September 25, 2011
What’s it all about Anyway? Why Jesus?
1 Corinthians 1: 18-24 and John 1:14-18


The person of Jesus has intrigued and fascinated men and women for generations.   More has been written about him than any other historical figure and yet many questions remain.  For Christians, he is the decisive revelation of God – the one who reveals God’s true character and nature.  For Moslems, he is a prophet – one among many who submitted to the will of God and who spoke of the narrow way that leads to God.  For Jews, Jesus is a false Messiah.  To humanists, he is a good person who bettered the world though his kindness and selfless generosity.

A couple of weeks ago, we began investigating the big picture of the biblical story and discovered it was about healing, saving, rescuing, restoring that which was broken – both individuals and the world.  Last Sunday, we considered the nature of God in this big story and discovered that the dominant  image of God is that of a loving, kind, good God who has intervened in human history to restore humanity to their best selves.  Today we consider the person of Jesus with reference to the big story of the Bible.  The Bible, of course, presents a particular Christian understanding of Jesus and it is that understanding that will be our focus.

Beginning about twenty-five years ago, a group of biblical scholars, known as the Jesus seminar, began to try to tease out what is known about Jesus from a strictly historical perspective.   What they have come up with is this:
· Jesus was Jewish and grew up in Nazareth, a peasant village in Galilee.
· Nothing else of his life is known until adulthood.

· Most likely in his twenties, he left Nazareth and became for a while a follower of John the Baptizer.

· After John was imprisoned by Herod, Jesus began his own public activity.

· He spoke primarily to the peasant class.

· He was a story teller and creator of memorable short sayings. 

· He gained the reputation of being a healer and miracle-worker.
· He was known and criticized for his association with marginalized people (often called tax collectors and sinners in the gospels). 
· He was known (and criticized for) his inclusive meal practice.

· At the centre of his message is ‘the kingdom of God’ – a world where there is justice (everybody should have enough) and peace ( no more war).
· He taught nonviolent resistance to exploitation and violence.
· In the season of Passover, he took his message to Jerusalem where he took part in provocative actions (e.g. riding into Jerusalem on a donkey and turning over tables in the outer court of the temple), verbal conflicts (e.g. calling religious leaders hypocrites who did not know the scriptures or the power of God) and prophesying that the temple and Jerusalem would soon be destroyed.

· Not surprisingly he was arrested and crucified – a Roman form of capital punishment reserved for those who challenged imperial authority.

The gospel writes, Matthew, Mark, Luke and John are the primary sources for these historical facts about Jesus yet their presentation of Jesus goes beyond a mere historical account.  The understanding of Jesus that shines through the New Testament is that in Him, men and women can see the true character of God. The gospel writer John in his opening chapter speaks of Jesus this way:

No one has ever seen God, but God the One and Only, who is at the Father's side, has made him known (John 1:18).
Today, as Christians look to the person of Jesus, what we see of God is this:
· In Jesus’ compassion for the marginalized, we see God’s desire for the well-being of everyone.  His purpose is not to condemn and destroy but to heal and rescue anyone who calls out for help.
· In Jesus’ passion for the kingdom of God, we see God’s passion for a transformed world – a world of justice and peace where no one needs to be afraid.  God’s concern extends beyond individuals to societal structures and organization.

Right from the beginning, people have speculated about this Jesus who reveals a good God and who desires to redeem a broken humanity and restore a fractured earth.  Is he just a man like any other man or is he more than man?  If he’s a man like any other man, then his life is no more significant than yours or mine and we needn’t think we have to pay him any particular attention but if he is somehow more than a mere man, then we would do well to take special notice of him.
The resounding claim of the New Testament writers is that Jesus was more than a mere man.  Not only did he reveal to humankind God’s true nature, he himself through his death and resurrection was a part of God’s plan in making people whole and in restoring our world.  The books that were written about Jesus – Matthew, Mark, Luke and John – were called gospels.  The word gospel means ‘good news’.  They had a clear sense that in writing about Jesus they were writing about someone who was good news to individuals and good news to the world. 
At the end of his gospel John writes this:

But these (words) are written that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that by believing you may have life in his name. (John 20:31)
As they wrote their books about Jesus, each gospel writer paid special attention to record the details of his death and resurrection.  For Matthew, Mark and Luke, the recounting of Jesus’ final days takes almost a third of their gospels; for John it’s almost a half.  They had a clear sense Jesus’ death formed an integral part of God’s good news story. 
In his first letter to the Corinthians, the apostle Paul speaks of the significance of Jesus’ death like this:
1 Corinthians 1:
22  Jews demand miraculous signs and Greeks look for wisdom,

23  but we preach Christ crucified: a stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles,

24  but to those whom God has called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God.
Within the New Testament, the significance of Jesus’ death is talked about in a variety of ways.

· He is “the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world!” (John 1:29)
· The Good shepherd who lays down his life for his sheep (John 10:11)

· He is the one who has triumphed over sin and death and the power of the Evil One (Romans 8:1-3)
· Through his death and resurrection He is the harbinger of a new heaven and a new earth (John 21:1-3) and

· By participation in his death he is the One who gives newness to the lives of individuals (2 Cor. 5:17)

Significantly, one understanding of Christian baptism is that it is a participation in the death of Christ.  The apostle Paul talks about it like this:

Romans 6:
3  Or don't you know that all of us who were baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into his death?

4  We were therefore buried with him through baptism into death in order that, just as Christ was raised from the dead through the glory of the Father, we too may live a new life.
A contemporary Christian, David Sulcer, speaks of the cross this way:

The Cross captures the heart of humanity like nothing else because it solves the fundamental rupture between ourselves and our Originator. Sin disconnects us; it disenfranchises us from God's original plan. God's plan for us was to enjoy His life; to live life without limits. Sin, instead brings death and limits radically the life we were intended to enjoy. Sin and death rob us of the awareness of this plan; it limits our understanding of the scope and majesty of our divine destiny.
Individuals are restored to health and wholeness when they experience a death to sin and living for self and are placed in relationship with those around them.  Our world has the possibility of re-birth as communities come alive to a sense of mutual caring and accountability and sees that the survival of the one depends on the survival of the whole. (The G20, gathered in Washington this weekend, are wrestling with the economic ramifications of that as they discuss how they can avert a global economic meltdown and similarly, the United Nations assembly gathered in New York, is talking about this same sense of mutual responsibility with reference to security issues.)
Because of his role in God’s plan of healing and restoration, Christians have come to understand Jesus as God’s Messiah, God’s Anointed One, the Son of Man, the Son of God, the Saviour of the world, the Redeemer of humankind.

His work of redemption is on-going.  He invites men and women to join him in being a part of God’s solution for our world.  In one of his invitations that is recorded by Matthew, Mark and Luke, he says this:
Matt. 16:

 24…."If anyone would come after me, he must deny himself and take up his cross and follow me.

25 For whoever wants to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for me will find it.
As Christians, we believe that Jesus by his Spirit, active and alive in our world, continues to call men and women to himself today to be a part of his mission of rescuing and restoring individuals and of redeeming our world.  Jesus’ call is not to be a spectator but to be a player – a player like he is in rescuing others and working in healing and restoring our world.  Only as men and women continue Jesus’ mission of healing and restoration, is there hope for our world. 
At the root of the Christian faith is not belief in a set of principles or values but belief in a person.  Christians believe in Jesus.  We believe that he is a part of God’s plan of saving individuals and the world.  And we believe that as we invite his Spirit to live and reign in us, we too participate in God’s wonderful plan of rescuing, saving, restoring and redeeming.  
This offer of being a part of God’s plan to restore and make new is not forced on anyone.  Jesus issues an invitation but it is up to each one to respond.

