Sunday after the Ascension C 01/06/25

TIME magazine in December 2013, decided to name the most significant person in history. They
did an exhaustive analysis ranking historical figures like Google ranks web pages. Guess who won?
Jesus. And it wasn’t even close Jesus’ influence on the world is staggering. Yet, do we really know
who Jesus was? Do we really know? I remember the first time I saw a picture of Jesus. I was just a
little boy in Sunday school. On the wall of the classroom was a sweet picture of Jesus with children
all around him. He was smiling and looked like the nicest man in the world. He taught us to be kind
to one another and love everyone. I was comforted by the picture. We have a similar picture in our
west transept. He was the perfect role model.

Yet as I got older, I began to wonder: Why would a man who taught others to be kind to one another
get brutally executed? Whenever my Sunday school teachers talked about Jesus, they would also
teach about being careful of the people you hang around with. They would talk about respecting
those in authority. Yet Jesus befriended social misfits and outcasts. He hung out with people most of
us would not be caught dead with. He was accused by the religious establishment of being a party
animal and hanging out with riff raff. When Jesus got angry it was almost always at religious
people. Jesus is usually associated with people who follow the rules and play it safe, yet he didn’t
do either!

Many of us believe in Jesus, but what do we believe about him — and why should it make any
difference to us? What difference should it make that a man lived two thousand years ago in a place
called Galilee? Can’t we see him as just a great teacher and figure of history and be on our way? To
set our moral compass. Or should he mean more than that? Well, according to the Gospel writers
and 2,000 years of Christian history and tradition Jesus should make all the difference in the world.
He should make all the difference to our lives.

What you are going to find is that when you really study Jesus, who he was, what he taught, and
what he did, you are faced with a monumental question — a very profound and penetrating
question. And how you answer this question will determine your destiny as a human being. Your
answer to this question will determine how you live, how you work, how you relate to the people
you love and the people you hate. Your answer to this question will determine the way you see
yourself, others and the world.

To get to this question I want us to take a hard look at what Jesus said about himself. If we want to
get to the real truth about Jesus, it would be a good idea to move away for a moment from what
history and culture say about him and look at what he said about himself. In John 10:30-33 Jesus
makes an astonishing claim:

The Father and I are one. The Jews took up stones again to stone him. Jesus replied, “I have shown
you many good works from the Father. For which of these are you going to stone me?” The Jews
answered, “It is not for a good work that we are going to stone you, but for blasphemy, because
you, though only a human being, are making yourself God.”

Over and over again, Jesus claimed he was God. No other religious figure in history claimed this.
Buddha, Krishna, Gandhi and Mohammed never made that claim. Only Jesus claimed to be God.
Any person as CS Lewis reminds us-who makes such a claim is either nuts or telling the truth!

Let’s look at another astonishing claim of Jesus in Luke 5:
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When he saw their faith, he said, “Friend, your sins are forgiven you.” Then the scribes and the

Pharisees began to question, “Who is this who is speaking blasphemies? Who can forgive sins but
God alone?”

In addition to claiming he was God we see that Jesus claimed to forgive sins. He claimed to have
the power to wipe away all those things in life that put us in the dark, that make us bitter and unable
to experience joy. He claimed to have the power to set us free from those things in life that enslave
us.

Have you ever known or heard of anyone who claimed to do that? I can make you more money...
sure. | can get you a better job...sure. I can help you drive a better car... sure. But have you ever
heard anyone tell you they can wipe away all your guilt and all your shame and all your sin, give
you a fresh start and make you whole? Only Jesus made that claim.

Let’s look at another astonishing claim from Jesus. Most of you know this one by heart — John
3:16: For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who believes in him
may not perish but may have eternal life.

Jesus claimed that if we believe in him, put our trust him, give our life to him and follow him, he
will give us eternal life — a quality of life with God that begins now and is eternal in its duration!
Jesus claimed that he could give us power over death! Jesus claimed that he could give us power to
live forever with him and there will be no more sin, pain, violence, tears, discouragement,
depression, or disease.

Have you ever feared death? Have you ever wondered what is on the other side? Have you ever
longed to live in a world that has been healed? Have you ever yearned to have a body that is no
longer in pain? Jesus claimed that if we follow him we don’t have to fear death. It is simply the
threshold to a glorious life with him forever.

Jesus claimed to be God, to forgive sins, and to give people eternal life. You see, when we truly see
who Jesus claimed he was we are forced to make a decision about him. The life of Jesus demands a
response.

You can’t read about the life of Jesus and simply say he was a great teacher or a notable figure in
history. You don’t have that choice. Great teachers of history don’t make the claims that Jesus made.
Again as CS Lewis said- any person who claims what Jesus claimed is either a lunatic or they are
telling the truth. For example, in our Gospel in John 17, Jesus prayed about how he had revealed
God to the world. He either did it or he was insane.

So the pivotal question for each one of us is “Who is Jesus to YOU?” Not who is Jesus to your
grandmother, mother, father, or friends, but who is Jesus to you? Is he insane or is he God? Is he
crazy or is he Saviour? Is he nuts or is he Lord of lords? Those are the only two choices we have.

Who is Jesus to you? How you answer that question will determine your destiny, your choices, your
purpose, the quality of your life and relationships, your joy and how you view death and dying. You
see, the question is personal. Very personal. It’s about whether or not you want Jesus to forgive you
and fill you with hope, life and joy. It’s about whether or not you want a relationship with Jesus that
will strengthen, encourage and sustain you the rest of your life. Who is Jesus to you?
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But you see this question is not only personal, it is communal. It’s an essential question that the
church needs to ask again. Because right now the Anglican Church is in crisis because we have
forgotten who Jesus is and what it means to follow him. Walter Brueggemann notable theologian
said that “the crisis in the Church has almost nothing to with being liberal or conservative. It has
everything to do with forgetting our identity as followers of Christ.”

Maybe you are saying, “Well, I believe in God.” That is not enough. What kind of God do you
believe in? We must define and know the character of the God we believe in. And we do that by

understanding the person of Jesus Christ.

St Paul writing to the Colossians says that Christ is the image of the invisible God. St John 1:14
proclaims, And the Word became flesh and dwelt among us.

Only, only the Christian faith makes that claim about God — God became one of us to save us and
to be in relationship with us. On our own we ourselves. This is why God came to us in Jesus. This is

why we believe in Jesus Christ.

There are not enough golf courses, footie matches, and trips to the beach that can give you what
Jesus Christ can give you. Only Jesus can truly satisfy and bring you home.

So, who is Jesus to you? Your answer will make all the difference to your life and your world.

Fr Robert Newton
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