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    Michael Green has done a superb demolition job. He does not just rebut the untruthful travesties about Jesus, he blows them sky high.


    Jonathan Aitken, author, broadcaster and former Cabinet Minister

  


  
    Michael Green does a scholarly job addressing modern day ‘prophets’ (i.e. Dan Brown, The Da Vinci Code, Christopher Hitchens, God is Not Great), as well as boldly giving response to Muslim’s attack on the Scriptures and Christ’s crucifixion. This book is a must-read for Christian University students defending their faith and a challenge to sceptics who doubt the validity of the greatest story ever told.


    Michael Mehaffie, Campus Director, Campus Crusade for Christ at N.C. State, North Carolina

  


  
    Michael Green is in sparkling form. His book crackles with energy as he deals with many of the popular half-truths and untruths about Jesus. A book to encourage, inspire and motivate. Above all, a book to believe.


    It’s all too easy for Christians to half-believe what our culture wants us to believe about our faith, namely, that it lacks intelligent credibility. It’s time for Christians to re-state our case. There is nowhere better to start than with Jesus, and no-one better qualified to state the case than Michael Green. Truth matters, and this book shows why it matters and how it can be restated persuasively and with verve.


    The Right Reverend John Pritchard, Bishop of Oxford

  


  
    Canon Dr Michael Green is one of the world’s leading evangelists. The author of more than 40 books, I have seldom met anyone with so much energy. As a former principal of St John’s College, Nottingham, and Rector of St Aldate’s, Oxford, he is a respected theologian, yet his books are accessible to all. [After nearly four decades,] he continues to travel worldwide on speaking and preaching engagements. He is an inspiration to us all.


    Rev. Nicky Gumbel, vicar of Holy Trinity Brompton and pioneer of the Alpha Course

  


  
    A powerful and exciting book by one of Britain’s leading Christian scholars that shows the shallowness of contemporary thinking concerning Jesus Christ.


    Lord Carey, 103rd Archbishop of Canterbury
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  Introduction


  There is a remarkable and regrettable characteristic in human nature. When we see something noble or beautiful, for a while we admire it, and then we try to pull it down. It is thus with sports stars. So long as they perform well we idolize them. As soon as they show signs of frailty we rubbish them.


  The highest standard of life that has ever been shown is that of Jesus Christ. He has won multi-millions to his allegiance. But he has also stirred up the fierce opposition of those who want to drag him in the mire or pull him down to their level. All manner of accusations are made against him, and you meet a sample of them in this book.


  Often the best tactic for Christians is to ignore the slights and lies that are levelled against Jesus in films, books, articles and TV programmes. These generally have a short life, and Christians have better things to do than to be endlessly defending Jesus against a raft of calumnies. But every now and again it is time to break silence. It is time to show how ill-placed those lies and accusations are, and to revel afresh in the sheer attractiveness of the person of Jesus.


  Lord Hailsham, former Lord Chancellor of the British parliament, put it well in The Door Wherein I Went: ‘The first thing we must learn about him is that we should have been absolutely entranced by his company. Jesus was irresistibly attractive. What they crucified was a young man, vital, full of life and the joy of it, the Lord of life itself, and even more the Lord of laughter, someone so utterly attractive that people followed him for the sheer fun of it. We need to recapture the vision of this glorious and happy man whose mere presence filled his companions with delight. No pale Galilean he, but a veritable Pied Piper of Hamelin who would have the children laughing all around him and squealing with pleasure and joy as he picked them up.’


  John Lennon denied that Jesus was God, but was attracted to him – he saw him as ‘probably a very hip guy’. He was fascinated by Franco Zeffirelli’s portrayal in the film, Jesus of Nazareth.


  I believe that the recapturing of the truth about Jesus, and the return of society towards the ideals he taught and embodied, is the greatest, perhaps the only hope, for our civilization. For nearly two thousand years the ideals of civility, respect for life, love, truth, honesty, gentleness and purity have been drawn to a large extent from the life and teaching of Jesus of Nazareth. The Christian tradition, coupled, since the fall of Constantinople in AD 1453, with the humanism derived from Greece and Rome, has been the standard for public and private life. Often denied, often abused, it has remained the ideal. But now it is being assailed on every side.


  In our postmodern age both truth and morality are at a discount. Violence is everywhere on the increase. There is little respect for person or property. The politicians debate whether more police on the streets or longer sentences will solve it. But of course these expedients are nothing more than band-aid on the wound that has gone so deep into the soul of post-Christian Europe. A ‘New Atheism’ has arisen, even more virulent than the old. Professors like Richard Dawkins and Peter Atkins in Oxford, journalists like Christopher Hitchens, are passionate in their hatred of anything religious, and especially Christianity.


  But the opposition to religion as a civilizing influence has cut more deeply still. John Gray, formerly Professor of European Thought at the London School of Economics, has written a challenge to his fellow atheists in his book Straw Dogs – Thoughts on Humans and Other Animals. He agrees with them that Christianity is rubbish and the God of the Bible mere superstition, but he chides them for not going far enough. Humanism, the dominant ideology in the West is, he maintains, simply Christianity in a secular form which has replaced the idea of God’s providence with that of human progress.


  Gray writes, ‘Christians understood history as a story of sin and redemption. Humanism is the transformation of this Christian doctrine of salvation into a project of universal emancipation. The idea of progress is the secular version of the Christian belief in providence...It rests on the belief that the growth of knowledge and the advance of the species go together – if not now, then in the long run.’


  But he emphatically resists this illusion. ‘Knowledge does not make us free. It leaves us as we have always been, prey to every kind of folly.’ He is a rigid Darwinian. Human beings are mere animals – ‘only currents in the drift of genes’. The problem with humanism, as he sees it, is not due to its atheistic and Darwinian roots, but that it has not been true to those roots.


  A truly naturalistic view of the world for Gray leaves no room for secular hope. ‘Darwin showed that humans are like other animals; humanists claim they are not. Humanists insist that by using our knowledge we can control our environment and flourish as never before.’ He continues, ‘But if Darwin’s theory of natural selection is true, this is impossible. The human mind serves evolutionary success, not truth. To think otherwise is to resurrect the pre-Darwinian error that humans are different from all other animals.’ The trouble with his fellow atheists is, he maintains, that they have not given up ‘Christianity’s cardinal error – the belief that humans are radically different from all other animals’.


  From this depressing premise Gray fearlessly draws a number of conclusions. First, that human history has no meaning or significance. Second, that persons do not matter – they are only animals, after all. Third, that we are not responsible for what we do – ‘the upshot of neuroscientific research is that we cannot be the authors of our acts’. And finally we must abandon the notion of morality, which he sees as an ugly superstition.


  And all this, if you please, from one who was Professor of European Thought!


  Humanism will not save our civilization, based as it is on the assumption that human beings are not special, but are merely animals. Does it not depress you to think that this is how one of the most highly educated human beings in the country evaluates fellow humans – as mere animals, with no morals to restrain them and no hope to sustain? What future has a civilization governed by such assumptions?


  Atheism will not save our civilization. Following the philosophy of Nietzsche that might is right, atheist dictators like Hitler, Lenin, Stalin, Pol Pot, Mao and Mugabe have liquidated multi-millions of victims in order to impose their will. How current atheists can claim that their creed brings emancipation when it can just as easily lead to mass murder, as it has in the past century on a magisterial scale, simply astonishes me. We shall gain no help from that quarter.


  Jean-Paul Sartre described our society as being ‘on a shattered and deserted stage, without a script, director, prompter or audience’ – where everyone improvises their own part. Pretty near the mark, is it not? The humorous film maker Woody Allen observed, ‘More than at any time in history, mankind face a crossroads: one path leads to despair and utter hopelessness, the other to extinction. Let us pray that we may have the wit to choose correctly!’


  One of the great prophets of our century has been Alexander Solzhenitsyn. This was his evaluation of what had happened in his homeland, Russia, during his lifetime. ‘If I were asked to formulate as concisely as I could the main cause of the ruinous Revolution which has swallowed up some sixty million of our people, I could not put it more accurately than this: men have forgotten God. That is why all this has happened. And Godlessness is the first step to the gulag.’ Solzhenitsyn had himself spent years in the gulag, and he knew what he was talking about.


  There is one direction in which our civilization might look, if it cherishes hopes of a future. The ideal for human life is not beyond us. The ideal has lived. It is, of course, Jesus. He has had greater influence for good than any other person who has ever inhabited this planet. He has transformed the lives and characters of countless millions. It was so in the early church, with the radical change of people like Saul of Tarsus (Paul) and Simon Peter, James the brother of Jesus and Philip the evangelist. It remains so still.


  Only today I was reading of the massive life-change in a man called Shane Taylor. For many years he was considered one of the most dangerous prisoners in Britain’s jails. Originally imprisoned for attempted murder, he had his sentence extended for four years when he attacked a prison officer with a broken glass. The incident provoked a riot. He tells of how he was regarded as such a subversive and dangerous influence in the prison that his cell door could not be opened at times unless there were six or seven prison officers in full riot gear present. Taylor stumbled by mistake into an Alpha course, which was being held in the prison. This remarkable intro­ductory course to Christianity in due course led him to trust Jesus Christ, as it has led thousands more.


  Hardened criminal though he was, Taylor came to see what Jesus Christ had done for him on the cross, and in due course made his response. He wrote of this experience: ‘I felt like I was in this room where although there was natural light, somebody switched on another light and everything became suddenly clearer than before. It felt as if I’d had an invisible layer covering my eyes and it was rubbed away. In that split second I knew it was real. I knew God existed. I knew Jesus had touched me and that I was going to live for him for ever.’ Needless to say his fellow inmates, his warders and even his mother (when he was released from prison a year later) were very cynical about this supposed change in his life. But the proof of the pudding is in the eating. All of them were ultimately convinced.


  This man who had spent most of his adult life in prison, returning time after time upon reoffending, has gone straight, is happily married, is in full employment, and is deeply involved in the life of his local church. His drug dealing, violence, stealing, and swearing are gone. He has made peace with someone he stabbed. He has learnt to forgive. Gradually Christian character has taken root and is growing in him.


  I should love him to meet Professor John Gray, whom I quoted earlier. I do not think he would be very impressed by Gray’s position that ‘the upshot of neuroscientific research is that we cannot be the authors of our acts’ or that ‘persons do not matter – they are only animals’. Taylor is well aware of his responsibility and guilt for the actions he perpetrated. In days gone by he may have thought of men and women as mere animals who did not matter. Now he sees them as made in the image of God and for that reason worthy of respect. Which viewpoint offers more hope for the future of humanity in general and individuals in particular?


  Now of course not everyone’s encounter with Christ is like that of Shane Taylor. Though Christ is the way to God there are many paths to Christ. Taylor is just one example of the transforming power of Jesus Christ. And does not society desperately need to get in touch afresh with that divine, life-changing power? Can you see atheism changing a person for the better like that? Can you see prison doing it? On the contrary, most come out of prison worse and more criminal than when they went in – and the statistics prove it. But the glory of the gospel is that Jesus Christ has been making that sort of change to individuals and societies for centuries.


  But let us be clear about one thing. It is the full-blooded Jesus of the New Testament, both human and divine, crucified and risen, who brings about this transformation. And he has become subject to enormous scorn and insult in the sceptical, materialistic West. Can you imagine what the Muslim world would have done had Muhammad been attacked and publicly slandered as Jesus has repeatedly been in recent decades? But I am convinced that the calumnies put out against him are lies. They are put forward by people who hate what he stands for and are determined to rubbish him if they can. But they will not withstand critical examination. Of course, not all doubts about Jesus are motivated by arrogance and hatred, and honest doubters will, I hope, find this book illuminating and reassuring.


  This book is written in the conviction that the person and teaching of Jesus offers the most realistic hope for human destiny, both personal and collective. That is why, in what follows, I have tried to peel away layers of untruth and misunderstanding that keep many from considering his claims and recognizing his worth. Read on and make up your own mind, for the issues are momentous.


  1. The Jesus we thought we knew


  If you say a word against Muhammad, the whole Muslim world can erupt. Witness the global fury over the Danish cartoons of Muhammad with a rocket in his head-dress. But a woman working in the airline industry wears a cross to work and is forced to remove it or lose her job. Another, a nurse, is suspended from her job for asking a patient if she would like a prayer to help her healing. And this is in Europe. There is something profoundly unequal going on here!


  During recent years there have been countless smears against Jesus of Nazareth, the founder of the Christian faith. He is portrayed as the witty rabbi, the travelling salesman, the paramour of Mary Magdalene, the homosexual, the clown, the wandering charismatic prophet, and the impostor who never rose from the grave. Christians generally do not reply to allegations like this. They put up with the name of Jesus being dragged in the mud and used as a common swear word. But these repeated attacks can gradually erode the confidence of believers, and make it more difficult for others to join the Christian community because of the nagging fear that the foundations of the faith cannot withstand serious examination. So I propose in this short book to examine some of the current assaults on the person of Jesus and assess their credibility.


  Before doing so, however, I must in this opening chapter outline the picture of Jesus which has been current in the churches all over the world from earliest days. That will give us an initial starting point for measuring the various arguments by which he is dismissed or marginalized. Many who attack the source of Christian belief put up a straw man, which simply will not do.


  We possess four substantive accounts of the life and death of this remarkable person. All were written within a few decades of his death – something extremely unusual in the ancient world. Even more remarkable is the brand new type of literature they represent. It is known as ‘gospel’, meaning ‘good news’. Not biography, though it contains biographical material. Not history, though it is rooted in history. But something entirely novel: gospel. The word, a rare one in the Greek language which was the lingua franca of the ancient world by the first century AD, resonated with both Jewish and secular readers. The Jew would think of the good news of Messianic salvation, or national rescue, predicted by the prophets, for which the nation had long been waiting. The secular reader would think of the way the word was used of the good news of the Emperor’s birthday or perhaps of a special occasion when the Emperor might come to visit his city. The four evangelists, or Gospel writers, took this word over and applied it to someone whom they saw as greater than the Emperor. He had indeed come to visit a part of his world, and had delivered that rescue for which the Jews had been waiting, albeit not in the manner they were expecting.


  From the earliest days, and certainly before the end of the first century, the four Gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke and John were established as the core documents of this new faith, enshrining the good news about who Jesus was and what he accomplished.


  Who was Jesus?


  Who was he, then? The Gospel writers let us know their convictions from the very start. Matthew and Luke tell us that he was truly human, born of a young Jewish girl called Mary, and yet that he shared God’s nature as well. They claim that Mary’s womb was made alive by the Spirit of the one and only God, the Creator of the universe. Mark’s Gospel starts abruptly, ‘The beginning of the gospel about Jesus Christ, the Son of God.’ And John’s Gospel uses philosophical language with much resonance both in Greek and Jewish circles, in opening with: ‘In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God...’ The writer continues with awe and wonder: ‘The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us. We have seen his glory, the glory of the One and Only, who came from the Father’ (1:14). He concludes his introduction to the Gospel thus, straining the boundaries of language: ‘No one has ever seen God, but God the One and Only, who is at the Father’s side, has made him known’ (1:18).


  So, each in their own way, the four Gospel writers make plain, from the outset of their account, their settled conviction that Jesus was not only human but shared the nature of God himself. As much of the divine as could be embodied in a human being dwelt in him. That was their claim – nothing less. It took them a long time and a massive struggle to reach that belief. After all, they were Jews, and the Jews were as passionate (and militant) monotheists as any Muslim is today. For the Jew, as for the Muslim, it was and remains total blasphemy to put anyone or anything on the same level as God.


  Over a period of some two thousand years, the Jewish nation had rejected the widespread view that every tribe had its own god: they had become united in the belief that there was just one God, the God of the whole earth. The Romans, who took over the country in AD 6, had to learn to respect what to them seemed a ridiculously narrow-minded religion. Time and again there were riots and fatalities if the Romans brought any suspicion of idolatry, like legionary standards embossed with the image of the Emperor, into Jerusalem. So it was highly improbable that these first disciples of Jesus the carpenter should regard him as anything more than a fine man.


  In due course, as we shall see, they simply could not confine him to the category of ‘mere human’. All the more so in the light of his claims. This humble carpenter teacher actually claimed at least three things which properly belonged to God alone. He claimed to forgive sins. He claimed the right to accept worship. And he claimed that at the last day he would be the Judge of humankind. Totally crazy claims – unless they were true. And when those claims were backed up, as they were, by a matchless life and the miracles he performed, they began to be driven to the conclusion, so contrary to their assumptions and so shattering to their intellect, that God had indeed invaded our world in the person of Jesus in order to do something very special for his people.


  The purpose of Jesus’ life


  He came to teach


  If the first followers of Jesus believed him to be divine, then what did they think he had come to do? It is plain from all the Gospels that the authority of Jesus’ teaching enthralled them. It was so exciting that people willingly dropped out of work to go and listen to him. Moreover, it brought to a climax the teaching they had inherited through the Jewish Law and the prophets.


  He loved to speak about the kingdom of God – what life would be like if God was really enthroned as king in human lives. He spoke about God not as an absent dictator but as a loving father, ready to welcome his prodigal children back home. He spoke of the supreme quality of love, even for enemies. He called men and women to come and follow him. Much of his public teaching adopted a style previously almost unknown – parables, or stories with a deeper meaning, which grabbed the attention of the hearers and forced them to reflect on what it might mean for them. It was immensely attractive. It made God very real. But it was also authoritative.


  The reaction we find in Mark’s Gospel after Jesus’ first teaching was this: ‘The people were amazed at his teaching, because he taught them as one who had authority, not as the teachers of the law’ (Mark 1:22). The teachers of the law, the scribes, were the clergy of the day. And, like modern scholars, they constantly appealed to others as authorities. But Jesus never did this. Instead he coined a phrase which carries its own authority: ‘Truly, truly I tell you.’ Here was a man who did not speculate about the things of God. He knew. And people recognized it.


  He came to embody God’s kingly rule


  But it was not just the authority of his teaching which had such an impact on Jesus’ first followers. It was the authority of his deeds. Who was this young layman who could walk into the temple and challenge the high priest’s domain by breaking up the crooked market that had developed there and by sending the traders packing? Who was this who could say to a paralyzed man ‘Stretch out your hand’ and immediately restore it to health? Who was this who could drive out the dark forces that were ruining a man’s life and making him gash himself with stones as he eked out a shadowy, tormented existence among tombs? Who was this who could address a storm as if it were a living thing, and bid it cease its raging? Who was this who could bid his followers with cool con­fidence to go feed five thousand hungry people with five little buns and a few local fish? Who was this who could face the Roman governor, the man who claimed the power of life and death over Jesus, and calmly say that he could have no power over him whatsoever unless it was allowed him by God? All these acts are documented in the vivid pages of the Gospels. Read them and see!


  What a man! In the light of such positive and authoritative action, no wonder his followers began to regard him as more than man.


  We shall need to reflect more fully on the topic later, but a word must be said here about the miracles of Jesus. They figure prominently in the story told by these four writers of the Gospels. We find Jesus healing sick people, all sorts of them – the blind, the deaf, the paralyzed, even the supreme outcasts of the day, the lepers. It was a demonstration not just of divine compassion but the fact that God’s long-promised kingdom had broken in. These miracles were not conjuring tricks or attempts to show off. They were occasioned by human need and were visible signs of who Jesus was and what life in the kingdom of God might look like.


  The same point about Jesus’ divine rule was made by the many accounts we have of his dealing with demonic forces. The Bible is clear that there is a devil, a supreme anti-God force. Of course in the West we regarded the idea with scorn – until the New Age arrived with its channellers and spirit guides and a new outbreak of Satanism. But all over the world and all down the centuries people have recognized the reality of these malign powers, and still do. Certainly in the Gospels there is no beating about the bush. Jesus believed in Satan. He came, among other things, to destroy the work of the devil in people’s lives. So we find him casting out these dark spiritual forces. It is a major strand in the Gospels, and this ministry of deliverance continues today in many parts of the world. I have seen it time and again in my own job as a clergyman.


  The meaning of Jesus’ death


  We might think that this life, demonstrating the love of God to all and sundry, this life of teaching, healing, and mending broken lives, was the main part of what Jesus came to do. But we would be wrong, according to those Gospel writers. Each of them dedicates between a third and a half of their entire book to the last few days of Jesus’ life. Have you ever encountered a biography like that? Of course not. But these are no mere biographies. The Gospel writers concentrated on what they saw as most important, and that was the death of Jesus. Why did he come to such an untimely death, in his thirties, when his ministry was at most three years old?


  Well, in a sense, his death was inevitable. For one thing, his enormous popularity was rocking the stability of the fragile peace with Rome and was likely to bring down savage reprisals that would embroil the whole nation. For another, he was perceived to have taken on the whole fabric of Jewish religion, Jew though he was. The focal points of Jewish worship and identity were the temple with its sacrifices, the law with its scribal interpreters, the sabbath with its restrictions, and circumcision, the seal of belonging to the Jewish people. But Jesus put a massive question mark at the heart of all these prized indicators of the special nature of the Jews.


  He told people the temple would be destroyed, and his body would be a timeless ‘temple’ which God would raise up after his death, and make the centre of spiritual worship. These were mysterious words, not understood until much later. They were also dangerous words, which were raised against him at his trial. They could be construed as either blasphemy or signifying magic, and both were capital offences.


  There was also his attitude to the law. This was very embarrassing to fellow Jews. On the one hand he seemed more at home in the law than any of them were, but on the other he was strongly opposed to their literalistic interpretation of it. He made his own revolutionary additions to the sacred text, and was ruthless in his attacks on clerical dis­honesty and hypocrisy.


  What is more, he seemed to be very casual in his approach to the sabbath. He even healed people on the sabbath day, to the disgust of the religious experts who saw this as forbidden ‘work’. On one occasion the experts tried to gather evidence against him while he was in the synagogue. They drew attention to a man with a withered hand and asked if it was lawful to heal on the sabbath. Jesus, as quick-witted as ever, responded before restoring the man’s hand: ‘If any of you has a sheep and it falls into a pit on the Sabbath, will you not take hold of it and lift it out? How much more valuable is a man than a sheep! Therefore it is lawful to do good on the Sabbath’ (Matthew 12:11–12).


  As for the circumcision issue, Jesus frequently kept company with the dregs of society, people with whom the pious would never dream of associating. It was his way of showing that God cared for bad characters as well as good. But it scandalized the Jewish clergy. Worse, he was known to have defiled himself by helping non-Jews, such as Romans, Samaritans, Syro-Phoenicians – the uncircumcised scum. God loves them too, of course, and Jesus was demonstrating it. But it was too much for the Jewish authorities to stomach. It was inevitable that he had to be eliminated.


  Not only do the Gospel writers show Jesus’ death as inevitable.
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