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Foreword

John Oakes has done us a great service with his new book, Reasons for Belief. Reading it here in South Africa, I have thoroughly enjoyed it. Every page is packed with detail and information. John has a knack for taking complicated issues, and crystalizing the truth from all the confusion. This book will help all those who believe in Jesus, but have a whispering voice in the background somewhere telling them that science has proven their faith to be outdated. This book will move those who are not Christians to see just how rational the Christian faith really is. I know that the reader will return to these pages again and again, finding answers, information, and inspiration. 

This is a topic I love. I often speak on Christian evidences. In my travels as a minister, I have had the opportunity to speak on six continents in almost fifty nations. Everywhere I go, faces light up when evidences for our faith are presented. Campus students love to get factual answers to some of the attacks against Christianity they hear on campus. Parents love to get factual answers to some of the questions their kids are asking. Those who are just beginning to study the Bible, rather than Non-Christians, love to get factual answers that help them to give their lives in faith to Jesus. Whether it is in Africa, Asia, or America, this is an important topic and John has placed before us a thorough explanation. We are all joyfully indebted to him. 

I know that this book will encourage many disciples. I also know that many skeptics will get their questions answered so that they can move on to becoming disciples of Jesus. My encouragement to you: Don't just enjoy the book. Rather, master the material. Share it with others. Let the confidence that it instills impact your campus, neighborhood, and work place. Let us all recapture the confidence and excitement of those early disciples from the first century. 

Mike Taliaferro - October 2001

Johannesburg, South Africa

Always be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks you to give the reason for the hope that you have.

1 Peter 3:15 

Introduction

Almost twenty years ago, three graduate student friends, Gary Bishop, Mark Hermsmeyer, Paul Keyser, and I set about to make a list of basic areas of evidence that support Christianity. In about five minutes we came up with a list that is basically the outline of this book. Since that time, I have spent countless hours researching these issues and have had the opportunity to speak on them in many situations. After reading dozens of books on Christian apologetics, it became clear that there is no book available that deals with all these subjects in a concise yet comprehensive way. Few if any books cover all these topics. Some are too simple to be a useful reference tool.  Others only delve into one or two areas of evidence, sometimes with such technical detail as to make them inaccessible to most readers, while at the same time skipping other very important areas of evidence.

Therefore, upon the encouragement of friends, I set out to write this book. It is not my intent to provide an exhaustive treatment of each subject, as each could justify an entire book in itself. I have attempted to provide sufficient background to deal with most of the common issues that come to mind for those who ask good, hard questions. I have attempted to provide additional references for those who would like to develop a particular topic more thoroughly.

In collecting material for this book, I have taken great pains to use only that evidence which will hold up well to criticism. It is my experience that many authors in apologetics tend to throw in anything that may appear to support their point, whether or not the evidence will actually hold up to the scrutiny of those who have thought carefully on these subjects. In areas that are more subjective, particularly in the last chapter, I have tried to point out that I am expressing my own opinion.

Many who ask basic questions regarding Christian faith do so as a smoke screen to hide more basic issues of the heart. It is hoped that those who read this book are in a sincere search for what is true. If this work is of some help to those who with humility and sincerity of heart seek for the truth, then to God be the glory.

John Oakes

San Diego, California

June 2001

 “Is this not Jesus, the son of Joseph, whose father and mother we know?  How can he now say ‘I came down from heaven.’”

Anonymous onlookers after Jesus claimed to be the bread of life. 

1

Who Does This Man Think He Is?

We will begin with a scenario. Imagine for a moment that you are having an informal conversation with a close friend. Your friend’s name is Jim. In the course of the conversation, Jim tells you that he has the ability to raise people from the dead. How would you respond to this claim? Assuming that up until now you have thought of your friend Jim as a fairly normal person, how would this shocking claim affect the way you think about him? 

Perhaps your first response to a situation like this would be to chuckle, with the assumption that your friend Jim would soon lighten the tense atmosphere by joining in the laughter. Very funny, Jim. But imagine instead that he gives you an offended look and says to you, “Look, I am serious, I have the ability to raise people from the dead. You don’t believe me? Let me tell you about Mariana and William.” Imagine your friend continuing by relating a story with specifics about two different people he had raised from the dead. Jim describes in detail how the two had died and the manner in which he had resurrected them. He even mentions a few witnesses you can contact if you want to check out the claim.

What are you thinking about your friend now? Different possible explanations of Jim’s sudden bizarre behavior begin to race through your mind. Has he gone off the deep end? Is he trying to practice his poker face by seeing how big a lie he can get people to believe? He seems so sincere that for just an instant, the possibility that he may really have raised someone from the dead pops into your head. Of course, you reject this idea almost instantaneously because to accept the premise that your friend raised someone from the dead would imply that it is actually you who is going crazy.

What would you do next? You would perhaps play along for just a little while, pretending you are at least open to believing your friend is telling you the truth. You might begin plying Jim with a number of leading questions. You might ask him where he got this ability, or where the people he raised from the dead are right now. Alternatively, you might say, “Come on Jim, quit the game, you are starting to scare me,” in order to see if he will lose nerve and admit it is all a joke.

If neither of these tactics works, you might change the subject for now, but later on begin to do some investigating on your own. If you were a true friend, you would be extremely concerned about your friend. If word of his behavior were to get out, Jim’s reputation as a normal, reasonable guy might be permanently damaged.

Now imagine going to one of the witnesses Jim has told you about. You discretely tell this person the story about what Jim has said to you. Imagine for a moment how you would feel if this witness responded by telling you that he or she has absolutely no idea what you were talking about. Now your investigation is heading toward a conclusion. You will go back to Jim and directly confront him with what is obviously a lie. His response to the confrontation will tell you whether he is lying or whether he has lost his mind.

But what if the witness confirms Jim’s claim? What if all the witnesses were to confirm the claim that Jim really did raise two people from the dead? Would you be inclined to believe Jim was telling the truth? The explanation that Jim is insane is starting to appear a bit shaky. Your brain is racing. What scenario can explain what is happening here? OK, I am a rational person(there is a rational explanation for this whole thing. You decide that for some bizarre reason, Jim has decided to play a very elaborate practical joke on you and some of your friends. He has gone so far as to set up an elaborate scheme, including setting up “witnesses” to confirm his story. When you think about the fact that Jim is one of the greatest practical jokesters you know, the story begins to fit together.

Still, you cannot let it lie. You confront one of the supposed witnesses with your scenario, and finally he cracks a smile. You both start a good laugh. The mystery is solved.

But what if this tactic does not work? What if one by one, each of the witnesses were to confirm that everything said was true, even when confronted with your claim that this was all a setup?

The story could continue in this vein for a while, but one point is clear: If someone you know well were to claim he had the power to raise people from the dead, you would find it all but impossible to accept the claim, no matter how seriously it was made. You would assume that your friend was either a blatant liar or that he was crazy: that the elevator was not stopping at all the floors, as they say.

But there was once a man who claimed, not just to his friends but also openly to the public, that he could raise people from the dead. That man was Jesus Christ. The book of John, chapter eleven records a situation in which one of Jesus’ best friends had died. In fact, Jesus’ friend Lazarus had been dead and in a tomb for four days when Jesus came to Bethany. Let us back up the tape and look at this remarkable account of Jesus and his friend Lazarus. 

From what is described in John chapter 11, along with the other references in the New Testament to Lazarus and his sisters Mary and Martha, one can infer that Jesus was a very close friend of this family. It would appear that Jesus had a habit of staying with Lazarus and his sisters when he came up to Jerusalem. 

Now a man named Lazarus was sick. He was from Bethany, the village of Mary and her sister Martha. This Mary, whose brother Lazarus now lay sick, was the same one who poured perfume on the Lord and wiped his feet with her hair. So the sisters sent word to Jesus, “Lord, the one you love is sick.” (John 11:1-3)

When Jesus heard this plea for help, his response was remarkable. “Yet when he heard that Lazarus was sick, he stayed where he was two more days” (v. 6). Surely Jesus was well aware that Mary and Martha considered this a dire emergency. Why did Jesus wait for two days before responding? Was he too busy to respond to the pleas of a dying friend? Apparently, Jesus delayed coming to Bethany, perhaps at least partly because he knew what he would do with Lazarus. Two days later he said to his apostles, “Lazarus is dead, and for your sake, I am glad I was not there, so that you may believe. But let us go to him” (v. 14,15).

When Jesus arrived at Bethany, he explained to Lazarus’ sister Martha as she grieved over her brother’s death, “I am the resurrection and the life. He who believes in me will live, even though he dies; and whoever lives and believes in me will never die. Do you believe this?” (John 11:25,26). This is the first of the claims of Jesus Christ that we will look at in this chapter. 

JESUS: LORD, LIAR OR LUNATIC?
The theme of this section is Jesus: Lord, Liar, or Lunatic? We will be asking a simple question in this chapter: What is the most reasonable explanation for the claims of Jesus? During his time on earth, Jesus made some astounding claims about himself. How is one to deal with these claims? Putting aside emotion, what is a reasonable explanation for what Jesus claimed about himself? Did Jesus really make these claims? Given the context of the audience to whom Jesus made the claims, what was he really saying about himself? How did the people of his day respond to Jesus’ claims? What are some of the ways people today respond to Jesus? Why are modern-day responses to Jesus radically different from those of people who actually heard them firsthand?

Besides considering carefully what is the most reasonable explanation of Jesus’ claims about himself, these claims will be compared to those of other well-known religious leaders. Finally, we will consider what would be a reasonable response for a person in the modern world to have in light of his or her understanding of the claims of Jesus.

This argument is not exactly brand new.
 In fact, those who seek to defend faith in Jesus Christ have often returned to the Lord, Liar or Lunatic argument because it is so compelling (besides, all three words start with an L, which makes it roll off the tongue really nicely). 

Let us return to the story in question. Jesus has just made one of the most amazing (or outrageous) claims ever made by a human being. Jesus has claimed not just that he has the power to raise people from the dead; he has gone much further than that! Jesus has made the claim that he is the resurrection and the life. Jesus claimed that he was the actual source of resurrection for all humanity. He did not just claim to be a channel for some power greater than himself to raise someone from the dead. Jesus claimed, “He who believes in me will live, even though he dies; and whoever lives and believes in me will never die” (John 11:25,26).

Martha’s response to Jesus’ claim is very interesting. Essentially, she said, “Yes, Jesus, I know you are the resurrection and the life. I know you offer eternal life, but that is not what I was asking. I was asking whether you would resurrect my brother Lazarus physically from the dead right now.” What amazing boldness! What nerve! Martha must have been very close to Jesus to make this request of him.

In response to Martha’s request, Jesus went to the tomb. Mary, the sister of Martha, was weeping and crying out loud that Jesus could have healed him, if only he had come in time. Apparently Mary’s faith was not as strong as that of Martha. In one of the most compelling scenes in the gospels, Jesus responded to the emotion of Mary by crying openly.

Lazarus had been dead and placed in the tomb for four days already. In a warm climate such as that in Palestine, a body will begin to decompose in just a few hours. No wonder that Martha responded to Jesus’ command to remove the stone at the front of Lazarus’ tomb by saying, “But Lord, …by this time there is a bad odor, for he has been there four days” (John 11:39). 

When he had said this, Jesus called in a loud voice, “Lazarus, come out!” The dead man came out, his hands and feet wrapped with strips of linen, and a cloth around his face. Jesus said to them, “Take off the grave clothes and let him go.” (John 11:43,44)

What a dramatic scene! Imagine the emotions of those in the crowd who witnessed this event. After struggling with the grave clothes for a few moments, Lazarus, stiff but very much alive, came out of the tomb, dragging the strips of cloth behind him. How would you have felt if you had witnessed this amazing event? 

Therefore many of the Jews who had come to visit Mary, and had seen what Jesus did, put their faith in him (John 11:45).

I would think so! Jesus had a way of making an earth-shattering claim and following it up with an action that proved the truth of what he was claiming. Remember that Jesus claimed not just to be able to resurrect people physically from the dead—he claimed to be the resurrection and the life for all mankind. Immediately after making this astounding claim, Jesus backed it up in the most dramatic fashion possible. He raised a man from the dead whose body was already in the advanced stages of decomposition.

Let us now return and apply the illustration that began this chapter to the new situation. Assume for a moment that you were a contemporary to these events, but not an actual eyewitness. Imagine someone told you about Jesus and Lazarus. What would be a reasonable response to this outrageous claim? And how could you explain the fact that such a large number of people actually believed the claim without further investigation? Remember your response to your friend Jim. The absolute last conceivable explanation of the claim would be that it was actually true, yet you could see a great number of people believing that Jesus could raise people from the dead.

There is some parallel here, but there is also a very big difference between Jim and Jesus. The reason a number of people could believe his claim to be the resurrection and the life is that Jesus’ life backed up his claims. This will be a repeating theme in this chapter.

It is worth noting that not all the witnesses to this awesome event were convinced. They were convinced that Jesus raised Lazarus after being dead for four days.  How could they deny that?  However, they were not convinced that it was a good thing.

But some of them went to the Pharisees and told them what Jesus had done. Then the chief Priests and the Pharisees called a meeting of the Sanhedrin. “What are we accomplishing?” they asked. “Here is this man performing many miraculous signs. If we let him go on like this, everyone will believe in him, and then the Romans will come and take away both our place and our nation.”

Then one of them, named Caiaphas, who was high priest that year, spoke up, “You know nothing at all! You do not realize that it is better for you that one man die for the people than that the whole nation perish.” (John 11:46-50)

Some of the witnesses believed that Jesus had the power to raise people from physical death. They saw the event happen before their eyes, so it was difficult to deny the fact. However, it is unlikely that they believed his claim that he was the resurrection and the life. Otherwise they would not have tried to murder him.

The point of considering the response of both those who believed and those who definitely did not believe is this: If Jesus was a liar—if he was making false and outrageous claims, then the most reasonable response would be to oppose him with all the energy one possessed. If Jesus were a liar, then he would have been an extremely dangerous person. In fact, that was how the Sanhedrin
 viewed Jesus. To them, he was a very dangerous threat to their position. If Jesus was crazy, then the most reasonable response would have been, first, to totally reject his message, and second, to lock him away before he got himself or someone else hurt. On the other hand, if Jesus’ claims were true, the only reasonable response would be to worship him as Lord. 

Given the character of the life of Jesus (more on that later), the Sanhedrin knew he was not insane, but being unwilling to accept that he was who he claimed to be, they assumed he was a liar, a pretender. As mentioned above, a reasonable response for one who believed Jesus was a liar was to oppose him vigorously. That is certainly what they did. The statement of Caiaphas is ironic. He wanted Jesus to be murdered in order to save the Jewish people. A short time later, Jesus was indeed killed that the Jewish people would not perish. In fact, Jesus died so that all men “shall not perish, but have everlasting life”(John 3:16).

In this, the first of the claims of Jesus that we will look at, one finds Jesus claiming to be the resurrection and the life. He backed up his claim by raising Lazarus from the dead in the most dramatic fashion. In the event, as described by John, one can find two responses: the response of putting faith in Jesus and the response of wanting to kill him. As we look at some of the other claims of Jesus about himself, this pattern will become familiar.

Jesus made a great number of claims about himself. It is not the purpose of this chapter to catalogue all of them. The New Testament book that contains the greatest number of the claims Jesus made about himself is the gospel of John. We will therefore look at a few of the claims of Jesus as recorded in this great book.

THE BREAD OF LIFE
One of the claims of Jesus that was least understood by his hearers is found in John 6:35. To a large crowd, Jesus boldly declared, “I am the bread of life.” What was Jesus claiming? Was he claiming to be edible food? Not likely. Was he claiming to be able to provide physical food for those who believed in him, or perhaps for everyone, regardless of whether or not they believed in him? Is there some spiritual, rather than physical implication of this claim? The context of this statement of Jesus will answer the question, but first let us back up a bit to look at an incident that had occurred just the day before.

Some time after this, Jesus crossed to the far shore of the Sea of Galilee (that is the Sea of Tiberias), and a great crowd of people followed him because they saw the miraculous signs he had performed on the sick. Then Jesus went up on the hillside and sat down with his disciples. The Jewish Passover Feast was near…. Jesus said, “Have the people sit down.” There was plenty of grass in that place, and the men sat down, about five thousand of them. Jesus then took the loaves, gave thanks, and distributed to those who were seated as much as they wanted. He did the same with the fish. When they had all had enough to eat, he said to his disciples, “Gather the pieces that are left over. Let nothing be wasted.” So they gathered them and filled twelve baskets with the pieces of the five barley loaves left over by those who had eaten. (John 6:1-4, 10-13)

One can assume that a large proportion of the crowd that heard Jesus claim to be the bread of life had also participated in the meal of bread and fish the day before.
 It is certainly not a coincidence that the claim followed the miracle. Jesus had a habit of backing up his claims about himself by performing a miracle that related to the claim.

There is one question that will be raised by the skeptic at this point. “How do we really know that Jesus did this supposed miracle?” Or one might ask how one can be sure he really made the claim to be the bread of life. This is absolutely a legitimate question. The same question could have been asked in regard to the miracle of raising Lazarus from the dead or the claim that preceded it. This is a legitimate question, but the author would beg the patience of the reader. This very important issue will be dealt with carefully in chapter two—the chapter on miracles.

But let us return to the lake in order to consider the claim in its context,

So they asked him, “What miraculous sign then will you give that we may see it and believe you? What will you do? Our forefathers ate the manna in the desert; as it is written: ‘He gave them bread from heaven to eat.’”

Jesus said to them, “I tell you the truth, it is not Moses who has given you the bread from heaven, but it is my Father who gives you the true bread from heaven. For the bread of God is he who comes down from heaven and gives life to the world.”

“Sir,” they said, “from now on give us this bread.”

Then Jesus declared, “I am the bread of life. He who comes to me will never go hungry, and he who believes in me will never be thirsty. But as I told you, you have seen me and still you do not believe. All that the Father gives me will come to me, and whoever comes to me I will never drive away. For I have come down from heaven not to do my will but to do the will of him who sent me. And this is the will of him who sent me, that I shall lose none of all that he has given me, but shall raise them up at the last day. For my Father’s will is that everyone who looks to the Son and believes in him shall have eternal life, and I will raise him up at the last day.” (John 6:30-40)

Jesus was certainly not claiming here to be physical food, or to provide physical food to eat. He was claiming to be spiritual food which, when eaten, will lead to eternal life. Jesus claimed that through a relationship with him, people could go to heaven. What an awesome claim! The situation is quite similar to that in John chapter eleven in which Jesus performed a miracle (raising Lazarus) to confirm a spiritual claim (to be the resurrection and the life). In this case, Jesus performed the miracle of creating bread to confirm the claim that he is the bread of life.

It is interesting to note that Jesus’ claim to be the bread of life caused them to think about the relationship between Jesus and Moses. They asked Jesus by what authority he could call upon them to follow him. They reminded him that Moses had given them bread (manna) in the wilderness in order to allow them to continue following him through the desert. Jesus turned their argument around on them by pointing out that Moses did not actually give them bread. It was God who had given them the manna. It came from heaven. The manna that came from heaven helped Moses accomplish the mission God had given him. Presumably, he gathered some of the manna himself in order to eat it. Jesus was very different. Just the day before, he had given them bread, not from heaven, but from his own hand.

Jesus went on to say that he was the spiritual bread that came down from heaven to give true life to the world. “I am the bread of life.” Coming from a human being, this claim is so outrageous that it is hard to know how to respond to it. Imagine your friend Jim saying, “I am the bread of life that came down from heaven.” As if claiming to resurrect people wasn’t enough, now he has definitely lost it. This claim, if possible, is even more unreasonable. 

What was the response of the crowd to this claim? They began to grumble.

At this, the Jews began to grumble about him because he said, “I am the bread of life that came down from heaven.” They said, “Is this not Jesus, the son of Joseph, whose father and mother we know? How can he now say, ‘I came down from heaven’?” (John 6:41,42)

This seems like a somewhat muted response, but given that Jesus had only recently given them actual physical bread to eat, it might explain a relatively tame reaction, compared to some of the others we will see in this chapter. The comment, “Is this not Jesus, the son of Joseph…” seems to imply that they were unsure how to react to him. They had not yet decided whether he was Lord, Liar or Lunatic. What about you?

CLAIMS OF OTHER SPIRITUAL LEADERS
We will get back to a few more of the claims of Jesus, but first let us consider what the claims of some other well-known religious leaders or teachers have been throughout the ages. These claims, and the evidence for the validity of these claims, will reveal more clearly the uniqueness of what Jesus said about himself.

There are many candidates for a list of well-known religious leaders and their claims about themselves. Space will not allow us to consider the claims of such men as Baha’u’lla (founder of the Baha’i faith), Nanak (founder of the Sikh faith), Lao Tzu (founder of what is known as Taoism), Mahavira (founder of the Jain religion, and a contemporary of Gautama Buddha), or more modern figures such as Ellen G. White (founder of Seventh Day Adventism), Mary Baker Eddy (founder of the Christian Science movement) or Sung Myung Moon (founder of the Unification Church, also known somewhat perjoratively as “the Moonies”), and the list could go on. We will consider below just a few of the most well known leaders of world religions. They will be discussed in chronological order, based on when they lived.

First, consider Moses. He certainly was a religious leader. What did Moses claim about himself? The Bible refers to Moses as the most humble man on earth,
 so not surprisingly, it is difficult to find him making open claims for himself. However, from what is recorded about his life, one could conclude that he claimed to be a spokesperson for God. He claimed to have seen God, both in the burning bush and on Mount Sinai.  On both occasions he claimed that God spoke to him directly. God did work a number of miracles through Moses, or at least through the rod that God had given him. One can assume that at least part of the reason God worked miracles through Moses was to confirm Moses’ claim to speak for him. Moses definitely did not claim to be the resurrection and the life or to be the bread that came down from heaven, nor, for that matter, did he make any of the other claims of Jesus that we will be considering in this chapter.

It would be helpful to compare the claims of a Hindu religious leader to those of Jesus.  Hindu scripture includes epics about Krishna coming to earth, but these epics are clearly mythical.  There is no single historical figure from the Hindu religion that could be considered its founder. 

Next, consider the claims of the Buddha. Gautama Buddha was a historical figure who lived from 567 to 487 bc. He was the founder of what is known today as Buddhism. What did Buddha claim for himself? He claimed to be a good teacher with a worthy approach to how to live. Among other things, he proposed an eight-fold path or philosophy for life. Long after he lived, some claimed that he had worked miracles, but there is no record of the Buddha himself, or of any contemporary ever claiming that he performed miracles. Buddha made no great claims about himself. He certainly made no claims even remotely like those of Jesus Christ.

What about Confucius? Like Buddha, Confucius is an historical figure. It is interesting that Buddha, Confucius and Mahavira were all alive at the same time. Confucius lived from 551 to 478 bc. He espoused a philosophy which evolved into the religion that is now known as Confucianism. Along with Buddhism, it is the dominant religion in China today. Confucius made no major claims for himself whatsoever. Somewhat similar to Buddha, he simply taught a way of life that he felt was wise. He emphasized tradition and family worship. One could claim that he was more of a philosopher than the founder of a religion. There is no comparison between the claims of Confucius and those of Jesus Christ.

Next, consider the claims of Muhammad. Muhammad certainly was an historical figure. He lived from ad 570 to 632, having founded the religion that is now known as Islam. In some sense, Muhammad made similar claims to those of Moses. He claimed to be a prophet of God. He claimed to have seen some angels, and to have received the collection of writings now known as the Qur’an by direct revelation of God. Muhammad did not claim to be a miracle worker. He did not claim to have the power to raise people from the dead. He certainly did not claim deity for himself.

Let us consider as our final example a religious leader closer to our own time. Perhaps this example could help us to better understand how the claims of Jesus Christ might have emotionally impacted his contemporaries. Let us consider Joseph Smith. Joseph Smith was the founder of the Mormon Church (the largest branch of the Joseph Smith movement uses the name The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints). Because Joseph Smith lived in the early nineteenth century, it is fairly easy to learn what he claimed about himself.

Joseph Smith made claims about himself that were somewhat similar to those of Muhammad. Smith claimed to be a prophet of God. He claimed to receive direct revelation from God. He claimed that an angel gave him a number of golden tablets, which were covered with some sort of ancient language used in Egypt, and to be given the power to “translate” this language into English.
 The supposed translation of the writing on the tablets is known as the Book of Mormon. Although speaking in tongues was especially popular in the early Mormon movement, Joseph Smith never claimed to work the kind of public miracles such as one can find in the New Testament. He did not claim to be the Messiah, to be without sin, or to be deity per se. Given some of the flaws in Smith’s character,
 his claims are made dubious to say the least, but in any case, his claims about himself do not even approach those of Jesus Christ.

It is a very popular modern idea to equate figures such as Moses, Muhammad, Jesus Christ, Buddha and others as all being religious leaders of more or less equal status. Given the claims of the religious leaders as listed above, and assuming that the claims of others not mentioned in detail are similar, a question comes to mind. If one considers the nature of the claims of Jesus as compared to the others, is this a reasonable position to take? Is it reasonable to say that Hinduism, Islam, Buddhism, Christianity, and any of a number of other religions are all just different ways to the same end? It would appear that the evidence speaks for itself.

OTHER CLAIMS OF JESUS
Back now to considering a few of the major claims of Jesus as recorded in the book of John.

You diligently study the Scriptures because you think that by them you possess eternal life. These are the Scriptures that testify about me, yet you refuse to come to me to have life. (John 5:39,40)

There are actually two claims here. First Jesus claimed that those who come to him would have life. This is similar enough to the claim to be the bread of life to justify moving to the other claim contained in this passage. In the passage quoted above, Jesus claimed that the Old Testament prophesied to the Jews specific details about his own life. A similar quote from Luke might make the implication of this claim clearer:

He said to them, “This is what I told you while I was still with you: Everything must be fulfilled that is written about me in the Law of Moses, the Prophets and the Psalms. (Luke 24:44)

Given that the Law, the Prophets and the Psalms were the three divisions of the Hebrew Old Testament, Jesus was claiming that all the prophecies of the Messiah in the entire Old Testament were written about him. He also claimed that he fulfilled all the Messianic prophecies during his lifetime. Taking John 5:39,40 and Luke 24:44 together, Jesus claimed that the fact of his fulfilling all the prophecies about the coming savior should have provided strong evidence to support his claim to be the Messiah—strong enough proof that only those who stubbornly refuse to believe would conclude anything differently. The entire fourth chapter in this book will be devoted to investigating this claim of Jesus. In it we will look at a number of specific prophecies about the Messiah that Jesus fulfilled.

Here one has another example of a claim of Jesus that he backed up by what he did. Jesus claimed to be the Messiah, and he backed it up by fulfilling all the prophecies of the Messiah. What was the response of the hearers to this claim? To those who were not ready to accept the clear evidence because they were not ready to come into the light, the response was to refuse to believe. Many, however, responded by believing in Jesus. In fact, if one studies the sermons recorded in the book of Acts, one will discover that the prophecies about the Messiah were always or nearly always a part of the gospel sermons in the early church.

Has anyone else ever made a claim similar to this? The answer is no. Others have claimed to be the Messiah, either directly or indirectly, but none was so bold as to claim to be the fulfillment of all the Messianic prophecies. Considering that the Old Testament predicted that the Messiah would be born in Bethlehem (Micah 5:2-5), this one prophecy alone would rule out virtually every possible claimant to be the culmination of all the prophecies about the Savior. Dozens of other examples could be mentioned. By the way, was your friend Jim born in Bethlehem?

WITHOUT SIN
The next claim of Jesus that we will investigate is found in John 8:46. Get ready for this one.

When he (Satan) lies, he speaks his native language, for he is a liar and the father of lies. Yet because I tell you the truth, you do not believe me! Can any of you prove me guilty of sin? If I am telling the truth, why don’t you believe me? (John 8:44-46)

What nerve! Jesus was openly claiming that he was without sin! Has anyone ever made this claim? Even a crazy person would know enough not to try this one. Jesus declared in front of a large crowd, some of who had known him since he was a youth, that he had never sinned. 

The response of the crowd is very telling in this case. One can assume that there was a bit of silence after Jesus asked this unbelievably bold question. Probably his hearers ran back their own mental tapes. Obviously Jesus has sinned at least once. Let’s see… what about the time he overturned the tables in the Temple? Despite the height of emotion, he was in control the whole time. I will have to admit that that was truly righteous anger. What about the time he disobeyed his mother when she asked him to come home and stop preaching? Didn’t Jesus break the command to obey your parents? Well, I guess not, as we must obey God, rather than men (Acts 5:29).

Next, the crowd may have considered what the response would be if they made a similar claim about themselves. Imagine if one of us were to ask the question “Can any of you prove me guilty of sin?” in front of people who have been close friends for years. The first response would be hearty laughter. For those of you who are married, imagine if you said to your spouse: “Can you prove me guilty of sin?” For those who are not married, imagine asking a question like that of your parents or your siblings. Ha, Ha! Good joke!

Surely the crowd struggled to think of an example of an actual sin Jesus committed. Even the believers were probably taken aback by this astonishing question/claim of Jesus. But what was the response? Did anyone come up with a single example of an actual sin? No! Not even one. For lack of being able to think of even one sin, their answer was, “Aren’t we right in saying that you are a Samaritan and demon-possessed?” (John 8:48). What were they left with? Jesus is either a liar (Samaritan is a close enough equivalent for this crowd) or a lunatic (demon-possessed). These are the only other possibilities if Jesus’ claim is not true. 

But that still leaves the original claim unanswered. They could accuse him of being a liar or a lunatic, but not of being a sinner. Jesus never sinned. This bold and emphatic truth rings across the ages. Jesus was without sin.

I AM GOD
Surely, the reader is already convinced that Jesus made some bold claims—claims that no sane person has ever made in the history of mankind. Jesus is about to take it just one step higher. The claims in John 8:49-59 and John 10:27-30 are similar enough that they will be taken together. We will start with John 8:49-58:

“I am not possessed by a demon,” said Jesus, “but I honor my Father and you dishonor me. I am not seeking glory for myself; but there is one who seeks it, and he is the judge. I tell you the truth, if a man keeps my word, he will never see death.”

At this the Jews exclaimed, “Now we know that you are demon-possessed! Abraham died and so did the prophets, yet you say that if a man keeps your word, he will never taste death. Are you greater than our father Abraham? He died, and so did the prophets. Who do you think you are?”

That was a good question, but to continue:

Jesus replied, “If I glorify myself, my glory means nothing. My Father, whom you claim as your God, is the one who glorifies me. Though you do not know him, I know him. If I said I did not, I would be a liar like you, but I do know him and keep his word. Your father Abraham rejoiced at the thought of seeing my day; he saw it and was glad.”

“You are not yet fifty years old,” the Jews said to him, “and you have seen Abraham!”

“I tell you the truth,” Jesus answered, “before Abraham was born, I am!”

The claim we will focus on here is primarily contained in the last verse quoted, but before that, another very interesting claim of Jesus is found in this section. Jesus said to the Jews that if they would keep (obey) his word, they would never taste death. Jesus was not talking about the death of the physical body. Jesus claimed that by obeying him, people would not taste the second death.

After Jesus told the people that he was the source of eternal life, they repeated the charge that he was demon-possessed, which would appear to be the closest New Testament equivalent to being insane. They sarcastically asked Jesus, “Who do you think you are; are you claiming to be better than Abraham?” To paraphrase Jesus’ answer: “Yes, I am much greater than Abraham. He foresaw my coming, and was fired up.” The crowd was almost beyond words at this statement. “What, you have seen Abraham?” 

Jesus’ response to the people is one of the most profound statements ever made.

“Before Abraham was born, I am.”

Does the translation quoted above have it right? Wouldn’t it more appropriately be translated as the following?

“Before Abraham was born, I AM.” 

In Exodus chapter three, when Moses asked God who he should tell the Israelite people had sent him to them, God replied to him: “This is what you are to say to the Israelites: ‘I AM has sent me to you.’”
 (Exodus 3:14). In John 8:58, Jesus was telling the people, I am the almighty God! He could have said, “before Abraham was born, I was,” but he did not. This was no accident. Jesus said to the people, “I am God.” 

Some people have said that Jesus never claimed to be God, or to be deity (to use the theological term). They do this despite such passages as John 8:58. If the gospel of John is an accurate account, then Jesus definitely claimed deity for himself.

How can one be sure Jesus is claiming to be God? Look at the response of the crowd.

At this they picked up stones to stone him, but Jesus hid himself, slipping away from the temple grounds. (John 8:59)

To the Bible student familiar with Exodus chapter three, the implications are clear. They were also clear to the crowd. Their immediate reaction was not to accuse him of lying or being crazy. Their immediate reaction was to pick up stones to stone him. This was blasphemy of the highest order. Jesus claimed to be God!

For the unconvinced, let us continue to the next passage. In John chapter ten, one finds Jesus in Jerusalem in wintertime. The suspense of the people was palpable. They asked him to commit one way or another to whether he was going publicly to claim to be the Messiah. In response, Jesus gave them more than they bargained for.

“My sheep listen to my voice; I know them, and they follow me. I give them eternal life, and they shall never perish; no one can snatch them out of my hand. My Father, who has given them to me, is greater than all; no one can snatch them out of my Father’s hand. I and the Father are one.” (John 10:27-30)

When Jesus said he and the Father were one, he was claiming to be God. This is not to be compared, for example, to a member of a close-knit group saying, “we are one.” Jesus was openly claiming equality with the Father in heaven. In case there is any mistake about this claim, consider the response of the Jews to Jesus’ statement:

Again, the Jews picked up stones to stone him, but Jesus said to them, “I have shown you many great miracles from the Father. For which of these do you stone me?”

“We are not stoning you for any of these,” replied the Jews, “but for blasphemy, because you, a mere man, claim to be God.” (John 10:31-33)

As the Jews said, Jesus claimed to be God. Did Jesus deny that was what he was claiming? Did he say something like “Hold on, folks, you have me all wrong. I am not claiming to be God, I am just claiming to be really close with him”? The answer is no. Rather than deny their accusation that he was claiming to be God, he confirmed it by referring to the many miracles he had worked to prove his authority to make these claims.

Who else in history has claimed to be God? Jesus did not claim to be a god, he claimed to be the God. Even pathological liars are not so foolish as to try this one. Yes, some people with major psychological issues in their lives have claimed to be God, but of course no one takes them seriously. 

Imagine if your friend Jim claimed to be God. You would no longer be thinking of him as a liar. The idea that he was playing some sort of trick on you, like with the resurrection claim, would not even enter your head. If you concluded that Jim was serious, then only one possibility would remain. Jim is crazy! It is not that the elevator does not stop at all the floors; the elevator is not stopping at any floors at all.

Yet the fact remains that a man once made this claim openly before people who knew him well, and many of those who knew him accepted the claim and followed him. Those not prepared to accept the claim went for the only other reasonable option. They picked up stones to stone him. What is a reasonable response to a person who makes such a claim? Who is this man?

THE ONLY WAY
Before considering what is a reasonable response to the claims of Jesus, we will look at just one more of the great number of claims Jesus made. It is found in John 14:6,7:

“I am the way and the truth and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me. If you really knew me, you would know my Father as well. From now on, you do know him and have seen him.” (John 14:6)

There is a sense in which this claim of Jesus is not as dramatic as some of the others mentioned above. Jesus declared to the Jews and indirectly to us that he is the only way to come to God to have a relationship with him. Yet, this claim is perhaps the most controversial of all in the modern religious context. As mentioned previously, it is a very common view today that Jesus was a good person and that he provides a valid way to come to understand truth, but that he is just “one of many paths to the same thing.” This view cannot be reconciled with the claim Jesus made, as recorded in John 14:6.

Many have proclaimed to be a way to God, but has anyone else ever claimed to be the way to God? Yes, some deranged people have, but no one besides Jesus Christ has made this claim publicly and been taken seriously.

It is in a sense unfortunate, at least for this study, that Jesus made this claim before his disciples only, as it would have been helpful to consider the reaction of those unable to accept this claim of Jesus. It is not hard to imagine what the response of the crowd might have been. One can assume that none in the crowd would have responded by concluding that Jesus was a nice teacher with a good philosophy. It is easy to imagine a response such as “demon-possessed” or “a deceiver of the people,” or “let us stone him,” but it is difficult to even imagine someone going away after hearing this with a lukewarm response.

A REASONABLE RESPONSE

This brings the question to its conclusion. What is a reasonable response to the claims of Jesus? Jesus claimed to be the only way to God, to be the culmination of all Old Testament prophecy, to be the bread of life, to be the one who will raise the dead. He claimed to be God in the flesh.

From a logical point of view, the possible reasonable responses seem clear. One can accept that Jesus was who he said he was. If one accepts that Jesus’ claims are valid, then a reasonable response would be something similar to the response of many of those who heard the first gospel sermon preached: “Brothers, what shall we do?” (Acts 2:37). 

If one cannot accept the claims of Jesus, what would be a reasonable response? Throwing stones at him would not make sense in a modern setting. A more reasonable response for one who cannot accept Jesus’ claims in our world would be to actively oppose Christian teaching. If Jesus was a liar, then he certainly was not a “good teacher.” If Jesus is not the way, then he most certainly is not a way to get to God.

The only reasonable response to the claims of Jesus are to either accept him as Lord of one’s life, with all the implications involved, or to strongly reject his teaching as a fraud at best and dangerous at worst. 

Why, then, is this the response of so few people in the modern world? The great majority either ignore Jesus, or accept him as merely a good teacher. Some even admit that he is Lord, at least in theory, but do not actually make him Lord of their own life. Relatively few have one of the responses described above. Why is that? 

One possible answer is that the responses listed above are the “logical” responses, but people are not logical. We like to think we are logical, but in the final analysis, we are emotional rather than logical beings. When our intellect comes into conflict with our emotions and our deep desires, the intellect loses nearly all the time. The heart rules the person, even if that person does not acknowledge that they have a “heart.” 

Another possible answer is that many have not truly been confronted with the claims of Jesus. This could easily be the case with a person who does not claim to be a Christian, or one who has never read the Bible. It might even be the case for some who have gone to a church. Some churchgoers may never have been truly confronted with the Jesus of the New Testament.

It would appear to be the job of those who accept the claims of Jesus to get his claims before as many people as possible, so that this illogical response can be changed to a more reasonable one.

Perhaps the reader is still somewhat on the fence about these questions. They are encouraged to continue reading and to consider some of the evidence still to be presented that will dramatically support the claims of Jesus to be Lord.

JESUS’ CLAIMS ABOUT HIMSELF IN THE BOOK OF JOHN

	Claim of Jesus
	Scripture
	Hearer’s Response 

	Fulfilled all the O.T. prophecies of the Messiah
	John 5:39
	Refused to come to him

	I am the bread of life
	John 6:35
	Grumbled

	A life without sin
	John 8:46
	Jesus is demon-possessed (crazy)

	I AM God
	John 8:58
	Attempted to stone him

	I and the Father are one
	John 10:30
	Attempted to stone him

	I am the resurrection and the life
	John 11:25
	Plotted to murder him

	I am the only way to God


	John 14:6
	No negative response (Jesus talking to disciples)


[image: image1.wmf]
For Today

1. Can you think of or have you ever heard of a logical alternative to the Lord, Liar or Lunatic explanation for the claims of Jesus? For those willing to do some research, consider Douglas Jacoby’s book True and Reasonable (DPI Books, 1999)

2. Find three additional claims of Jesus in the book of John beyond those listed in this chapter.  Consider how they might overlap with or perhaps complement those used as examples here.

Jesus did many other miraculous signs in the presence of his disciples, which are not recorded in this book.  But these are written that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that by believing you may have life in his name.

John 20:30,31 
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Why Should I Believe In Jesus?

What evidence did Jesus point to in order to support the claims he made about himself? The answer is that Jesus backed up his claims about himself by pointing to the miracles he worked.

“Don’t you believe that I am in the Father, and that the Father is in me? The words I say to you are not just my own. Rather it is the Father, living in me, who is doing his work. Believe me when I say that I am in the Father and the Father is in me; or at least believe on the evidence of the miracles themselves.” (John 14:11)

The apostles were clear that the miracles Jesus worked were the bedrock evidence to support what he claimed about himself:

Jesus did many other miraculous signs in the presence of his disciples, which are not recorded in this book. But these are written that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that by believing, you may have life in his name. (John 20:30,31)

However, this argument may not by itself convince the skeptic. First of all, we are not eyewitnesses. Even the Bible acknowledges that it is harder for one who is not an eyewitness to the events to be convinced: “Blessed are those who have not seen and yet have believed” (John 20:29). It is fair and reasonable for the skeptic to ask several questions. How do I know Jesus really did these things? How reliable are the eyewitnesses? What is a miracle, anyway? How does one distinguish a true miracle-worker from a charlatan? The two thousand years that separate us from the events certainly make these questions very reasonable to ask.

On a personal note, although there were other factors and events in my life that played a role, it was reading the book of John that cemented my faith in Jesus in the first place. The writer of John fully intended to use the miracles recorded in the book to convince skeptics. I am one skeptic who counts himself among those who have been convinced by the events faithfully recorded in John. Nevertheless, the questions posed above are quite legitimate. These and other questions will be answered in this section.

WHAT IS A MIRACLE?

The first order of business is to carefully define the term miracle as it will be used in this discussion. Someone might claim that the definition of the word miracle is obvious, and he might have a point. However, the word is used in a variety of ways in different contexts. A careful definition is required. This will not be the definition of the word miracle, but a useful one for this discussion.

To put it simply, a miracle is an event that clearly defies one or more of the laws of nature. It is an event that has no “natural” explanation. It is, by definition, supernatural. Let us be careful here. By this definition, an event that cannot be explained by any known natural process is not necessarily a miracle. 

As an example of a situation that could not be explained by any known natural law, consider the following scenario. If one were to take a time machine back four hundred years with a battery, a light bulb and a couple of pieces of wire in hand, one could perform a “miracle,” which would be to light a light bulb. This event would not violate what physicists know as Ohm’s law. However, the existence of electrical current was not known four hundred years ago. This demonstration might be called a miracle by an observer in the year 1600, but by our working definition, it would not be a miracle.

The skeptic might argue at this point that using this definition, there is no way to say for certain that any event is truly a miracle. Maybe there is some unknown natural law out there that can explain all the events recorded in the Bible. In fact, some supposed Bible believers with humanizing tendencies have attempted to explain away many of the miracles in the Bible by proposing some sort of natural explanation. Some examples of this will be listed below.

Nevertheless, as we will see, there are events recorded in the Bible that no one would debate are miracles by the definition being used here.

What about some modern definitions of the word miracle? There are the “Miracle Mets” of 1969. Perhaps many of the readers are too young to know what that refers to, but what about the more recent example when Reggie Miller (apologies to the non-sports persons among us, but he is a future basketball Hall of Fame guard for the Indiana Pacers) scored eleven points in the last twelve seconds of a basketball game to pull off a miracle victory? Was this a miracle?

Obviously this was not a miracle by the definition to be used here. Probably no one would struggle with the distinction here. When Reggie Miller scored a trio of three point baskets and a couple of free throws in twelve seconds, it was a very surprising event. Very surprising events are often called miracles in the common vernacular. There is nothing wrong grammatically or otherwise with calling Reggie Miller’s efforts a miracle, but anyone can see that that effort was not a violation of natural law.

There are a number of events recorded in the Bible that almost certainly were miracles, but would not pass the test of being a miracle according to the definition we will use. For example, there are a number of plagues recorded in the book of Exodus that were performed by Moses in order to encourage the Pharaoh to let the Hebrew slaves leave Egypt. One of these was the plague of locusts (Exodus 10:1-20). 

Devastating swarms of locusts are a natural phenomenon in Africa. Although the timing of the locusts appears too perfect to be a coincidence, there is a possible “natural” explanation for the plague of locusts that is recorded in Exodus. It is the personal opinion of this author that this was not a natural event. However, by the more conservative definition we will use, it is not. 

Other examples could be cited, such as the huge flocks of quail in the middle of the desert (Exodus 16:13, Numbers 11:31) provided to feed the wandering nation of Israel. In Numbers, the writer even provides the explanation that a wind drove the quail out into the desert, providing a sort of pseudo-natural explanation. Nevertheless, the context provided by both Exodus and Numbers clearly implies that this was an event caused by God. However, by our conservative definition, it is not a “miracle.”

In order to establish the point that there still remain a significant number of events recorded in the Bible that, if true, would definitely be miracles even by the most conservative of definitions, consider the following examples. When the River Nile turned to blood (Exodus 7:14-23), that would definitely be a miracle. When the Red Sea parted, leaving behind dry ground, assuming that this is a faithful record of an actual event, that would certainly be a miracle. There is no conceivable natural explanation of this sort of thing. When a person who had already been dead for four days—whose body already smelled extremely strongly of decay—was raised to life, which would be a miracle. When Jesus created out of nothing enough bread and fish to feed five thousand men, plus the women and children, this would without question be a miracle. This, of course, assumes that the event described in all four gospels is an accurate record of an actual event. The issue of whether the miracles recorded in the Bible, especially in the New Testament, are records of actual events will be a significant aspect of this chapter. Many other works performed by Jesus could be added to this list of miracles. They will be mentioned in due course.

LET’S SEE IF YOU CAN DO IT

In order to illustrate the definition of a miracle, I have occasionally pulled a trick on my friends in the context of a small group Bible study. I have put a glass of water on a table in front of the group and then asked for a volunteer. I then have asked the volunteer to close his or her eyes, to concentrate their thoughts very carefully, and to turn the water into wine. The group has occasionally offered the option of turning the water into grape juice or another concoction. It is not difficult to guess the outcome of these attempts. Despite all the concerted efforts of the person who was put on the spot, the attempts never proved successful.

This is a humorous situation. Why is that? It is humorous because everyone in the room knows that it is clearly impossible to turn water into wine. Even the person who shuts his eyes and concentrates deeply does it with just a bit of a grin, knowing that this is really just a joke. Some have claimed the ability to work modern-day miracles, often in a religious context. It is not the purpose here to judge one way or another whether such claims of miraculous events are genuine or not. However, it is safe to say that no modern-day miracle worker would be willing to put his or her claims to miraculous powers on the line publically in an attempt to turn water into wine.

This illustration provides some context to the definition of miracle we will use. It would certainly be a miracle to turn water into wine. Tap water contains only hydrogen and oxygen atoms (with a very small concentration of such ions as sodium, magnesium, calcium, chloride and sulfate). Wine contains a great variety of organic compounds, which include the elements carbon, nitrogen, phosphorus and so forth. None of these elements are present in tap water to any significant amount. There is no natural law that would allow one kind of atom to be converted into another kind of atom, never mind having those atoms be arranged into the correct molecules required to make up wine. Probably the reader did not need this scientific explanation to be convinced that it would be a violation of natural law to turn water into wine. The most hardened skeptic would be willing to admit that if someone were able to pull off the feat of turning water into wine, it would be a miracle.

As will be seen, many of the miracles that New Testament writers record that Jesus performed are of the sort that, if they really did happen, they would be a miracle by even the most stringent conceivable definition.

HOW DO WE KNOW THESE THINGS REALLY HAPPENED?

The example of turning water into wine was chosen for a reason. This miracle was perhaps not the “greatest” miracle Jesus performed (assuming it is possible to rate miracles on a scale). However, it was the first of his public miracles. This example is so important that the biblical record is presented here in full:

On the third day a wedding took place at Cana in Galilee. Jesus’ mother was there, and Jesus and his disciples had also been invited to the wedding. When the wine was gone, Jesus’ mother said to him, “they have no more wine.” “Dear woman, why do you involve me?” Jesus replied, “My time has not yet come.” His mother said to the servants, “Do whatever he tells you.” Nearby stood six stone water jars, the kind used by the Jews for ceremonial washing, each holding from twenty to thirty gallons. Jesus said to the servants, “Fill the jars with water”; so they filled them to the brim. Then he told them, “Now draw some out and take it to the master of the banquet.” They did so, and the master of the banquet tasted the water that had been turned into wine. He did not realize where it had come from, though the servants who had drawn the water knew. Then he called the bridegroom aside and said, “Everyone brings out the choice wine first and then the cheaper wine after the guests have had too much to drink; but you have saved the best till now.” This, the first of his miraculous signs, Jesus performed in Cana of Galilee. He thus revealed his glory, and his disciples put their faith in him. (John 2:1-11)

The wine even tasted very good. If this event is a faithful record of an actual event, then Jesus was a miracle worker. If he really turned water into wine, then his claims about himself would be dramatically validated. In that case, it would be clear that the New Testament records the life of what is unquestionably the greatest man who ever lived.

However, the skeptic must be allowed his or her day in court. How do we really know that what is recorded in John chapter two is a faithful record of an actual event? How can one be sure this story was not just made up to justify calling people to believe in this person Jesus? This is a very fair question. Indeed, it is intellectually dishonest to avoid answering it. Besides, to run and hide in the face of this perfectly reasonable question would be to shut the door to faith for those who are skeptical but open-minded. The apostle Paul and other great teachers in the early history of the Christian church did not avoid tough intellectual questions.
 In fact, Peter gave a strong admonition to the disciples to “always be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks you to give the reason for the hope that you have.” “Everyone” would include those who are difficult to convince.

There are a number of very good reasons to believe that the New Testament provides a faithful record of the life of Jesus Christ, and more specifically of the miracles he worked. Let us consider some of these.

How do we know the miracles of Jesus recorded in the four gospels really happened? The question of the reliability of the writers of the Bible, and especially of the New Testament, will be a very important issue throughout this book, so the topic must be addressed carefully.

First, Jesus did many of his miracles openly before the public. This point will be brought out a number of times in this chapter, using specific examples. Jesus did not just perform miracles in front of followers who were predisposed to accept that he was a miracle-worker. In the case of the water-to-wine example, no one except perhaps his mother expected him to be able to perform a miracle. Sometimes, Jesus performed miracles in a very private setting, so as not to draw attention to himself, but at other times, as we will see, he performed the most convincing miracles right in front of his harshest critics. 

 There were tens of thousands of eyewitnesses to the miracles Jesus performed, yet where is the historical record of his contemporaries who stepped forward and claimed that his miracles were a hoax? There is no such record. In fact, as we will see, both Roman and Jewish contemporary records report miracle working without accepting the implications, but also without refuting the actual events.

In an attempt to refute the claims that the Bible faithfully records miraculous events, Bible skeptics have asserted that the Bible was not even written until well into the second century ad. If this claim were true, it would allow several generations for the eyewitnesses to die and memories of actual events to fade, and perhaps allow for the writers of the New Testament to create myths about a miracle-worker who never existed. 

Unfortunately for those who used to make such a radical claim, it has been thoroughly refuted, so that even the greatest enemies of Christianity who are intellectually honest no longer make such charges. The evidence for the date of writing of the New Testament will be reserved for chapter six, but it will suffice for now to state that it can be shown beyond a reasonable doubt that most or all of the New Testament was written while a great number of the eye witnesses to the events were still alive. 

In fact, within just a few weeks of the death of Jesus Christ, on the day of Pentecost, Peter was able to declare openly before a huge crowd in Jerusalem, the city where Jesus performed many of his miracles:

“Men of Israel, listen to this: Jesus of Nazareth was a man accredited by God to you by miracles, wonders and signs, which God did among you through him, as you yourselves know.” (Acts 2:22)

It was common knowledge throughout Palestine that Jesus was performing all kinds of incredible miracles. Where are the people who stood up in the crowd on the day of Pentecost and declared that Peter was giving false testimony about the miracles of Jesus? They would have been either laughed at or perhaps treated much worse by a crowd who were well aware of the kinds of miracles Jesus had been doing throughout Judea and Galilee for the previous two to three years. It was common knowledge that Jesus’ miracles were a factor in his being killed.

Feel free not to take Peter’s word for it if you like. Historical records exist that prove that even the enemies of Jesus were well aware of the kinds of undeniable miracles Jesus worked during his ministry. 

As an example of a non-Christian author who referred to the miracles of Jesus, consider Flavius Josephus. Josephus was a Pharisee, as well as a commander of the Jewish forces whose rebellion ultimately resulted in the destruction of Jerusalem in 70 ad. Interestingly, by the time of the destruction of Rome, Josephus had switched sides, and was with the Roman army that sacked and destroyed Jerusalem. Josephus wrote about Jewish history for a largely Roman audience. In his history of the Jews,
 one can find the passage:

Now there was about this time Jesus, a wise man, if it be lawful to call him a man, for he was a doer of wonderful works, a teacher of such men as receive the truth with pleasure. He drew over to him both many of the Jews, and many of the Gentiles.

Josephus reports that Jesus was a “doer of wonderful works,” an obvious reference to his miracles. Josephus was born in ad 37 or 38. He published his Antiquities in ad 93 or 94. As a Pharisee, he surely knew many who were eyewitnesses to some of the events that are recorded in the gospels.


Josephus had an ambivalent attitude toward Christians. It is at least as interesting to look at some of the writings of the Jewish leaders who were vehemently opposed both to Jesus Christ and to the movement that he began.

For example, a very interesting passage can be found in the Talmud. The Talmud is a set of rabbinical teachings and commentaries to the Old Testament produced in the first and second century ad. In one section of the Talmud, known as the Baraila one can find the following comment about the person Jesus:

On the eve of the Passover they hanged Yeshu and the herald went before him for forty days saying (Yeshu) is going forth to be stoned in that he hath practiced sorcery and beguiled and led astray Israel. (Babylonia Sanhedrin 43a)

The author continues on to relate how Jesus was ultimately hanged (crucified). What is interesting is that in this passage it is stated that Jesus practiced sorcery. In other words, the Jewish leaders were not able to refute the well-established fact that Jesus worked many wonders; they simply accused him of doing them by the power of the devil. This is almost the identical charge to that recorded in the book of Matthew.

They brought him a demon-possessed man who was blind and mute, and Jesus healed him, so that he could both talk and see. All the people were astonished and said, “Could this be the Son of David?”

But when the Pharisees heard this, they said, “It is only by Beelzebub, the prince of demons, that this fellow drives out demons.” (Matthew 12:22,23)

It is interesting that in both the gospel of Matthew (see Luke 11:14-20 as well) and in writings of Jewish teachers such as that quoted above, a fourth explanation besides Lord, Liar or Lunatic is presented. The Jews accused Jesus of being a servant of the Devil. It was so hard to make the insanity charge stick, that the leaders of the Jews took an interesting tactic. They admitted that Jesus worked miracles, which would on the surface appear to validate his claims. However, they claimed that Jesus worked his signs by the power of demons. It is interesting to notice that Celsus, the Greek philosopher and enemy of Christianity, made similar charges concerning the miracles of Jesus. Celsus was a second century philosopher who was particularly critical of the Christians. Like the Pharisees, he did not deny that Jesus worked miracles. Rather, he claimed that Jesus worked his signs and wonders through sorcery.
 Jesus easily dealt with the accusation in the case in question. He answered the Pharisees by asking them how the devil could drive out the devil. 

“If Satan drives out Satan, he is divided against himself. How then can his kingdom stand? And if I drive out demons by Beelzebub, by whom do your people drive them out? So then, they will be your judges. But if I drive out demons by the Spirit of God, then the kingdom of God has come upon you.” (Matthew 12:26-28)

The Pharisees had no answer to this question because there was none. From the facts of Jesus’ life, there was simply no way to support the charge that he was a servant of the devil. The crowds could never be won over by this argument, so the Pharisees abandoned it. 


There are other reasons to accept as fact the miracles that Jesus worked. Before going into the last argument for the reliability of the New Testament accounts of the miracles of Jesus, consider the following outline of evidence to support belief in these miracles.

1. A great number of the miracles were done publicly, often in front of the greatest skeptics and harshest critics of Jesus.

2. There were tens of thousands of eyewitnesses from every background to these events.

3. The apostles openly proclaimed that Jesus worked a great variety of miracles during the lifetime of those who could have refuted the claims. This is a matter of historical record. (This fact is a notable exception to the claims the believers in other great religious leaders have made.)

4. Both Roman and Jewish histories report at least the general fact that Jesus worked “wonders.”

5. Because the wonders and signs of Jesus were common knowledge, the Pharisees and Rabbis in the time period in question tended to claim Jesus did his signs by the power of demons, rather than refute that the miracles occurred.

6. Those who recorded the miracles most carefully and thoroughly (the gospel writers) have every appearance of being absolutely reliable and from eyewitnesses.

RELIABLE WITNESSES

If the gospel writers, Matthew, Mark, Luke and John, are reliable reporters of actual events, then obviously Jesus worked miracles. The first five points listed above powerfully attest to the fact that Jesus worked miracles. The gospel records contain the actual accounts of many specific miracles that are essential to the discussion at hand. Therefore the reliability of these writers is a very important issue. A discussion of the reliability of the authors of the gospels is essential to other chapters in this book as well, particularly the one on the resurrection, so this matter will be considered carefully.

What kind of people were the apostles? Two of the gospel writers, Mark and Luke, were not even apostles, so what about them? How do we even know that the people named at the top of these books are the actual writers? We will delay answering the last of these three questions until chapter six.

The four gospel accounts have every appearance of being an accurate record. When the accounts themselves overlap, they are quite similar but not exactly the same. If they were all prepared from a single but falsified account, copied by each author, they would be essentially identical. If the accounts were separate records of a number of liars, they would differ on very important specifics (similar to a number of false witnesses in a court). The fact that the gospel accounts are very similar, but with differences that represent the varied perspectives of different eyewitnesses as recorded themselves or by those close to them, supports the claim that they are genuine accounts.

Besides, the gospels certainly record a number of mistakes and sins of the apostles themselves,
 producing a strong appearance of genuineness. One finds Peter and the other apostles making blunders and committing outright sins. However, there is no evidence of the character of the apostles (or Luke or Mark for that matter) being dishonest in any way. The critics of the New Testament cannot produce a single example of a false witness or even of a bad character in any of the important witnesses. As with Jesus himself, the accusers could claim bad intent or deceit, but could produce no specific evidence to support the claim.

What is the external evidence of the character of the witnesses of these events? History reports that the apostle James was martyred.
 Church tradition records, with varying reliability, that all the apostles besides John were martyred as well. According to tradition, they tried to kill the apostle John too, but failed. It is very telling to note that not a single one of the significant eyewitnesses recanted, even at the point of death. None said “Look, we were only making this up to get supporters for our movement,” or anything even remotely resembling this sort of thing. Is it possible to believe that every one of the apostles along with dozens of other eyewitnesses would willingly die for a lie? This defies everything we know about human nature.

There are a number of examples of extreme persecutions of the Christian church throughout the ages. In general, some remained faithful, but some recanted at the point of the sword. However, in the case of the New Testament eyewitnesses, not a single one recanted: not one! If they were aware that the whole thing was premised on a pack of lies, it is absolutely inconceivable that not a single one would recant. The words of Paul concerning the death of Jesus ring true here:

Very rarely will anyone die for a righteous man, though for a good man someone might possibly dare to die. But God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us. (Romans 5:6-8)

This statement about Christ’s death would hold equally well for the first century martyrs who were very well aware of whether the miracles really happened. Would anyone die for what they know to be a lie? Perhaps someone would, but certainly not one hundred percent of the people involved. This argument seems impossible to deny, so the skeptics ignore it.

Let those who can, mount an argument against the reasoning outlined above. Much more will be said in this work regarding the reliability of the Bible as a whole. We will now move on to consider the actual miracles that Jesus did. We will also ask questions about why he worked these miracles, as well as what is implied about Jesus by the miracles he performed.

WHY MIRACLES?

It may seem obvious why Jesus worked miracles, but upon closer inspection this becomes an interesting question. Jesus worked miracles for different reasons in different situations, although there may have been one overriding purpose.

That one overriding purpose of the miracles was to validate his message. In this context, John 20:30,31 and John 10:37,38 have already been mentioned. A related statement can be found in Hebrews:

This salvation, which was first announced by the Lord, was confirmed to us by those who heard him. God also testified to it by signs, wonders and various miracles and gifts of the Holy Spirit distributed according to his will. (Hebrews 2:3,4)

The author of Hebrews appears to be applying this concept to the entire New Testament, but it certainly applies specifically to the miracles of Jesus.

Two good examples of Jesus confirming his message by a miracle that correlated with the message have already been given in the previous chapter. When Jesus said he was the bread of life, he had just recently produced enough bread to feed several thousand people, along with some fish. Apparently, Jesus created bread “out of thin air.” Another example we have looked at of Jesus confirming a claim with a miracle is in the case of Jesus claiming to be the resurrection and the life, followed by his raising Lazarus from the dead.

Let us consider another of Jesus’ miracles that he used as direct evidence to support one of his most controversial teachings. It is found in Mark chapter two. In this situation, some people brought a paralyzed man to Jesus. When they could not get into the room where he was teaching the people, they lowered the paralytic through a hole they dug in the roof.

When Jesus saw their faith, he said to the paralytic, “Son, your sins are forgiven.” 

Now, some of the teachers of the law were sitting there, thinking to themselves, “Why does this fellow talk like that? He’s blaspheming! Who can forgive sins but God alone?” 

Immediately Jesus knew in his spirit that this was what they were thinking in their hearts, and he said to them, “Why are you thinking these things? Which is easier, to say to the paralytic, ‘Your sins are forgiven,’ or to say, ‘Get up, take your mat and walk’? But that you may know that the Son of Man has authority on earth to forgive sins….” He said to the paralytic, “I tell you, get up, take your mat and go home.” 

He got up, took his mat, and walked out in full view of them all. This amazed everyone and they praised God, saying, “We have never seen anything like this!” (Mark 2:5-12)

It is easy to see why they were amazed. This is a true story. Imagine what your response would have been to this amazing event. Jesus proved he had authority to forgive sins by healing a man who was apparently hopelessly paralyzed. This was no short-term slight improvement. This was a complete and permanent change.
 Several other examples could be given of Jesus working a miracle to provide validation for a specific claim he made about himself. 

Another reason Jesus mentioned for working some of his miracles was as a direct response to a person’s faith. This might have been a secondary reason, but on a number of occasions Jesus specifically stated that he worked a miracle at least in part out of a response to a person’s great faith. In fact, the miracle mentioned above is a case in point. Another example of this is found in Matthew 9:18-26.

While he was saying this, a ruler came and knelt before him and said, “My daughter has just died. But come and put your hand on her, and she will live.” Jesus got up and went with him, and so did his disciples.

Just then a woman who had been subject to bleeding for twelve years came up behind him and touched the edge of his cloak. She said to herself, “If I only touch his cloak, I will be healed.”

Jesus turned and saw her. Take heart, Daughter,” he said, “Your faith has healed you.” And the woman was healed from that moment.

When Jesus entered the ruler’s house and saw the flute players and the noisy crowd, he said, “Go away. The girl is not dead but asleep.” But they laughed at him. After the crowd had been put outside, he went in and took the girl by the hand, and she got up. News of this spread through all  that region. 

Because of the simple faith of the woman with the bleeding problem, Jesus healed her. The resurrection of the ruler’s daughter is another example of a miracle that Jesus might not have worked if not for the faith of the requestor. Many examples could be mentioned in which Jesus performed a miracle in response to a person’s faith.

A third reason Jesus worked some of his wonders was to meet the crying need of a suffering person. Jesus had compassion, not just for the spiritual suffering of lost people, but also for those in physical or emotional distress. At times this provoked Jesus to intervene in a situation to bring relief. These miracles were occasionally not done in a public manner, as they were not intended to prove anything or even to serve as a public reward for faith.

As an example, one could mention Mark 7:32-35, in which Jesus healed a deaf and mute person, for no obvious reason other than the fact that the man was in need of help. Another example would be the widow from Nain whose only son had died. This event would be an extreme tragedy in any setting, but for a widow in Israel to lose an only son was a particularly devastating blow. 

When the Lord saw her, his heart went out to her and he said, “Don’t cry.” Then he went up and touched the coffin, and those carrying it stood still. He said, “Young man, I say to you get up!” The dead man sat up and began to talk, and Jesus gave him back to his mother. (Luke 7:13-15)

What compassion! What love! What power—to raise someone from the dead! Remember the evidence listed above to support the claim that the miracles recounted in the gospels are accurate records of actual events (more evidence will be presented in chapter six as well). This really happened. Jesus was a worker of wonders.

Perhaps enough examples of miracles worked by Jesus have already been given to make a pretty good point, but let us consider a few of the other signs that the gospel writers recorded.  Specifically, let us consider what the miracles that Jesus worked say about what kind of person he was.

One of the most well known of Jesus’ miracles occurred on the Sea of Galilee (In fact, either the Sea itself, or the region immediately around it, was the scene of the majority of the recorded miracles Jesus worked.). One can find the account in Luke 8:22-25 (also see Mark 4:35).

One day Jesus said to his disciples, “Let’s go over to the other side of the lake.” So they got into a boat and set out. As they sailed, he fell asleep. A squall came down on the lake, so that the boat was being swamped, and they were in great danger. The disciples went and woke him, saying, “Master, we’re going to drown!” He got up and rebuked the wind and the raging waters; the storm subsided, and all was calm. “Where is your faith?” he asked his disciples. In fear and amazement they asked one another, “Who is this? He commands even the winds and the water, and they obey him.”

This was an impressive event. It certainly made an impression on the apostles who were with Jesus. They had already seen Jesus work a number of miracles on individual people. However, when by simply speaking Jesus calmed a storm in a way which changed the entire physical environment around them as far as they could see, it must have affected their view of him from that time forward. 

At first glance it might seem surprising that those who had already witnessed Jesus turning water into wine and healing hundreds of people, along with a number of other wonders, would be so amazed when Jesus calmed the storm. Remember, though, that this was a massive physical event. It revealed Jesus’ power in a new, awesome and perhaps even ominous way. In a few short moments it hit these men that this Jesus was in control of the entire world. 

This is what Jesus calming the storm showed. He proved that he had (and still has, of course) ultimate power over the physical world: to bring rain or prevent it, to control the wind and the climate. Bottom line, they now realized that Jesus held in his hand the power to determine whether they could successfully put food on the table. The apostles were already well aware that Jesus was a man of great power, but this one event must have hit them like a freight train (excuse the anachronistic simile). Bare in mind that control over the natural world was the ultimate focus of all the ancient pagan religions. The apostles suddenly realized that Jesus held the key to all the power that every religious person had ever sought to tap by their worship. What a revelation!

The next miracle we will consider is found recorded in Mark chapter eight.

He told the crowd to sit down on the ground. When he had taken the seven loaves and given thanks, he broke them and gave them to his disciples to set before the people, and they did so. They had a few small fish as well; he gave thanks for them also and told the disciples to distribute them. The people ate and were satisfied. Afterward the disciples picked up seven basketfuls of broken pieces that were left over. About four thousand men were present. And having sent them away, he got into the boat with his disciples and went to the region of Dalmanutha. (Mark 8:6-10)

Of course, this miracle is similar to the feeding of the five thousand that we already considered. Because Mark records both the feeding of the five thousand (Mark 6:30-44), and of the four thousand, and because the details of the accounts differ greatly, one must assume that Jesus performed a similar miracle a second time.

What does this miraculous event tell us about Jesus? For one thing, in this miracle, Jesus showed thousands of people that he could create something out of nothing. He proved that he was a creator, if not the Creator. Jesus made fish out of nothing, and it was already cooked and ready to eat. The bread had the appearance of having had yeast added to the dough so that it would rise. Jesus got around the whole process of kneading, punching down and so forth. He made bread, ready to eat, out of absolutely nothing. Before thousands of witnesses, Jesus provided dramatic evidence that what is claimed about him in Colossians 1:16 is true—“For by him all things were created: things in heaven and on earth.”

This is not the only miracle Jesus performed that showed that he could create something out of nothing. Consider Matthew 17:24-27.

After Jesus and his disciples arrived in Capernaum, the collectors of the two-drachma tax came to Peter and asked, “Doesn’t your teacher pay the temple tax?”

“Yes, he does,” he replied.

When Peter came into the house, Jesus was the first to speak. “What do you think, Simon?” he asked. “From whom do the kings of the earth collect duty and taxes—from their own sons or from others?”

“From others,” Peter replied.

Then the sons are exempt,” Jesus said to him. “But so that we may not offend them, go to the lake and throw out your line. Take the first fish you catch; open its mouth and you will find a four-drachma coin. Take it and give it to them for my tax and yours.”

Presumably, when Peter went out to fish, he did indeed find the four drachmas in the first fish he caught. Otherwise, Matthew, an eyewitness to the event, certainly would not have recorded this story. 

Jesus was able to make a gold coins out of nothing. He was able to make the coins form in the belly of a fish in a lake. He then caused Peter to catch that particular fish. Apparently, the coin even had the proper Roman markings on it. Jesus proved himself capable of producing on demand the material most precious to people at that time—gold.

What things do people worry about? They worry about food and shelter, they worry about money, and they worry about their health. We have already seen Jesus prove he had control over the first two, but what about the third major concern of all people? Did Jesus have power to affect people’s health? 

The answer is a resounding yes! Almost certainly, healings were the most common of Jesus’ miracles. The healings Jesus performed were in general not of the debatable variety. Most of us have been exposed to healings, either in person, or through TV or radio, or through secondhand accounts. Perhaps some of these events are true miracles. However, in most cases, the miraculous nature of many modern-day “healings” is dubious. Many involve improvement of sight or lessening of a limp or reduction of a fever. The point is not to settle the issue here, but to point out that a number of the healings Jesus performed were undeniably miracles. 

Jesus healed a man born blind (John 9:1-41). He healed a man who had not walked for thirty-eight years, and the man jumped up and began walking (John 5:1-15). He simultaneously healed ten men who had leprosy, and they were completely cured (Luke 17:11-19). These were not debatable miracles. Some of Jesus’ healings are summarized in Matthew 11:4-6:

Jesus replied, “Go back and report to John what you hear and see. The blind receive sight, the lame walk, those who have leprosy are cured, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, and the good news is preached to the poor. Blessed is the man who does not fall away on account of me.”

From the context of the New Testament, one can conclude that Jesus healed several thousand people with every kind of disease and disability. He did so in public settings where his enemies could see the healings so that any attempt at faking so great a number of miracles would have been absolutely impossible.

Through his miracles, Jesus proved that he had control over the principal things people worry about such as money, food, shelter and health. Besides this, through his miracles he proved that he had control over the spiritual world as well. Jesus was able to rebuke and drive out demons. We will consider just one example of this sort of miracle.

In Mark 5:1-20 and Luke 8:26-39, one can find an account of a man who was, to use more modern terminology, absolutely insane. “The man lived in the tombs, and no one could bind him any more, not even with a chain. For he had often been chained hand and foot, but he tore the chains apart and broke the irons on his feet. No one was strong enough to subdue him. Night and day among the tombs and in the hills he would cry out and cut himself with stones.” This was clearly a desperate situation. This man was totally out of control. In order to heal him, Jesus rebuked the demons that had overtaken him and forced them into a herd of pigs. The pigs rushed into the lake and drowned.

Our “modern” sentiment makes us hesitate to identify the problem of this man as demon-possession. However, given that Jesus was able to heal a person who was clearly in an absolutely hopeless situation, who are we to deny his diagnosis of the situation? Besides, how is one to explain the pigs suddenly diving into the lake? Simply denying the existence of forces of evil does not make them cease to exist. Through this and other miracles, Jesus proved he had control over the spiritual realm.

Through another sort of miracle, Jesus proved that he also had power to access the world of the mind. Dozens of examples could be mentioned, but consider the situation when Jesus met Nathaniel for the first time (John 1:44-51). When Nathaniel first heard about Jesus he was very skeptical. However, when Jesus actually met Nathaniel, he was able to tell him where he had been and what he had been thinking about. Any doubt that this was a miracle is removed by Nathaniel’s response to Jesus knowing his thoughts: “Rabbi, you are the Son of God; you are the King of Israel.” It is interesting that this event is recorded just before the wedding at which Jesus turned water to wine. The water-to-wine miracle is called “the first of his miraculous signs” in the account. Apparently, the miracle at the wedding was the first public miracle, but not the first miraculous act Jesus ever did.

Through his miracles, Jesus proved that his disciples could afford to put their complete trust in him. He had control over money, food, shelter, health and the spiritual world. He even had access to the world of their minds. This list of phenomena Jesus could control leaves one major human concern. Besides all these, through his miracles, Jesus proved that he had power over the ultimate human fear: death. The resurrection of Lazarus from the dead has already been described in detail. Jesus also raised a young girl who had died (Luke 8:49-56). Through his miracles the words of Jesus in John 16:33 take on new meaning, “…in me you may have peace.  In this world you will have trouble.  But take heart! I have overcome the world.”

Others have claimed to work miracles, but where are the examples of people being raised from the dead in open view, before both believers and nonbelievers? Jesus was the greatest worker of miracles in history, without a doubt.

By the way, there is one last miracle to consider, which is unquestionably the greatest of all the miracles of Jesus. However, the reader will have to wait. This is the subject of chapter three.

THE MIRACLES JESUS DID NOT DO

Before moving on to the greatest miracle of all, please consider one more thought-provoking question. Are there any kinds of miracles Jesus might very well have worked, but that he did not do (or at least that are not recorded in the gospels)? If so, what do the miracles that Jesus did not do say about him?

The answer is yes, there are some notable types of miracles that Jesus could conceivably have performed, but which there is no record of him doing. For instance, there are no examples of Jesus working a miracle to force someone to do something against their will. Jesus would not even heal people who did not want to be healed (John 5:6). Jesus never compelled anyone to obey him in any way. It is certainly conceivable that the one who could know our every thought could also control our thoughts, but there is no record of Jesus doing anything like this.

If the gospel record is to be believed, Jesus did not perform miracles in an attempt to manipulate people into following him. If anything, he often underplayed the miraculous nature of what he had done. Jesus worked miracles in response to the faith of individuals, to meet needs, or to support his claims about himself, but there is no record of him attempting to whip up a crowd by working wonders. 

The historical record of the miracles of Jesus appears to exclude manipulation and violating the “free will” of individuals as a motive. It is obvious what this implies about the man. Jesus scrupulously avoided the use of emotion or spectacle to force people to believe in him.

There is another kind of miracle of which there is no record either in or out of the Bible. Jesus never performed a miracle to benefit his own comfort. As far as the record shows, Jesus never made food for himself when he was hungry, although he certainly could have done so. Jesus got tired. As best we can tell, he never miraculously gave himself a boost of energy to get through a tough time. 

The greatest example of this idea is found when Jesus was on the cross. On the night he was arrested, when his friends asked whether they should prevent his arrest by force, Jesus replied, “Do you think I cannot call on my Father, and he will at once put at my disposal more than twelve legions of angels? But how then would the Scriptures be fulfilled that say it must happen in this way?” (Matthew 26:53,54).

The miracles recorded in the gospels leave no doubt that Jesus could have saved himself from the incredible pain and suffering caused by scourging and crucifixion. The same one who could calm a storm or make bread and fish out of nothing certainly could have performed a miracle either to prevent the crucifixion in the first place, or to come down from the cross and end the madness. However, he did not, despite being taunted to do so by his persecutors. The miracles that Jesus did not do say a lot about the man.

REASONS FOR UNBELIEF

At this point, the readers could perhaps be broken into three categories. There are those who began this book already believing in the inspiration of the Bible, in the validity of the claims of Jesus, and in his ability to work miracles. Perhaps their faith has been deepened through what they have read. 

Another definable group could be described as follows. They began reading the book either as unbelievers, or as ones who were a bit skeptical, but not really sure about what they believed. However, through what has been presented they are either now convinced that Jesus is who he said he was, or at the very least have had their unbelief severely shaken. They find these ideas interesting, and want to read on to continue to have their thinking challenged.

A third group might be described as Bible skeptics both before and after reading these chapters. They definitely remain unconvinced that Jesus even made the claims recorded in the Bible, and discount the recorded miracles of Jesus as either hoaxes or as false records. They are willing to read on, but primarily to satisfy their own curiosity about how the other side thinks. 

For people in category number one or two, the arguments presented so far may seem quite compelling. These people may ask how others could remain skeptical in spite of what seem to be convincing arguments. I would suggest a few possible reasons that some are so difficult to convince. Why do some people at least appear to refuse to believe? (Admittedly, this is a somewhat prejudiced way to put the question.)

One reason for disbelief is emotional. We humans like to think of ourselves as rational. We like to think that we use common sense, based on the preponderance of the evidence, to arrive at what we believe to be true. The plain truth is that this is very often not the case. 

Many of our assumptions and beliefs are based on emotion. There are many obvious examples of this that one could list. For example, it is certainly true that those who are abused by family members find it difficult to trust people. This is especially true when the negative experiences happen to young people. They find it extremely difficult to trust people in general, even when there is no actual evidence at all to cause a lack of trust in one particular individual. This lack of trust is not because they have studied out the statistics and reached the conclusion that there is a high probability that they will be abused by anyone they choose to put their trust in. The root of their insecurity is emotional, not rational.

Many who are unable to accept the evidence in support of Christianity have an emotional basis for their unbelief as well. Perhaps they have had a bad experience with a hypocritical religious person. It is difficult to grow up in modern society without having some experiences like this. Perhaps as teens they watched a seemingly defenseless religious person mercilessly persecuted by their peers. Events such as these can have a powerful and even permanent effect on our subconscious mind. Just as in the case of the person who was abused by someone close to him or her when they grew up, this kind of experience may very easily cause one to become completely immune to rational argument. It can become literally impossible to convince a person of the validity of an argument by use of evidence if the reason they do not accept the argument is emotional.

Another reason that some are unable to come to belief despite overwhelming evidence is intellectual pride. It is a fact of human nature that it is difficult for people to admit that they have been wrong. Presumably few people would argue with this claim. The longer and more loudly one has defended oneself, the harder it becomes to back down and admit being wrong. Sometimes throwing evidence in the face of someone who has taken a strong stand has the exact opposite effect of what was intended. It can actually harden a person’s position rather than soften it.

Again, we like to think of ourselves as rational beings, but when our pride is at stake, we can appear to be very foolish in the way we deal with the truth. We do not like to admit we were wrong—period. This can be a major factor in why some do not come to faith in the Bible. 

And it goes beyond mere intellectual pride in the case of belief in an all-powerful God. To admit that God is greater than we are is to admit that we are less than God. In an age and culture dominated by humanistic philosophy, it has come to be assumed by many that there is no need for God. Some may admit that God exists in some abstract way, but are not prepared to put their opinions in subjection to the claims of that same all-powerful God. “If that is the way God is, I certainly do not want to worship him.” Belief in a New Age pantheistic God (something akin to the “Force” in the Star Wars movies) is a result of people being unwilling to accept that they are truly much smaller than God. The New Age philosophy, an offshoot of Hindu and Buddhist religion, teaches that God is you and you are God. It does not take a lot of humility to accept this proposition.

So there is an intellectual pride that might cause one to reject clear evidence for the Bible, and there is an emotional pride that is unwilling to put anyone else on the throne. Those who would seek to use evidence, such as that contained in this book, to convince people to accept the Biblical truth would do well to keep these factors in mind. 

In the great majority of cases, the reason people reject the seemingly obvious evidence in support of the Bible is not because the evidence is not strong enough, but because of pride or an emotional response to a life experience. Perhaps this is why God tells us, through Peter, to “Always be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks you to give the reason for the hope that you have. But do this with gentleness and respect, keeping a clear conscience, so that those who speak maliciously against your good behavior in Christ may be ashamed of their slander” (1 Peter 3:15,16). A quick, intelligent, intellectually consistent answer may not be sufficient. The qualities of gentleness and respect for those who do not agree are absolutely key as well. And one could add a measure of patience on top of the gentleness and respect. The key to overcoming intellectual pride or emotional barriers to belief in the truths presented in the Bible is found in the good behavior of the believers. This is a difficult teaching to accept, but it is God’s truth. Chapter nine will present this issue more thoroughly.

Beside, it would be fair to admit that Christians are equally susceptible to the weaknesses described above. We may very well believe what we believe for emotional reasons ourselves. Perhaps those who would accuse us of turning to Christianity as a crutch to help us in our insecurity may have at least a bit of a point. Or perhaps it is possible for some of us that our belief is based primarily on a decision we have made many years ago, which we cling to tenaciously at this point out of a form of intellectual pride.  Have you discontinued challenging your own beliefs, dooming yourself to a shallow faith? 

Perhaps one would argue that it is better to believe in the right things for the wrong reasons than to believe in the wrong things for the right reasons. This may even be a valid argument up to a point, but faith based on emotion or pride is like a house built on sand. When the storms of life’s difficulties or of persecution crash up against such a house, will it stand? When a person experiences much success in a worldly sense, it can become a reason for pride in self. In this case, will faith based on intellectual pride be able to withstand worldly pride? Very likely it will not.

As described above, some are unable to accept the obvious evidence for the Bible because of some sort of negative experience they have had surrounding Christianity. Conversely, some turn to Christ at least largely because of some sort of positive spiritual experience. Faith that is based on experience alone is necessarily shaky faith. A solid faith built on a foundation like a house on a rock will include elements of experience, of emotion, of spiritual insight and of intellectual knowledge. This book is intended primarily to address the last category. It would be well advised for anyone who comes to faith in God based on an emotional, an experiential, a spiritual or an intellectual experience to dig deeper and wider into all the categories, laying a foundation that will never be shaken.

CONCLUSION

The evidence that Jesus worked the most amazing “miracles, signs and wonders” is overwhelming, both from the internal evidence in the Bible and from external sources: even sources who were avowedly enemies of Christianity. These miracles were not of the sort one hears about today. The miracles did not involve trivialities such as getting a better job or partially improved health. Jesus raised the dead, gave sight to people who had been born blind, created food out of thin air, walked on water…the list could go on. Jesus often did these things in the most open possible forums, in front of hundreds or even thousands of viewers, some of who were his avowed enemies. Jesus performed miracles to verify his claims, to offer witness to his message and often simply to help a person for whom he felt a deep compassion.

Jesus, Son of God, worker of miracles.
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For Today

1. What do you think the difference between the three terms, “signs, wonders and various miracles” (Hebrews 2:3,4) might be? If you are really ambitious, you could look up the Greek words for the three categories and try to do more than just guess.

2. List two miracles other than those mentioned in this chapter that would be examples of wonders Jesus performed to verify a claim. Also, find two examples of a miracle that was performed largely due to the faith of an individual who sought Jesus’ help. Lastly, find two miraculous works of Jesus that appear to have been done primarily to help meet a need.

3. Can you think of a reasonable scenario (whether you believe in the scenario or not) to explain the gospel accounts and still conclude that Jesus did not work miracles?

4. Assuming you have faith in Jesus Christ and in the Bible as the Word of God, what sort of basis (emotional, experiential, spiritual or intellectual) do you tend to lean on? How might you broaden the basis of your belief?

5. What did Jesus show about himself through the miracle recorded in Matthew 17:25-27?

Author’s note:  An excellent reference on the subject of miracles is the phenomenal little book by C. S. Lewis Miracles (Harper, San Francisco, 2001)

Note:  If you are interested in the rest of this book. It is available for purchase at www.ipibooks.com 

� For example, Josh McDowell presented this argument in his book Evidence That Demands a Verdict (Thomas Nelson, 1999), originally published in 1972.  This the argument was originated by C. S. Lewis in his well-known book, Mere Christianity (Harper, San Francisco, 2001), originally published in 1943.


�  The Sanhedrin was a council of Jewish religious leaders. They were a ruling council of the Hebrew aristocracy. The Romans allowed the Sanhedrin authority in Judea over religious matters. 


�  “The next day the crowd that had stayed on the opposite shore… When they found him on the other side of the lake…” (John 6:22,25)


� Numbers 12:3


� Joseph Smith and the Mormon Church conveniently claimed that these tablets were taken back to heaven by an angel, so one would be wise to be skeptical of whether or they ever existed at all or not, let alone their authenticity.


�  As one of a number of examples, Smith was arrested and convicted in Bainbridge, New York of deceiving people as a diviner and treasure-hunter. He used some supposedly magic stones of his in an unsuccessful attempt to help a group of people find buried treasure.


� The second death is a biblical term for hell (Revelation 20:14).


� In the English translations of Exodus, I AM is capitalized because it represents the Hebrew Tetragrammaton, JHVH, the holy name of God.


� For example, consider Paul’s address to some of the greatest intellects of his day in Athens (Acts 17:16-34).


�Flavius Josephus, Antiquities, xviii.3.3. The reader should note that a minority of scholars question whether this passage was in the original work of Josephus.


�  Origen, Contra Cesium, 1:38 and 2:48.


� For example John 12:4-6, Luke 18:15,16, and Mark 9:33-35


� Josephus mentions this event in an account that parallels the New Testament. Josephus, Antiquities, xx.9.1.


� There are a couple of other claims and at least one miracle in this event not yet highlighted. Jesus is claiming to be the Son of Man. He is claiming to be able to forgive sins. He also shows the miraculous ability to know the thoughts of a person’s heart.





