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Intro.: This session deals with the final foundational pillar for a biblical worldview, the offer of salvation and forgiveness through Jesus Christ. If we are serious about the claim that Jesus is the Savior of the world, there are questions that demand answers. So hold on to your seat—here we go.


The first question you may be asked when you share the good news of Jesus is, “How do you know He even exists? All you have is your Bible and the stories you find there.” 


The earlier seminar dealing with God’s Word as our authority explained some of the reasons we can trust what the Bible says, but we need to understand that non-believers will not have the faith we have. Fortunately, we have witnesses to the person and work of Jesus outside the Bible. 

1. Tacitus, a Roman historian refers to “…persons commonly called Christian, who were hated for their enormities. Christus, the founder of the name, was put to death by Pontius Pilate, procurator of Judea in the reign of Tiberius.”

2. Pliny the Younger sent reports about Christians, and said that while he tried to get them to renounce Christ and curse Him, “…none of which acts…those who are really Christians can be forced into performing.” 

3. Lucian, a Greek writer alludes to Christ in his work, On the Death of Peregrine, “…the man who was crucified in Palestine because he introduced this new cult into the world…Furthermore, their first lawgiver persuaded them that they were all brothers one of another after they have transgressed once for all by denying the Greek gods, and by worshipping that crucified sophist himself and living under his laws.

4. Suetonius made two references to Christ in The Life of Claudius.
 
5. Further references are found in the writings of Thallus, Josephus, Hadrian, and Mara Bar-Serapion.

Dr. Edwin Yamauchi is Professor Emeritus of history at Miami University in Ohio. He has studied 22 languages, including Arabic, Egyptian, Syriac, Ugaritic, Hebrew, and Greek. He has written in the fields of archaeology, participated in the first excavations of the Herodian Temple in 1968, and received fellowships from, the Rutgers Research Counsel, National Endowment for the Humanities, the American Philosophical Association and others. I tell you all that to give you perspective on his statement about Jesus: “…the fact is that we have better historical documentation for Jesus than for the founder of any other ancient religion.”

So, if someone tells you, “You believe a fairy tale. No one by the name of Jesus ever lived. He was a fictional character,” you can tell him he has not done the research and dealt with the facts of history. 

Now that we’ve shown extra-biblical evidence that Jesus lived, we move to the question, “But was He the Son of God? Is He the Messiah? How do we know that?”

Let’s start by noting that He claimed to be God. 
 Granted, that by itself proves nothing. I can claim to be a genius, or a space alien, or anything else, but that doesn’t make it so. The significance of Jesus’ claim is that He understood Himself to be God.

This, by the way, is an important point to note. There are some who claim that Jesus lived, but He never claimed to be God, that He only saw Himself as a good teacher. Claims to deity, we are told, grew as stories about Jesus were embellished and exaggerated in the years after His death. You may have heard of the “Jesus Seminars” that made the news beginning in the mid 1980’s (I realize that is ancient history to many of you!). They published some of their findings 1993 in a book called, The Five Gospels: The Search for the Authentic Words of Jesus. 

The information they used tells us a great deal. Note the quotes, “The first step in the work of the Jesus Seminar was to inventory and classify all the words attributed to Jesus in the first three centuries of the Common Era. The inventory covers all the surviving gospels and reports from the period, not just the canonical gospels. Canonical boundaries are irrelevant in critical assessments of the various sources of information about Jesus.” 

The view is sometimes called the “Legend Theory,” and it has some followers among liberals. But, our view is that the Bible (and the Bible alone) is the authoritative Word of God. Extra-canonical books are not on the level with Scripture and do not get the same respect. We believe the Bible is God’s Word and accurately reflects teachings about Jesus. If you accept that, it is clear that Jesus claims to be God.

What are some examples of His claims?

1. He claimed for Himself prerogatives that belong to God alone, for example, the right to judge the world (John 5:27).

2. He claimed equality with God by stating that He had the ability to forgive sin. The Jews understood very well that His declaration that the sins of the paralytic man were forgiven was a claim to be God (Mark 2).

3. He claimed the power to raise and judge the dead John (5:25, 29).

4. He said that all men should honor Him like they honor the Father, and He exhorted them to “believe in God, believe also in Me” (John 5:23; 14:1).

5. He claimed to be the Messiah (Mark 14:61-64).

6. He accepted worship. The Old Testament strictly forbade the worship of anyone or anything except Jehovah God. Jesus accepted the worship of men on at least nine occasions (Matthew 8:2, 9:18, 14:33, 15:25, 20:20, 28:9,17; Mark 5:6; John 9:38, 20:28).

7. He said His words were as authoritative as God’s (Matthew 5:21, 22; John 13:34; Matthew 24:35).

8. He told men to pray in His name (John 14:13).

It is clear that Jesus claimed deity for Himself. Here’s the question for us, as we build a biblical worldview remains: Is there any evidence to back up His claim? 

The two most significant (in my opinion) substantiations for Jesus’ claims are found in (1) The way scripture was fulfilled in His life, and (2) His resurrection. These two correlating circumstances build a case for the deity of Jesus that defies refutation.

The reality of fulfilled prophecies in the life of Jesus is a fascinating study. 

There are dozens of prophecies about the Messiah in the Old Testament, including 60 major Messianic prophecies that were fulfilled in the life of Jesus.
 Norman Geisler refers to “dozens of predictive prophecies about Christ in the Old Testament.”
 Nineteenth-century Oxford professor Canon Henry Liddon claimed to have found 332 predictions fulfilled in the life of Christ.

Some have claimed that Jesus was a man who deliberately set out to deceive the people, and “caused” prophecies to be fulfilled in Him. The problem with that logic is there were so many facts over which He could have no control. He had no control over where He was born, His lineage, the time of His birth, His anointing by the Holy Spirit, His rejection by the Jews; not to mention all the details of His death, including, but not limited to, the piercing of His hands and feet, dying in the company of thieves, the piercing of His side, being buried in a rich man’s tomb, the casting of lots for His garments, and none of His bones being broken. Of all the attempts to discredit Jesus, this is, to me, the most absurd.

One question that must be asked is, “Could it all have been coincidence?” Keep in mind that we live in a universe ruled by God, so it is safe to assume that He would not allow a series “coincidences” like that. But since you may be challenged by unbelievers who will not accept that answer, let’s look at the evidence. You literally have a better chance of finding a needle in a haystack!

Peter Stoner was born in 1888 and died in 1980. He was chairman of the Departments of Mathematics and Astronomy at Pasadena City College until 1953; chairman of the science division, Westmont College, 1953-57; Professor Emeritus of Science, Westmont College; Professor Emeritus of Mathematics and Astronomy, Pasadena City College. He wrote a book, Science Speaks, that dealt with the elements of predictive prophecy. His conclusion is that, using the modern science of probability, the chances of just eight of the prophecies being fulfilled in the life of Jesus are 1 in 1017 power. That would be 1 in 100,000,000,000,000,000. 

The odds of these being fulfilled by chance are illustrated by Stoner. “Suppose that we take 1017 silver dollars and lay them on the face of Texas. They will cover all of the state two feet deep. Now mark one of these silver dollars and stir the whole mass thoroughly, all over the state. Blindfold a man and tell him that he can travel as far as he wishes, but he must pick up one silver dollar and say that this is the right one. What chance would he have of getting the right one? Just the same chance that the prophets would have had of writing these eight prophecies and having them all come true in any one man, from their day to the present time, providing they wrote using their own wisdom.”

But remember, that is the odds of only eight prophecies being fulfilled by accident. Remember there are dozens, if not hundreds, fulfilled in Christ. What are those odds?  

Stoner further illustrates: “In order to extend this consideration beyond all bounds of human comprehension, let us consider forty-eight prophecies, similar in their human chance of fulfillment to the eight which we originally considered, using a much more conservative number, 1 in 1021. Applying the same principle of probability used so far, we find the chance that any one man fulfilled all forty-eight prophecies to be                    1 in 10157.” 

This is really a large number and it represents an extremely small chance. Let us try to visualize it. If you were to begin counting to yourself, and you counted 250 units per minute, every hour, 24 hours a day, it would take you 19 million years times 19 million years times 19 million years to count to 10157! 

So, you have the proof of fulfilled prophecy, but there is yet another important fact to consider in regard to Jesus being the Son of God, and it is pointed out by Paul in Romans 1:4. Jesus is “…declared to be the Son of God with power according to the Spirit of Holiness, by the resurrection from the dead.”

Whatever one may believe about fulfilled prophecy, it is safe to say that the probability of someone rising from the dead after being crucified by the Romans is zero. It has never happened, and will never happen. So, what is the evidence for the death and resurrection of Christ? 

Let’s begin with the obvious? How do we know He actually died? The Koran, for example, says that Jesus did not die on the cross, he only pretended to die.
  Hugh Schonfield wrote a book, The Passover Plot, which claimed that Jesus orchestrated a complicated plot to leave the cross alive. That same theory popped up in Donovan Joyce’s book, The Jesus Scroll, and the 1982 book, Holy Blood, Holy Grail. 

The evidence points to another conclusion.  William D. Edwards, M.D., wrote an article for the Journal of the American Medical Association (JAMA). His conclusion, after examining the evidence was, “…Modern medical interpretation of the historical evidence indicates that Jesus was dead when taken down from the cross.”
 

Alexander Metherell, M.D., Ph. D. received his medical degree from the University of Miami (FL), and his Ph.D. in engineering from the University of Bristol in England. He is board certified in diagnosis by the American Board of Radiology and has been a consultant to the National Institute of Health in Bethesda, MD. He has written for publications ranging from Aerospace Medicine to Scientific American. His analysis of muscular contraction was published in the Biophysical Journal.

After discussing the medical aspects of the crucifixion with Lee Strobel he was asked what condition Jesus would have been in as He was removed from the cross. He replied, “There was absolutely no doubt that Jesus was dead.”

The evidence seems clear, both from history and from medicine that Jesus died on the cross. If, in discussions, you need more information, I suggest you read Norman Geisler’s book, Christian Apologetics, specifically the chapter on the deity and authority of Jesus Christ, and Josh McDowell’s book, Evidence That Demands A Verdict. Both establish the actual death of Jesus at the hands of the Romans.

But did Jesus literally rise from the dead? Are there other plausible explanations for the missing body? Could the disciples have stolen the body? Could Joseph have taken it? Did the women go to the wrong tomb? 

McDowell again does a good job showing the security measures taken by the Romans to guard the tomb of Jesus.
 The stone that was moved was guarded by a squad of Roman soldiers. The squad would have been between four and 16 men. Keep in mind that Peter, in prison, was guarded by a squad of four men, inside the prison, so Paul Maier concludes that the tomb would have been guarded by a minimum of 16 troops. They knew that the penalty for falling asleep or deserting one’s post while on duty was death.
 

It is inconceivable to believe that 11 frightened men were able to sneak past a squad of 16 soldiers, move the stone, and remove the body. The weight of the stone was calculated by engineers from Georgia Tech, and their conclusions were that the stone weighed between 1.5 and 2 tons.

To claim that it was moved by friends and the body stolen is really stretching the envelope. In addition to the problems noted above, they would have had to break the Roman seal that covered the tomb. That may not sound like much to us, but the Jews knew that the seal stood for the power and authority of the Roman Empire. The consequences of breaking it were severe, and when it happened, the Roman equivalent of the FBI was called into action to find the person responsible.

When the guilty party was found he was crucified upside down.
 People feared the breaking of a Roman seal. That may have been part of the reason the disciples were hiding on Easter Sunday night. They may have feared that they would be thought responsible for the broken seal, and they were terrified of the consequences if they were charged with that crime. 

In addition, you have the mystery of the undisturbed grave clothes. How could they manage to take the body but not alter the grave clothes? It’s not comprehensible.

One often overlooked aspect of the resurrection is the effect it had on Jesus’ followers. Remember how they deserted Him when He was arrested? Remember how few were at the crucifixion? Remember how they huddled together in fear in the upper room after His burial?

But less than two months later, you find these men transformed. His followers are suddenly preaching boldly and confidently that Jesus is the only hope for mankind, and they confront the Jewish leaders for their role in the death of Christ. 

They endured beatings, stonings, imprisonment, beheadings, the loss of prestige, family, and friends for the cause of Christ. What made the change? It was their knowledge that Jesus was resurrected. With that truth fixed firmly in their minds, they challenged the religious system of the Jews, the philosophies of Greece, and the government of Rome because they knew that Jesus was alive, and that through Him they had a life that could not be taken from them by anyone.

Early believers went to their executions with a song on their lips and love for their enemies because they knew they were following the One who set the example for them, and they knew He awaited them in Heaven. The resurrection makes all the difference!

Because of time constraints, we are forced to move on, believing that the New Testament record of the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus is true. The key question becomes, what does it mean for us in our worldview?

1. It shows the reliability and truthfulness of the NT texts.

2. It establishes Him as our Savior. Paul tells us in Romans that Jesus “…was delivered up because of our offenses (that is, He died for our sins), and was raised for our justification” (Romans 4:25).

3. He is qualified to be our Savior, because He lived a sinless life and gave Himself as a sin offering for us. The justice of God demanded that sin be punished, and Jesus became our willing substitute. He became, Paul and John tell us, the propitiation (or satisfier, or covering) for our sins. On Him all the judgment of God against sin was manifested. He bore the full penalty. 

4. He is the only Savior. He and He alone stands between man and God as an intercessor who is able to atone for the sins of man. He proclaimed, “I am the Way, the Truth, and the Life. No man comes to the Father but by Me” (John 14:6).

Christianity is sometimes accused of being exclusionary and intolerant. You are well aware that our society will tolerate almost anything, except something that claims to have or be complete and authoritative truth. Because Christianity claims that Jesus is the only way to Heaven, heavy criticism is directed toward us. Let’s examine that for a moment.

It is and is not true that Christianity is an exclusive faith. It is exclusive in that we believe only those who have a personal relationship with Christ are going to Heaven. It is not exclusive in the fact that we shut anyone out of the faith. Faith in Christ is open to anyone who will accept it. The decision rests upon each individual. We as believers are not trying to form an exclusive club and keep undesirables out! Indeed, the prayer of our heart and the hoped for results of our labors is that many will see the truth and be saved.

Let me take a quick moment to share something that may be helpful. Believers are often asked, “How can you be so arrogant as to say that Jews have to accept Jesus to go to Heaven?” This is usually said with a great deal of indignation and scorn, implying that we are hopelessly bigoted against Jews.

The response I give when confronted with that statement is this: “I’m (We’re) not saying that. It wasn’t a Gentile who said that, it was a Jew. It was a Jew who said He is the Way, Truth, and Life. It was a Jew who said, ‘Neither is there salvation in any other, for there is no other name under heaven whereby we must be saved.’ It was a Jew who said, speaking of Israel, ‘For they, being ignorant of God’s righteousness, and seeking to establish their own righteousness, have not submitted to the righteousness of God. For Christ is the end of the law for righteousness to everyone who believes.’

Some will argue that (1) Jesus never claimed to be the only way to Heaven. This argument is so foolish that it is laughable. The entire story of the Bible is the preparation for the Messiah, the ministry of the Messiah, and the effects of His life, death, and resurrection. 

There is no hint in the Bible that the multitude of religions encountered by God’s people as they settled the Promised Land, or the religions of the Greek world encountered by Christians was sufficient to reconcile God and man. The early Church never felt that any of the mystery religions they encountered, the religions of the Roman Empire, or the Judaism of Palestine, were the answer.

They were convinced that they and they alone possessed the truth that would liberate man from the bondage of Satan and bring them into the Kingdom of God. They were so convinced of that truth that they were willing to die for it. When they proclaimed, “Jesus is Lord,” they challenged the Roman worship of the emperor as God, the philosophy of the Stoics, and the sacrificial system of Jerusalem. They never saw Jesus as one option among many; they say Him as the only true Light in the world.

In a day that values pluralism and political correctness above all else, it is not popular to proclaim Jesus as Lord, to proclaim that He and He alone is worthy of worship, and the only hope for humanity. Be prepared to defend yourself when you make those claims. But make those claims we must, because He is the only hope!

Please understand this: Jesus claimed to be the ultimate Truth. If you have competing claims to truth by two or more faiths, they cannot both be right. Logically, they may both be wrong, but they cannot both be right! It is a logical impossibility.

If someone tries to tell you that truth is relative, and is not the same for everyone, ask them if they live like that. Ask them what they would do if they decided to buy gasoline for $2.50 per gallon, but the pump only dispersed ¾ of a gallon. Suppose they went to the owner of the store to complain, only to be told, “Well, I believe that’s how much a gallon is. If you believe differently that’s your prerogative, but don’t try to make me believe it just because you believe it.”

If your doctor prescribes medicine containing 50 milligrams of antibiotic, do you want your druggist to have the same understanding as the doctor about what a milligram is, or do you want him to use say, “Well, his view of a milligram is different than my view of a milligram. Who is to say he is right and I am wrong?”?

In the physical world we want to believe, and we have to believe in universal standards. 2 +2 always = 4. Without the unchanging standards of mathematics, civilization as we know it would not be possible. So much of what we do assumes the premise of standard, objective truth.

That is just as true in the spiritual world as it is in the physical world. The fact that the spiritual world cannot be seen, touched, and handled like the physical world does not make it less real. Objective truth has as much validity and reality in the spiritual realm as in the physical realm.

If that is true, and it is, then we should never be afraid to press the case for truth. The Christian faith is both logical and reasonable. The basic facts are verifiable, and they are understandable.

It is in Christ alone that we find forgiveness, the removal of guilt and dread, and freedom from the fear of death that plagues all of mankind. He is the one who can not only change us, but literally transform us from the inside out. 

We have a marvelous faith to share. I challenge you to share it with friends and loved ones.

Let me close with a quote from C.S. Lewis’ book, Mere Christianity. He deals with an issue some of you may face as you share Christ. It is not unusual to hear something like this. “Well, I believe Jesus was a good teacher, or a good man, but I don’t think he was who you believers claim him to be.”

Lewis’ insightful reply to that line of reasoning was this: “I am trying here to prevent anyone saying the really foolish thing that people often say about Him: 'I'm ready to accept Jesus as a great moral teacher, but I don't accept His claim to be God.' That is the one thing we must not say. A man who was merely a man and said the sort of things Jesus said would not be a great moral teacher. He would be either a lunatic — on a level with the man who says he is a poached egg — or else he would be the Devil of Hell. 

You must make your choice. Either this man was, and is, the Son of God: or else a madman or something worse. You can shut Him up for a fool, you can spit at Him and kill Him as a demon; or you can fall at His feet and call Him Lord and God. But let us not come with any patronizing nonsense about His being a great human teacher. He has not left that open to us. He did not intend to.”

About the author:  David Williford serves as vice-president for Institutional Advancement at Free Will Baptist Bible College, Nashville, TN. Prior to beginning work at FWBBC in 2002 David served as pastor of five Free Will Baptist Churches in Alabama, Tennessee, Arkansas, and Florida for a total of 27 years. 

David received his B.A. in Bible/Theology from FWBBC in 1979, and completed an MA in pastoral studies in 1984, also from FWBBC. He did additional graduate studies at New Orleans Baptist Theological Seminary in New Orleans, LA.
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