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According to Matthew, Mark, Luke and John, the first four books of the New Testament that we refer to as the Gospels, Jesus did a significant number of amazing things.  He healed the lame, gave sight to the blind, raised the dead and stilled the storms.  But when you do a study of the uses of that word “amazed” in the Gospels, it’s interesting to note that what amazed the people of Israel even more than what Jesus did was what he said.  Time after time the Gospels tell us that people were amazed by Jesus’ teaching.  At the conclusion of the Sermon on the Mount, Matthew tells us, “When Jesus had finished saying these things, the crowds were amazed at his teaching.” (Matthew 7:28)  Matthew later writes of Jesus, “Coming to his hometown, he began teaching the people in their synagogue, and they were amazed.” (Matthew 13:54)  Jesus’ teaching was so amazing it got him into serious trouble; Mark writes, “The chief priests and teachers of the law heard this and began looking for a way to kill him, for they feared him, because the whole crowd was amazed at his teaching.” (Mark 11:18)
And when we think about it, Jesus really did say some amazing things; he made some radical claims about himself, about the future, and about life and death.  So for the next eight weeks, as we move in the Church year towards Good Friday and Easter, we’re going to explore the radical teachings of Jesus and discover for ourselves the truth that amazed those who first heard him and the millions more who have read his teachings for the last two thousand years.
Today we’re going to begin with what many consider to be Jesus’ most radical teachings, and that’s what Jesus taught about himself.  It was what Jesus taught about himself that made many people of his day so angry; it’s the reason Jesus was put on the Cross.  And none of Jesus’ teachings are more important to us than what Jesus taught about himself.  That’s very different from other religions.  Buddhism, for example, does not rise or fall on what Buddha said about himself.  Buddha was an interesting character, but being a Buddhist does not require you to believe anything radical about the Buddha.  To be a Buddhist means that you subscribe to certain beliefs about the nature of reality and about the cause of suffering.  Being Buddhist means you engage in certain practices and disciplines.
But central to being a Christian is believing what Jesus taught about himself.  Yes, there are certain doctrines we hold in common as Christians, and there are certain practices and disciplines we engage in.  But Christianity is not a philosophy of life or a political party; Christianity is about the person of Jesus.  To be a Christian is to be committed to Jesus heart and soul.  You can take Buddha out of the equation and still have Buddhism.  You can take Mohammad out of the picture and still have Islam.  But if you take Jesus out of the picture, there is no Christianity.  If Jesus is not who he claimed to be, then we who call ourselves Christians are simply wasting our time.
Jesus Claimed That He Could Forgive Sin
So what did Jesus claim about himself; who did he claim to be?  One theory through the years, a theory given popular voice in the last couple of decades by books like “The Da Vinci Code,” is that Jesus never thought himself to be anything more than a Jewish rabbi who believed in the power of love.  This theory contends that it was people who came long after Jesus who deified him and who elevated the status of Jesus to Messiah and Lord.  This theory speculates that people who came hundreds of years later embellished the claims of Jesus and made him into someone he never wanted to be.

So let’s test that theory this morning.  And let’s limit ourselves to what Jesus actually taught.  Let’s leave out what the Gospel writers said in describing Jesus; let’s not pay any attention to the words of the other New Testament authors for the moment, like Paul and Peter and James.  Who did Jesus think he was?  What did Jesus teach us about himself?

Let’s start with Mark’s Gospel, which Bible students tell us was the first Gospel written, and which was written between 20 and 30 years after Jesus’ death and resurrection.  By the way, do you know how long after Buddha lived that his teachings were first written down?  Buddha lived around the year 500 B.C.; his followers first put his teachings into writing nearly 400 years later.  This isn’t our topic this morning, but let me just assure you that there is no reason not to trust Mark’s Gospel because it was written 20 to 30 years after Jesus lived.  Bible scholars and educated skeptics alike are largely in agreement that the Gospels are authentic accounts of what Jesus said and did.
And here’s one of the first things Jesus taught about himself, right out of the gate. The story is in Mark 2, and it’s probably familiar to most of us.  Jesus is teaching to a crowd of people who have gathered in a home in Capernaum.  A paralyzed man and his four friends have heard that Jesus had the power to heal people, so they decide to try to get an audience with Jesus.  When they get to the house, however, the crowd is so large that there is no way to get in to see Jesus, so they decide to do something a little unorthodox.  They climb up on top of the house where Jesus is teaching, tear open the roof, and lower their paralyzed friend right into the middle of where Jesus was.  

And then Jesus says something that was completely unexpected and indisputably radical; here’s the text: “When Jesus saw their faith, he said to the paralytic, ‘Son, your sins are forgiven.’” (Mark 2:5)  And notice what some of the people in the crowd are thinking; here’s what Mark writes next: “Now some 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?’” (Mark 2:6-7)  People understood right from the start that Jesus is making a radical claim about himself.  Every good Jewish person understood that only God could forgive sins.  So when Jesus tells the paralytic, “Son, your sins are forgiven,” the people standing there that day realize that Jesus is making a radical claim about himself, that Jesus is making a claim of divinity.  And here’s what Jesus says next: “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 …” (Mark 2:10-12)  
Jesus Claimed To Be The Son Of Man
And that brings us to the second radical thing Jesus taught about himself.  In addition to claiming to have the authority to forgive sins, Jesus claimed to be the Son of Man.  Now maybe you’re thinking, “So what?  So Jesus called himself the Son of Man?  What’s radical about that?”  In fact, maybe you’re thinking that all Jesus means when he calls himself the Son of Man is that he’s human.  When I was a lawyer one of the partners where I worked who knew I was a Christian told me he had just finished reading a book by Karen Armstrong called “A History of God,” written in 1993.  Armstrong is one of those who contend that Jesus only thought of himself as a regular guy and that no one ever claimed Jesus was God until a few hundreds of years later.  And in her book Armstrong contends that the term “Son of Man” is a term that “simply stressed the weakness and mortality of the human condition,” and that by using that term Jesus was emphasizing that “he was a frail human being who would one day suffer and die.”
But on that point Armstrong is completely wrong.  When Jesus referred to himself in the Gospels as “the Son of Man,” his audience understood perfectly that he was making a radical claim.  That phrase comes from the Old Testament book of Daniel; listen to how the “son of man” is described there:
In my vision at night I looked, and there before me was one like a son of man, coming with the clouds of heaven.  He approached the Ancient of Days and was led into his presence.  He was given authority, glory and sovereign power; all peoples, nations and men of every language worshiped him.  His dominion is an everlasting dominion that will not pass away, and his kingdom is one that will never be destroyed.  (Daniel 7:13-14)  
Here’s how one Bible scholar named William Lane Craig summarizes the point: “The Son of Man was a divine figure in the Old Testament book of Daniel who would come at the end of the world to judge mankind and rule forever.  Thus, the claim to be the Son of Man would be in effect a claim to divinity.”  
Let me show you the clearest example of Jesus making the claim to be the Son of Man referred to in Daniel, this being who comes with the clouds of heaven and is given authority, glory and sovereign power.  It’s the night before Jesus’ crucifixion.  He’s in chains, on trial before the High Priest, who says to Jesus, “Tell us if you are the Christ, the Son of God.”  And Jesus replies, “Yes, it is as you say.  But I say to all of you: In the future you will see the Son of Man sitting at the right hand of the Mighty One and coming on the clouds of heaven.”  And do you remember how the High Priest reacted?  “Then the high priest tore his clothes and said, ‘He has spoken blasphemy!” (Matthew 26:63-65)  When Jesus claimed to be the Son of Man, he was making a radical claim, a claim to be divine, and it was because he made that claim to the High Priest himself that Jesus was put to death.
Jesus Claimed To Be Sinless
Here’s another radical claim Jesus made – he claimed to be without sin.  If you’ve read Jesus’ most famous sermon (the Sermon on the Mount), which is filled with radical teachings, you probably remember this radical statement, when Jesus said to his listeners, “Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect.”  (Matthew 5:48)  But Jesus did more than simply tell us we had to be perfect, as the Father in heaven is perfect.  Jesus lived a perfect life.

About a month ago the small group that meets in my office on Sunday nights watched the DVD of the 8th chapter of John’s Gospel.  In that chapter Jesus has a heated debated with some of the religious leaders.  He tells them that they are slaves to sin and that they are children of the devil, which, by the way, they didn’t take very kindly.  And twice in that chapter Jesus makes this claim, the claim to be without sin, and he challenges his critics to prove him wrong.  First Jesus says this: “I do nothing on my own but speak just what the Father has taught me.  The one who sent me is with me; he has not left me alone, for I always do what pleases him.” (John 8:28-29)  Then a short time later, after again accusing the Pharisees of being children of the devil, Jesus says, “Can any of you prove me guilty of sin?” (John 8:46)  If anyone had the motivation to take Jesus up on his challenge, it was the Pharisees.  They were boiling mad at Jesus, and would have liked nothing more than to put Jesus in his place.  But when Jesus gave them the opportunity to point out his flaws, they had nothing to say.
Jesus Claimed To Have Authority Over The Old Testament Laws
Here’s another radical claim Jesus made – he claimed to have authority over the Old Testament laws, the laws that God the Father had given Moses on Mt. Sinai hundreds of years before.  Have you ever tried to read through the Bible and gotten through Genesis and then Exodus and then come to Leviticus, and suddenly found yourself reading all sorts of laws that made no sense to you?  Maybe you made it to Leviticus 11 and starting reading about all the dietary restrictions God gave the people of Israel and thought, “What’s the deal with this?”  In Leviticus 11:8, after listing a number of animals, God says, “You must not eat their meat or touch their carcasses; they are unclean for you.”  In the next paragraph God tells the people all the different fish that are unclean; in the next paragraph God identifies all the unclean birds.  Verse 13 says, “These are the birds you are to detest and not eat because they are detestable … any kind of raven …” That might be my new favorite passage – detest the raven.
But here’s my point; I’m sure you’re hoping I have one.  Let me take you to Matthew’s Gospel; here’s what we read:  

Jesus called the crowd to him and said, “Listen and understand.  What goes into a man’s mouth does not make him unclean, but what comes out of his mouth, that is what makes him unclean.”  Then the disciples came to him and asked, “Do you know that the Pharisees were offended when they heard this?” (Matthew 15:10-12) 
So why do you think the Pharisees were offended just because Jesus said that it’s not what goes into a man’s mouth that makes him unclean but what comes out of his mouth?  Because they understood what Jesus was doing; they understood that Jesus was making the claim that he had the authority to change the laws handed down to them by God.  And this wasn’t the first time Jesus had made this claim.  In Mark 2 we read where on the Sabbath Day Jesus and his disciples were walking through a grain field and the disciples began to pick some of the grain for food.  The Pharisees said, “Look, why are they doing what is unlawful on the Sabbath?”  And after a brief discussion, here is Jesus’ conclusion: “The Sabbath was made for man, not man for the Sabbath.  So the Son of Man is Lord even of the Sabbath.” (Mark 2:23-28)  This is a radical claim Jesus is making.  The Sabbath law, after all, is one of the biggies, one of the Ten Commandments.  But Jesus’ claim is that he, the Son of Man, is Lord even of the Sabbath, that he has authority over the Sabbath and how it is observed.  It is a radical claim.
Jesus Claimed To Be Omnipotent & Omnipresent
Let me show you another radical claim Jesus made about himself.  It comes from some verses we read so often that I think we miss how radical they are.  We call this passage the “Great Commission.”  Listen for how Jesus describes himself:
Then Jesus came to them and said, “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me.  Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you.  And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age.”  (Matthew 28:18-20)  

Notice what Jesus is telling us about himself.  He’s telling us that he has ultimate authority, that he has authority over everything on earth and everything in heaven.  He’s telling us that he is on the same footing as the Father and the Holy Spirit.  He’s telling us that he is with us always, until the end of the age.  In other words, he’s omnipotent, he’s omnipresent and he’s eternal.  
There are have been some athletes and other luminaries through the years who have made some radical claims about themselves.  I grew up when Muhammad Ali was the heavyweight boxing champion of the world and also the owner of the world’s largest ego.  He often proclaimed himself to the greatest of all time.  James Cameron, who has directed the two best-selling movies of all time in “Titanic” and “Avatar,” has proclaimed himself the “king of the world.”  We listen to those claims and sort of shake our heads and laugh; we don’t take them too seriously.  But when Jesus claims to be omnipotent, omnipresent and eternal, we don’t shake our heads, because everything we know about him lends credibility to his claims.  Jesus is the greatest of all time; Jesus is the king of the world.  That’s clearly who he claimed to be, and that’s who we believe him to be.

Jesus Claimed To Be “I Am”
Here’s another claim Jesus made – he claimed to be “I Am.”  Let me give you the background so this makes some sense.  Way back in Exodus, the second book of the Bible, God appears to Moses in a burning bush.  God tells Moses that he’s going to use him to lead the people of Israel out of Egypt, where they have been slaves for 400 years.  Moses isn’t sure he’s up to the task, and he’s not sure the Israelites are going to believe that God has authorized him to be their leader.  So he says to God, “What if the people ask me what your name is; what do I tell them?”  To which God says this to Moses: “I AM who I AM.  This is what you are to say to the Israelites; ‘I AM has sent me to you.’” (Exodus 3:13-14)  
Fast forward about 1400 years.  Jesus is having a confrontation with the Pharisees about just who he thinks he is.  And this is how that encounter concludes:

“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, I am!” At this, they picked up stones to stone him, but Jesus hid himself, slipping away from the temple grounds.  (John 8:56-59) 
For Jesus to call himself “I am” was a radical claim; it was a claim to be God himself.  And the crowd understood that, which is why they reacted with such anger and passion, why their immediate response was to try to stone Jesus, to put him to death.  And by the way, this isn’t the only time Jesus used this language in reference to himself.  Do you remember when Jesus walked on water?  The disciples were on a small boat in the middle of a huge storm, fearing for their lives, when they see what they think at first is a ghost walking on top of the Sea of Galilee.  The text tells us that they cried out because they were terrified.  And then Mark writes this: “Immediately Jesus spoke to them and said, ‘Take courage! It is I. Don’t be afraid.’” (Mark 6:50)  The words translated “It is I” are the same Greek words Jesus uses in John 8:58 when he says, “Before Abraham was, I am.”  Jesus is telling his disciples, “Don’t be afraid – I am.  The creator of these waters, the one who controls the wind and the storms, is here with you.  Take courage – I am is with you.”
Jesus Claimed To Be The Judge
Here’s another radical claim – Jesus claimed to have the authority to determine the eternal destiny of all people.  Listen to the words of Jesus:
For just as the Father raises the dead and gives them life, even so the Son gives life to whom he is pleased to give it.  Moreover, the Father judges no one, but has entrusted all judgment to the Son … I tell you the truth, a time is coming and has now come when the dead will hear the voice of the Son of God and those who hear will live.  For as the Father has life in himself, so he has granted the Son to have life in himself.  And he has given him authority to judge because he is the Son of Man.  (John 8:21-27)
That’s a pretty radical claim, the claim to hold eternal life and eternal death in your hands. But that’s what Jesus said, that he had the authority to determine our eternal destiny.  
Jesus Claimed To Be The Way, The Truth & The Life
And here’s one more radical claim; let me just quote you the passage:
Thomas said to him, “Lord, we don’t know where you are going, so how can we know the way?”  Jesus answered, “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 … Anyone who has seen me has seen the Father.”  (John 14:5-9)
Jesus claimed to be the way, the truth and the life.  He claimed to be the only way to the Father.  He made the claim that if you’ve seen him, you’ve seen the Father.  
So what does this all mean for us?  First, what it means for those who are trying to decide what they believe about Jesus is that your options are limited.  As C.S. Lewis wrote in “Mere Christianity,” it is not an option for you to say that Jesus was simply a good man and a great teacher but that he wasn’t God, and here’s why.  Jesus claimed to be God.  If he wasn’t God, then he was either lying or he was crazy.  If he knew he wasn’t God but told us he was God anyway, he was a liar, and a liar is not a good man.  If he thought he was God but wasn’t, then he wasn’t in his right mind.  As C.S. Lewis put it, either he was a liar, a lunatic or the Lord – those are the only options.  So if you’re still on the fence about Jesus this morning, I hope you will take a close, hard look at what Jesus taught about himself, and that you will weigh his words and claims carefully.
And here’s what it means for those of us who already believe in Jesus’ radical claim to be God – it means our options are limited, too.  Listen to this quote from Richard Stearns, the President of World Vision: “If Christ is Lord, then nothing He asked us to do is optional.”  Here’s how Jesus himself said it: “Why do you call me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ and do not do what I say?” (Luke 6:46)  Jesus commands us to love our enemies – if he’s the Lord God, that’s not optional.  He commands us to live generously, to care for the poor, to feed the hungry – if he’s Lord, that’s not optional.  He commands us to be pure in our thoughts and our conduct – if he’s Lord, that’s not optional.  He calls us to make disciples and to teach those we disciple to obey everything he taught – if he’s Lord, that’s not optional.  So let’s decide that from this point forward, for as long as we walk on this earth, nothing Jesus asks us to do is optional.  We will do whatever he asks, because Jesus Christ is the Lord and he is our Lord.  
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