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In our sermons over the four weeks we are going to be looking at basic Christian faith – 
various ideas which are central to our understanding of life as those who are Christians.   

• We’re going to be thinking about God, of the existence of God and the presence of God.   

• We’re going to be thinking about the Bible, why we ought to still read this book though it 
was written 2000 years ago.   

• We’re going to be thinking about salvation, the word salvation and what it means for 
your life and my life and why we need it so desperately.   

• And today we’re going to be thinking about Jesus, about the person Jesus of Nazareth 
who lived 2000 years ago.   

At the center of Christian there are many theological ideas, many principles by which we are 
to live, but at the center of Christian faith there is a person, and the centrality of this particular 
person marks our faith out from different faiths.   

If I were a Hindu I might think of different faces of God and think of those faces of God in 
terms of people; but there is no one person who would come out above all the other personages 
which are there in the godhead, in the Hindu understanding of things.  And I’d then be caught up 
in philosophical and religious reflection and how to escape the endless cycle of birth and rebirth.  
And there would be many ideas that I would focus on.  But not just on one solitary single person. 

If I were a Buddhist I might think of the Buddha.  The story of Siddhartha Gautama, the 
Buddha, is important to Buddhists. But not central. As a Buddhist, sure, I might think of the 
Buddha form time to time, but I’d also be concerned with the illusion of the material world and 
that would be my focus; the Buddha would be one focus but not the primary focus of how I 
would think about life.   

If I belonged to the religion of Islam I would certainly honor the Prophet Muhammad: he 
would be really important to me; but nothing like as important as the Holy Infinite God.  
Monotheism is the center.  The idea of worshipping any person, even Muhammad, would be an 
outrage.  God is at the absolute center of Islam, even though Muhammad is important. Focus, too 
would be on the book that God has given, a book coming directly through Muhammad, but not 
containing his influence: rather, the direct Word of God for somebody who believes in 
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Muhammad coming through him.  And further, focus as well would be on my spiritual practices, 
the five pillars of Islam, the activities which accompany the Islamic faith. 

In none of these faiths, however, would we come across a person who is more central than 
the ideas and the theology and the philosophical reflection and the activities of life that belong to 
that religion. But in Christianity, historic Christianity, orthodox Christianity, there is a person 
who is absolutely central.   

And so the question I want us to think about this morning is this: Why this person? Why this 
Jesus? Why the centrality of Jesus?  What was it that caught the imagination of the first 
Christians so that they passed on to us a faith which focuses on this person Jesus of Nazareth 
who lives 2000 years ago?   

Of course some people, as they think about that question, would say that there’s a prior 
question that we need to ask about Jesus if we’re going to think of him as central, and that’s a 
historical question -- as to whether he actually lived.  There are some people who worry and are 
anxious about that particular question: Did Jesus actually live?  Was this person real or is it all in 
some sense mythological?  What’s the evidence outside the Bible for Jesus?  I mean if you’re a 
follower of Jesus in any sense, you surely want to know and help other people know that he 
existed in time and space? The Bible is a place to start, but what about those people who are not 
followers of Christ?  Is there extra-Biblical evidence that would convince them that this person 
Jesus actually lived?  

Well in fact as we look back in history there certainly is such evidence.  Not a huge amount, 
but to any historian there’s sufficient credible evidence to know that Jesus was a real person who 
lived at exactly the time that we say he lived.  There are some Romans for example – Tacitus and 
Suetonius and Pliny who mention Jesus.  And some of these come from the end of the 1st 
Century and the early part of the 2nd Century.  There’s a reference in Josephus the Jewish 
historian.  Some scholars quibble about how much of the reference to Jesus is from Josephus’ 
own hand or was added later. Recent scholarship is increasingly supportive of the fact that most 
of the Josephus’ passage comes from the 1st century. But, assuming that Josephus’ value is 
debatable, the Romans witnesses are all the more important. They have nothing to gain or lose by 
mentioning Christ.  And so Tacitus for example writing at the end of the 1st Century looks back 
to the days of the emperor Nero and says that in AD 64 when the great fire of Rome took place, 
Nero, who almost certainly was responsible for starting the fire, wanted to find a scapegoat, 
somebody to blame for the fire.  And so he found the followers of Christ to blame! This is what 
Tacitus writes,  

To suppress the rumor [that Nero had started the great fire of Rome], he falsely charged with 
the guilt, and punished with the most exquisite tortures, the persons commonly called Christians, 
who were hated for their enormities. Christus, the founder of that name, was put to death as a 
criminal by Pontius Pilate, procurator of Judea in the reign of Tiberius: but the pernicious 
superstition, repressed for a time, broke out again, not only through Judea, where the mischief 
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originated, but through the city of Rome..."   Tacitus, "Annals" xv, 44.. (NY, Harper, 1858), p. 
423.  

This reference to a person by the name of Christos or Chrestus who was put to death as a 
criminal by a man called Pontius Pilate is huge for a historian. It is clear that Tacitus is writing 
independently of the gospels, yet he echoes the Gospel facts: so we have independent accounts 
pointing to the veracity of the existence of Jesus.  Very little reference to his life, but a clear 
focus on his death, and an answer to the basic question “did he live?” Yes! There’s proof outside 
the Bible for that.  

That’s a starting place. An important one. But it still begs the question “Why Jesus?” Why is 
he so central for Christian faith, from the beginning up to this day?  Why is this person so 
important?   

Well I can find no better way to answer that question than by turning to the writings of those 
first Christians themselves that we find this time within the pages of the Bible. In particular, I 
want us to consider the Letter to the Hebrews, Chapter 1, where the (unknown) writer gives three 
powerful reasons for focusing on Jesus. This is how the letter to the Hebrews begins.  

“Long ago God spoke to our ancestors in many and various ways by the prophets.  But in 
these last days he has spoken to us by a Son whom he appointed heir of all things through whom 
he also created the world.   

He is the reflection of the glory of God and the exact imprint of God’s very being and he 
sustains all things by his powerful word.   

When he had made purification for sins he sat down at the right hand of the majesty on 
High.” 

This is a powerful passage with a threefold emphasis on Jesus, pointing to the importance of 
(1) what he said and (2) what he did and (3) who he was.  What he said and what he did and who 
he was! Let’s think a little bit about each of these one by one.   

WHAT JESUS SAID. Why is Jesus so central?  Well because of what he said!  Or to put it 
another way: because of what he said and how he said it, which made what he said so impressive 
and so powerful.  What he said and how he said it.   

There are some people who when they speak, speak with great power and we feel compelled 
to listen.  The disciples found this in the person of Jesus.   

So some of the disciples, a small group – Peter, James and John on one occasion go with 
Jesus up on the mountain that we call the Mount of Transfiguration and there the very presence 
of God comes down upon them.  There’s a cloud which appears – the ancient symbol for God – 
and there is a voice that comes from the cloud and says “this is my beloved son.  Listen to him” 
(Luke 9:28-36).  He speaks with the voice of God.  Listen to him.  Pay attention to him.  He 
speaks with authority.   
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For every single one of us somewhere there is somebody who speaks with authority.  They 
are for us “the voice of God.” It could be a parent or a grandparent.  They could be living or 
dead, but they still speak to us; we still hear that voice.  It could be a teacher and it could be a 
professor.  It could be an author whose books we read, devouring them as soon as they are 
published.  Or it could be somebody who sings, whose songs speak to us in a powerful way.  It 
could be a friend that we have (within groups of friends there’s often one whose voice we listen 
to more than others).  For every single one of us there is a powerful voice that comes to us in 
some sense as if it were the very voice of God.  A powerful voice in our midst.   

We know as we look back in relatively history of some people whose voices were powerful 
like that.  So we go back into the 20th Century and we think, on the negative side, of the power of 
the voice of Adolph Hitler, with millions of people listening to that voice and being moved 
powerfully by that voice.   

Or we think on the other side of Winston Churchill, also with millions of people listening to 
his voice and being moved powerfully by that voice in World War II.  

Or we think of Martin Luther King Junior and the moral power of his voice so that the words 
that he spoke in the middle of the 20th Century are powerfully present in many of our minds and 
in our hearts to this day influencing and impacting who we are – who at least we want to be.   

There’s great, almost magnetic, compelling power in those voice; and that is I think how the 
disciples heard Jesus. On one occasion, for example, some officers sent to arrest Jesus and they 
couldn’t do it! They returned to those who sent them to make the arrest and said “we couldn’t 
arrest him” and when asked “why?” they replied, “No one has ever spoken like this man” (John 
7:46).   

Nobody spoke like this man.  There was something in his voice, what he said and how he 
said it.  The authoritative way in which he spoke was powerful in their lives.  And this is what 
Hebrews points to.  God speaks in various ways to human beings, and has spoken through the 
prophets.  But now he has spoken through his Son our Lord Jesus Christ.   

WHAT JESUS DID. So what he said was important but also what he did was important.  
What he did in his life was important. And so was what he did in his death.  What he did in his 
life and what he did in  his death.  At the end of our short passage the letter to the Hebrews says 
this: When he had made purification for sins he sat down at the right hand of the majesty on 
High.  This purification had to do with his life and it had to do with his death.  To begin with, it 
had to do to with his sinless life, with the fact that he lived a perfect life and that he died a death 
that was filled with purpose.  A perfect life.  A death of purpose. 

When you live with somebody else for a period of time they quickly find out that you or I, 
that we, are not perfect.  We may appear outwardly to be saints.  We may appear to be one step 
up from other people.  But very quickly when you live with somebody else you find out that they 
are not as perfect as they seem to be.  And this is especially true if you go camping with 
somebody else! If you go camping then you’re going to really find out what people are like.  
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Well Jesus effectively in his ministry was out camping for between two to three years with his 
disciples, all points between Galilee, and Caesarea Philippi and Jerusalem. 

Sometimes they would have a place to stay; sometimes they would not have a place to stay.  
But they were basically camping for two or three years.  And one of the most remarkable 
passages in scripture (which certainly made a huge impact on my understanding of the faith 
some 30 or 40 years ago now when I first read it) comes from Simon Peter, one of Jesus’ closest 
friends who has lived with Jesus, seen him at his best and seen him at his worst.   

In the 1st letter of Peter, the second chapter he says quite simply this: “he committed no sin.  
No deceit was found on his lips.  He committed no sin and no deceit was found on his lips.”  

To be sure, Martin Luther King Jr. and Winston Churchill are great figures and they moved 
people by their great oratory, to live with courage and moral strength -- but nobody would claim 
that they were perfect.   

But here is this claim not only that Jesus speaks with authority but that his life is absolutely 
perfect: a life that they have seen in detail in the best and worst of times! They’ve seen it at the 
top, they’ve seen it at the bottom, and they still have this understanding that his life is perfect.   

And as Jesus faced what we might think of initially as the “tragedy of his death” those 
disciples began to link the two together. After his death, and then the resurrection, they said, 
“You know what?  This is not just a tragedy.  What he does in his death is filled with meaning 
and filled with purpose.   

Now we all know of tragic deaths when somebody dies young or they die in horrible 
circumstances and we say “we want to make this death count.”  We want something marvelous 
to come as a consequence of some great tragedy.  But when that happens on the human level 
people usually don’t keep going back to the moment of the accident or the death to focus on that 
moment again and again. We would tend to think of this as morbid or linked to the inability to 
deal with grief.  No! You leave the moment behind and move ahead.  But the disciples came 
back again and again to the actual death of Jesus.  The type of death of Jesus.  His death on a 
cross. 

They said ‘you know what?  This death reminds us of the sacrificial system in ancient 
Judaism, where a lamb without spot or blemish was sacrificed on behalf of others, and through 
which sin was atoned, accounted for, dealt with.  God longs to forgive us (they said), but God is 
holy and righteous and something must be done to show the seriousness of the sin that is 
forgiven.’   

So the whole of the sacrificial system had to do with removal of sin before one could 
approach God.  Those disciples looked at what Jesus did: at both the perfection of his life, and 
the strangeness of his death and concluded that both were filled with purpose.  God’s purpose: 
concluding that by his death our sins have been purified, our sins have been forgiven. 
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So Hebrews writes that he had made purification for sins through his death, and then “sat 
down at the right hand of the majesty on High.”  This ‘sitting down’ is a symbol of completion. 
Something has been done.  Something has been accomplished.  You sit down, the job is over.  
His life -- lived perfectly for you and me; His death -- an atonement for our sin.   

What he did was important to those first Christians.  What he said was important to those 
first Christians. And also, who he was was important for those first Christians.   

WHO JESUS WAS AND IS.  Back to our passage in Hebrews once again:  

At the beginning – what he said: “Long ago God spoke to our ancestors in many and various 
ways by the prophets.  But in these last days he has spoken to us by a Son”  

At the end – what he did:  “When he had made purification for sins he sat down at the right 
hand of the majesty on High.”  

And in the middle – who he was: “A son whom he appointed the heir of all things through 
whom also he created the worlds.  He is the reflection of God’s glory the exact imprint of God’s 
very being and he sustains all things by his powerful word.”   

• Jesus of Nazareth?  Joseph and Mary’s boy? “The heir of all things through whom he 
also created the world?”   

• Jesus from Galilee “The reflection of God’s glory?  The exact imprint of God’s very 
being?”   

• Jesus the crucified one?  “Sustains all things by his powerful word?”  

There was something in this Jesus which led people to see him not merely as Jesus of 
Nazareth, Jesus of Galilee, but indeed as the divine son of the living God.  God clothed in human 
flesh.  

Now there are many scholars who would doubt this view of Jesus.  You go back 100 – 150 
years or so, and doubts begin to arise in critical scholarship about the veracity of the gospels and 
in particular about the claims of Jesus himself as to his divinity, and the claims of his followers 
as to his divinity (and it’s become public knowledge recently, coming to the forefront again a 
year or so ago with Reza Aslan’s book Zealot, but it’s an old way of looking at things).  The 
most common explanation is that over time the simple and totally human Jesus became the 
legendary divine Christ.  The simple Jesus who lived on Earth with no claims to divinity over 
time grew in the imagination of his followers to become the divine Christ.   

Now we know this kind of thing sometimes happens.  Stories are told.  We tell stories and by 
the time they get down the pike they have grown and grown until they are unrecognizable and 
the people within them are unrecognizable.  This happens.  But the historical evidence in this 
case does not point clearly in this direction. More and more scholars (not just conservative or 
evangelical scholars) are saying, “Wait a minute, this is playing fast and loose with the evidence 
of the texts themselves that we have in scripture.”  Even some who doubt that Jesus made great 
claims for himself are now finding good reason to believe that the claims of Jesus were made by 
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his followers very soon after his death. And not through the growth of a legend or myth. I’m 
even less skeptical! I’m among those who think they go back to Jesus to Jesus himself. 

I’ll share with you just two of those reasons why I believe that these claims to divinity are to 
be thought about very seriously indeed.  One of those reasons has to do with Jesus and the 
Pharisees, Jesus and the Pharisees.  Now some of you know that Jesus was in conflict with the 
Pharisees throughout much of his ministry.   

In ancient Israel there were different groups in ancient Israel and among those groups there 
were the Pharisees, the Essenes down at the Dead Sea, and the Sadducees who were the 
guardians of the Temple in the big city, Jerusalem. They were in league with the Romans.  Jesus 
was often in conflict with the Pharisees.  What we know about the Pharisees is this – that they 
loved to argue with each other.  They left for us a book that began to be written in the time of 
Jesus and was finished before the end of the second century, called the Mishnah. In this book 
you’ve got one set of Pharisees arguing with other Pharisees repeatedly!  It’s tooth and nail.  But 
there is nothing in all of their discussions which rips them apart, which says you’re in and I’m 
out or I’m in and you’re out.  Despite their differences they basically remain as members of the 
same team! They’re in this together.   

But when it comes to their discussions with Jesus it’s very clear that they are in and Jesus is 
out.  And the historical question is this: why is it that in this group which embraced all kinds of 
diverse opinions why Jesus should be out and they in? Well what the scriptures say of course, is 
that Jesus went over the top; that Jesus went one step too far; that he in fact implicitly and 
explicitly claimed to be divine -- and this was blasphemy, for which the punishment was death. 
Historically that explains why he’s out and they’re in; and this is in part the reason why I at least 
believe that Jesus was divine and claimed to be divine.   

In the second place, a further reason has to do with something I’ve already mentioned:  the 
perfection of Jesus’ life; coupled with the willingness of people to die for him.  Those first 
Christians were willing to die for Jesus.  They were willing to die for the claim that he was 
divine.   

If you’ve lived with a person and you begin to exaggerate who they are in time (and 
sometimes we do) and you begin to move towards divinity (I don’t know that we do that).  When 
your life is at stake and people are going to persecute you because of that belief you tend to back 
down.  You tend to say “Okay, I made a mistake.  I’ve exaggerated.”  There is no evidence of 
that happening with the early Christians.  They embrace from the beginning this belief (which I 
believe came from Jesus himself) on which they were willing to base their lives.  Despite his 
death, despite his crucifixion; and then of course the resurrection came as the icing on the cake; 
God’s confirmation of Jesus as God’s Son, this one who’d become so important to them.  

The gospels are wonderfully clear that the early disciples really didn’t understand Jesus 
completely before his death when he was alive. They were constantly putting the bits and pieces 
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of Jesus’ life and teaching together as he lives with them and taught them. But with the 
resurrection the lights began to go on. The message began to click.  

• His was the voice that needed to be listened to.   
• His was the life that needed to be followed.   
• His was the death through which their sins had been forgiven.  
• And his was the person that needed to be worshipped.   

And when that person was worshipped as the true center of our human existence then they 
found their lives beginning to take the shape that God intended them to take from the very 
beginning. 

When Jesus taught, he said, “I have come that people may have life and have it in all its 
abundance.” And,   “I’ve come to give people eternal life” -- not just life after death, but life here 
and now as well as after death. Which has the quality of eternity about it.  

• This one who spoke in this way can do that for you and me as he did for those early 
disciples.   

• This one who lived a life of perfection and died a life of purpose can do that for you and 
me.   

• This one can do that because he is the Son of God to whom we are to give every ounce of 
our being, who, for his part, first gave us every ounce of his being, as an act of God’s 
amazing grace.   

May we find ourselves transfixed and transformed not just by ideas though these are good, 
but by this person, Jesus, given to us by God. 
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