Session Three: Who is Jesus, and does it matter anyway?
NOTE: To download the mp3 of this talk, the PowerPoint, and the Tough Question handouts, visit: http://www.commongroundchurch.co.za/FREERESOURCES/Stuff4churchleaders/GodSessions.aspx
What the Master of Ceremonies (MC) needs to do on this night.

The MC makes sure that people feel welcome and hosted well, that the night flows well, and that people are clear about what is happening next. But they also prepare the people for the presenter. And then, once the presenter is finished, they give any other logistical instructions for the night.

Here is an example of what to say before the presentation begins…

· Welcome back. We’re on week two of the four week God Sessions journey.

· A brief and not-too-cheesy joke can work well at this point.

Then, after the presentation is complete the MC also tells people about the free booklets that are being handed out….

· That brings us to the end of the night. It’s got me freshly thinking.

· Wow, that got me thinking. This talk may have surfaced some questions in you. One is ‘How can we trust the Bible’s claims about Jesus?’ and the other one could be ‘What about those who have never heard about Jesus?’ Please take the two booklets on your chair if you’re curious about answers to these two questions.

· I’d also like to tell you about a book called ‘The Reason for God: belief in an age of skepticism’. It is written by Tim Kellar who leads one of the biggest churches in New York city. He is a super-intellectual guy, and he has managed to help some of the world’s most educated, skeptical people find an intelligent and life-changing faith in Christ. We’ll be selling this book (no profit) this week and next for R200. 

Outline

A. Live or edited 2-3 minute testimony of a person who came to faith. 

B. Talk with Power Point 

C. Play Movie Clip (6 minutes) 

Questions to be discussed after talk 

Did you grow up with a positive or negative view of Jesus?

What did you learn about Jesus in this talk that you didn’t know before?

What is your response to this message about Jesus? 

What stops you from trusting Jesus with your own life?  

Detailed Presentation

A. Live (or edited clip of) 2-3 minute testimony of a person who came to faith. Try use someone whose testimony connects with the talk.

The use of people’s testimonies is very powerful if it is done right. Here are the rules of a good testimony: 1) The right person must be chosen. Find someone whose story of how God made himself real to them connects with the specific talk for the night. Keep in mind that if a testimony is used every week that there needs to be a variety of personality, age, gender, background etc of people used. 2) Explain to them that a two to three minute testimony is needed that the average non-Christian person will connect with, so do not use religious language and do not get over-emotional in how you say it. The basic outline should be: a) Tell us about what stopped you from trusting in Christ previously; b) What happened that you started to trust in Christ and; c) What positive difference has Christ made in your life?  3) Get them to practice it on you and others. Give them feedback about any suggested changes. 4) If possible, video record and edit it adding background music. My preference is to get them to write down their testimony and to audio record them reading it – and then put up a few creative pictures that capture different parts of the story, with a little wordless music embedded. But live can be just as good.

B. Talk with Power Point 

About this talk. This talk is full of facts about Jesus. But be careful that it is not just facts. Find every opportunity to speak to hearts too. The message reaches its high point when it speaks about Jesus is alive and accessible. In your preparation feel free to leave out those points you deem unnecessary. If you do make changes, make sure these changes are reflected in the corresponding PowerPoint presentation. Speak with some pace – but slow down when you get to the heart-engaging parts. 
Just think about it. Jesus has made his mark on this planet…

The symbol of the cross is everywhere. The expletive ‘Jesus Christ!’ is heard on every TV channel. History itself is split in two between BC and AD. His life and teachings have directly inspired people to do great things, such as…

· Creating the first universities, hospitals and orphanages.

· Inventing democracy and the abolishing slavery. Think of William Wilberforce.

· Starting tens of thousands of NGOs and charities and relief and development interventions across history. Think of Mother Theresa.

· All the great civil rights movements were directly influenced by his teachings of forgiveness, courage and the equality of all people in the sight of God. Think of Mandela in South Africa, Martin Luther King Jr in the States and Gandhi in India. 

· Interestingly, almost every country that has a long history of openness to Jesus has prospered culturally, socially and economically in the centuries following.

Negatively, we have seen terrible things done in his name -things like the Inquisition, the Crusades, Apartheid – although of course Jesus had nothing to do with these horrors. His teaching clearly did not motivate them – he was merely used as a cover-up for evil and atrocity.

Then of course, 2 billion people across the globe have given some or all of their allegiance to him – and in the last few decades 120 million people in atheistic China have turned to Jesus.

My point is this: Jesus has made, and is making, a mark on this planet.

But the odds were truly stacked against him making any impact at all …

Listen to how Philip Brookes poetically describes Jesus’ unexpected impact:  

'He was born in an obscure village, the child of a peasant woman. He grew up in another village where he worked in a carpenter's shop until he was thirty. Then for three years, he was an itinerant preacher. He never wrote a book, held an office, had a family, nor owned a home. He never went to college, visited a big city, nor travelled more than 200 miles from his birth-place. He was only 33 when the tide of public opinion turned against him. His friends ran away. One of them denied him. He was turned over to his enemies and went through the mockery of a trial. He was nailed to a cross between two thieves. While he was dying his executioners gambled for his garments, his only property. When he was dead they laid his body in a grave borrowed through the pity of a friend. But twenty centuries have come and gone and today he is still the central figure of the human race. All the armies that ever marched, all the navies that have ever sailed, all the parliaments that ever sat, all the kings that ever reigned, put together, have not affected the life of mankind on this earth as much as this solitary man.'

This all surfaces a big question: Who is Jesus? Who was Jesus?  Join me as we explore the answer tonight. 

So, where do we find out about Jesus?

· Maybe we can go to the latest Conspiracy Theory book which lets us know that the whole world has been deceived – and they, the author, has amazingly discovered the missing puzzle piece, the truth about Jesus – that he was really the invention of a Roman Emperor, or the invention of the Catholic Church, or the son of a Roman soldier, or was really a Gnostic guru, or was buried in Jerusalem, or was buried in England, or was buried in India!

· Maybe we can listen to some New Age psychic who claims to have direct contact with Jesus as she channels his messages to us. The usual message is this - like Jesus, we need to realize our own divinity.

· Maybe we can read one of the hundreds of thousands of books written about him over the centuries. And all of these sources will lead us to very different versions of Jesus. So what do we do? 

· What about going to the people who knew him best? To people who were with him day in and day out with, year after year. That’s what we’ll do tonight…

Let’s go back to the 10th May, AD 30. Just ten days before the disciples of Jesus have claimed that he had told them to wait in Jerusalem until the Spirit of God descended in their midst – and then had been taken up into the heavens before them. On this day there are 120 of them and during a time of prayer they all claim to experience the Spirit of God descend powerfully on them. They are freshly emboldened and go out and gather a crowd of thousands. Peter, the friend of Jesus and the leader of the pack, stands up and tells them something has happened that has changed the world forever – he basically gives them a message which answers the question, ‘Who is Jesus?’

He tells them five things about Jesus in his talk. 

Now, I’m sure many of you are not so sure about Jesus. You’re not sure he existed maybe, or you’re not sure whether he was more than a moral teacher, or you’re sure he wasn’t anything more than that – and maybe you feel doubt, skepticism or even irritation – well the crowd Peter spoke to was full of people just like you. But for whatever reason they gave him a chance to speak – Tonight, can I invite you to join in and listen to what Peter has to say – just give him a chance to speak. And then decide what you think once you’ve heard him.

Firstly, Peter claimed that Jesus was a real man.

Peter started his Pentecost message like this, ‘People, listen to this: Jesus of Nazareth was a man who lived among us and he did many miracles…’

When I say that Jesus was a real man, I mean that he was profoundly masculine. 
Perhaps you have seen some pictures of Jesus that portray him as weak, or effeminate – a mommy’s boy in the arms of his mom. But when you read the Gospels you realize that it’s not true: he was wild, he was tough, he was strong, he was masculine, he was brave. He wasn’t riding around like some hippie in a dress, looking for someone to drink herbal tea with – no he was man on a mission, not scared to bleed, not scared to walk into a corrupt temple and trash the place, not scared to eye down feared rulers like Pilate and Herod. He was strong enough to draw strong rugged men to join his team, and yet tender enough to be approached by women who also trusted him with their lives. 
When I say that Jesus was a real man, I mean that he befriended all kinds of people.

Jesus hung out with all kinds of people: the poor and the rich, men and women, religious leaders and military leaders, morally good people, and totally immoral people. He was nick-named ‘the friend of sinners’.
When I say he was a real man I mean he really existed, and we can know about him from the New Testament.

No-one disagreed with Peter in that crowd when he said Jesus was a real man, because many of them had met or heard of Jesus. But nowadays, some people doubt whether he ever lived, or if we can know anything about him. Let me say in response, no historian worth their weight will take that position. There are two reasons we can say this:

Firstly, outside of the Bible, there are over 30 documents that refer to Jesus and his life. One of the most famous is by a Jewish historian, Josephus Flavius, who wrote the history book called ‘Antiquities’ decades after Christ in which he wrote: 
‘At this time there was a wise man named Jesus and his conduct was good – and he was known to be virtuous. He had many followers: both Jews and Gentiles. But then Pilate condemned him to be crucified. But those who followed him did not stop following him. They reported that three days after he was crucified he appeared to them. Perhaps he was the messiah?’

Secondly, the 27 New Testament documents give us great detail about Jesus. They were written within decades of the events of Jesus by eyewitnesses of Jesus and by people who personally knew the eyewitnesses. Listen to Luke 1 for example: 

“Many have undertaken to draw up an account of the things that have been fulfilled among us, just as they were handed down to us by those who from the first were eyewitnesses and servants of the word.  With this in mind, since I myself have carefully investigated everything from the beginning, I too decided to write an orderly account for you, most excellent Theophilus, so that you may know the certainty of the things you have been taught.”  (Luke 1:1-4, TNIV)
It doesn’t sound like they were making this stuff up.

Now, there are two common attacks on the historical credibility of the New Testament documents:

The first attack is this: ‘We don’t have the original documents – we only have copies of them – so how do you know they weren’t changed.’

Here’s my response: We don’t have any ancient original documents from 2000 years ago – the ancient materials have all perished. Only copies survive. But that’s no problem: through a science called ‘Textual criticism’ you can tell how accurate the copies are:

Textual Criticism asks two questions:

· What is the time span between the original writing and the earliest copy we have? The less the time span the more reliable the document.

· How many ancient copies do we have? The more copies, the more reliable the document.

Below is a chart wherein we use these two questions to test the reliability of the New Testament, comparing it with major historical sources (from which we draw much of our current information of ancient history):

	Historical Document
	When it was first written?
	What is the earliest copy we have?
	What is the time between the two?
	How many ancient copies do we have?

	TACITUS


	AD 100
	AD 1000
	900 years.
	20

	CAESAR’S GAL. WARS
	50 BC
	AD 900
	950 years
	10

	THE NEW TESTAMENT
	AD 40-90
	130-350
	90 to 300 years
	24000


As FJ Hort, one of the greatest ever textual critics, said, ‘The text of the New Testament, in the variety and fullness of the evidence on which it rests, stands absolutely and unapproachably alone among ancient prose writings’.
A second attack on the credibility of the New Testament is that we have found other Gospels – such as Mary, Philip and Judas that describe a different Jesus to the four Gospels in the New Testament. My response:  Yes, but those other Gospels were written between 100 and 300 years after Jesus lived by people who never even knew him. They describe a Gnostic Jesus, not a Jewish Jesus. All they were doing was superimposing their religion: Gnosticism on the Jesus they had heard about – and were inventing their own Jesus. Those documents are not credible sources at all.

All that to say: we can trust the New Testament as a source of history! Jesus was a real man.

Secondly, Peter declared that Jesus is the promised Messiah.

Peter was speaking to Jews who were students of the Scriptures. These Scriptures, which we still have (we call them the Old Testament) anticipate a Messiah, and even give much detail about what to expect. 

Author Ray Stedman writes of God's promised Messiah: 
"From the very beginning of the Old Testament, there is a sense of hope and expectation, like the sound of approaching footsteps: Someone is coming! ...That hope increases throughout the prophetic record as prophet after prophet declares yet another tantalizing hint: Someone is coming!"
Peter, in his message (which is recorded in Acts 2) quotes several long prophecies about the coming Messiah (also called Saviour or Christ) - he quotes from Joel, chapter 2 and Psalms, chapters 16 and 110 - and claims that Jesus is that promised Someone. 

Now, we have to admit Peter had a good point here: 

· There are 60 main prophecies about the Messiah. Here is a sample of just two: 

· In Micah’s prophecy (chapter 5:2) we see that the Messiah would be born in Bethlehem. That is a tiny town, much like saying, ‘The next president would be born in Bredasdorp.’ That really narrows the odds.

· In Isaiah’s prophecy (ch 53) we see that the Messiah would experience rejection and suffering, would be pierced for our sins, would silently accept death, would be numbered with transgressors, would be buried with the rich, and then would resurrect from the dead to see his offspring and enjoy his victory.

· Yet Jesus fulfilled all the factual details of the 60 prophecies. Using the science of probability the chances of a person being born and fulfilling just eight of these prophecies is one in 10 with 21 zeroes following. That’s like stacking the whole planet 40 metres high in R5 coins – marking one of the coins – and asking a blindfolded man to find it on the first go!  Yet Jesus amazingly fulfilled these prophecies. 

Thirdly, Peter stated that Jesus was crucified for your sins.

Peter continued, ’Jesus was handed over to you by God's set purpose; and you put him to death by nailing him to the cross.’
Peter says something amazing about the cross. He says that God, who could have stopped it from happening, allowed it to happen for a purpose. In this message he does not tell us what that purpose is, but in a letter he later writes he says, ‘For Christ died for our sins, he was righteous and yet he died for the unrighteous, to bring us to God.’ 

Peter is saying that despite the atrocity of an innocent man like Jesus being crucified, God did something amazing through it – he turned the cross into the key that opens the door to God, so that even murderous rebels can still have a forgiven relationship with God. Stunningly, God responds to our fists of hostility with a kiss of grace. 

Fourthly, Peter announced that Jesus had risen from the dead. 

He then said, ‘But God raised him from the dead, freeing him from the agony of death, because it was impossible for death to keep its hold on him. God has raised this Jesus to life, and we are all witnesses of the fact.’
Now hang on – we all know that when a person dies, they die! That is a hard one to swallow, unless of course there was some strong evidence, which it so happens there is:

The first evidence that Jesus rose from the dead is that over 550 people in total witnessed Jesus alive again – on over 11 different occasions. That is a lot of witnesses!

The second evidence is that Jesus’ resurrection is the only explanation for the change in his disciples. Take Peter for example. When Jesus was about to be crucified, a servant girl asked him if he knew Jesus – and out of fear, he said, ‘No I don’t.’ When Jesus was dead, the disciples ran for their lives in fear. Now fifty days later, we have Peter boldly standing up in front of thousands saying, ‘He rose from dead! We saw it with our own eyes!’ 

Some people might say, ‘Peter is faking it. He and his friends are wanting to launch a new religion, with themselves as the leaders’. But that is impossible. Here’s why: Peter was so convinced that Jesus had risen from the dead, that he was willing to be crucified upside down because he refused to deny it. Yes, people do make up lies to profit themselves, but people don’t die for lies. And eleven of the twelve disciples willingly embraced martyrdom for their claims about Jesus. 

Josh McDowell, author of 'The Resurrection Factor' and 'Evidence that demands a verdict' set out as a young atheist to disprove Christianity and ended up becoming a Christian mainly because he could not refute the evidence for the resurrection. 

Fifthly, Peter climaxed his message with the claim that Jesus is alive and accessible as Lord.  

Peter said, ‘Exalted to the right hand of God, he has received from the Father the promised Holy Spirit and has poured out what you now see and hear. Therefore let all Israel be assured of this: God has made this Jesus, whom you crucified, both Lord and Christ.’
Peter was saying that Jesus is alive! Not only is he alive because he resurrected from the dead. Not only is he alive because he then entered heaven where he now rules. But he is also alive in the sense that we can experience him right here right now in the presence of his Spirit.

Peter was saying that God visited the world in Jesus. Listen to how the Gospel of John puts it: 

· ‘In the beginning was the Word (Jesus) and the Word (Jesus) was with God, and the Word was God.’ 

· ‘And the Word (Jesus) became human.’ 

· ‘He came to the very people he had created but they didn’t recognize that it was their Creator walking among them.’

· But some people did recognize him: John 20:28 – Thomas says, ‘My Lord and my God’ and he receives the description.

Some people believe that Jesus is God only after much intellectual exploration of the matter. Other people come to faith in Jesus through unusual means – like dreams and visions – and I know many such people. Whole Muslim villages have come to faith in Jesus in this way. As for me: I never found Jesus in a dream, nor through a rigorous intellectual process, but through a friend who seemed to really have a connection with Jesus. I just heard about Jesus and it rang true for me and I started to believe. I figured that if there really is a God, and this God really is as interested in humans as the Bible tells us he is, then he certainly would have the ability to become a human. And if ever there was a man who could be God, it would be Jesus. Just look at how he fulfilled prophecy, did miracles, rose again from the dead. I’ve been convinced ever since.

I wonder what you believe? Do you believe that he was God visiting the world?

Peter was saying that Jesus rules - and that he deserves to rule your life too. 

Peter insisted that something had happened that would change the world – and our lives - forever. He believed that God had acted decisively in history through Jesus. 

And Peter insisted that the best thing you could do is to trust him, and to bow your knee before him, and hold up the white flag of surrender – and receive his mercy and his grace. He is a good king – and you will never be in safer hands! But he won’t force his leadership onto you. He waits for you to believe, to trust, to bow.

The question Peter was leaving the crowd with was really quite simple, ‘What are you going to do with Jesus?’  That was Peter’s message to the thousands gathered. 

I suppose you’re wondering what happened when the people heard it. 

No doubt several people walked away – some mocking, some quietly refusing to believe it. But on this day 1000s of people did believe – and began to centre their lives around Jesus. And the message about Jesus has spread like wild-fire, so that the bunch of us are freshly hearing it right now. 

Over a decade ago, I heard a message similar to this and, somehow everything inside me said it was true. And, as best as I knew how, I bowed my knee in faith and humility before Jesus. I held up my white flag of surrender. I received his grace and mercy. I made him the Centre of my life. Let me tell you the impact he has made on my life …

· Far from being a black hole that sucks my whole world into him, so that nothing else is special – I have found that, like a sun that lights up the planets that revolve around it, he has given meaning to every other aspect of my life. My relationship to him has positively impacted how I relate to my wife, how I relate to my friends, how I relate to strangers that I’ll never meet again, how I think, how I process my emotions, how I make my decisions, how I spend my time, how I spend my money, my approach to things like surfing, reading and enjoying life on this earth. 

· One of my major discoveries is that I have found something other than religion – I don’t feel religious – my life is not about rules and dogma – it’s about a living person, It’s a relationship not a religion that I have.

· I’ve discovered that life is easier in some ways – like joy, peace, wisdom, security and strength come in abundant supplies – but more challenging in other ways – people don’t always understand, sometimes I feel like a salmon swimming upstream. But I am comforted as I remember Jesus words which say in effect, ‘Following me won’t be easy – but it will be worth it’ (Note to speaker: this one-liner summarizes Mark 10:28,29) - and I have certainly found that to be true.

Conclusion

Who is Jesus? And does it matter anyway? The Bible, as supported by the historical data I presented tonight, tells us that he is so much more than a moral teacher, or a prophet who once lived. If that was all he was – then he would not matter too much to our lives. But that is not who Jesus is. He is so much more. He is the promised Messiah, the one crucified for our sins, the one who was raised from the dead, the Lord who is alive and accessible, worthy to rule our lives. And if that is who he is, then it matters entirely to us.

