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​QUESTION ONE:  IS THERE MORE TO LIFE?
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A friend was telling me a couple of years ago how his wife had got him a very special fortieth birthday present - it was the chance to drive a racing car round a racing circuit. It was looking good from the stand. His family was very impressed at the way he was handling the car. Wasn’t he going fast! Then he got out and handed over the wheel to the resident, professional racing driver. And did he make that car go! When he was finished, there was smoke coming from all four wheels. The difference was then obvious - and it put Dad’s performance into perspective. Even when life is good - even when we think we’re performing well - it’s still way short of life in all its fullness. 

So could there be more to life than what you’re already experiencing - even when things are going well? Or, is this all there is, and anything beyond is just wishful thinking, mere escapism? I think there are times in all our lives when we simply can’t escape ‘the God question’ - does God really exist? For that’s really what it boils down to, isn’t it? That’s really what we’re asking when we allow ourselves to wonder if there’s more to life. So, what are the clues? 

Take the miracle of life itself. What happens in the labour ward is a big clue towards answering the God question. The arrival of a new life can dramatically re-focus our attention on something or someone greater than ourselves. The sight of that little wrinkled body can reduce a parent (or grandparent) to jelly as they’re engulfed in waves of joy, gratitude and wonder. New parents caught up in the wonder of the moment are likely to ‘ooh’ and ‘aah’ at the tiny miracle of design before them, which turns their thoughts - however briefly - to the someone who made it all possible. 

By this time, the excitement has got a bit too much for poor old dad. He takes a walk outside to compose himself in the cool night air. He looks up and sees the stars twinkling like diamonds in the night sky. Wait a minute - isn’t that another clue that somebody’s out there? Just like a tiny baby’s body, our planet too, and our solar system, our galaxy, even the universe beyond, are all filled with a sense of purpose and finely balanced design. Three centuries ago, an all-round scientist, called Leibniz, said our world was the best of all possible worlds. During the 300 years since, science has been finding out more and more reasons to support his view that the earth is exceptional. For a start, it’s just the correct distance from the sun to keep temperatures on earth broadly-speaking in the range from 0 to 40 degrees which are the narrow limits required to sustain life as we know it. But the earth also spins on its axis at just the correct speed to even out temperature differences between day and night. And the length of the year suits our cycles of sowing and reaping. The earth is also just the correct size to allow it to retain its atmosphere, unlike the moon. And if our atmosphere had a lower or higher percentage of oxygen we’d either have a job getting a fire to light or a job putting it out! Above all our planet’s a watery planet which is all-important, since without water no life of any kind could exist. Compared to the hot gases of the stars or the deeply frozen outer planets, we realize again just what a special place earth is. It’s got to be a clue, hasn’t it? 

But even if we can put all this down to being just incredibly good luck, the next challenge we face, as we revel in our good fortune, is where our emotions come from, or come to think of it, where our conscience comes from too? Feelings of pity for others or concern at injustice could never have been essential, or even helpful, if we’re thinking purely in terms of survival following some chance beginning. Some folks may say that what seems like an inbuilt sense of fair play or whatever has just come about by social conditioning. But doesn’t that just push the problem back one stage further? If others have conditioned us, where did they get these ideas from in the first place? 

What’s more, and perhaps the most telling clue of all, is that humans always seem to have had a suspicion that there’s a God of some sort. Ancient burial sites very often turn up some religious artefacts or show some attempt at preparation for an afterlife.  Even the fact that our reflexes lead us to call out to God when we’re in danger - or blame Him when things go wrong - seems to underline the likelihood of his existence. If there’s no God, how come we’ve invented the idea?
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​QUESTION TWO: CAN WE REALLY KNOW WHAT GOD IS LIKE?
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Living where we do we seem to get more than our fair share of spiders in the house, especially during summer. Sometimes they are large and obvious, conspicuously making their webs in the corners of rooms and windows. At other times, you can be in a room for hours before noticing them. Even if you were to check and clean a room quite carefully, it would be hard to be sure that there wasn’t still a spider left in it somewhere.  Now, if we can’t even be sure of our answer to the question: ‘Is there a spider in the room?’, it would seem wise not to discount the possibility of God existing outside of our present state of knowledge. 

It’s like the story told of four blind brothers who were given the task of describing an elephant - an animal which they’d never encountered before. The first felt its tail and declared it to be like a rope. The second felt its body and described it as being like a wall. The third, who felt its trunk, disagreed again saying it was like a snake. While the fourth who had felt its leg thought they’d all got it wrong because it was more like a tree.  That just illustrates for us what it’s like to try to describe something that’s beyond our ability to know, something outside our experience. And the huge God-shaped questions leave us way out of our depth. A little acquaintance with what the Bible says even might seem to lead to a confusing variety of impressions of God. If there’s one thing we need to learn it’s this: we can’t resolve this issue on our own - no more than a toddler can understand the answers to its repeated question: WHY? 

Not only are we asking about something that’s beyond us when we ask: ‘Can we really know what God is like?’, but in addition we’ve all got some kind of bias that goes against our better judgement. Let me illustrate what I mean. I remember once having an old car once which I’d patched up. When it came time for it to go in for its test of roadworthiness I was really hoping it would get a pass certificate. I was hoping against my better judgement, since the car probably wasn’t all that safe. I was biased against accepting any view of the test inspector which was in conflict with my own self-interest - and anything that was going to cost me money to have it repaired properly was against my self-interest, or so I thought. In the same way, it’s just as easy for us to be biased against accepting a view of God if it conflicts with our own self-interest. We may not always want a God who’s fair - especially if we’re conscious of our own shortcomings. That’s just one possible bias against discovering the truth. 

It’s easy to be biased and it’s easy to be cynical: one preacher visiting a school assembly to talk to the kids about God invited some questions afterwards. One lad near the back of the hall smirked as he asked: ‘You ever seen God, mister?’ The speaker paused for a moment, then said: ‘No, but if I’d been around 2,000 years ago, I could have!’  Jesus Christ did claim to be God. You might object and say: “Jesus never actually said the words: ‘I am God’.” That’s true, but imagine you’re out driving one day and your car breaks down. You call George’s Garage. Half an hour later a breakdown truck pulls up in front of you with George’s Garage written over the cab. The mechanic’s overalls and the bill you have to sign both say the same: George’s Garage. Very soon the car’s fixed, but when you arrive home someone says to you: ‘but did you ask the bloke if he was from George’s Garage’? Well, no you hadn’t, but everything about the man, in the circumstances, totally convinced you. 

That’s like the way in which Jesus effectively claimed to be God. What He did, and everything about Him, speaks for itself. What He did wasn’t done in a corner. The works which were His credentials were very public. People said at the time that no one could do the things Jesus did unless He came from God. As one of His followers, Peter, could summarize: “Jesus of Nazareth, a Man attested by God to you by miracles, wonders, and signs which God did through Him in your midst, as you yourselves also know” (Acts 2:22). That last point is important - Peter could say to a hostile audience: “... as you yourselves know”. Even they couldn’t dispute the facts. Whereas legends like that of King Arthur were built up over centuries, Peter was talking to Christ’s disbelieving contemporaries. 

Jesus came to make God known to us. It was up to God to open the communication. It’s because, in Jesus, God came as man, that we really can come to know God - something that’s otherwise beyond our ability. And you could say the kind of character Jesus displayed - in even loving His enemies, for example - is all that we could ever wish God to be like. 

His was the most attractive human life ever, the ultimate. Faced with that - coupled with His astounding claims - we must make a stark choice and say either He was in fact exactly who He claimed to be, or he was bad or mad because he was a deceiver. 

Born a Jew, Jesus endorsed fully the commandment: “You shall worship the LORD your God, and Him only shall you serve” (Luke 4:8). But, yet, at times, for example after healing the blind man in John chapter 9, Jesus allowed people to worship Him
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