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      For Mum:

      Thank you for urging me to republish this book,

      and for helping me to meet the real Jesus.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            WHO ON EARTH IS JESUS CHRIST?
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      Twenty-one centuries after His sandals scuffed the dusty roads of Palestine, Jesus Christ is still a household name. How many other 2000–year-old people are still influential?

      If you live in the western world, you might think Christianity is on the way out. Attendance at church services is falling, and the Christian world view is increasingly absent from popular culture. I meet people who use “Jesus” as a swearword without knowing what it means.

      But hang on a minute…

      In Africa and Asia, Christianity is exploding. One in four Christians in the world today lives in Africa. There are churches in South Korea with hundreds of thousands of members. China was home to only 5000 Christians in the 1960s, but, according to various sources, has between 44 million and 130 million today.

      The picture is more complex than it might at first appear.

      DO YOU WONDER?

      Are you curious about a man who could have such an enduring impact on the world? Maybe you are skeptical, but you want to be sure before you dismiss Christianity. Maybe you are a Seeker of Truth, thirsty for meaning in your life, and exploring many options. Maybe you can’t stop wondering if Jesus is different to all the other gurus.

      Maybe you have heard some good things about Jesus but have found the actions of His followers confusing and even repellent.

      Maybe you are a new believer or a long-time Christian who wants to refresh their connection with Jesus.

      WHERE CAN WE FIND THE TRUTH ABOUT JESUS?

      No respected secular historian disputes the existence of Jesus of Nazareth, although they might have different understandings of his role.

      As a student journalist many years ago, I was taught to get as close to the source of an event as possible. That’s why in this book I am going to focus on eyewitness accounts of the life of Jesus that have been published in the Christian Bible. I believe they will take us as close as we can get to the air Jesus breathed, the texture of the dust between His toes, and the events that moved Him to compassion, anger and loving sacrifice.

      If we can find the What, Where, Why and How, perhaps we can understand the Who.

      OUR SOURCE

      There are four “authorized biographies” or life stories of Jesus in the Bible, each one named for its author: Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John.

      These are living, breathing accounts, full of conflict and compassion, great courage and narrow escapes, and a hope that emerges from the midst of tragedy.

      Matthew wrote with a theme of showing how Jesus fulfills many centuries of Jewish prophecy. Mark feels like the news journalist of the group to me – his account is short and snappy, no filler. John is poetic and philosophical.

      In this book we will focus on the gospel (good news) written by a man named Luke, a doctor by profession who researched and compiled eyewitness accounts of Jesus’ life. Choosing Luke also allows us to go a few years further because he went on to write about the early Christian church in the decades after Jesus’ death.

      WHAT IS THE BIBLE?

      The Bible is actually a library of 66 books by different authors from various backgrounds, written over more than a thousand years, all building the truth about Jesus.

      The Bible was originally written in ancient languages including Hebrew, first-century Greek, and Aramaic. There are a variety of English translations, including the King James Version (KJV) that many people have heard snippets of. The KJV dates back to the 17th Century and has a beautiful Shakespearean feel to the language.

      When you see letters such as NIV or WEB after a Bible quotation in this book, they refer to different translations – in this case the New International Version (NIV) and the World English Bible (WEB).

      We are using modern translations in this book to make it easier to grasp the meaning quickly.

      You can buy a printed or ebook Bible in bookstores, borrow it from libraries, read it online at sites like biblegateway.com or in apps on your phone or tablet, or listen to it as an audiobook.

      WHAT DO THE NUMBERS MEAN?

      The numbers you see marked in Bible texts and which are reproduced in this book are divisions added in the Middle Ages to make it easier for us to discuss particular segments together.

      
        
          	
        A large number is a chapter.
      

      	
        Small, superscript numbers which appear every sentence or two are verses.
      

      	
        They are referred to like this: Luke 1:10, where the book is called Luke, and we are focusing on the first chapter, and the tenth verse of that first chapter.
      

      	
        To suggest you look at a particular verse, I might say “as mentioned in verse 10” or after a comment add (verse 10), so that you can check it out for yourself.
      

      

      

      HOW TO GET THE MOST OUT OF THIS BOOK

      This book contains forty short chapters designed so that, if you wish, you can read one a day. That allows thinking time as you explore the story of Jesus over a few weeks.

      Each chapter includes a short piece of the Bible, followed by an exploration of some of the terms and historical setting, plus thought starters for why it matters. It also includes a snippet from elsewhere in the Bible, showing how the whole message hangs together.

      AN INVITATION

      I invite you to come to the life of Jesus with an open mind and a receptive heart. If you feel inadequate, uncertain, or skeptical, you might like to say (aloud or silently in your head) before each chapter: God, if you exist, show me the truth of Jesus Christ, and show me why it matters.
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            SURPRISING NEWS FOR A YOUNG WOMAN – AND US
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      You are about to embark on a journey into God’s message to you. Ask God to help you understand what He will say to you today and in the coming weeks. You could say out loud or silently in your head: “God, if you exist, show me the truth of Jesus Christ, and show me why it matters.”

      READ LUKE 1:26–38 (WEB)

      26 Now in the sixth month, the angel Gabriel was sent from God to a city of Galilee named Nazareth, 27 to a virgin pledged to be married to a man whose name was Joseph, of the house of David. The virgin’s name was Mary. 28 The angel went to her and said, “Greetings, you highly favored one! The Lord is with you.”

      29 But when she saw him, she was greatly troubled at the saying, and considered what kind of greeting this might be. 30 The angel said to her, “Don’t be afraid, Mary, for you have found favor with God. 31 Behold, you will conceive in your womb and give birth to a son, and shall name him Jesus. 32 He will be great and will be called the Son of the Most High. The Lord God will give him the throne of his father David, 33 and he will reign over Jacob’s descendants forever, and of his kingdom there will be no end.”

      34 Mary said to the angel, “How can this be, since I am a virgin?”

      35 The angel answered her, “The Holy Spirit will come on you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow you. Therefore also the holy one who is born from you will be called the Son of God. 36 Behold, Elizabeth your relative also has conceived a son in her old age; and this is the sixth month with her who was called barren. 37 For nothing spoken by God is impossible.”

      38 Mary said, “Behold, I am the servant of the Lord; let it be to me according to your word.”

      Then the angel departed from her.

      EXPLORE

      Our world abounds with stories of unusual births. Surrogates and grandmothers are having babies. IVF has become common. I knew a woman who, like Mary’s elderly cousin Elizabeth (verse 36), was declared infertile by her doctors, only to become suddenly and astonishingly pregnant some years later.

      However, only one child in the history of the planet was ever conceived without any contribution from a human father. His name is Jesus (which means “God is salvation”), and He is a descendant of the royal line of the ancient Jewish king, David (verse 32).

      Since David’s reign ended, the Jewish people had waited nearly a thousand years for the promised new king who would rule like him. They were hoping for someone to release them from Roman oppression, but Jesus would be much more – He would rule eternally (verse 33).

      The virgin birth is the proof of Jesus’ parentage. His mother was a young Jewish girl named Mary, and His Father was the all-powerful God (verse 35).

      If there is anything about Christianity that you find hard to accept (including the virgin birth!), don’t be afraid to ask God honest questions. Mary asked the angel for more information (verse 34), and then chose to believe (verse 38). Ask God to help you understand. He is interested in you and will hear you.

      ELSEWHERE IN THE BIBLE

      700 years in advance, a Jewish prophet predicted Jesus’ unusual birth.
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        Therefore the Lord himself will give you a sign: The virgin will conceive and give birth to a son, and will call him Immanuel [which means: “God with us”].

        ISAIAH 7:14 (NIV)
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      At least one third of the earth’s population celebrate Christmas. Someone told someone else who told someone else… and finally even you and I heard about the birth of Jesus.

      You might like to read the following Bible quote as though you have never heard of Christmas. What new things do you notice?

      READ LUKE 2:1–14 (WEB)

      1 Now in those days, a decree went out from Caesar Augustus that all the world should be registered. 2 This was the first registration [census] made when Quirinius was governor of Syria. 3 All went to be registered, everyone to his own town.

      4 Joseph also went up from Galilee, out of the city of Nazareth, into Judea, to David’s city, which is called Bethlehem, because he was of the house and line of David; 5 to be registered with Mary, who was pledged to be married to him, and was expecting a child.

      6 While they were there, the day came for her to give birth. 7 She gave birth to her firstborn son. She wrapped him in swaddling cloths, and laid him in a manger, because there was no room for them in the inn.

      8 There were shepherds in the same region out in the field, and keeping watch over their flock by night. 9 Behold, an angel of the Lord appeared to them, and the glory of the Lord shone around them, and they were terrified. 10 The angel said to them, “Don’t be afraid, for behold, I bring you good news of great joy which will be for all the people. 11 For there is born to you today, in David’s city, a Savior, who is Christ the Lord. 12 This will be the sign to you: you will find a baby wrapped in swaddling cloths and lying in a feeding trough.”

      13 Suddenly, there was with the angel a multitude of the heavenly army praising God, and saying,

      14 “Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace among those on whom his favor rests.”

      EXPLORE

      Christmas can be a magical time for both adults and children. In my city, Santa’s Workshops appear in department stores while familiar carols serenade us. It can be easy to think it is all a pleasant seasonal fairytale.

      But Luke reports angels (verses 9,13), shepherds (verse 8) and the baby in the feedbox (verse 7) in almost the same breath as a census decreed by a specific Roman Caesar (verse 1), when a specific governor was in power (verse 2). The baby away in a manger, the heavenly choir and the terrified shepherds are all anchored in time. In a small town in a quiet corner of the mighty Roman Empire, Jesus of Nazareth was born.

      This is no fairytale. This is history.

      Jesus’ birth turns the world upside down. The all-powerful Savior of the world enters human life as a helpless baby. The great King from the royal line of David is born to poor parents, not in a palace but in an animal shelter. The birth announcement is made not to world rulers or people of influence but to simple shepherds (verse 9).

      “Heavenly host” (verse 13) is a military term, but the most terrifying army in the universe comes proclaiming not war but peace (verse 14).

      Jesus’ method of entry ignores everything our world values – wealth, power, privilege. It is as though heaven has burst into earthly life with the birth of this child, challenging our priorities.

      The angel’s “good news of great joy” is for you too. God values you. Jesus was born to save you.

      ELSEWHERE IN THE BIBLE

      Another ancient prediction:
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        For to us a child is born, to us a son is given, and the government will be on his shoulders. And he will be called Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace.

        ISAIAH 9:6 (NIV)
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            THE ONE WHO FULFILLS ANCIENT PROMISES
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      We live in a world of unkept promises. Marriages don’t last “till death do us part,” face creams don’t remove wrinkles, jobs fall through, politicians change sides. It can make it hard for us to trust anyone or anything. Can you trust God? Ask Him to show you.

      READ LUKE 2:25–35 (WEB)

      25 Now, there was a man in Jerusalem whose name was Simeon. This man was righteous and devout, waiting for the consolation of Israel, and the Holy Spirit was on him. 26 It had been revealed to him by the Holy Spirit that he would not see death before he had seen the Lord’s Christ. 27 He came in the Spirit into the temple. When the parents brought in the child, Jesus, to do for him according to the custom of the Law, 28 he took him into his arms, and blessed God, and said,

      29 “Lord, now you are releasing your servant in peace according to your word; 30 for my eyes have seen your salvation, 31 which you have prepared in the presence of all peoples; 32 a light for revelation to the nations, and the glory of your people Israel.”

      33 The child’s father and his mother were marveling at the things which were spoken about him, 34 and Simeon blessed them, and said to Mary, his mother, “Behold, this child is destined to cause the falling and the rising of many in Israel, and for a sign which is spoken against, 35 that the thoughts of many hearts may be revealed. A sword will pierce through your own soul, also.”

      EXPLORE

      When God became a human being, it wasn’t a snap decision. God had been planning the rescue of the human race ever since the first humans rejected Him and tried to run the world their own way (see Genesis 3). He could have abandoned us, but instead He came after us, driven by His great love for us.

      God’s rescue plan involved one particular nation, the Jews. Over the course of perhaps 2000 years, He made promises to them about their role in bringing people from all nations to Himself (verse 32).

      All these promises were fulfilled in one very special Jew, Jesus (verse 30). With the help of a revelation from God, Simeon recognized in the tiny baby Jesus everything righteous Jews had been waiting for (verses 25–27).

      Jesus was a real person, born into a devout Jewish family (verse 27). The other people we meet in the pages of the Bible are just as real. I wonder how the new mother would have felt to hear such wonderful but also such tragic news about her son (verses 34–35). Simeon was bursting with the excitement of seeing all his hopes and expectations fulfilled. He could die happy (verses 26,29) now that he had seen what his people had been longing for.

      Have you ever been hurt by someone’s failure to keep a promise? God keeps His promises.

      ELSEWHERE IN THE BIBLE

      Jesus was the answer to a promise God made about 2000 years earlier to a man named Abraham, the first Jew.
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