NAVS Discipleship materials

How can we know anything about God? (4) – Jesus the supreme revelation of God
Introduction

We have seen that, due to our sinful minds, we cannot rely on our own thinking and reasoning if we want to know anything about God.  We need God, in His grace, to reveal Himself to us.  We have seen that God reveals something of Himself in creation, and that that limited revelation should trigger a search for more.  And we have seen that Jesus is both God and man.  So we are now in a position to look more carefully at God’s supreme revelation of Himself.

i)
Jesus The Supreme Revelation Of The Father

If we want to know what God is like, where should we look?  What mistake did Philip make?  What does Jesus tell Him?  How can Jesus, the Son, reveal God the Father perfectly?

· The first and foremost place for us to look, if we want to know what God is like, is Jesus Christ (for more on the importance of the Bible, see below)

· Philip asked Jesus to show him the Father (John14 v8).  His mistake was that he did not realise that Jesus was the supreme revelation of the Father.  Jesus’ reply is simple yet profound, “anyone who has seen me has seen the Father” (v9)

· The Bible consistently insists that, for a complete revelation of God, we should look to Jesus.  Colossians 1 v15 says, “He is the image of the invisible God”, and Hebrews 1 v3 says, “the Son is the radiance of God’s glory and the exact representation of his being”.  Jesus is God the Father’s supreme revelation of Himself.  John 1 v18 says “no-one has ever seen God, but God the One and Only, who is at the Father’s side, has made Him known”. 

· How can this be?  John 5 v19 – 20 help us to understand.  These verses show that Jesus’ perfect revelation of the Father depends on two conditions being met – (i) the Father shows the Son all He does (v20); (ii) the Son does everything the Father does, and nothing else (v19).  If the Father did not show the Son everything then the Son could not be the perfect revelation of the Father.  And if the Son did not obey the Father perfectly, but did His own thing instead, then we would not get a perfect picture of the Father.  So this helps us to understand how Jesus is the supreme, perfect revelation of the Father.  Notice how it is rooted in love.  The Father loves the Son, so shows Him everything He does, and the Son loves the Father so obeys Him perfectly.  This marvellous self-disclosure of the Father is ultimately rooted in His love for the Son.

ii) The Role Of The Bible

If Jesus is the place we should supremely look to see what God is like, does it follow that we should forget about all the books in the Bible other than the Gospels?  If not, how should we approach reading the Old Testament?  How should we approach reading the other books in the New Testament?  Why is it important that we have a Biblical view of Jesus?

· We certainly shouldn’t forget about all the books of the Bible other than the Gospels.  2 Timothy 3 v16 says, “all Scripture is God-breathed”.  All Scripture is revelation; all Scripture is God graciously reaching down to reveal Himself to us.  We should not ignore any of it!  God has graciously given us all of the books in our Bibles.

· We must realise that all revelation points to Jesus as God’s supreme revelation.  We saw this in relation to creation two weeks ago (see session 2 – ‘the limited revelation of creation’).  The Bible is the same.  All of the Bible points to Jesus as God’s supreme revelation of Himself.  And we must read it accordingly.  

· Jesus said in John 5 v39, “you diligently study the Scriptures because you think that by them you possess eternal life.  These are the Scriptures that testify about me”.  The Jews Jesus was talking to made the mistake of thinking that there was something virtuous about Bible study in itself.  But there is not.  The value of Bible study is to better understand God the Father through Jesus.  So when we read the Bible we must think to ourselves, ‘in the light of God’s supreme revelation in Jesus, what does this passage teach me?’  

· For example, we can read about Abraham and how he had faith in God that really impacted on the way he lived.  But we must then take the next step and apply this to ourselves in the light of Jesus Christ – we are to have faith in His death and resurrection as the means by which we are saved and live accordingly.  This is essentially the flow of Hebrews 11 v1 – 12 v 3.  Since we have the example of many “witnesses” to look at (including Abraham), we should “throw off everything that hinders and the sin that so easily entangles” and run “with perseverance the race marked out for us”.  We should “fix our eyes on Jesus”. 

· It is crucial to have a Biblical view of Jesus.  People who lived at the time could have seen Jesus in the flesh, heard Him teach, maybe even converse with Him.  We live 2000 years later!  If we want to know what Jesus was like, and therefore what God the Father is like, we must read the eyewitness accounts from those times.  And in the Bible we have “God-breathed” eyewitness accounts.  They are trustworthy.  They tell us what Jesus was like, what He taught, etc.  If we rely on non-Biblical material about Jesus, then we are relying on something that is not “God-breathed”, that is not trustworthy, that will not necessarily tell us what Jesus (and therefore God the Father) was like.  In short, we risk ending up with an inaccurate picture of what God is like.

iii) Trying To Understand God Without Jesus

Followers of other faiths would claim to know something about God without looking at Jesus.  What does the Bible make of such claims?  Do other religions originate from man or God? 

· We can learn a limited amount about God from creation (His “invisible qualities” – Romans 1 v20).  We may be able to learn something about God by reading the Bible without reference to Jesus.  But there is no way to gain a complete understanding of God without looking to Jesus.  “He is the image of the invisible God” (Colossians 1 v15).  He is “the radiance of God’s glory and the exact representation of his being” (Hebrews 1 v3).  It is Jesus, “the One and Only, who is at the Father’s side, [who] has made Him known” (John 1 v18).  If we want a full knowledge of what God is like, we must look to Jesus.

· Therefore, the Bible does not see that the devout follower of another religion has anything over the atheist.  If we talk about God, and if, instead of looking at what is revealed through Jesus we manufacture our own ideas of what God is like, then we are not talking truthfully about God!  We are swapping God-given revelation for man’s own ideas, which are tainted by sin.  Other religions essentially swap God-given revelation for ideas originating from man.  This is nothing more than idolatry.

· We can see this demonstrated in the Bible’s response to other religions.  In Isaiah 44 v6 God says “I am the first and I am the last; apart from me there is no God”, and in v8, “is there any God besides me?  No, there is no other Rock; I know not one”.  Jeremiah 16 v19 – 20 says, “to you the nations will come from the ends of the earth and say, ‘Our fathers possessed nothing but false gods, worthless idols that did them no good.  Do men make their own gods?  Yes, but they are not gods!’”  This indiscriminate response to other religions is seen in action in Deuteronomy 29 v18 (and numerous other passages): “make sure there is no man or woman, clan or tribe among you today whose heart turns away from the Lord our God to go and worship the gods of those nations; make sure there is no root among you that produces such bitter poison”.

· We must heed this lesson.  Isaiah 44 v9 – 11 gives a stark warning - “all who make idols are nothing … Who shapes a god and casts an idol, which can profit him nothing?  He and his kind will be put to shame; craftsmen are nothing but men”. 

iv)
Talking To People From Other Religions

What lessons does this hold for us in terms of speaking to people about God?  What about people who follow another religion?  In our culture, how can we be expected to persuade people that Jesus is the only way to God?  Where can we look for help in this?

· People are happy to talk about God in vague abstract terms, but do not like being confronted with the Jesus of the Bible.  But to reject Jesus is to reject God.  John 5 v23 says, “He who does not honour the Son does not honour the Father, who sent Him”.  You cannot separate Father and Son.  You cannot worship God without worshipping Jesus.  Does our evangelism reflect this?

· Sometimes when talking to people from other faiths, in particular Islam, we get into the mindset, ‘oh good, they already believe in God’.  But this is not a head start!  They are not talking about God the Father, as revealed in Christ.  They are talking about another god, a different god.  Even if some of what they believe about God is correct (e.g., He is worthy of worship), they are deriving this from human reasoning, not from the revelation God has given us.  We must make sure that they look to God’s revelation of Himself to learn about God.  The way to do this is to focus on Christ, and who He is! (see session (3) – ‘was Jesus really God?’).  We must tell them to look to Jesus, in who “all the fulness of the Deity lives in bodily form” (Colossians 2 v9).

· We are not the first to try and teach that Jesus is the only way to God against the background of a hostile culture.  The original preaching of the Gospel took place in a very similar climate, where the attitude was that all religions are equally valid.  Today all religions are deemed valid as long as tolerance reigns.  In the Roman Empire all religions were deemed valid as long as their adherents would say that ‘Caesar is Lord’.  So how did the early church succeed in such a climate?

· We can see from Acts and from the NT Epistles that the early church preached “Christ crucified” (1 Corinthians 1 v23).  Their message was the actual factual historical death and resurrection of Jesus Christ.  This didn’t always gain an easy-hearing – 1 Corinthians 1 v23 says that this message was “a stumbling-block to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles” (this covers the whole world!).  Why was this so successful?  Admittedly the early church had the advantage that Jesus’ death was a recent event.  But this isn’t the only explanation for their success.  They preached the message of the cross honestly and openly, which commended it as being true.  And they pointed to the cross as the single event that revealed Christ as supreme Son of God (see session (3) – was Jesus really God? – and the evidence that Jesus rose from the dead).  

v) How Do We Handle The Revelation God Has Given Us?

What dangers are there that we distort God’s revelation of Himself?  What pressures are there on us to distort God’s revelation?

· It is easy to be influenced by the culture we live in, and this may lead to us distorting God’s revelation in Christ.  See the example from the Philippines.  There people have mixed the Gospel with the domestic culture of animism, and the result is a kind of ‘folk Christianity’.  The mistakes made by the Filipinos seem obvious to us, but we face exactly the same danger with our post-modern culture, and these dangers are far less obvious to us because we are immersed in them!  One example might be that we begin to think that all faiths are equally valid (leading to our zeal for mission being diminished), because our culture teaches us to be tolerant, even though Jesus clearly states “I am the way and the truth and the life.  No-one comes to the Father except through me” (John 14 v6)(see Josh Moody quote).  Another example is that our culture teaches us to be self-sufficient and dependent on no-one.  But Jesus taught us to depend on Him and not to try and be self-sufficient (Matthew 11 v28 – 30), and we are taught in 1 Corinthians 12 v21 that as Christians we should not try to be self-sufficient, but should learn to depend on and value our fellow believers.  Another example might be our conceptions of Heaven and Hell.  Are they from the Bible, or are they based on images created by society?  We must try to shake off the shackles of our culture and see God through Christ and Christ only.

· There is another danger, which is that we don’t come to God’s revelation in Christ with an open mind.  We already know what we would like it to say, and so we fit God’s revelation into our own expectations.  See the example from Maya Angelou’s autobiography.  The negroes wanted something to help them endure their oppression, and convinced themselves that they were God’s chosen people who would ultimately occupy Heaven.  The quote shows how they distorted 1 Corinthians 13 to get it to say what they wanted it to say.  Do we do the same thing with Scripture?  Do we come to it open-minded, willing to hear what it says to us, or do we come to it with an idea of what we want it to say, and twist it to fit our own expectations?

· There are other dangers.  As well as the secular culture, there is religious tradition.  Are there religious traditions that we feel bound to observe even though they are not found in Scripture?  Or maybe we fall into the trap of exalting Christian friends/family/pastors/authors into Jesus’ position of ultimate authority?  Jesus is the person who reveals God to us, not fellow believers (their role is helping us to understand God’s revelation).  So we should check what people tell us, to make sure it is consistent with God’s revelation of Himself.  We should heed the example of the Bereans, who are commended in Acts 17 v11 for checking everything that Paul preached to them with Scripture!  Is some of our thinking based on human reasoning rather than God’s revelation?  

· Sometimes God chooses not to reveal certain things to us.  For example, what happens to six-month-old babies who die?  How can our ability to choose be consistent with God predestining believers?  Did God create the world through evolution or not?  Christians give their opinions on these things – but do we exalt these opinions to the position of God-given revelation?  Are we unhappy with God for not revealing some things to us?  Are we willing to trust Him?

· One major area today is that of spiritual experience.  Much is said about it, but how much of our own theology on spiritual experience is based on God’s revelation, and how much of it is based on what other people say to us?  The final part of this series (session (5) – authentic spiritual experience) will be spent rethinking our notions of spiritual experience.  What has God told us about spiritual experience?  How much of our thinking is actually based on man’s teaching which is not part of God’s revelation? 

vi)
Should We Expect God To Give Us Further Revelation Today?

How do you expect God to speak to you today?  How does God promise to speak to us today?  Why is the Bible called the “sword of the Spirit” (Ephesians 6 v17)?  Should we expect God to speak to us today in other ways too?

· Hebrews 1 v2 says “in these last days [God] has spoken to us by His Son”.  God promises to speak to us today through Jesus.  And where do we find Jesus’ words and character?  In Scripture.  The Bible is not dead letters trapped in ancient parchments.  The Bible is the living word of God.  Hebrews 4 v12 says, “the word of God is living and active”.  In Scripture we can see God’s revelation of Himself in Jesus.  As we read the Bible, with the help of the Spirit, we can hear God speaking to us through His supreme revelation in Christ (see 2nd Jensen & Payne quote).  
· This is why the Scriptures are called the “sword of the Spirit” (Ephesians 6 v17).  Scripture is the means God uses to speak to us by His Spirit.  As we read Scripture the Spirit works in us, and we are moulded and changed.   Through the work of the Spirit applying the word to our hearts, He awakens a response in us and leads us to follow Him.  Psalm 119 v105 says, “your word is a lamp to my feet and a light for my path”
· Of course God is still able to send us dreams, writing on a wall, or appear to us in a burning bush.  But the only method by which God has promised to speak to us today is through Scripture (in the hands of the Spirit).  And why should we expect anything else?  Jesus is God’s great word to humanity.  He is the good shepherd, whose voice His sheep recognise.  What are we saying about that voice if we say we need new and fresh revelations? (see 3rd Jensen and Payne quote) 
· Many people desperately want God to speak to them today, and long for some dream or vision.  But if they don’t receive one, they end up disappointed.  They may even feel inferior to fellow believers who claim to have had such experiences.  The tragedy of this is that God does speak to all believers today.  He has spoken to us through His Son, and we can hear this voice when we study Scripture.
· In fact, God warns against looking beyond Scripture.  For example, Colossians 2 v6 – 10 exhort us to “continue to live in [Christ]”, because “in Christ all the fulness of the deity lives in bodily form”.  We are warned against being taken “captive through hollow and deceptive philosophy which depends on human tradition and the basic principles of this world rather than on Christ”.  
· So let us realise what we have in Scripture and utilise it, rather than overlook it and miss out on God’s supreme revelation of Himself, Jesus Christ! (see 4th Jensen and Payne quote)
Conclusion

Thank God that He chose to reveal Himself to us.  Thank God for Jesus, who endured leaving Heaven and came to earth in order that we might learn about God.  And thank God for His Scriptures and His Spirit, by which we can hear His voice speaking to us today! 
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How can we know anything about God? (4) – Jesus the supreme revelation of God
John 14:5-14 “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.’ Philip said, ‘Lord, show us the Father and that will be enough for us.’ Jesus answered: ‘Don't you know me, Philip, even after I have been among you such a long time? Anyone who has seen me has seen the Father. How can you say, ‘Show us the Father’? 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. I tell you the truth, anyone who has faith in me will do what I have been doing. He will do even greater things than these, because I am going to the Father. And I will do whatever you ask in my name, so that the Son may bring glory to the Father. You may ask me for anything in my name, and I will do it.”
John 5:19-23 “Jesus gave them this answer: ‘I tell you the truth, the Son can do nothing by himself; he can do only what he sees his Father doing, because whatever the Father does the Son also does. For the Father loves the Son and shows him all he does. Yes, to your amazement he will show him even greater things than these. 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, that all may honour the Son just as they honor the Father. He who does not honor the Son does not honour the Father, who sent him.”
John 1:18 “No-one has ever seen God, but God the One and Only, who is at the Father’s side, has made him known”

Colossians 1:15 “He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn over all creation.”

Hebrews 1:1-3 “In the past God spoke to our forefathers through the prophets at many times and in various ways, but in these last days he has spoken to us by his Son, whom he appointed heir of all things, and through whom he made the universe. The Son is the radiance of God’s glory and the exact representation of his being, sustaining all things by his powerful word.”

2 Timothy 3:16 “All scripture is God breathed.”

John 5:39 “You diligently study the Scriptures because you think that by them you possess eternal life. These are the Scriptures that testify about me.”

Deuteronomy 29:16-18 “You yourselves know how we lived in Egypt and how we passed through the countries on the way here. You saw among them their detestable images and idols of wood and stone, of silver and gold. Make sure there is no man or woman, clan or tribe among you today whose heart turns away from the LORD our God to go and worship the gods of those nations; make sure there is no root among you that produces such bitter poison.”
Isaiah 44:6-11 “This is what the LORD says—Israel’s King and Redeemer, the LORD Almighty: I am the first and I am the last; apart from me there is no God. Who then is like me? Let him proclaim it. Let him declare and lay out before me what has happened since I established my ancient people, and what is yet to come-- yes, let him foretell what will come. Do not tremble, do not be afraid. Did I not proclaim this and foretell it long ago? You are my witnesses. Is there any God besides me? No, there is no other Rock; I know not one.’ All who make idols are nothing, and the things they treasure are worthless. Those who would speak up for them are blind; they are ignorant, to their own shame. Who shapes a god and casts an idol, which can profit him nothing? He and his kind will be put to shame; craftsmen are nothing but men. Let them all come together and take their stand; they will be brought down to terror and infamy.”
Jeremiah 16:19-21 “O LORD, my strength and my fortress, my refuge in time of distress, to you the nations will come from the ends of the earth and say, ‘Our fathers possessed nothing but false gods, worthless idols that did them no good. Do men make their own gods? Yes, but they are not gods!’ ‘Therefore I will teach them--this time I will teach them my power and might. Then they will know that my name is the LORD.”
1 Corinthians 1:23 “[W]e preach Christ crucified: a stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles.”

1 Corinthians 12:21 “The eye cannot say to the hand, ’I don’t need you!’  And the head cannot say to the feet, ‘I don’t need you!’”

Acts 17:11 “Now the Bereans were of more noble character than the Thessalonians, for they received the message with great eagerness and examined the Scriptures every day to see if what Paul said was true.”

Hebrews 4:12 “For the word of God is living and active.  Sharper than any double-edged sword, it penetrates even to dividing soul and spirit, joints and marrow; it judges the thoughts and attitudes of the heart”. 

Ephesians 6:17 “Take the helmet of salvation and the sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God.”

Psalm 119:105 “Your word is a lamp to my feet and a light for my path.”

Colossians 2:6-10 “So then, just as you received Christ Jesus as Lord, continue to live in him, rooted and built up in him, strengthened in the faith as you were taught, and overflowing with thankfulness. See to it that no one takes you captive through hollow and deceptive philosophy, which depends on human tradition and the basic principles of this world rather than on Christ. For in Christ all the fullness of the Deity lives in bodily form, and you have been given fullness in Christ, who is the head over every power and authority.”
“When people say, ‘What’s God like?’ the right answer is ‘Jesus Christ’.  Or when people say, ‘I’d believe in God if I could see him’, the correct response is, ‘you could have seen him if you had been born in first-century Judea’.” (Josh Moody from Authentic Spirituality at p.96)

“Filipinos who believe in the mix of animism [the belief that all objects have a spirit] and Catholicism do not see any inconsistencies between the two.  In Catholic areas, the local spirits of animistic belief have been largely replaced with local patron saints.  A crucifix or cross is believed to ward off evil spirits in the same way as an amulet.  In buses and taxis there is often a shrine or statue of the Virgin Mary or baby Jesus, which is thought to protect those who travel … It is common to attend church regularly or to hold Christian beliefs but also to follow animistic practices.  Some people visit a spirit doctor if they are ill or have a problem with someone.  They might make sacrifices or offerings to appease spirits or ask for good health or a bountiful harvest … Tribal animistic practises ranges from low-key rituals such as burning something bad-smelling to ward off evil spirits when you are ill, to making sacrifices in order to free those possessed by a familiar spirit.  These are performed not only by non-Christians but also by those professing to follow Christ” (Charlotte Hails from the article Folk Christianity in East Asia’s Billions [July-September 2001])

“[F]ashion influences us more than we think.  Even if we avoid being fashion victims, we are all creatures of our environment.  What other people say or believe has a profound effect upon us.  Living [in this culture] means being surrounded by people who say that all religions are different paths up the same mountain.  And unless we make a gargantuan effort to think otherwise we shall think the same.  Unwittingly, religious fashion influences us more than we think” (Josh Moody from Authentic Spirituality at p.76)

“The mean whitefolks was going to get their comeuppance.  Wasn’t that what the minister said, and wasn’t he quoting from the words of God Himself? [the minister was preaching on 1 Corinthians 13] … The congregation lowed with satisfaction.  Even if they were society’s pariahs, they were going to be angels in a marble white heaven and sit on the right hand of Jesus, the Son of God.  The Lord loved the poor and hated those cast high in the world.  Hadn’t He Himself said it would be easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter heaven?  They were assured that they were going to be the only inhabitants of that land of milk and honey, except of course a few whitefolks like John Brown who history books said was crazy anyway.  All the negroes had to do generally, and those at the revival especially, was bear up under this life of toil and cares, because a blessed home awaited them in the far-off bye and bye … They basked in the righteousness of the poor and the exclusiveness of the downtrodden.  Let the whitefolks have their money and power and segregation and sarcasm and big houses and schools and lawns like carpets, and books and mostly – mostly – let them have their whiteness.  It was better to be meek and lowly, spat upon and abused for this little time than to spend eternity frying in the fires of hell” (Maya Angelou from I Know Why The Caged Bird Sings at p.123, p.125 & p.127-128)

“In Jesus we see and hear God’s character and ways, revealed with a crushing finality and clarity.  It’s the ultimate – the big Word from God for the last days” (Phillip D. Jensen & Tony Payne from Guidance And The Voice Of God at p.69)

“And just as Lydia and the Philippian jailer and the Thessalonians and all the others in Acts heard the Gospel of Jesus, and recognised in it the voice of God, so we too hear or read the Gospel of Jesus and hear the voice of God calling to us.  By his Spirit, God unstops our deaf ears, and opens our blind eyes, and as the words of the Bible come to our minds, we experience an extraordinary thing – we realise with a shattering certainty that we are not simply reading words on a page, or listening to some nonentity speak; God himself is speaking to us, and calling us to repent and believe” (Phillip D. Jensen & Tony Payne from Guidance And The Voice Of God at p.73)  

“Jesus is God’s great word to humanity.  It is his voice we should listen to, the voice of the Good Shepherd leading his sheep – the voice that first spoke in Galilee, and which was repeated and spread by the Apostles, and then written down in the inspired Scriptures so that it could also speak to us.  What are we saying about that voice when we claim that the Christian life can only be lived with the help of new and fresh revelations delivered by voices speaking inside our heads, or through inner promptings and impressions?  Are we not saying that God’s great Word for these last days is inadequate?” (Phillip D. Jensen & Tony Payne from Guidance And The Voice Of God at p.78) 

“Many Christians today are so busy trying to work out what God is supposedly saying to them through circumstances, visions, voices, impressions and the like, that they lack the time (and the interest) to listen to what he is really saying to them in his eternal, living Word.  This is the tragedy of the modern ‘hearing God’s voice’ movement.  It is so busy listening intently for what God might say in my head this morning, that it fails to hear what God is shouting at us this morning and every morning from Scriptures” (Phillip D. Jensen & Tony Payne from Guidance And The Voice Of God at p.80-81)
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