The Truth About Jesus – Part 1 (2/3/08)
Introduction

My wife is right! I have spoken too long on the last two Sundays! That’s because I have tried to fit in so much into one sermon. We’ve looked at the truth about the bible and the truth about us – big subjects! Today we are looking at the truth about Jesus, and we have the summary of the bible’s teaching in our statement of faith. It begins:
4. THE LORD JESUS CHRIST: The Lord Jesus Christ is fully God and fully man. He was conceived by the Holy Spirit, born of a virgin, and lived a sinless life in obedience to the Father. He taught with authority and all his words are true….That’s only a part of point 4, but it’s enough for us today!
Jesus Christ has had an amazing impact upon this world! Even people who don’t follow him have to admit it. H. G Wells describes Jesus as ‘easily the most dominant figure in history’ (Atheists? Blanchard p555). When some people try to sound clever and say, “We don’t really know whether Jesus existed,” they show they don’t know what they are talking about. It’s not just in the bible that we find references to Jesus. We have evidence from 19 celebrated authors in the first two centuries who record more than 100 facts about Jesus: his birth, life, teaching and death (Josephus, Seutonius, Tacitus, Pliny the Younger, Celsus, etc). They reject Jesus’ teaching, but they certainly don’t claim he didn’t exist! (Atheists? chapter 18).  
What a remarkable and controversial figure he is! We don’t know his date of birth, yet the world’s chronology is linked to it. He never wrote a book, yet more has been written about him than anyone else in history. He never raised an army, yet millions have laid down their lives in his cause. He hardly travelled, yet his influence is world-wide; his followers form the largest religious grouping the world has ever known. He never composed a poem, yet no-one has inspired as many songs, plays, poems and films. So Jesus is the person I want us to consider today. What makes him so different?
1) Jesus’ Mission (Matthew 1)

You may think Matthew’s Gospel begins in a boring way! A long list of names isn’t that interesting. But remember last week’s message: God promised Abraham: all peoples of the earth will be blessed through you (Genesis 12:3). Here we are shown that Jesus is descended from Abraham; he’s the fulfilment of God’s plan. Then we’re told about Jesus’ conception. It was miraculous: through the Holy Spirit; something that had to be explained to Joseph. Why this miracle? Not because human sexual relationships are evil! Rather, it has to do with his mission: he will save his people from their sins. If Jesus had been conceived in the natural way, he would have inherited sinful human nature. He couldn’t have saved people from their sins because he would have the same ‘disease’. He is fully equipped to fulfil his mission because he is fully human (the son of Mary), and also fully God (God with us, v23). This is a supernatural event!

When I was a boy there was a TV series called The A Team. Their mission was to travel around helping people in distress. Maybe a person would be oppressed by someone more powerful, and did not have the strength to save themselves. Different members of the A Team had different gifts which they would use in their rescue mission. They were fully equipped to help. Hannibal, the leader of the team, had a catch phrase: “I love it when a plan comes together.”

Jesus’ supernatural entry into this world is God’s plan coming together. It’s a rescue mission from the consequences of our sins; Jesus isn’t merely an example for us to follow. If you think you’re OK or that you’re not in any need of help, then you won’t be very excited by this mission. Jesus told religious people who thought they were OK: It’s not the healthy who need a doctor, but the sick (9:12). But if you have come to see what you really are in God’s sight, and the fact that you cannot change yourself, even though you try, then the message of a rescuer from your sins is wonderful news. It’s a breath of fresh air. It’s something Christians can’t help singing about:
My Jesus! My Saviour! Lord there is none like you!...
He did not come to judge the world, he did not come to blame;
He did not only come to seek, it was to save he came!

And when we call him Saviour, we call him by his name.

2) Jesus’ Temptation (Matthew 4:1-11)

Jesus has just been baptised; God the Father has declared him to be his Son; God the Spirit has come upon him in the form of a dove. Now Jesus is in the wilderness being tempted by the devil (note the parallels with Eden). The temptation is to doubt – If you are the Son of God…(v3, 6). Then Satan tries to deceive Jesus: ‘turn stones into bread; use your power to satisfy yourself’. He tries to dare Jesus: ‘throw yourself off the tower; God will look after you (and people will follow you)’. He tries to dazzle Jesus: ‘I’ll give you the splendours of the world…if you’ll just worship me.’ Each temptation tries to turn Jesus away from following his mission. Each time Jesus resists and chooses to trust and obey God’s Word (unlike Adam and Eve, Israel and us). It was a severe struggle, for afterwards the angels attended him. Though the devil left him, he would be back. Yet Jesus loves and obeys fully and consistently. This is our only hope.
Robin Hood is an outlaw fighting against the unjust, evil Sheriff of Nottingham. Robin and his men hide in the Sherwood Forest, but the Sheriff captures Much, one of his men. Instead of torturing him, he makes him lord of the manor. He gives him food, clothes and a beautiful female servant. The temptation is to forget about his allegiance to Robin and his men in the harsh life of the forest; to divulge the secrets of their camp, so that Robin can be arrested and destroyed. Will Much just think of himself? No. He remains faithful to his master, and the Sheriff’s plan is defeated (BBC series).
If Jesus gave in at any point, the whole rescue mission to save us would be lost; the devil has won, for sinners can’t rescue sinners. We learn from Hebrews that Jesus was tempted in every way, just as we are - yet was without sin (Hebrews 4:15). That’s what makes him special. He faced real temptation every day of his life: to hate, to lust, to covet, to selfishness, to pride, to forsake God, to give up the faith. But each day he resisted and loved God and his neighbour perfectly. Only Jesus has ever done so. Where Adam failed and we fail, Jesus triumphed. So when Jesus offered up his life as a sacrifice for sinners, it was a perfect offering, acceptable to God. That’s our hope.
3) Jesus’ Instructions (Matthew 7:24-29)

This is the conclusion to Jesus’ moral and spiritual teaching in what’s sometimes called the ‘sermon on the mount’. I heard of a Marxist who regarded this sermon as the highest moral teaching the world has ever received! It’s morally searching (murder, adultery, truthfulness); real and practical (revenge, enemies, prayer, money, worry); and profound (the kingdom of heaven and eternal life). What does Jesus expect from his disciples? – to hear and put them into practice (v24). In doing so he claims that it’s like building our lives on a solid foundation. The storms of life and of judgement will come, but those who trust and obey him will not be destroyed. Look at the crowds’ reaction: they were amazed at his teaching (v30). Their teachers of the law quoted other authorities: rabbis and writings; but Jesus kept saying: I say to you. He also practiced what he preached.

In Greek mythology there were some strange creatures called the Sirens – half woman, half bird. They lived on dangerous rocks, and when ships came sailing by they would sing. Their voices were so beautiful that the sailors would be drawn towards them, but their ships would smash against the rocks, and they’d drown. When Jason and the Argonauts sailed past, he commanded Orpheus to play his harp and sing. His voice was more beautiful than the sirens’ so the sailors listened to him and were not drawn to their destruction.

Whose voices are you listening to? Whose advice or counsel or values are you following? There are many preachers and teachers, claiming your allegiance. Some messages sound so attractive, promising riches, success, happiness. Many are drawn towards them. We are all following someone. Have you heard Jesus’ teaching? Have you seen its beauty? Look what he promises: if you follow him, you will be safe; you’ll stand firm. But if you listen to others or go your way, you will fall with a great crash; your life will have no foundation. Sometimes the word Christian is unhelpful. What does it mean? Many claim to be Christians. Perhaps it’s better to ask yourself if you are a disciple: Is Jesus my Lord and Master? Do I take his teaching seriously? Do I seek to obey him? Be wise and do so!  

4) The Actions of Jesus (Matthew 8)
This chapter records some of Jesus’ actions. ‘Actions speak louder than words’. What do Jesus’ actions tell us? He has power to heal a leper by touching him (v3). What compassion! He has power to heal at a distance, responding to a centurion’s faith (v8, 13).  He has time to care for the unknown masses (v16). He has power to control the wind and waves, to the astonishment of his disciples (v27). He has the power to deliver people from the control of evil spirits, who beg Jesus for permission. All these actions act as signposts, pointing to Jesus’ identity. It’s interesting to note that the demons know who Jesus is – and tremble (v29). But his actions also point to his character, revealing a wonderful compassion, patience and care for people. We have another phrase: ‘Absolute power corrupts absolutely.’ But Jesus’ power hasn’t corrupted him. In him we find power and compassion; authority and mercy; truth and grace – all in beautiful balance. 
Davis tells the story of a poor street-sweeper in London, near the Houses of Parliament. Many of the politicians would recognise him as they went on their way to work. Then wasn’t seen for a few days, and a Christian worker went to visit him. Finding him sick and alone in a very humble home, the Christian asked if anyone had come to visit him. “Yes, the Prime Minister.” The visitor was taken aback. “Are you sure?” he asked. “Yes,” the man replied. “Mr Gladstone sat in that chair and read the bible to me.” What a wonderful story! What a positive picture of a politician! (Dale Ralph Davis, 2 Kings).
But shouldn’t this picture of Jesus, the Son of God, amaze us more? He has left his place in glory, where he was worshipped by angels, and came down to visit and care for sinners and rebels. What kind of image do you have of God? Is it harsh? Maybe painful things have happened to you. Maybe you’re struggling with all the suffering in the world. Maybe you struggle with the whole idea of authority, because of what someone did to you. Maybe you’re disilusined with the ‘church’. Maybe you view God as a slave-driver? Think again. Take a long look at Jesus, the image of the invisible God (Colossians 1:15). He has come from the Father, revealing him, full of grace and truth (John 1:14). 

Conclusion

So what are we to do with this Jesus Christ? We’ve seen his picture in the Gospels. Some people look at a picture in a gallery, admire its beauty and wonder, and go away. If we do that with Jesus Christ, we’ve missed the point. Jesus called people to follow him, not merely admire him. And his call comes to us today through his words in the bible. Today people’s lives are transformed by him. Will you follow him? Will you become his disciple? His call comes with a warning. 

Following Jesus will not be comfortable (8:18-20). This teacher of the law is perhaps being carried along on a wave of enthusiasm. Jesus reminds the man that following him will be costly. Following Jesus in a world that resists and hates him will have consequences.

Following Jesus means putting him first (8:21-22). This man may have meant, “Wait until my father dies”; we’re not sure (but Jesus did not teach abandoning one’s parents and family). Jesus’ reply spells out that he must be first. Don’t delay. Don’t put anyone else in the way, or use anyone else as an excuse for failing to follow.

The amazing thing is that today real people are being really changed by Jesus Christ. I read the accout recently of a young man called Nathan, who had been quite rebellious. He’d had a Christian background, but had rejected it. He began to feel more and more distressed by the world and uncomfortable about himself. His boss once remarked, “What a cruel world we live in!” and it really struck him. He went back home and knew he needed some help to sort things out. He turned to the bible and came across these words: Wake up, O sleeper, rise from the dead, and Christ will shine on you (Ephesians 5:14). A little later, as he drove on his motor bike, he called out to God, ‘Is it you who is making me feel like this? I want this feeling to go away. Please forgive me.’ Immediately, the conviction of sin left me and I felt I was forgiven (Grace Magazine Jan 2008, p5). What happened? He’d ‘woken up’ and Christ has shone his love and forgiveness on him. He can do the same for you, if you turn to and follow him. It won’t be comfortable, but you will know his peace, love and freedom: you will know the truth and the truth will set you free.
