example, The Greek word Peter uses,
unique here in the New Testament, denotes a teacher’s copy-
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book, the perfect alphabet on which a pupil models his scripr as
helearns to write. 5o if we want to master the ABCs of Christian
love, we must trace out our lives according to the pattern of Je-
sus. We must “follow in his steps” Coming from Peter’s pen, the
use of this verb is all the more striking. He had boasted that he
would follow Jesus to prison and to death, but in the event had
“followed him at a distance” (Mark 14:5 4 ). But then, after the res-
urrection, Jesus renewed his call and commission to Peter in his
familiar terms, “Follow me” ( John 21:15-19). S0 Peter was urging
his readers to join him as he tried now to follow more obediently
in the Master's steps.

The challenge of the cross is as uncomfortable now as it was
then, and is as relevant today as it has ever been. Perhaps noth-
ing is more completely opposed to our natural instincts than this
command not toresist, but to bear unjust suffering and overcome
evil with good. Yet the cross urges us to accept injury, love our
enemies, and leave the outcome to God.

But the death of Jesus is more than an inspiring example.
If this were all there is to it, much of what we find in the Gos-
pels would make no sense. There are those strange sayings, for
instance, in which Jesus said he would “give his life as a ransom
for many” ({ Mark 10:45 ) and shed his blood—"blood of the cove-
nant,” he called it—“for the forgiveness of sing” (Matthew 26:28),
There is no redemption in an example, A pattern cannot secure
our pardon.

Besides, why washe weighed down with such heavy andanx-
ious apprehension asthe cross approached ? How shall we explain
the dreadful agony in the garden, his tears and cries and bloody
sweat? "My Father, ifit is possible, may this cup be taken from me.
Yet not as Iwill, but asyou will” (Matthew 26:39). Again, “My Fa-
ther, ifitis not possible for this cup tobe taken away unless Tdrink
it, may your will be done” (Marthew 26:42). Wasthe “cup” that he
hesitated to drink from the symbol of death by crucifixion? Was
hethen afraid of pain and death? Ifso, his example may have been
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one of submission and patience, but it washardly one of courage.
Plato tells us that Socrates drank his cup of hemlock in the prison
cellin Athens “quite readily and cheerfully.” Was Socrates braver
than Jesus? Oris it that their cups contained different poisons?
And what is the meaning of the darkness, and the cry of abandon-
ment, and the tearing from top to bottom of the Temple curtain
in front of the Holy of Holies? There is no way of understanding
these things if Jesus died only as an example. Indeed some of them
would seem to make his example less commendable,

Not only would much in the Gospels remain mysterious if
Christ’s death were purely an example, but our human need would
remain unsatisfied. We need more than an example; we need a
Savior. An example can stir ourimagination, kindle our idealism,
and strengthen our resolve, but it cannot remove the stains of our
past sins, bring peace to our troubled conscience, or restore our
relationship with God.

Inany case, the apostles leave us in no doubt about the mat-
ter. They repeatedly associate Christ’s coming and death with
O 5iMs,

Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures. (1 Corin-
thians 15:3)

Christ alsosuffered once for sins, the righteous for the unrigh-
teous, o bring you o God. (1 Peter3:18)

You know that he appeared so that he might take away our sins,
(1 John3:5)

Here are the three great writers of the New Testament, the apos-

tles Paul, Peter, and John, unanimous in linking his death with
DILT §ins.
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Christ died as our sinbearer

In his first letter (2:24), the way Peter describes the relationship
between Christ’s death and our sing is this: “he himself bore our
sing in his body on the cross.” The expression “to bearsin” sounds
rather strange to us, and we shall need to go back to the Old Tes-
tament to understand it. The idea occurs frequently in the books
of Leviticus and Numbers. It is emphasized many times that those
whobreak God's laws bear the responsibility for their actions. For
instance, “If anyone sins and does what is forbidden in any of the
Lorp'scommands. . . they are guilty and will be held responsible”
(Leviticus 5:17).

But at times it is implied that somebody else can assume re-
sponsibility for the wrongdoer. In Numbers 30, which deals with
the validity of vows, Moses explins that a vow taken by a man or
awidow must stand. But a vow taken by an unmarried girl or by a
married woman must be confirmed by her father or her husband
respectively. If when the man hears of the woman's vow he says
nothing to nullify it, and it later proves to have been foolish, it
is said that “he must bear the consequences of er wrongdoing”
(30:15, emphasis added). Another example comes toward the end
of the book of Lamentations, in which after the destruction of Je-
rusalem the Israelites cry: "Our ancestors sinned and are no more,
and we bear their punishment” (5:7, emphasis added).

This possibility of somebody else accepting the responsibility
for, and bearing the consequences of, our sing was further taught
by those Old Testament blood sacrifices in the laws of Moses that
seem $o strange to us today. Leviticus 1o tells us God made provi-
sion for the sin offering to “take away the guilt of the community
by making atonement for them before the Lorp” (10:17). Simi-
larly, on the annual Day of Atonement, Aaron was told to kay his
hands on the head of the animal chosen to be what we call the
“scapegoat.” In this way he identified himself and the people with
it; he was then to confess the nation’s sins, symbolically transfer-
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ring them to the poat, which was driven out into the desert. We
then readthat “the poat will carry on itselfall their sinsto a remote
place” (Leviticus 16:22). It is clear from this that to "bear” some-
body else’s sin is to become their substitute, to take responsibility
for the penalty of their sin in their place.

But all this was only a temporary provision. For, as the writer
to the Hebrews says, “it is impossible for the blood of bulls and
goats to take away sins” (10:4). So in the longest Servant Song of
Isaiah (chapter 53), the innocent sufferer (who signifies the com-
ing Christ) is very deliberately described using the language of
sacrifice. He was “led like a lamb to the slaughrer” both because
“he did not open his mouth” (53:6) and because “the Lord has laid
on him the iniquity of us all,” so that his life was made “an offer-
ing forsin” (53:10). “We all, like sheep, have gone astray” (53:6),
but he also like a sheep “was pierced for our transgressions, he
was crushed for our iniquities; the punishment that brought us
peace was on him, and by his wounds we are healed” (53:5). All
this clear language of substitution, describing him as “stricken”
for “the transgression of my people” (53:8), is summed up in the
chapter in the two phrases that we have already reflected on: “he
will bear theiriniquities” and “he bore the sin of many” (53:11, 12).

When at last, after centuries of preparation, Jesus Christ
himself arrived, John the Baptist greeted him publicly with the
extraordinary words: “Look, the Lamb of God, who takes away
the sin of the world!” ( John 1:29). Similarly, when later the New
Testament came to be written, its authors had no difficulty in see-
ing the death of Jesus as the one final sacrifice in which all the Old
Testament sacrifices were fulfilled. This truth is an important part
of the message ofthe letter to the Hebrews, The old sacrifices were
of bulls and goats: Christ offered himself. The old sacrifices were
repeated over and over again: Christ died once and for all. Hewas
“sacrificed once to take away the sins of many” (9:28).

This kst phrase brings us back to Peter’s expression, “he him-
self bore our sins in his body on the cross™ (1 Peter 2:24). The Son
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of God identified himself with the sins of humanity. He was not
content just to take our nature on himself; he took our sins on
himselfaswell. He not only * became flesh” in the womb of Mary;
he was “made to be sin” on the cross on which he died { John 1:14;
2 Corinthiang 5:21).

This kst phrase is from Paul and is perhaps the most startling
statement that the Bible makes abourt the death of Jesus. Bur we
cannot escape its significance. In the previous verses (in 2 Cor-
inthians 53 Paul has affirmed that God refused to count our sins
against us. In his completely undeserved love for us, he decided
not to make us answerable for our sins. He would not allow it to
be said of us (as it was said of so many in Old Testament times)
that “they will be held responsible.” So what did he do? "God
made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might
become the righteousness of God” (2 Corinthians 5:21). Jesus
Christ had no sins of his own; he was made sin with our sins, on
the cross,

As we reflect on the cross, we can begin to understand the
terrible implications of these words. At twelve noon “darkness
came over the whole land” (Mark 15:33) that continued for three
hours until Jesus died. With the darkness came silence, for no
eye should see, and no lips could tell, the agony of soul that the
spotless Lamb of God was now enduring, The accumulated sing
fromthe whole ofhuman history were kid upon him. Voluntarily
he bore them in his own body. He made them his own. He took
full responsibility for them.

And then in desolate spiritual abandonment a cry was wrung
from his lips, "My God, my God, why have vou forsaken me?”
(Matthew 27:46). It was a quotation from the first verse of Psalm
22, He had probably been reflecting during his agony on its de-
scription of the sufferings and glory of the Messiah. But why did
he quote that particular verse? Why not one of the triumphant
verses at the end? Why not, “You who fear the Lorp, praise
him!” {22:23) or "Dominion belongs to the LorD™? (22:28) Are
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we driven to conclude that it was a cry of human weakness and
despair, or that the Son of God was imagining things?

No. These words must be taken at face value, He quoted this
verse from the Bible, as he had quoted so many others, because he
believed that he himself was fulfilling it. He was bearing our sins,
And God whose “eyesare too pure to look onevil” and who “cannot
tolerate wrongdoing” (Habakkuk1:13) turned his face away. Our sins
came between the Father and the Son. The Lord Jesus Christ, who
was eternally with the Father, who enjoyved unbroken communion
with him throughout hislife on earth, was momentarily abandoned.
Our sins sent Christ to hell. He tasted the agony of a soul alienated
from God. Bearing our sins, he died our death. He endured instead
of us the penalty ofseparation from God that our sins deserved.

Then at once, emerging from that outer darkness, he cried
outin triumph, “It is finished” ( John 19:30), and finally, “Father,
into your hands T commit my spirit” { Luke 23:46). And sohe died.
The work he had come to do was completed. The salvation he
had come to win was accomplished. The sins of the world had
been carried away. Reconciliation to God was available to all who
would trust this Savior for themselves and receive him as their
own. Immediately, as if to demonstrate this truth publicly, the
unseen hand of God tore down the curtain in the Temple. It was
no longer needed. The way into God's holy presence was no longer
barred. Christ had opened the gate of heaven to all believers. And
thirty-six hours later he was raised from the dead, to prove that
he had not died in vain.

This simple and wonderful account of the sinbearing of the
Son of God is strangely unpopular today. The idea that he should
have borne our sins and taken our penalty is said to be immoral
or unworthy or unjust. And of course it can easily be distorted
and made a mockery of. We are not suggesting that there is noth-
ing left for us to do. Of course we must return “to the Shepherd
and Overseer of our souls™ (1 Peter 2:25), dying to sin and liv-
ing to righteousness, as Peter went on to say. Above all we must
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not forget that "all this is from God” and that it springs from his
unimaginable mercy (2 Corinthians 5:18). We are not to think of
Jesus Christ as a third party wresting salvation for us from a God
who is unwilling to save. No. The initiative lay with God himself
“God was reconciling the world to himself in Christ” (2 Corinthi-
ans 5:19). Precisely how he can have been in Christ while at the
same time making Christ to be sin for us, I cannot explain, but the
apostle states both truths in the same paragraph without any awk-
wardness. This is one of the paradoxes of the Christian faith—to be
accepted along with the equally baffling paradox that the evidence
points to Jesus of Nazareth being both God and Man, and yet one
person, If there is a paradox in who he was, it should come as no
surprise that there is one in what he did as well.

But evenif we are unable to resolve the paradox or fully un-
derstand the mystery, we can still rely on the direct statements
of Christ and his apostles. Their united testimony is that he bore
our sing, 4 phrase whose meaning in the Bible is that he paid the
penalty of our sins for us.

Three considerations make it clear that this is indeed what
Peter meant. First, there is one of his early addresses recorded in
the Acts, in which he said, “The God of our ancestors raised Jesus
from the dead —whom you had killed by hanging him on a cross”
(5:30). His Jewish listeners would have had no difficulty in grasp-
ing the implied reference to Deuteronomy 21, which indicates that
“anyone who is hung on a poleis under God's curse” (21:23). The
fact that Jesus ended his life hanging on a “tree” (for the Jews re-
garded being nailed to a cross as equivalent to being hanged on a
tree) meant that he was cursed by God.

Instead of roundly rejecting thisidea, the apostles accepted it,
and Paul explained it in Galatians 3. He pointed out that Deuteron-
omy also says: “Cursed is anyone who does not uphold the words
of this law by carrying them out” (Deuteronomy 27:26; Galatians
3:12). But then “Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by
becoming a curse for us, for it is written: ‘Cursed is everyone who
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ishung on a pole™ { Galatians 3:13). What these verses mean in the
context is plain and inescapable. It is this: the fully justified curse
that rests on those who break God's law was transferred to Jesus
on the cross. He has set us free from this curse by taking it upon
himself when he died.

Second, this passage in Peter’s first letter contains no fewer
than five clear references back to Isaiah 53:

1 Peter 2:22-25 Isajah 53:3-12

He comumiied no sin, andno decei He had done no violence, nor was

was Toundin his mouth, any deceit in his mouth.

They hurled thelr insulis at him. He was despised and rejected by
rvankind.

He himsell bore our sins. He bore the sin ol many.

By his wounds you have been healed. | By his wounds we ane healed,

You were like shesp gﬂl‘lg asiray. Ve all, like sheep, have gome asiray

We have already seen that this chapter portrays an innocent
sufferer who is wounded for the transgressions of others in a sac-
rificial death. There is no doubt that Jesus himself interpreted his
mission and death in the light of this chapter, as did his follow-
ers after him. For example, in Acts 8, when the Ethiopian official
asked the evangelist Philip to whom the prophet was referring in
this passage that he was reading in his chariot, Philip immediately
“told him the good news about Jesus” (Acts 8:26-35).

Third, Peter makes other references to the cross in this let-
ter that confirm what we have already seen from chapter 2. He
describes his readers as having been “redeemed . . . with the pre-
cious blood of Christ, a lamb without blemish or defect” (1 Peter
1:18-19)and even as having been chosen to be “sprinkled ™ with his
blood (1 Peter 1:1-2). Both expressions look back to the original
Passover sacrifice at the time of the Old Testament Exodus. Each
Israelite family was to take a lamb, Kill it, and sprinkle its blood on
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the door frames of their house. Only those who did this were safe
from the judgment of God and escaped from the slavery of Egypt.
Peter boldly applies this symbolism to Christ (as also does Paul,
“Christ, our Passover lamb, has been sacrificed,” 1 Corinthiansg 5:7).
His blood was shed to rescue us from the judgment of God and the
tyranny of sin. If we are to benefit from it, it must be “sprinkled” on
our hearts, that is, applied to each of us individually.

Peter’s other significant reference to the cross is in 318:
“Christ also suffered once for sins, the righteous for the unrigh-
teous, to bring you to God.” Sin had separated us from God; but
Christ wanted to bring usback to God. So hesuffered for oursins,
an innocent Savior dying for guilty sinners. And he did it just the
“once,” decisively, so that what he did cannot be repeated or im-
proved upon or even supplemented.

We must not miss what this implies. It means that no reli-
gious observance or good behavior on our part could ever earn
our forgiveness. Yeta great many people accept the caricature of
Christianity that cliims that we can. They see religion asa system
ofhuman merit. "God helps those who help themselves,” they
say. But there is no way that this view can be reconciled with the
cross of Christ, He died to take away our sins for the simple reason
that we cannot remove them ourselves. If we could, his atoning
death would be unnecessary. Indeed, to claim that we can end
up in God’s good books by our own efforts is an insult to Jesus
Christ. It is equivalent to saving that we can manage without him
and that he really need not have bothered to die. As Paul put it,
“if righteousness [i.e., being put right with God] could be gained
through the law [i.e., through us keeping the rules], Christ died
for nothing!” (Galatians 2:21).

The message of the cross remains, in our day as in Paul's, fool-
ishness to the wise anda stumbling block to the selfrighteous, but
it has brought peace to the conscience of millions. There is heal-
ing through the wounds of Christ, life through his death, pardon
through his pain, salvation through his suffering.
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The Salvation of Christ

€€ Cralvation” is a wonder fully wide-ranging word, and it would
be a great mistake to think that it only refers to the for-
giveness of our sins. God is as much concerned with our present
and future as with our past. His plan is first to put right our rela-
tionship with him, and then progressively to set us free from our
self-centeredness and bring us into harmony with other people.
We owe our forgiveness and reconciliation chiefly to the death of
Christ, but it is by his Spirit that we can be set free from ourselves
and in his church that we can be united in a fellowship of love.
These are the aspects of Christ’s salvation that we turn to now.

The Spirit of Christ

As we have seen, we should not view our sins 4% 2 series of unre-
lated incidents, but as the symptoms of an inner moral disease. To
illustrate this, Jesus used the picture of the fruit tree. The quality
of fruit, he taught, depends on the quality of the tree from which
it comes. “Every good tree bears good fruit, but a bad tree bears
bad fruit. A good tree cannot bear bad fruit, and a bad tree cannot
bear good fruit” ( Matthew 7:17-18).

The cause of our sins, therefore, i our sin, our inherited na-
ture that is polluted and self-centered. As Jesus put it, our sing
come from within, outofour “heart.” This is why an improvement
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in behavior depends on a change of nature. “Muke 2 tree good,”
said Jesus, “and its fruit will be good” (Matthew 12:33).

But can human nature be changed? Is it possible to make a
sour person sweet, 4 proud person humble or a selfish person
unselfish? The Bible declares emphatically that these miracles can
take place. Itis part of the wonder of the gospel. Jesus Christ offers
to change not only our standing before God but our very nature.
He spoke to Nicodemus about the crucial need for a new birth,
and his words stillapply to us today: “Very truly I tell you, noone
can see the kingdom of God unless they are born again. . . . You
should not be surprised at my saying, “You must be born again™
(John 3:3, 7).

In some ways the way Paul puts it is even more dramatic. He
blurts out a sentence that, inits original Greek, has no verbs: “If
anyone in Christ—new creation!” (2 Corinthians 5:17, literally).
This then is the possibility of which the New Testament speaks —a
new heart, a new nature, 4 new birth, 2 new creation.

This amazing inner change is the work of the Holy Spirit. The
new birth isa birth “from above.” To be born again is to be "born
of the Spirit” ( John 3:8). We don’t need at this point to go into
the intricacies of what Christians believe about the Trinity. For the
time being it is enough simply to consider what the apostles had
to say about the Holy Spirit as they reflected on their experience
of what had happened to them.

First, however, it is important to realize that the Holy Spirit
didn’t suddenly come into existence at the point when the disci-
ples began to experience him on the Day of Pentecost, a few days
after Jesus returned to heaven. The Holy Spirit is God. He has
always existed and has been at work in the world right from the
very beginning. The Old Testament contains many references
to him, and the prophets looked forward to the time when his
activity would increase and spread, when God would put his
Spirit within his people, and so enable them to live in obedience
to him.
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While the Old Testament prophets indicated that this would
happen at some unspecified time in the future, Christ promised
that the Spirit would come like this very soon. A few hours before
he died, he met with his disciples in an upstairs room and talked
about “the Advocate,” “the Spirit of truth,” who would come and
take his place.

Indeed, the presence ofthe Holy Spirit would be even better
for them than his own presence on earth had been, "It is for your
good that Tam going away,” he said. “Unless I go away, the Advo-
cate will not come to you; butifI go, Twill send him to you” { John
16:7). The advantage was that Christ had only been with them, at
their side; but “he .. . will be in you” (John 14:17).

There is 2 sense in which we may say that the teaching min-
istry of Jesus was a failure. Several times he had urged his disci-
ples to humble themselves like little children, but Simon Peter
remained proud and self-confident. He had often told them tolove
one another, but even John seems to have deserved his nickname
“son of thunder” right up to the end. Yet when we read Peter’s
first letter, we cannot fail to notice its references to humility, and
John'slettersare full of love. What made the difference? The Holy
Spirit. Jesus taught them to be humble and loving; but neither
quality appeared in their lives until the Holy Spirit entered their
personalities and began to change them from the inside.

The second chapter of the book of Acts tells us about the Day
of Pentecost and how “all of them were filled with the Holy Spirit”
{2:4). We shouldn’t imagine that this was a freak experience just
for them, although we are not to expect an exact repetition of
some ofthe things that happened then, like the rushing wind and
tongues of fire, But “be filled with the Spirit” is 2 command ad-
dressed toall Christians (Ephesians 5:18). The inner presence of
the Holy Spirit is a spiritual legacy for every Christian. Indeed, if
the Holy Spirit has not made his home within us, we are not real
Christians at all. As Paul wrote, “ifanyone does not have the Spirit
of Christ, they do not belong to Christ” (Romans 8:g).

102



The Salvation of Christ

This then is what the New Testament teaches. When we put
our trust in Jesus Christ and commit ourselves to him, the Holy
Spirit enters us. He is sent by God “into our hearts” (Galatians
4:6). He makes our bodies his dwelling place, his temple (1 Cor-
inthians é:19).

This does not mean that we are no longer able to sin. Not
even close! Indeed, in some ways the conflict intensifies; but on
the other hand, a way of victory has been opened. Paul gives a
vivid description of the battle in the fifth chapter of his letter to
the Galatians. The opponents fighting it out are “the flesh,” or the
“sinful nature” and “the Spirit.” “The flesh,” he explains, “desires
what is contrary to the Spirit, and the Spirit what is contrary to
the flesh. They are in conflict with each other™ (5:17).

This is not dry theological theory; it is the daily experience
of every Christian. We continue to be aware of sinful desires that
pull usdown; but we are now also aware of 4 counteracting force
that is drawing us upward to holiness. If we allowed the sinful
nature to have free rein, it would stampede us into the jungle of
immorality and selfishness that Paul lists in verses 19 to 21 If, on
the other hand, the Holy Spirit is allowed his way, the result will
be “love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness,
gentleness and self control” (5:22-23). Paul calls these attractive
qualities “the fruit of the Spirit.” He pictures our human character
as an orchard that the Holy Spirit is cultivating, Let him make the
trees good, and their fruit will be good too.

How then can the sinful nature be subdued, so that the fruit
of the Spirit may grow and ripen? The answer lies in our attitude
toward it. “Those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the
flesh with its passions and desires.” "Walk by [or, in] the Spirit,
and you will not gratify the desires of the flesh” (Galatians 5:16).
We must take up an attitude of such fierce resistance and ruthless
rejection toward the sinful nature that only the word “crucifixion”
will do to describe it; but we must surrender the undisputed au-
thority over our lives to the Spirit who lives within us. The more
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we make a habit of sayving “no” to the sinful nature and “ves” to
the Spirit, the more the ugly works of the flesh will disappear and
the delightful fruits of the Spirit will take their place.

Paul teaches the same truth in 2 Corinthians 3:18: “We all,
who with unveiled faces contemplate the Lord’s glory, are being
transformed into his image with ever-increasing glory, which
comes from the Lord, who isthe Spirit.” It is by the Spirit of Christ
that we can be changed so that we become more like Christ, aswe
continue to maintain our focus on him. Yes, we have our part to
play, in turning from what we know to be wrong, in the exercise
of faith and discipline. But making us holy is essentially the work
of the Holy Spirit.

William Temple used toillustrate the point in thisway. It isno
good giving me a play like Hamlet or King Lear, and telling me to
write a new play just like it. Shakespeare could do it; I can’t. And
itis no good showing me 4 life like the life of Jesus and telling me
to live alife just like it. Jesus could doit; Tcan’t. But if the genius of
Shakespeare could come and live inside me, I would then be able
to write plays like he did. And ifthe Spirit of Jesus could come and
live ingide me, I would then be able to live a life like he did. This
is the open secret of how to live as a Christian, Itis not about us
struggling in vain to become more like Jesus, but about allowing
him, by the power of his Spirit, to come and change us from the
inside. Once again we see that to have him as our example is not
enough; we need him as our Savior.

It is through his death on the cross that the penalty of our sins
may be forgiven; it is through his Spirit making his home within
us that the power of our sins may be overcome.

The Church of Christ

Sin tends to pull us out of harmony with other people. It alienates
us not only from our Creator but also from our fellow creatures.
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We all know from experience how easily 2 community, whether
acollege, a hospirtal, a factory, or an office, can become a hotbed
of jealousy and ill-feeling. We find it very difficult “to live together
inunity” (Psalm 133:1).

But God's plan is to restore our relationships with one another
as well as with himself, So he does not save independent, uncon-
nected individuals in isolation from one another; he is calling out
a people to belong to him,

This is made clear right from the start in the early chapters of
Genesis. God called Abraham to leave his home and relations in
Mesopotamia, and promised to give him both aland for hisinher-
itance and descendants as numerous as the starsin the sky and the
grains of sand on the beach. This promise to multiply Abraham’s
offspring and through them tobless all the nations of the earth was
renewed to his son Isaac and his grandson Jacob.

Although Jacob died in exile in Egypt, his twelve sons sur-
vived him and became the ancestors of the twelve tribes of “Is-
rael,” the new name God had given to Jacob. It was with these
“children of Israel,” rescued years later from their Egyptian slav-
ery, that God renewed the promises he had made to Abraham.

But how exactly were all the families of the earth to be
blessed? As the centuries rolled by and the history of God’s peo-
ple unfolded, it seemed to the rest of the world that Israel was
more of a curse than a blessing. God’s people built high walls
around them to protect themselves from being contaminated by
contact with the Gentiles. It looked as though they were going
to miss out on God’s plan for them to bless the other nations of
the world. So had God's promise to Abraham been completely
hollow? No. The predictions of many of the prophets pointed to
the time when the Messiah would appear. That's when, at last,
people from every point of the compass would come and enter
the kingdom of God.

At last the Messiah came. Jesus of Nazareth announced the
arrival of the gobal kingdom that had been anticipated for such a
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long time. Many would come, he said, from north, south, east, and
west, and sit down with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. God'’s people
would no longer be isolated, but a society whose members would
be drawn from every nation on earth. "Go,” the risen Jesus told
his followers, "and make disciples of all nations” (Matthew 28:19).
The sum total of these disciples he called "my church” (Matthew
10:18).

S0 God’s undertaking to Abraham, repeated several times to
him and renewed to his sons, is being fulfilled in the growth of the
worldwide church today. “If vou belong to Christ,” wrote Paul,
“then you are Abraham’s seed, and heirs according to the promise”
(Galatians 3:29),

One of the most striking pictures that Paul uses to express the
unity of believers in Christ is that of the human body. The church,
he says, is the body of Christ. Every Christian is a member or or-
gan of the body, while Christ himself is the head, controlling the
body’sactivities. Not every organ has the same function, but each
is necessary for the maximum health and usefulness of the body.

The whole body is also energized by a common life. This is the
Holy Spirit. It is his presence that makes the body one. The church
owes its unity to him. “There is one body and one Spirit,” empha-
sizes Paul ( Ephesians 4:3-4). Even the divisions in the ourward
organization of the church, regrettable as they are, do not destroy
its inward and spiritual unity. This is unbreakable, since itis “the
common sharing in the Spirit” ( Philippians 2:1) or “the fellowship
of the Holy Spirit” (2 Corinthians 13:14). It is our common share
in him that makes us deeply and permanently one.

It would of course be ridiculous to clim to belong toa great
worldwide body, the church universal, without in practice shar-
ing in one of its local expressions. It is here, as members of a lo-
cal church, that we find opportunities to worship God, to enjoy
fellowship with one another, and to serve the wider community.

Many today react against the church as an institution, and
some entirely reject it. Thisis often understandable, for the church
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can certainly be desperately old-fashioned and inward-looking.
We need to remember, though, that the church is made up of peo-
ple—sinful and fallible people. This s no reason to reject it, forall
of us are sinful and fallible too.

We also have to bear in mind that not everyone who belongs
to the visible church is necessarily 4 member of the real church
of Jesus Christ. Some whose names are included on church rolls
and registers have never had their names, as Jesus put it, “writ-
ten in heaven” (Luke 10:20). Although this is a fact to which the
Bible often refers, it is not for us to judge: “the Lord knows those
who are his” (2 Timothy 2:19). Those who declare faith in Christ
are welcomed into the visible church through being baptized. But
only God knows those who actually exercise faith, for only he can
see theheart. There is certainly a considerable overlap between the
two groups. But they are not identical.

The Holy Spirit is not only the author of the common life of
the church, but is also the creator of its common love. The chief
fruit of the Spirit is love. His very nature is love, and he gives it
to those in whom he dwells. All Christians have shared the re-
markable experience of being drawn to other Christians whom
they hardly know and whose background may be very different
from their own. The relationship that exists and grows between
the children of God is deeper and more special even than blood re-
lationships. It is the life of the family of God in action. The truth is
that “we know that we have passed from death to life, because we
love each other,” as John says (1 John 3:14). This love is not senti-
mentalnor even necessarily emotional. Its essence is self-sacrifice;
it reveals itself in the desire to serve, help, and enrich others. Itis
by love that the divisive force of sin is neutralized, for love unites
where sin divides, and brings together where sin pulls apart.

Of course the pages of the church’s history have often been
spoiled by foolishnessand selfishness, even by outright disobedi-
ence to the teaching of Christ. 5till today some churches appear
to be dead or dying, rather than vibrant with life; and others are
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torn by divisions and plagued with lovelessness. We have to admit
that not all those who call themselves Christians show either the
love or the life of Jesus Christ.

Even so the Christian should be part of the local Christian
community and be committed to sharing in its worship and wit-
ness, however imperfect it may be. For the church is the place
where we find the new quality of relationship that Christ himself
gives to those who belong to him,
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CHAPTER &

Counting the Cost

o far we have looked at some of the evidence for the unique

deity of Jesus of Nazareth; we have considered our need as
sinners, alienated from God, imprisoned within ourselves, and
out of harmony with one another; and we have set out the main
aspects of the salvation that Christ has won for us, and offers to
us. It is now time for us to echo the very personal question put to
Jesus Christ by Saul of Tarsus on the road to Damascus, “What
shall I do, Lord?” {Acts 22:10)or the similar question asked by
the jailer at Philippi, “What must I do to be saved?"(Acts 16:30).

Clearly we must do something, After all, Christianity is far
more than accepting a series of statements about Jesus, true
though they are. We may believe everything there is to believe
about Christ, and admit that we are indeed sinners in need of his
salvation—but this doesnot make us Christians, We have to make
a personal response to Jesus Christ, committing ourselves totally
to him as our Savior and Lord. We shall consider exactly how we
dothis in the next chapter. Meanwhile, we shall look at some of
the practical implications of what it meanstobe a Christian today.

Jesus never concealed the fact that his religion included a
demand as well as an offer, Indeed, the demand was as toral as
the offer was free, His offer of salvation always brings with it the
requirement that we obey him. He gave no encouragement at all
to those who applied to become his disciples without thinking
it through. He brought no pressure to bear on any enquirer. He
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sent irresponsible enthusiasts away with nothing. Luke tells us of
three people who either volunteered, or were invited, to follow
Jesus; but not one of them passed the Lord’s tests, There was also
the rich young ruler—an individual who was good, earnest, and
attractive in many ways but who wanted eternal life on his own
terms. He went away sad with his wealth intact but possessing
neither eternal life nor Christ.

On another occasion great crowds were following Jesus. Per-
haps they were shouting out slogans of allegiance and giving an
impressive outward display of their loyalty. But Jesus knew how
superficial it all was. So he stopped and turned to speak to them,
telling them a pointed parable in the form of a question:

Suppose one of you wants to build a tower. Won't vou first sit
down and estimate the cost to see if vou have enough money
to complete it? For if yvou lay the foundation and are not able
to finish it, evervone who sees it will ridicule you, saying,
“This person began to build and wasn't able to finish.” (Luke
14:28-30)

The Christian landscape is strewn with the wreckage of dere-
lict, half-built towers —the ruins of those who began to build and
were unable to finish. All too many people still ignore Christ’s
warning and undertake to follow him without first pausing to re-
flect on the cost of doing so. The result is the great scandal of
so-called nominal Christianity. In countries to which Christian
civilization has spread, large numbers of people have covered
themselves with a decent, but thin, veneer of Christianity. They
have allowed themselves to become a little bit involved; enough
to be respectable but not enough to be uncomfortable. Their
religion is a great, soft cushion. It protects them from the hard
unpleasantness of life, while changing its place and shape to suit
their convenience. No wonder cynics complain of hypocrites in
the church and dismiss religion as escapism.
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The message of Jesus was very different. He never lowered
his standards or changed his conditions to make his call easier to
accept. He asked his first disciples, and he has asked every disciple
since, to give him their thoughtful and total commitment. Nothing
less than this will do.

Solet us look at precisely what he said.

He called the erowd to him along with his disciples and said:
“Whoever wants to be my disciple must deny themselves and
take up their cross and follow me. For whoever wants to save
their life will lose it, but whoever loses their life for me and for
the gospel will save it. What good is it for someone to gain the
whole world, ver forfeit their soul? Or what can anyone give
in exchange for their soul? If anyone is ashamed of me and my
words in this adulterous and sinful generation, the Son of Man
will be ashamed of them when he comes in his Father's glory
with the holy anpels.” (Mark 8:34-38)

The Call to Follow Christ

At its simplest Christ’s call was “Follow me.” He asked men and
women for their personal allegiance. He invited them to learn
from him, to obey his words, and to identify themselves with his
cause.

Now there can be no following without a previous forsaking,
To follow Christ is to give up all lesser loyalties. In the days of his
ministry on earth, this often meant a literal abandonment of home
and work. Simon and Andrew “left their nets and followed him”
(Matthew 4:20). James and John “left their father Zebedee in the
boat with the hired men and followed him”™ ( Mark 1:20). Matthew,
who heard Christ’s call while hewas “sitting at his tax booth . . . got
up, left everything and followed him” (Luke 5:27-28).

In principle, the call of the Lord Jesusis unchanged today. He
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still says "Follow me,” and adds, “those of you who do not give
up everything you have cannot be my disciples” (Luke 5:27-28).
In practice, however, this does not mean for most Christians that
they will need to move out of their home or leave theirjob. What
it does imply though is the need for an inner surrender of these
things, and a refusal to allow either family or ambition to occupy
the first place in our lives.

Let me be more explicit about what needs to be abandoned
and that cannot be separated from what it means to follow Jesus
Christ,

First, there must be a renunciation of sin. The word for this is
repentance, and it is the first step in Christian conversion, There
is no way around it. Repentance and faith belong together. We
cannot follow Christ without forsaking sin.

Repentance is a definite turning away from every thought,
word, deed, and habit that we know to be wrong. It is not enough
to feel pangsof remorse or to make some kind of apology to God.
[n essence, repentance is 4 matter neither of what we feel nor of
what we say. It is an inward change of mind and attitude toward
sin that leads to a change of behavior.

There can be no compromise here. There may be sins in our
lives that we do not think we could ever let go of; but we must
be willing to let them go and ask God to deliver us from them. If
you are unsure about what is right and what is wrong, about what
must go and what may be held onto, do not be too greatly influ-
enced by Christians you may know and what they do. Go instead
by the dear teaching of the Bible and by the prompting of your
conscience, and Christ will gradually lead you further along the
right path. When he puts his finger on anything, give it up. It may
be someone you spend time with or something you do, or some
attitude of pride, jealousy, or resentment, or a refusal to forgive.

Jesus told his followers to gouge out their eye and cut off their
hand or foot if these cansed them to sin. We are not to obey this
literally, of course, by mutilating our bodies. It is a vivid figure of
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speech for dealing ruthlessly with the ways through which temp-
tation comes to us.

Sometimes, true repentance hasto include making amends. This
means putting things right with other people whom we may have
hurt. All our sins wound God, and nothing we do canheal the injury.
Only the atoning death of our Savior, Jesus Christ, can do this. But
when our sins have harmed other people, we cansometimes help to
repair the damage, and where we can, we must. Zacchaeus, the dis-
honest tax collector (Luke 19:1-10), more than repaid the money he
had stolen from his clients and promised to give away halfhis capital
to the poor to compensate for the thefts that he was unable to make
good. We must follow his example. There may be money or time for
us to pay back, rumors to be contradicted, property to return, apol-
ogiesto be made, or broken relationships to berestored.

We must not be unduly overscrupulous in this matter, how-
ever. It would be foolish to rummage through past vears and make
an issue of insignificant words or deeds long ago forgotten by the
person we offended. Nevertheless, we must be realistic about this
duty. I have known a student own up to the university authorities
that she had cheated in an exam, and another return some books
that he had stolen from a shop. An army officer sent a list of items
he had “scrounged” to the Ministry of Defense. If we really repent,
we shall want to do everything in our power to put things right.
We cannot continue to enjoy what we have gained from the sins
we want to be forgiven.

Second, there must be arenunciation of self. In order to follow
Christ, we must not only forsake isolated sins, but give up the very
principle of self-will that iesat the root of every act ofsin. To fol-
low Christ is to surrender to him the rights over our own lives. It is
to abdicate the throne of our heart and obey himas our King, This
renunciation ofselfis vividly described by Jesus in three phrases.

It is to deny ourselves: “Whoever wants to be my disciple must
deny themselves” (Luke 9:23). The same verb is used of Peter’s
denial of his Lord in the courtyard ofthe high priest’s palace after

115



HOW TO RESPOND

the arrest of Jesus. We are to disown ourselves as completely as
Peter disowned Christ when he said “T don’t know this man you're
talking about” (Mark14:71). Self-denial is not about just giving up
occasional lnxuries, either temporarily or even for good. Itisn't a
matterof denying things to myself, but of denying myself to myself,
It is to say no to self, and ves to Christ; to demote self and give
first place to Christ.

The next phrase Jesus used is to fake up the cross: “Whoever
wants to be my disciple must deny themselves and take up their
cross and follow me” (Matthew 16:24). If we had lived in first
century Palestine and seen a man carrying his cross, we should
at once have recognized him as a convicted prisoner being led
out to be put to death. For Palestine was an occupied country,
and this is what the Romans forced convicted eriminals to do. In
his commentary on Mark’s Gospel, Professor H. B. Swete wrote
that to take up the cross is “to put oneself into the position of a
condemned man on his way to execution.” In other words, the
attitude to self that we are to adopt is that of crucifixion. Paul
uses the same image when he declares that “those who belong to
Christ Jesushave crucified the flesh with its passions and desires”
(Galatians 5:24).

In Luke’s version of this saying of Christ, the word “daily” is
added (9:23). Every day the Christian is to die. Every day we are
to hand over the independence of our own will. Every day we
are invited to renew our unconditional surrender to Jesus Christ,

The third expression that Jesus used to describe the renun-
ciation of selfis to lese owr life: “Whoever loses their life . . . will
saveit” (Luke g:24). By "life” here Jesus doesnt mean our phys-
ical existence or our soul, but our self. The psyche is the ego, the
human personality that thinks, feels, plans and chooses. There's
an important sense in which those who commirt themselves to
Christ lose themselves. But this does not mean that we lose our
individuality. Our will is indeed submitted to Christ’s will, but
our personality is not absorbed into Christ’s personality. On the
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contrary, as we shall see later, when we lose ourselves, we actually
find ourselves and discover our true identity.

S0 in order to follow Christ we have to deny ourselves, tocru-
cify ourselves, to lose ourselves. The full, inescapable demand of
Jesus Christ is now revealed in full. He doesnot call us to a sloppy
halfheartedness, but toa vigorous, absolute commitment. He calls
us to make him our Lord.

Many people think that we can enjoy the benefits of Christ’s
salvation without accepting the challenge of his absolute author-
ity. There is no support for such an unbalanced idea in the New
Testament. “Jesus is Lord” is the earliest known summary of
what Christians believe. At a time when the Roman Empire was
pressingits citizensto say “Caesar is Lord,” these were dangerous
words. But Christians did not flinch. They simply could not give
Caesar their first allegiance. Why ? Because they had already given
it to the Emperor Jesus. God had placed his Son Jesus far above
every other authority and given the highest possible status to him,
so that “every knee should bow” before him “and every tongue
acknowledge that Jesus Christ is Lord” (Philippians 2:10-1).

To make Christ Lord is to bring every area of our public and
private lives under his control. This includes our career, God has
a purpose for every life. Our task is to discover it and do it. God’s
plan may be different from our own ideas or those of our parents
and friends. If we are wise, we will do nothing rash or reckless. We
may already be occupied in, or preparing for, the work God has
for us to do. But we may not. If Christ is our Lord, we must open
our minds to the possibility of a change,

What is certain is that God calls every Christian to “ministry,”
that is, to service, to be the servant of other people for the sake
of Christ. We are no longer to live just for ourselves. What is not
certain is what form this service will take. It might be the ordained
ministry of the church, or some other kind of full-time church
work in our own country or overseas, But it is a great mistake to
suppose that every committed Christian is called tothis. The truth
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is that every form of work in which we see ourselves as cooper-
ating with God in the service of others merits the job description
“Christian ministry.”

Do not be in too great a hurry to discover God's will for vour
life. If you are prepared to do it and listening out for God to reveal
what it is, he willlet vou know in his own time, Whateverit turns
out to be, we are not to be idle as Christians. For whether we are
an employer, an employee, or self-employed, we have a heavenly
Master. The challenge is for us to understand God's purpose in
our work, and be wholehearted about it, as if we were “serving
the Lord, not people” (Ephesians 6:7).

Another area of life that belongs under the lordship of Jesus
Christ is our marriage and our home. Jesus once said, "Do not
suppose that I have come to bring peace to the earth. I did not
come to bring peace, buta sword” (Matthew 10:34). He went on
to speak of the clash of loyalties that sometimes arises within a
family when one of its members begins to follow him,

Such family conflicts still take place today. We should never
actively look for them. We have a clear duty to love and honor our
parents and other members ofour family. Since we are called to be
peacemakers, we will make as many concessions as we can with-
out compromising our duty to God. Yet we should never forget
what Christ said: "Anyone who loves their father or mother. . . son
or daughter more than me is not worthy of me” (Matthew 10:37).

Going on from this, a Christian is free to marry only a Chris-
tian. The Bible is definite here: “do not be yoked together with
unbelievers” (2 Corinthians 6:14). This command can bring great
distress to somebody who is already engaged or nearly so, but it
must be honestly faced. Marriage is not merely a convenient social
custom. It is something given to us by God. And the married re-
lationship is the deepest into which human beings can enter. God
designed it to be an intimate union, not only physical, emotional,
intellectual, and social, but spiritual. For a Christian to marry
someone with whom he or she cannot be spiritually one is not
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only to disobey God but to miss out on the full extent of what he
intends marriage to be. It also puts the couple’s children at risk by
introducing religious tension into their own home and making the
distinctively Christian nurture they shouldbe receiving from both
their parents impossible.

Indeed, Christian conversion is so radical that our whole at-
titude to marriage, and to the relationship between the sexes, is
likely to change. We begin to see sexuality —the fundamental dis-
tinction between man and woman, and the need of the one for
the other —as itself the creation of God. And sex—the physical
expression of sexuality—isno longer spoiled by selfish irresponsi-
bility and made into something casual and essentially impersonal.
Instead it becomes what the Creator meant it to be, entirely good
and right, the expression oflove, bringing God’s purpose to com-
pletion and fulfilling the human personality.

Other previously private matters over which Jesus Christ be-
comes Master, when we commit our lives to him, are our money
and our time. Jesus often spoke about money, and about the dan-
ger of wealth, Much ofhis teaching on the subject is very disturb-
ing. It sometimes seems as if he was recommending his disciples
to sell everything they have and give it all away. No doubt he still
calls some of his followers to do this today. But for most of us his
command is to an inner detachment from money rather than to
aliteral rejection of what we have. The New Testament does not
imply that possessions are sinful in themselves.

Christ certainly meant us to put him above material wealth
just as we are to put him above family ties. We cannot serve God
and money. It follows from this that we are also to be careful in
the way that we use our money. We should think of it as no longer
ours but as a resource we hold on trust from God. And ina world
in which the gap between rich and poorand poverty is getting
wider all the time, and in which the work of Christian mission is
often severely held back by lack of funds, we should be generous
and disciplined in what we give away.
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There are many things that compete for our time, and becom-
ing a Christian will bring with it the need to reorganize our pri-
orities. If we are a student, academic work will come high on the
list. Christians should be known for their hard work and honesty.
But we will also need to make time for new things, It’s important
to take our busy schedules and carve out time for daily prayer and
Bible reading, for setting Sunday apart as a day of worship and
rest, for developing friendships with other Christians, for reading
Christian literature, for taking in Christian teaching, and for some
kind of service in the church and the community.

All this is what is involved in forsaking sin and self, and fol-
lowing Christ.

The Call to Acknowledge Christ

We are commanded not only to follow Christ privately, but also
to acknowledge him publicly. It is not enough to deny ourselves
in secret if we deny him in the open. He said:

If anyone is ashamed of me and my words in this adulterous
and sinful generadon, the Son of Man will be ashamed of them
when he comes in his Father's glory with the holy anpels. (Mark
g:38).

Whoever acknowled pes me before others, [ will also acknowl-
edge before my Father in heaven, But whoever disowns me
before others, [will disown before my Father in heaven, (Mat-
thew 10:32-33 )

The very fact that Jesus told us not to be ashamed of him
shows that he knew we would be tempted to be ashamed; and the
fact that he added “in thisadulterous and sinful generation” shows
that he knew why. He clearly anticipated that his church would be
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aminority movement in the world; and it requires courage to side
with the few against the many, especially if the few are unpopular
and we may not be naturally drawn to them.

Yet this open acknowledgment of Christ cannot be avoided.
Paul declared it to be a condition of salvation. In order to be saved,
he wrote, we need not only to believe in our hearts but to con-
fess with our lips that Jesus is Lord, “for it is with your heart that
you believe and are justified, and it is with your mouth that you
profess vour faith and are saved” (Romans 10:10). He may have
been referring to baptism, which is certainly something for new
Christians to undergo (if they have not already been baptized).
Baptism is partly about receiving through water the visible sign
and seal of our inner cleansing and new life in Christ. But it isalso
about acknowledging publicly that we have trustedin Jesus Christ
as our Savior and Lord and now belong to him.

But acknowledging Christ is not limited to baptism. We must
also be willing for our family and friends to know that we are
Christians, especially at first by the way we live our lives. This is
likely in due course to lead to opportunities to speak about our
faith, although we need to be humble and honest here and not
blunder tactessly into other people’s privacy. We also need to
become members of 4 church and to join with other Christians
at our school, college, or place of work, We must not be afraid
to own up to our Christian commitment when challenged about
it. And we need to make it our aim to win our friends for Christ
by praying for them, living in a way that honors God, and taking
opportunities to share our faith in conversation.

Incentives
Jesus makes heavy demands; but he also gives compelling reasons
for them. Indeed, if we are to be serious about the total surrender

he asks for, we shall need these powerful incentives,
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The first incentive is for our own sake.

Whoever wants to save their life will lose it, but whoever loses
their life for me and for the gospel will save it. What good is
it for someone to gain the whole world, vet forfeit their soul?
Or what can anyone give in exchange for their soul? (Mark
B:35-37)

Many people have a deep-seated fear that if they commit them-
selvesto Jesus Christ, they will be the losers. They forget that Jesus
came into the world that we might “have life, and have it to the
full” { John 10:10), that his purpose is to make us rich not poor,
and that to serve him is perfect freedom.

Of course there are losses to face when we submit to Christ.
We have already thought about the sin and self-centeredness that
we have to put behind us; and we may lose some of our friends.
But the rich and satisfying rewards more than compensate for any
loss. The astonishing paradox of Christ’s teaching and of Christian
experience is that when we lose ourselves in following Christ, we
actually find ourselves. True self-denial is true self-discovery. To
live for ourselves is insanity and suicide; to live for God and for
others is wisdom and life indeed. We do not begin to find our-
selves until we have become willing to lose ourselves in the service
of Christ and of others,

To reinforce this truth, Jesus drew a contrast between the
whaole world and the individual soul. He then asked a commercial
question of profit and loss. Suppose you were to gain the whole
world and lose vourself, he asked, what profit would vou have
made? He was arguing at the lowest level of personal advantage
and pointing out that to follow him is undoubtedly to have the
best deal. For to follow him is to find ourselves, whereas to hold
on to ourselves and refuse to follow him is to lose ourselves and
squander our eternal destiny, whatever material benefits we may
have gained in the meantime. Why is this? Well, for one thing we

122



Counting the Cost

cannot gain the whole world. Second, even ifwe did, it would not
last. And third, while it did last, it would not satisfy. “What can
anyone give inexchange for their soul?” ( Matthew 16:26). Nothing
is valuable enough even to make an offer. Of course it costs to be
a Christian; but it costs more not to be,

The second incentive for Christian commitment is for the sake
of others. We should not submit to Christ simply for what we get,
but for what we can give. “Whoever loses their life for . . . the
gospel will save it” (Mark 8:35). “For the gospel” means “for the
sake of making it known to others.” We have already seen that we
must not be ashamed of Christ or of his words; now we are to be
so proud of him that we want to spread his good news to others.

Most of us feel demoralized by the heart-rending tragedy of
this chaotic world. Ourvery survival is in doubt. The ordinary cit-
izen often feels a helpless victim of the tangled web of politics, or
a faceless unit in the machine of modern society. But the Christian
need not succumb to this sense of powerlessness. For Jesus Christ
described his followers as both “the salt of the earth” and “thelight
of the world” { Matthew 5:13, 14). The use of salt before the inven-
tion of refrigeration was largely negative —to prevent decay in fish
or meat. S0 Christians should stop society from deteriorating, by
helping to preserve moral standards, influence public opinion, and
secure just legislation. As the light of the world, Christians are to
let their light shine. They have found in Jesus Christ the secret of
peace and love, of personal relationships, of changing people for
the better; they must share their secret with others. The best con-
tribution anyone can make to putting the world to rights is to live
a Christian life, build a Christian home, and radiate the light of the
gospel of Jesus Christ,

The greatest incentive of all, however, is for Christ’s sake.
“Whoever loses their life for me .. . will saveit” ( Mark 8:35). When
we are asked to do something particularly hard, our willingness
to do so depends very much on who asks us. If the request comes
from someone to whom we owe a favor, we are glad to agree. This
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is what makes Christ’s appeal to us so elogquent and so persuasive,
He asks us to deny ourselves and follow him for his own sake.

This is why he describes the renundiation he demands as “tak-
ing up the cross.” He asks no more than he himself gave. He asks
a cross for a cross. 5o we should follow him not just for what we
can get or for what we can give, but supremely because of what he
pave. He gave himself. Will it cost us a greatdeal? It cost him more.
He left the Father’s glory, the security of heaven and the worship
of countless angels when he came, He humbled himself to assume
human nature, to be born in a stable and kid in a manger, to work
at a carpenter’s bench, to make friends with ordinary fishermen,
to die on a criminal’s cross, and to bear the sins of the world.

It is only as we see the cross that we become willing to deny
ourselves and follow Christ, Our little crosses are far eclipsed by
his. Once we catch a glimpse of the greatness of his love in will-
ingly suffering such shame and pain for us who deserved nothing
but judgment, only one course of action will be open to us. How
canwe deny or reject such a lover?

If, then, you suffer from moral anemia, take my advice and
steer clear of Christianity. If you want a life of easygoing self-in-
dulgence, then donot, whatever you do, become a Christian. But
if you want a life of self-discovery, deeply satisfying to the nature
God has given you; if you want a life of adventure in which you
have the privilege of serving him and other people; if you want a
life in which to express something of the overwhelming gratitude
you are beginning to feel for him who died for you, then I urge
vou to vield your life, without reservation and without delay, to
vour Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ.
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CHAPTER 10

Reaching a Decision

he idea that a decision is needed in order to become a Chris-
T tian strikes many people as very strange. Some imagine that
they are already Christians because they were born in a Christian
country. “Afterall,” they say, “we aren’t Muslims, or Jews, or Hin-
dus, or Buddhists; so we must be Christians!” Others think that
if they have been brought up in 4 Christian home and taught to
accept the Christian creed and Christian standards of behavior,
nothing furtheris required of them. But whatever our background
and upbringing, each of us as responsible adults must make up our
own minds for or against Christ, We cannot remain neutral, Nor
canwe just drift into Christianity. Nor can anyone else settle the
matter for us. We must decide for ourselves.

Even to agree with all that has so far been written in this book
isnot enough. We may admit that the evidence for the deity of Je-
susis compelling, even conclusive, and that he was in fact the Son
of God; we may believe that he came and died to be the Savior of
the world; we may also admit that we are sinners and need such a
Savior. But it isn't these things that make us Christians. Tobelieve
certain facts about who Christ is and what he has done for us is a
vital first stage, but true faith must turn such mental belief into a
decisive act oftrust. Intellectual conviction must lead to personal
commitment.

I myselfused to think that because Jesus had died on the cross,
everyone in the world had been put right with God by some kind
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of rather mechanical transaction. I remember how puzzled, even
offended, T was when it was first suggested to me that Ineeded to
take hold of Christ and his salvation for myself. I thank God that
helater opened my eves to see that I must do more than face up
to the fact that Ineeded a Savior, more even than admit that Jesus
Christ was the Savior I needed; it was necessary to accept him as
my Savior. This way of putting things is certainly prominent in
the Bible:

The Lord is my shepherd, I lack nothing, (Psalm 23:1)
The Lord is sy light and sy salvation. (Psalm 27:1)
You, God, are my God. (Psalm 63:1)

The surpassing worth of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord. (Phi-
lippians 3:8)

One verse in the Bible that has helped many seekers (includ-
ing myself } to understand thestep of faith we have to take focuses
on the words of Christ himself. He says: “Here Lam! I stand at the
door and knock. If anyone hears my voice and opens the door, I
will come in and eat with that person, and they with me” (Reve-
lation 3220,

This verse was illustrated by Holman Hunt in his well-known
picture The Light of the World, painted in 1853, The original hangs
in the chapel of Keble College, Oxford, and a replica ( painted by
the artist himself forty vears kater) is in St. Paul's Cathedral. The
symbolism in the picture is very helpful. John Ruskin, in a letter
to The Timesback in May 1854, described it like this:

On the left-hand side of the picture is seen this door of the
human soul. It is fast barred; its bars and nails are rusty; it is

knitred and bound to its stanchions by creeping rendrils of iy,
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showing thar it has never been opened. A bat hovers abour it;
its threshold is overgrown with brambles, nettles and fruitless

corn. .. . Christ approaches it in the night-time,

He is wearing 4 royal robe and a crown of thorns, holding a
lantern in his left hand (as the light of the world) and knocking on
the door with his right.

It’s helpful to lookat the context of this verse. It comes at the
end of a letter addressed by Christ through John to the church of
Laodicea, situated in what is now Turkey. Laodicea was a pros-
perous city, renowned forits manufacture of clothing , its medical
school where the famous Phrygian eyve powder was made, and its
wealthy banks.

Material prosperity had brought with it a spirit of compla-
cency that had even contaminated the Christian church, Attached
to it were those who said they were committed to Christ but were
Christian in name only. They were tolerably respectable, but noth-
ing more. Their religious interest was shallow and casual. Like the
water from the hot springs of Hierapolis that was piped to Laodi-
cea by conduits ( the remains of which can still be seen), they were
( Jesus said ) neither hot nor cold, but lukewarm, and therefore
nauseating to him. Their spiritual half-heartedness is explained
in terms of self-delusion: “You say, ‘T am rich; T have acquired
wealth and do not need a thing.” But vou do not realize that vou
are wretched, pitiful, poor, blind and naked” (Revelation 3:17).

What a description of proud and prosperous Laodicea! They
were blind and naked beggars—naked despite their clothing fac-
tory, blind despite their eve ointment, and beggars despite their
banks.

We are no different today. Perhaps we say, as they did, "I
don't need anything.” It's hard to think of words more spiritually
dangerous. It is our self-contained independence that, more than
anything else, keeps us from committing ourselves to Christ. Of
course we need him! Without him we are morally naked (with
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no clothing to make us fit for God's presence), blind to spiritual
truth, and beggars, having nothing with which to buy the treasure
of heaven, But Christ can clothe us with his righteousness, touch
our eves so that we can see, and enrich us with spiritual wealth.
Apart from him, and until we open the door to let him in, we are
blind and naked beggars.

“Here I am! I stand at the door and knock,” he says, He is no
figment of the imagination, no fictional character from areligious
novel, This is the man of Nazareth, whose claims, character, and
resurrection support the conclusion that he is the Son of God. He
is also the crucified Savior. The hand that knocks is scarred. The
feet that stand on the doorstep still bear the print of mils,

And he is the risen Christ. John has already described him
in the first chapter of Revelation, as he saw him in a vision full
of symbol. His eyes were like blazing fire and his feet like bronze
glowing in a furnace. His voice thundered like the breakers on
the rocks, and his face was radiant like the sun shining in all its
brilliance. No wonder John fell at his feet. It is hard to understand
howa person of such majesty could ever stoop tovisit poor, blind,
and naked beggars like us.

Yet Jesus Christ sayshe is standing knocking at the door of our
lives, waiting. Notice that he is standing at the door, not pushing
it; speaking to us, not shouting. This is all the more remarkable
when we reflect that the house is his in any case. He is the ar-
chitect; he designed it. He is the builder; he made it. He is the
landlord; he bought it with his own blood. So it is his by right of
plan, construction, and purchase. We are only tenants in a house
that does not belong to us. He could put his shoulder to the door;
he prefers to put his hand to the knocker. He could command us
to open to him; instead, he merely invites us to do so. He will not
force an entry into anybody’s life. He says (Revelation 3:18) "I
counsel you.” He could issue orders; he is content to give advice.
This is the nature ofhis humility and the extent of the freedom he
has given us.
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But why does Jesus Christ want to come in? We know the
answer already. He wants to be both our Savior and our Lord.

He died to be our Savior. If we receive him, he will be able
to apply to us personally all the benefits of his death. Once inside
the house, he will renovate, redecorate, and refurnish it. That is,
he will cleanse and forgive us; our past will be blotted out. He
promises too to eat with us and to allow us to eat with him. The
phrase describes the joy of having him as a companion. He not
only gives himself to us but asks us to give ourselves to him. We
have been strangers; now we are friends. There has been a closed
door between us; now we are seated at the same table,

Jesus Christ will also enteras our Lord and Master, The house
of our lives will come under his management, and thereis no point
in opening the door unless we are willing for this to happen. As he
steps across the threshold, we must hand him our whole bunch
of keys, granting him free access into every room. A fourth-vear
Canadian student once wrote to me: “Instead of giving Christ a
whole set of different keys to the many rooms of the house . . . I
have given him a pass key to the wholelot”

This involves repentance, turning decisively from everything
we know that displeases him. Not that we make ourselves better
before we invite him in. On the contrary, it is precisely because
we cannot forgive or improve ourselves thatweneed him to come
to us. But we must be willing for him to do whatever rearranging
helikes when he has come in. There can be no resistance and no
attempt to negotiate our own terms, but rather an unconditional
surrender to the lordship of Christ. What will this mean? I cannot
tell you the details. But in principle it means 1 determination to
forsake evil and follow Christ.

Do vou hesitate? Do vou feel that it is unreasonable to submit
to Christ in the dark? It really isn’t. It is much more reasonable
than marriage, for example. In marriage 2 man and a woman com-
mit themselves to each other unconditionally. They do not know
what the future holds for them. But they love each other, and they
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trust each other. So they promise to take each other, "to have and
to hold from this day forward, for better for worse, for richer for
poorer, in sickness and in health, tolove and to cherish, till death
us do part.” If human beings can trust one another like this, surely
we can trust God'’s Son! It is more reasonable to commit oneself
to him than to the finest human being. He will never betray us or
let us down.

So what must we do? To begin with, we must hear his voice. It
istragically possible to turn a deaf ear to Christ and drown out the
insistent whisper of his call. Sometimes we hear his voice through
aur conscience, sometimes as our minds reach out for the truth,
Or it may be a sense of guilt, or the seeming emptiness and mean-
inglessness of our existence, or 4 mystifying spiritual hunger, or
sickness, bereavement, pain or fear, by which we become aware
that Christ is outside the door and speaking to us. Or his call can
come to us through a friend, 4 preacher, or abook. Whenever we
hear, we must listen. “Whoever has ears to hear,” Jesus says, “let
them hear”

Next, we must open the door. Having heard his voice, we
must open to his knock. To open the door to Jesus Christ is a
graphic way of describing an act of faith in him as our Savior, an
act of submission to him as our Lord.

It is a definite act. The tense of the Greek verb makes this
pliin. The door does not happen to swing open by chance. Nor is
it already slightly ajar. It is closed, and needs to be opened. More-
over, Christ will not open the door himself. There is no handle
or latch on the door in Holman Hunt’s picture, It is said that he
deliberately left them out, to show that the handle was on the
inside. Christ knocks; but we must open.

It is an individual act. It's true that the message in Revelation
was sent to a church, the nominal, lukewarm church of Laodicea.
But the challenge is addressed to individuals within it: “If anyone
hears my voice and opens the door, I will come in and eat with
that person” {(Revelation 3:20). Each of us must make our own
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decision and take this step ourselves. No one else can doit for vou.
Christian parents and teachers, ministers and friends can point
the way, but your hand and only yours can draw back the bolts
and turn the handle.

It is 4 unique act. You can take this step only once. When
Christ has entered, he will bolt and bar the door on the inside. $in
may drive him into the cellar or the attic, but he will never alto-
gether abandon the house he has entered. “Never will Tleave you;
never will I forsake you,” he says (Hebrews13:5). Thisis not to say
that you emerge from this experience with the fully grown wings
of an angel! Nor that you will become perfect just like that. You
can become a Christian in a moment, but not a mature Christian,
Christ can enter, cleanse, and forgive you in a matter of seconds,
but it will take much longer for your character to be transformed
and shaped to his will. It takes only a few minutes for a bride and
bridegroom to be married, but it may take many years for two
strong wills to become truly united as one. It is the same when we
receive Christ: a moment of commitment will lead to a lifetime
of adjustment.

It is adeliberate act. Youdonot have to wait for a supernatural
light to flash upon you from heaven, or for an emotional experi-
ence to overwhelm you. No. Christ came into the world and died
for your sins. He now stands outside the front door of the house
of vour life, and he is knocking. The next move is yours. His hand
is already on the knocker; vour hand must now feel for the latch.

It is an urgent act. Do not wait Jonger than you must. Time
is passing. The future is uncertain. You may never have a bet-
ter opportunity than this. Do not boast about tomorrow, for
you do not know what a day may bring” (Proverbs 27:1). “The
Holy Spirit says, “Today, if you hear his voice, do not harden your
hearts”™ (Hebrews 3:7-8). Do not put it off until vou have suc-
ceeded in making yourself a better person and more worthy to
receive Christ; or until you have solved all your problems. It is
enough simply to believe that Jesus Christ is the Son of God and
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that he died to be vour Savior. The rest will follow in time. It’s
true that there is danger in rushing into things too hastily; but
there is equal danger in holding back unnecessarily. If you know
in your heart of hearts that vou should act, then vou should not
delay any longer.

It is an indispensable act. Of course there is much more to the
Christian life than this. As we shall see in the next chapter, there
is getting involved in the life of the church, discovering and doing

iod’s will, growing in grace and understanding, and seeking to
serve God and others; but this step is the beginning, and nothing
else will do instead. You can believe in Christ intellectually and
admire him; you can say your pravers to him through the keyhole
(Idid for many vears); you can push coins at him under the door
to keep him quiet; you can be moral, decent, upright, and good;
you can be religious; you can have been baptized and confirmed;
vou can be deeply versed in the philosophy of religion; you can
be a theological student and even an ordained minister —and still
not have opened the door to Christ. There is no substitute for
this,

In his autobiography Surprised by Joy, Professor C. 8. Lewis
describes how he was traveling one day on the top ofa bus when

without words and (I think)} almost without images, a fact
about myself was somehow presented to me. I became aware
that I was holding something at bay, or shurting some thing out.
Or, if you like, that I was wearing some stiff clothing, like cor-
sets, or even a suit of armor, as if [ were a lobster, [ felt myself
being, there and then, given a free choice. I could open the
door or keep it shur; [eould unbuckle the armor or keep it on.
Neither choice was presented as a duty; no threat or promise
was attached to either, though I knew that o open the door
or to take off the corset meant the incalculable. . . . 1 chose to
open, tounbuckle, to loosen the rein. Isay "I chose,” vet it did
not really seem possible to do the opposite,
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A woman responded to Billy Graham’s invitation to go for-
ward at the end of an evangelistic meeting. She was introduced
to an adviser who discovered that she had not vet committed her
life to Christ and suggested that she should pray there and then.
Bowing her head, she said, "Dear Lord Jesus, Iwant you to come
into my heart more than anything else in the world. Amen.”

A teenager knelt down by hisbed one Sunday night in the dor-
mitory of his school. In a simple, matter-of-fact but definite way,
he told Christ that he had made rather a mess of life so far; he con-
fessed his sins; he thanked Christ for dying for him; and he asked
him to come into his life. The following day he wrote in his diary:

Yesterday really was an eventful day! . . . Up dll now Christ has
been on the cireumference and [ have but asked him to guide
me instead of giving him complete control, Behold, he stands
at the door and knocks. Thave heard him and now he has come
into my house. He has cleansed it and now rules in i

And the day after:

[ really have felt an immense and new jov throughout today, It
is the joy of being at peace with the world and of being in touch
with God. How well do I know now that he rules me and that
I never really knew him before,

These are extracts from my own diary. I quote them because I do
not want you to think that [am recommending to you a step that
I have not taken myself,

Are you a Christian? A real and committed Christian? Your
answer depends on another question—not whether you go to
church or not, believe the creed or not, or lead a decent life or
not (important as all these are in their place), but rather this: on
which side of the dooris Jesus Christ? Is he inside or outside? That
is the crucial issue.
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Perhaps you are ready to open the door to Christ. If you are
not sure whether you have ever done so, my advice to you would
be to make sure, even if (assomeone has put it) you will be going
over in ink what vou have already written in pencil.

I suggest that you get away by yourself to pray. Admit your
sing to God, and resolve tobe done with them. Thank Jesus Christ
that he died for vour sake and in your place. Then open the door
and ask him to come in as your personal Savior and Lord.

You might find it a help to echo this praver in your heart:

Lord Jesus Christ, acknowledge that Thave gone my own way. 1
have sinned in thought, word, and deed. I am sorry for my sins. 1
furn from them in repentance.

I believe that you died for me, bearing my sins in yvour body
on the cross, I thank you for your great love,

Now I open the door. Come in, Lord Jesus, Come in as my
Savior, and cleanse me. Come in as my Lord, and tale control of
me, And will serve as you give me strength, all my life. Amen,

If you have prayed this prayer and meant it, humbly thank
Christ that he has come in. For he said he would. He has given his
word: “If anyone hears my voice and opens the door, T will come
in and eat with that person.” Don’t worry about how you may or
may not be feeling, but trust his promise and thank him that he
has kept his word.
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CHAPTER 11

Being a Christian

hislast chapter is written for those whohave opened the door

of their lives to Jesus Christ. They have committed them-
selves tohim. They have thusbegun the Christian life. But becom-
ing a Christian is one thing; beinga Christian is another. 50 we
turn now to what it means to live as a Christian,

You took a simple step; vou invited Christ to come as your
Savior and Lord. At that moment what can only be described as
a miracle took place. God—without whose grace vou could not
have repented and believed—pave you a new life. You were born
again. You became a child of God and so entered his family. You
may not have been conscious of anything happening, just asat the
time of your physical birth vou were not aware of what was taking
place. Self-consciousness, the awareness of who and what one is,
is part of the process of personal development. Nevertheless, just
as when you were born you emerged as a new, independent per-
sonality, so when you were born again you became spiritually a
new creature in Christ,

But (you may be thinking) is not God the Father of every-
one? Are notall people the children of God? Yes and no! God is
certainly the creator of all, and we are all his “offspring” in the
sense that we all derive our being from him." But the Bible clearly
distinguishes between this general relationship that God has with

L See, for example, Acts 17:28,
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the whole human race as Creator and the special relationship as
Father that he establishes with those who are his new creation
through Jesus Christ. John explins this in the introduction to his
Gospel when he writes:

He (that is, Jesus) came to that which was his own, but his own
did not receive him. Yet to all who received him, to those who
believed in his name, he gave the right to become children of
God . .. bornof God. ( John 1:11-13)

Different ways of describing the same people are being used
here. The children of God are those who are born of God; and
those who are born of God are those who have received Christ
into their lives and whao have believed in his name.

What does it mean to be a “child” of God in this sense? Like
membership of any other family, it has both its privileges and its
responsibilities. We go on now to see what these are.

Christian Privileges

The unique privilege of those who have been born into the family
of God is that they have a new relationship with God.

An intimate relationship

We saw earlier that our sins alienated us from God. They came as
a barrier between us. To put it another way, we were under the
just condemnation of the Judge of all the earth. But now through
Jesus Christ, who bore that condemnation for us and with whom
we have become united by faith, we have been “justified,” that
is, accepted by God and declared to be righteous. Our Judge has
become our Father.
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“See what great love the Father has lavished on us, that we
should be called children of God! And that is what we are!I” wrote
John (1 John 3:1) “Father” and “Son” are the distinctive titlesthat
Jesus used of God and himself, and they are the very names that
he encourages us to use too! Through our relationship with him
we are allowed to share something of his own close relationship
with the Father. Cyprian, Bishop of Carthage in the middle of the
third century ap, gives this brilliant description of the privilege
this is in what he writes about the Lord’s Prayer:

How great is the Lord’s indulpence! How great are his conde-
scension and plenteousness of goodness toward us, seeing that
he has wished us to pray in the sight of God in such a way as
to call God Father, and to call ourselves sons of God, even as
Christ is the Son of God—a name that none of us would dare
to venture on in prayer, unless he himself had allowed us thus
to pray.

Now at last we can say the Lord’s Prayer without hypocrisy.
Previously the words had a rather hollow sound; now they ring
with new and wonderful meaning. God is indeed our Father in
heaven, who knows our needs before we ask and will not fail to
give good things to his children.

It may sometimes be necessary for us to be corrected by him,
“because the Lord disciplines the one he loves, and he chastens
everyone he accepts as his son” (Hebrews 12:6). But in this he is
simply treating us as members of his family and disciplining us for
our good. With such aloving, wise, and strong Father, we can be
delivered from all our fears.”

2. For our heavenly Father’s care see Matthew 6:7-13, 23-34 and 7:7-12, and
for his discipline Hebrews 12:5-11.
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An assured relationship

The Christian’s relationship to God as a child to his Father is not
only intimate, but sure. So many people seem to do no more than
hope for the best when it is possible to know for certain.

In fact it is more than possible. It is what God has said he
wants for us. We should be sure of our relationship with God not
just for our peace of mind and the ability to help others, but be-
cause God means us to be sure. John clearly states that this was
why he wrote his first letter; “T write these things to you who
believe in the name of the Son of God so that you may know that
you have eternal life” (1 John 5:13).

Yet the way to be sure is not just to feef sure. Many people
who are at the beginning of their Christian life make this mistake,
They rely too much on their superficial feelings. One day they
JSeelclose to God; the next day they feel alienated from him again.
And since they think that their feelings are an accurate reflection
of their spiritual condition, they fall into a frenzy of uncertainty.
Their Christian life becomes a precarious roller coaster as they
soar to the heights of ecstasy, only to plunge again into the depths
of depression,

Such an up and down experience is not what God intends for
his children. We have to learn to be wary of our feelings. They are
extremely variable, They change with the weather, with circum-
stances, and with our health, We are unpredictable creatures of
whim and mood, and our flucruating feelings often have nothing
to do with our spiritual progress.

The basis of how we know that we are in relationship with
God is not how we feel but the factthat he says we are. Thetest we
are to apply to ourselves is objective rather than subjective. Weare
not to ferret around inside ourselves for evidence of spiritual life
but to look up and out and away to God and his word. But where
shall we find God’s word to assure us that we are his children?

First, God promises in his written word to give eternal life to
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those who receive Christ. “This is the testimony: God has given us
eternal life, and this life is in his Son. Whoever has the Son haslife;
whoever does not have the Son of God does not have life” (1 John
5:11-12). Tobelieve in all humility that we have eternal life is not pre-
sumptuous. On the contrary, to trust what God saysis humility not
pride, and wisdom rather than presumption. The foolishness and
the sin would be to entertain doubts, for “whoever does not believe
God has made him out to be a liar, because they have not believed
the testimony God has given about his Son” (1 John 5:10). Now the
Bible is full of God’s promises. It's a good idea to begin as soon as
possible to commit them to memory. Then when we fall into the
ditch of depression and doubt, we can use God's promises as ropes
with which to pull ourselves out.

Here are a few verses to start memorizing. Each contains a
divine promise.®

Christ will receive us if we come to him: John 6:37.
He will hold us and never let us go: John 10:28,
He will never leave us: Matthew 28:20; Hebrews 13:5-6.
sod will not allow us to be tempted beyond our strength:
1 Corinthians 10:13.
He will forgive us when we confess our sins: 1 John 1:9.
He will give us wisdom when we ask for it: James 1:5.

Second, God speaks to our hearts, Look at these statements.
“God’s love hasbeen poured out into our hearts through the Holy
Spirit” (Romans 5:5), and “the Spirit you received brought about
vour adoption to sonship. And by him we cry, ‘Abba, Father.” The
Spirit himself testifies with our spirit that we are God's children”
{Romans 8:15-16). Every Christian knows what this means. The
outward witness of the Holy Spirit in the Bible is confirmed by

4. See also the systematic aids offered by the Navigators, htepe/ S waowenay
igators.org,/ Tools
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the inward witness of the Holy Spirit in our experience. Thisis not
to place any confidence in superficial and changeable feelings; it
is rather about expecting a deepening conviction in our hearts as
the Holy Spirit assures us of God's love for us and prompts us to
call out “Father!” as we seek God's face in prayer.

Third, the same Spirit who underlines the reality of our rela-
tionship with the Father in Scripture and experience completes
this work in our character. If we are born again into God’s family,
then God’s Spirit lives within us. Indeed, this indwelling of the
Holy Spirit is one of the greatest privileges of God's children. It
is the characteristic that marks us out: “For those who are led by
the Spirit of God are the children of God” (Romans 8:14). Again,
“if anyone does not have the Spirit of Christ, they do not belong
to Christ.” (Romans 8:9). And he will not have lived in us very
long before he begins to make changes to the way we live. In his
first letter John applies this test ruthlessly. If anyone persists in
disobeying God’s commands and in disregarding his duties to
other people, he writes, then he is not a Christian, whatever he

may say. Righteousness and love are indispensable marks of the
child of God.

A secure relationship

Let us suppose that we have entered into this intimate relation-
ship with God, and are confident of it on the basis of God's word.
How secure a relationship is it? Can we be born into God's family
one moment and kicked out of it the next? The Bible indicates
that it is a permanent relationship. *If we are children, then we
are heirs,” wrote Paul, “heirs of God and co-heirs with Christ”
(Romans 8:17), and went on to argue, in a magnificent passage
at the end of Romans &, that God's children are eternally safe, for
there is absolutely nothing that can separate them from his love.

“But what happens if and when Isin?” you may ask. "Do I
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then lose my status in God's family and cease to be his child?” No.
Think of the analogy ofa human family. Imagine a boy being offen-
sively rude to his parents. A cloud descends on the home. There
is tension in the atmosphere. Father and son are not on speaking
terms. What has happened? Has the boy ceased to be a son? No.
Their relationship is just the same; it is their fellowship that has
been broken. Relationship depends on birth; fellowship depends
on behavior. As soon as the boy apologizes, he is forgiven, And
forgiveness restores fellowship. Meanwhile, his relationship has
remained the same. He may have temporarily been a disobedient,
and even a defiant, son; but at no point did he stop being a son,

It is just the same with the children of God. When we sin, we
do not lose our relationship to him as children, though our fel-
lowship with him is spoiled until we confess and turn away from
oursin, As soon as we “confess our sing, he is faithful and just and
will forgive us our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness,” for
“if anybody does sin, we have an advocate with the Father— Jesus
Christ, the Righteous One. He is the atoning sacrifice for our sins”
(1 John 1:9; 2:1-2). S0 do not wait until the evening, let alone the
following Sunday, to put right whatever has gone wrong during
eachday. Instead, as soon as you are conscious of having falleninto
sin, repent straight away and humbly seek your Father’s forgive-
ness, Aim to keep your conscience clean and clear.

To put it another way, we can be justified only once; but we
need to be forgiven every day. Jesus gave his disciples an illustra-
tion of this when he washed their feet on the evening before his
trial and crucifixion. Peter asked him to wash his hands and his
head as well as his feet. But Jesus replied: “Those who have had
a bath need only to wash their feet; their whole body is clean”
{ John 13:10). A guest invited to a dinner party in Jerusalem would
take a bath before setting out. On arrival at their friend’s house,
they would not be offered another bath; but a servant would meet
them at the front door and wash their feet. When we first come
to Christ in repentance and faith, we receive a “bath” (which is
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justification, for which baptism is the outward symbeol). It never
needs to be repeated. But as we walk through the dusty streets of
the world, we constantly need to “have our feet washed” (which
is daily forgiveness).

Christian Responsibilities

To be a child of God is a wonderful privilege but it also involves
obligations. Peter implied this when he wrote: "Like newborn
babies, crave pure spiritual milk, so that by it you may grow up in
your salvation” (1 Peter 2:2).

Our great privilege as children of God is relationship; our
great responsibility is growth. Everybody loves children, but no-
body in their right mind wants them to stay in the nursery. The
tragedy, however, is that many Christians, genuinely born again in
Christ, never grow up. Others even suffer from spiritual infantile
regression. Our heavenly Father's purpose, on the other hand, is
that “babies in Christ” should become "mature in Christ,” Our
birth must be followed by growth. The once-for-all crisis of jus-
tification (our acceptance before God) must lead to the continu-
ing process of sanctification (our growth in holiness, what Peter
means by “growing up in our salvation™).

There are two main areas in which we are meant to grow as
Christians. The first is in understanding and the second in holi-
ness. When we begin the Christian life, most of us understand
very little, and we have only just come to know God. Now we must
grow in the knowledge of God and of our Lord and Savior, Jesus
Christ, This knowledge is partly intellectual and partly personal.
To help with the first, I would urge younot only to study the Bible
but also to read good Christian books. To neglect to grow in your
understanding is to risk disaster.

We must also grow in holiness of life. The New Testament
writers speak of the development of our faith in God, our love
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for others, and our likeness to Christ. Every child of God longs to
become more and more like Jesus in their character and behavior.
The Christian life is a life of righteousness. We are to make it our
aim to obey God’s commandments and to do God’s will. This is
another of the reasons why the Holy Spirit has been given to us
(Galatians 5:116). He has made our bodies his temple. He dwells
within us. And as we knuckle down under his authority and fol-
low his leading, he will tame our evil desires and cause his fruit to
appear in our lives, which is “love, joy, peace, patience, kindness,
goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self control.” (Galatians
sraz-a3).

But how shall we grow? There are three main secrets of spir-
itual development. They are also the main responsibilities of the
child of God.

Our duty to God

Our relationship to our heavenly Father, though secure, is not
static, He wants his children to grow up to know him more and
more intimately. Generations of Christians have discovered that
the best way to do this is to spend time with him every day in
Bible reading and prayer. This is an essential for the Christian who
wants to make progress. We are all busy nowadays, but we must
somehow rearrange our priorities in order to make time for it. It
will mean firm self-discipline, but granted this, together with an
alarm clock that works, we are well on the road to victory.

It is important to maintain the balance between Bible reading
and prayer, because God speaks to us through the Bible while we
speak to him through praver. Itis also a good idea to be system-
atic in our reading of the Bible. Various methods are available.*

4. Organizations such as Scripture Union publish schemes and notes for
various age groups and interests heip:/ S wwowscripturennion org.uk /Sid Inter-
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Pray before you read, asking the Holy Spirit to open your eyes
and bring light to your mind. Then read slowly, meditatively, and
thoughtfully. Read and reread the passage. Wrestle with it until its
meaning becomes clear. Usea modern translation. The New Inter-
national Version is probably the most accurate revision available
in contemporary English. You may also find 4 good commentary
a help.” Then go on to apply the message of the verses you have
read to your own life. Look for promises to claim and commands
to obey, examples to follow and sins toavoeid. It is helpful to keepa
notebook and write down what youlearn. Above all, look for Jesus
Christ. He is the chief subject of the Bible. We can not only find
him revealed there, but can meet him personally through its pages.

Prayer follows naturally. Begin by speaking back to God on
the same subject on which he has spoken to you. Don’t change
the conversation! Ifhe hasspoken to you ofhimself and his glory,
worship him. If he has spoken to you of yourself and your sins,
confess them, Thank him for any blessings that may have been
revealed in the passage, and pray that its lessons may be learned
by vou and vour friends.

When you have prayed over the Bible passage vou have read,
you will want to go on with other prayers. If your Bible is the first
great aid to prayer, let vour diary be the second. Commit to him
the details of the day that lies before you in the morning, and run
through the day again in the evening, confessing the sins you have
committed, giving thanks for the blessings vou have received, and
praying for the people you have met.

God is your Father, Be natural, confiding, and bold. He isin-
terested in all the details of vour life. Very soon you will find that
you need to begin to keep some kind of prayerlist of yvour relatives

Varsity Press publishes a three-year course for students and others called Search
ihe Seripiures http:/ favwwdv presscom (cgi-ivpress ool pl fcodetes Duzo,

5. For instance, DV AL Carson, BT, France, | A Motyer, and G. |, Wenham,
eils., The New Bible Commentary, rev. el (Downers Grove, IL.: InterVarsity Press,
1994 ), alsoavailable on CD-ROM as part of The Essential 1P Reference Collecifion.
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and friends for whom vou feel 1 responsibility to pray. Make your
list as flexible as possible, so that people can be easily added to it
or taken from it.

O duty to the church

The Christian life is not just a private affair of your own. If we are
born againinto God'’s family, not only has he become our Father
but every other believer in the world, whatever their nation or
denominmation, has become our brother or sister in Christ. One
of the commonest ways of describing Christians in the New Tes-
tament is “brothers and sisters.” This is a4 gorious truth. But it is
no good imagining that membership of the universal church of
Christ is enough; we must belong to some local branch of it. Nor
is it sufficient to be a member of a Christian Union in a college
or elsewhere (although I hope you will become active in yours).
Every Christian needs to belong to a local church and share inits
worship, fellowship, and witess,

You may ask which church you should join. If you are al-
ready linked with a church, either one you have been brought up
in or one that you have been attending recently, it’s sensible to
stay where you are unless there’s a good reason to leave and find
somewhere else. Butif yvou need to choose achurch from scratch,
here are two suggestions to guide vou. The first concerns the min-
ister, the second the congregation. Ask yourself these questions.
Does the minister submit to the authority of the Bible, so that
they aim in their sermons to explain its message and relate it to
contemporary life? And doesthe congregation seem to be a gen-
uine fellowship of believers who love Christ, one another, and
the world?

Baptism is the way of entry into the Christian community. It
has other meanings as well, as we have seen, but if you have not
been baptized, you should ask vour minister to prepare vou for
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baptism. Then do allow yourself to be drawn right into the Chris-
tian family. There is a lot that may seem strange toyou at first, but
do not hold back. Going to church on Sundaysis a definite Chris-
tian duty, and nearly every branch of the Christian church agrees
that the Lord’s Supper or Holy Communion is the central act of
worship, established by Christ as the way in which we remember
his death in fellowship with one another.

I hope I am not giving the impression that relating to other
Christians is just about joining together in worship ! The challenge
to demonstrate genuine love for our Christian brothers and sis-
ters—rather than just spend time with them in church services —
may seem rather daunting but isa real and wonderful experience.
A healthy Christian fellowship includes people of all types, back-
grounds, and ages, and there are new depths of friendship and
mutual sharing to be discovered. Our closest friends will probably
be Christians and, above all, our life partmer must be one too.*

Chur duty to the world around us

The Christian life is a family affair, in which the children enjoy
fellowship with their Father and with each other. But we must not
for 2 moment imagine that this exhausts the Christian’s respon-
sibilities. We are not to be inward-looking and interested only
in ourselves. On the contrary, every Christian should be deeply
concerned about others. And it is part of our Christian calling to
serve them in whatever ways we can.

The Christian church has a fine record of charitable work for
the needy and neglected people of the world —the poor and hun-
gry. the sick, the victims of oppression and discrimination, slaves,
prisoners, orphans, refugees, and life’s casualties. And the work
goes on. All over the world the followers of Christ are seeking in

6. See, for instance, 2 Corinthians 64,
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his name to alleviate suffering and distress. Yet there is an enor-
mous amount still to be done. And sometimes, we have to admit
with shame, others seem to show more compassion than we who
claim to know Christ.

There is another and particular responsibility that Christians
have toward “the world,” as the Bible describes those outside
Christ and his church: evangelism. To "evangelize” means literally
to spread the good news of Jesus Christ. There are still millions of
people who are ignorant of him and his salvation, in every part of
the world. For centuries the church seems to have been halfasleep.
The challenge is for us to be Christians who are wide awake and
active in seeking to win the world for Christ. It may be that he has
a special task for you to do as an ordained minister of the gospel
or as 4 missionary. If you are a student already launched on your
course, it would be quite wrong for vou to do anything rash or
hasty. But seek to discover God’s will for vour life, and be ready
to do it, whatever it is and wherever it may take you.

Although not every Christian is called to be a minister or a
missionary, God does intend each of us as Christians to be a wit-
ness to Jesus Christ. In our own homes, among our friends, and
with our colleagues, we carry the solemn responsibility to live a
consistent, loving, humble, honest, Christ-like life, and to seek to
win other people for him. We need to be discreet and courteous,
but determined.

The way to begin is by prayer. Ask God to give you a special
concern for one or two of your friends. Stick to people of your
own sex and about your own age. Then pray regularly and defi-
nitely for their conversion; cultivate your friendship with them
for its own sake; take trouble to spend time with them; and really
love them for themselves. Soon an opportunity will come to take
them to some event where they will hear the good news of Jesus
explained; or to give them some Christian literature to read; orto
tell them simply what Jesus Christ has come to mean to you and
how you found him. I need hardly add that the most convincing
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testimony will be ineffective if we are contradicting it by the way
we belave; whilelittle is more influential for Christ than a life that
he is obviously transforming,

These then are the great privileges and responsibilities of the
child of God. Born into the family of God and enjoying a rela-
tionship with our heavenly Father that is intimate, assured, and
secure, we aim to be disciplined in our daily times of Bible reading
and prayer, loyalin our church membership and at the same time
active in Christian service and witness,

This statement of the Christian life reveals the tension that is
faced by all Christians, To put it in a nutshell, we find ourselves
citizens of two kingdoms, possessing dual nationality, the one
earthly and the other heavenly. And each citizenship brings duties
that we are not free to avoid.

On the one hand, the New Testament writers lay consider-
able stress on our obligations to the state, to our employer, to our
family, and to society as a whole. The Bible will not allow us to
retreat from these practical responsibilities into mystical seclusion
or into g so-called Christian fellowship that tries to insulate itself
from the world.

On the other hand, some New Testament authors remind us
that weare “foreigners and exiles” on earth { 1 Peter 2:11), that “our
citizenship is in heaven” (Philippians 3:20), and that we are trav-
eling to an eternal home (2 Corinthians 4:16-18). Consequently,
we are not to store up treasures on earth, nor to pursue purely
selfish ambitions, nor to become assimilated to the standards of
the world around us, nor to be unduly weighed down by the sor-
rows of this present life,

It is comparatively simple to ease this tension either by with-
drawing into Christ and neglecting the world, or by so involving
ourselves in the world as to forget Christ. Neither of these is a
genuinely Christian solution, however, since each leadsustodeny
one or the other of our Christian obligations. The balanced Chris-
tian who takes the Bible as their guide will seek tolive equally and
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simultaneously “in Christ” and “in the world.” We cannot opt out
of either.
This is the life of discipleship to which Jesus Christ calls us,

He died and rose again that we might live a new life. He has given
us his Spirit so that we can live out this life in the world.

Now he calls us to follow him, to give ourselves completely
and unreservedly to his service.
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Study Questions

1. The Right Approach

. In what ways are the first four words of the Bible “the key that
opens our understand ing to the Bible as a whole™

. How would vou go about putting together “a summary of the
religion of the Bible ™

. What differences are there between God's “general” or “natwml”
revelatdon and his “special " reveladon ? Why are these distine-
tions so important?

o Tt isn't enough for God simply to reveal himself to us in order to
dispel owr ignormnce.”Why not ? What more does he need to do?
. What did Jesus come to do? Inwhat ways does this make Chris-
tanity unigque?

. Why is it s0 important for us to “seek” God? What does this
mean in practice? How do we do it?

2. The Claims of Christ

. Why should an investigation into Christanity begin with the
person of Jesus Christ?

. How would vou justify the use of the Gospels as reliable sources
of information about Jesus?

. What are the three main strands of evidence that lead to the
conclusion that Jesus is “worthy not just of our admiation bt

also of our worship™?
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. What is so remarkable abour the self-centeredness of Jesus's
teaching?

5. Inwhat ways did Jesus claim, both directly and indirectly, tobe

the Son of God?
. Why would it be wrong simply to label Jesus as a “great
teacher”?

3. The Character of Christ

. Whyisit that even to describe Jesus as “the greatest man who
has ever lived” doesn't fully do him justice?

. How do we know that Jesus considered himself to be without
sin?

. Were the disciples of Jesus biased? Why should we take what
they say about his character seriously?

. What failings did the enemies of Jesus identify in him? Were
they right?

. Whatstrikes you about whart the Gospels reveal about the char-
acter of Jesus?

. What is the paradox that surfaces when we set the claims of

Christ alongside his character?

4. The Resurrection of Christ

. Why is the claim that Jesus was raised from the dead so import-
ant? What does it prove?

. What are the four statements that summarize the evidence for
the resurrection?

. What explanations have been put forward o account for the
empty tomb? What do vou make of them?

. What is so remarkable about the fact that the graveclothes were
undisturbed?

. How would vou answer someone whosaid that the appearances
of Jesus after his resurrection were inventions or hallucinations?
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. What does the experience of the disciples of Jesus contribute
to our ability to believe that he was raised from the dead?

5. The Fact and Nature of Sin

1. Why is sin such an unpopular subject?

. Why does an investigation into basic Christianity need to ex-
amine sin so carefully?

. How does the Bible underline the universality of sin?

. Ifyou had w define whart sin is, what would vou say?

. In what ways are the Ten Commandments useful for us today?

6. The Consequences of Sin

. How would vou respond to the sugpeston that sin is not really
all that serious?

. Why does sin have such a catastrophic effect on our relation-
ship with God?

. Why is slavery such an appropriate image to use when thinking
about the effect oursin has on us?

. How might we justify the assertion that sin is the root cause of
all the problems we have in our relationships with other people?

=. The Death of Christ

. How does salvation set us free from the “three principal conse-
guences” of sin?

. Why was it necessary for Jesus to die on the cross in order for
sins to be forgiven?

. How does the teaching of the Old Testament help us o under-
stand the significance of the cross?

. Under what circumstances does the death of Jesus provide us
with an example to follow?
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Study Questions

. Why is it so important to see the death of Jesus as so much

“more than an inspiring example”™?

. “We arenot to think of Jesus Christ as a third party wresting sal-

vation for us from a God who & umedling to save.” Why might
people think this? What is it that helps to correct such a view?

. How does the death of Jesus underline the impossibility of

the claim that “we can end wp in God's good books by our own
gfforts"?
8. The Salvation of Christ

The forgiveness of sins is wonder ful enough—but what more is
there to salvaton?

. How would you respond to someone who claimed char it is

impossible to change human nature?

. In what ways can we cooperate with the Holy Spirit in his work

of ransforming our lives?

. What is the church? Why is it so important?

9. Counting the Cost

. Why does it cost us something to follow Christ? What are vou

aware of that it would or does cost vou?

. “Many people think that we can enjoy the benefits of Christs sal-

vation withowt accepting the challenge of his absolute authority”
What is wrong with this?

. Are you in a position to know the shape of the “ministry” to

which God s calling vou? How do vou know?

. What would or does it mean in practice for you to “acknowledge

Christ™

. What are the “compelling reasons " that we are given for becom-

ing fully commirted to Christ?
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10. Reaching a Decision

. Why is becoming a Christan something we “must decide for

ourselves ? How does Holman Hunt's picture The Light of the
World depict this?

. Why doesn't Christ “force an enfry into anybody's life"?

3. How wouldvouhelp someone who feels that it is “unreasonalle

Pl

to sufmit fo Christ in the dark™ How does the illustradon of
marriage help here?

. In practical terms, what difference does “a defermination fo

forsake evil and follow Christ” mean for vou?

11. Being a Christian

. How doesthe statement that “everyone is a child of God " need

to be qualified ? Why is this?

. What are the consequences that follow from being able to de-

seribe God as our Father?

. How can we be certain of our reladonship with God? How

would vou help someone who said thar they didn't feel sure
about this?

. What do you see as the responsibilities that come with seeking

to live as a Christian? What resources does God give to help?

. Why does every Christian need “fo belong fo a local church™?

What does this involve?

. Inwhat ways are Christians to serve those in the world around

them?
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““Who is Jesus Christ?’ and “What does it mean to follow him?’
These are the basic questions that need to be first sincerely asked
and then meaningfully answered. They arethe fundamental ques-
tions the Gospels ask and to which they give the perfect answer.
From Augustine to Bonhoeffer, from The Confessions to The Cost
of Discipleship, great theologians with pastors’ hearts have asked
and answered these two basic questions for their own age. In our
time, it has been John Stott and his Basic Christianity.”

MicHAEL CARD

“This slim volume hasintroduced more people to Christ than any
book I know other than the Bible.”

JaMES W, SIRE

“Tohn Stott’s books have helped millions around the world to
a better understanding of the Christian faith. I, for one, am ex-
tremely grateful for the way in which he explaing complex and
difficult issues with great clarity, insight, and wisdom. Basic Chris-
tianity has become a classic of our time.”

NICKY GUMBEL
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