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Lesson 13 – Can We Know that Christianity is True?
“What is truth?”  “I am the …Truth.”  “You shall know the truth and it will set you free.”  
 – Gospel of John
Chapter 29 – Real Redemption:  Modern pluralistic society provides a smorgasbord of worldviews and belief systems, all clamoring for our allegiance.  And whether their trappings are secular or religious, all are in essence offering means of salvation - attempts to solve the human dilemma and give hope for renewing the world.  Today's most fashionable answers presume there is no Kingdom of God on which to fasten our hopes, and therefore they promise to create heaven here on earth - the Escalator Myth in its various forms.  Alongside these are messages of heroic despair, challenging us to be courageous in facing life's meaninglessness.  It is easy to become bewildered by the array of answers available in today’s marketplace of ideas, to throw up one's hands and declare them all valid options. That's why pluralism often leads to relativism - to the idea that is no overarching, objective truth but only a variety of subjective beliefs.  Yet performing a careful examination of some of the competing worldviews -- by lining them up against the Christian faith as we have done in the previous chapters and in the Attachment -- we see with astonishing clarity that Christianity offers the only real answers to the most basic questions of life and the best understanding of why we need to be saved, and how that can occur.

First: Christianity begins with an accurate diagnosis of the human dilemma. The basic problem is a moral one: our guilt before a holy God.  God created us and established the moral dimensions for our lives.  But we blew it.  We have sinned, every one of us; we all have fallen short of God's perfect standard (Rms 3:23).  In addition to creating the natural order to the universe, God created a moral order, and we have defied it.  As a result, we are alienated from God.  Admittedly, people often do not feel guilty before God, since we are indoctrinated with the belief that guilt is merely a subjective feeling, a neurosis to be cured, and that we really ought to feel good about ourselves.  As a result many people come to Christianity on grounds other than guilt: a longing for inner peace and purpose, an attraction to the quality of love in a Iocal church, or a need to resolve some life crisis.  But no matter what initially attracts us to Christianity, at some point each of us must confront the truth of our own moral condition: Guilt is objectively real, and we are guilty.  We are sinners in the hands of a righteous God.  But the Holy Spirit can penetrate the hardest heart to convict us of our sinfulness as it did Bernard Nathanson and me and you. 
Second: Christianity provides the only answer to the problem of sin.  God himself has reached across the moral chasm that separates us from Him in order to bring us back. The second person of the Trinity became a human being, lived a perfect life of obedience to the moral order, and in his death paid the price for our violation of the moral law, satisfying the demands of justice.  God's solution reveals a marvelous economy, for the substitute atonement permits God to be both "just and the One who justifies" (Rom 3:26).  He remains "just" because He does not merely turn a blind eye to humanity’s violation of the moral law, which flows from His own holy character.  Yet at the same time He “justifies" those who have violated that law because its demands have been met by Christ’s suffering on the cross.  Since it is humans who commit sin, only a human being can pay the penalty for it.  But since sin offends an infinite Being, the penalty is infinite - which means only God can pay it.  Thus the Incarnation is the only reasonable and fitting solution: God becomes man in order, as man, to pay the penalty for our sin.  But death of the God-man is not the end of the story, for Jesus was resurrected from the dead and lives forever.  He overcame death, making it possible for us to be free from sin and death, from evil and destruction.  By accepting His salvation, we become new creations and a new people. This is the "good news" (the literal meaning of gospel) that Christianity offers.  And it is far more than a mere intellectual answer; it transforms our lives.  All the ideologies we've examined in this class are pallid imitations of the Christian gospel.  They promise to free people from oppression (or neurosis, or whatever else they define as the problem) and create the New Man, build the New Society, usher in the New Age.  Clinging to the beauty of the gospel's hope but wanting none of the gospel's requirements, they recast it as the Escalator Myth, a fallacy of progress, promising that we can create a new life through politics, sex, science, or Eastern spirituality, or whatever.  But all of these views are defective, inadequate substitutes for the real need of real people for real redemption.
Third: Christianity's offer of salvation is based on objectively verifiable truth.  An extraordinary and astounding element that sets Christianity apart from all other religions and worldviews is that it is based on an objectively verifiable historical event -- the crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus Christ some two thousand years ago.  The historical validity of this event has withstood every imaginable assault, ranging from the charge of “a cover-up" (by religious leaders of Jesus' day), to modern claims that it was a 'Passover plot' or a 'conjuring trick with bones.'  What skeptics overlook is that the empty tomb was a historical fact, verifiable by ordinary observation like any other historical fact.  It was acknowledged by the soldiers who guarded the tomb (why else did they need to concoct an alternative explanation?).  The resurrected Christ also appeared to five hundred eyewitnesses - too many people to dismiss the accounts as mass hysteria or the power of suggestion.  Moreover, the original disciples refused to renounce Jesus, even though they were persecuted, tortured, and martyred.  This defeated band of men, who had already returned to their fishing nets and boats, would never have been transformed into bold preachers of the gospel and defenders of the faith had they not seen Jesus' resurrected body and known him to be the living God.  Had they attempted a Passover plot, they could never have kept it secret.  People will die for something they believe to be true, but they will never die for something they know to be false.  A common stance, especially among theological liberals, is that the historicity of Jesus' resurrection doesn't matter -- that even if the event didn't happen, Jesus is an important moral teacher.  India's former Prime Minister Mahatma Gandhi expressed this attitude: "I may say that I have never been interested in an historical Jesus.  I should not care if it was proved by someone that the man called Jesus never lived, and that what was narrated in the Gospels was a figment of the writer's imagination.  For the Sermon on the Mount would still be true for me."  But historical truth does matter.  It is not enough to see Jesus' death and resurrection as a symbol, a parable, a myth, a purely subjective idea that can be "true for me," even if not true for others.  The Christian message is the Good News about what God has done for mankind.  But if the gospel is a myth, then God has not done anything!  If religion is made independent of facts, there is no such thing as a gospel, for 'gospel' means 'good news,' ‘glad tidings’ -- information about something that has happened.  A gospel independent of history is a contradiction of terms.  Jesus' resurrection is much more than a historical fact, of course, but it is nothing less than one.  And the facts clearly support the gospel's claims.  
Critics used to argue that the New Testament was not written until hundreds of years after Jesus lived, by which time a jungle of myth and legend had grown up and distorted the original events.  But we now know that the New Testament books were originally written a few decades after Christ's resurrection - far too short a period for legends to develop.  Even many liberal scholars have come to agree that the New Testament was composed soon after the recorded events occurred, at a time when many people who knew Jesus were still alive and could dispute any false claims.  "In my opinion,” writes William F. Albright, "every book of the New Testament was written by a baptized Jew between the forties and eighties of the first century.”  Moreover, we have several thousand copies of the New Testament, many of them very old.  (Generally, the older the copy, the closer it is to the original composition and therefore the more reliable it is considered to be.)  Most of the New Testament books are preserved in manuscripts that are dated only a little more than a hundred years after the originals, and some fragments are dated within a few decades.  By contrast, we have only twenty copies of the works of the Roman writer Tacitus, and the earliest manuscript is dated a thousand years after he lived.  The earliest manuscript we have of the work of Aristotle is dated fourteen hundred years after he lived.  The earliest copy of Caesar's Gallic Wars is dated a thousand years after he wrote it.  Yet no one questions either the historicity of Tacitus or Aristotle or Caesar, or the authenticity of their writings.  The upshot is that today, Jesus' life is more thoroughly validated than that of virtually any other ancient figure.

The salvation attested to in the New Testament is the culmination of a long process of preparation in the Old Testament, which is also historically reliable, as archeological discoveries continue to confirm.  For example, there was a time when critics said Moses could not have written the Pentateuch because writing had not yet been invented.  Then archeologists discovered that writing was well developed thousands of years before Moses' day.  The Egyptian and Babylonian cultures were highly literate cultures, with dictionaries, schools, and libraries.  Critics once reserved their sharpest criticism for the early chapters of Genesis, dismissing the stories of the patriarchs as legend.  But in recent years, archeological discoveries have repeatedly confirmed that Genesis gives highly accurate accounts of the names, places, trade routes, and customs of patriarchal times.  Archeologists have found cuneiform tablets containing references to people such as Abraham and his brothers, Nahor and Haran.  Tablets also explain puzzling customs, such as Abraham's and Jacob's practice of having children by a servant girl; the tablets show this was a common practice at the time.  Yet, only a few centuries after the patriarchs lived, many of these names and practices and even some cities had completely disappeared.  Contrary to what critics once claimed, it would have been impossible for the Bible writers to invent these stories later.  They would have to have invented events that, by sheer chance, matched places and customs by then long forgotten.  The discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls likewise provided confirmation for much of the Old Testament - even its supernatural character.  Take Psalm 22, which predicts Christ’s crucifixion in uncanny detail.  Skeptics, rejecting the reality of divinely inspired prophecy, insisted that the psalm must have been written in the Maccabean Era, just before the birth of Christ, since before then the practice of crucifixion did not exist in the Roman Empire.  But when the Dead Sea Scrolls were discovered, they included copies of the Psalms dated centuries before the Maccabean Era.  And the evidence continues to mount.  In the 1970’s, archeological excavations confirmed the unique design of Philistine temples, with the roof supported by two central pillars about six feet apart.  This discovery gives historical plausibility to the story of Samson, who grasped two pillars in the Philistine temple and brought it down.  Archeologists have also uncovered the ruins of the ancient city of Jericho and have found evidence that the walls of the city fell in an unusual manner - outward and flat, forming a perfect ramp for an invading army.  And in 1993, in Israel, archeologists uncovered a rock fragment inscribed with an ancient text referring to “the House of David," the first reference to King David and his royal family ever found outside the pages of the Bible.  The historical data presses us to conclude that the stories in the Old and New Testaments are not made-up fables; they are accounts of real people and real events.  As British journalist and historian Paul Johnson concludes, "It is not now the men of faith, it is the skeptics, who have reason to fear the course of discovery."

The old pagan world was littered with myths about a dying god who rises again, writes C. S. Lewis, but in Christianity, that myth became fact.  "The dying god really appears - as a historical Person, living in a definite place and time."  Like a myth, the gospel is a colorful story that inspires our imagination, yet at the same time it is sober fact, something that happened in the real world.  “The story of Jesus,” Lewis concludes, is, "Perfect Myth and Perfect Fact: claiming not only our love and our obedience, but also our wonder and delight, addressed to the savage, the child, and the poet in each one of us no less than to the moralist, the scholar and the philosopher."
  But Christ's resurrection is only the beginning of the story of redemption.  At Pentecost, the risen Christ sent forth the Holy Spirit into the lives of believers, to work out His purposes in their lives.  Today as well, all believers receive the power to become children of God, to be transformed and restored to our true nature, people created in the image of God.  And we live as the community of hope, in expectation knowing that Christ will return and establish his rule over all.  

God's redemption, then, does not change us into something different so much as it restores us to the way we were originally created.  Virtually all of the words the Bible uses to describe salvation imply a return to something that originally existed.  To redeem means to 'buy back," and the image evokes a kidnapping: Someone pays the ransom and buys captives back, restoring them to their original freedom.  Reconciliation implies a relationship torn by conflict, but then returned to its original friendship.  The New Testament also speaks of renewal, implying that something has been battered and torn, then restored to its pristine condition.  Regeneration implies something returned to life after having died.  All these terms suggest a restoration of some good thing that was spoiled or lost.  Being justified before God is a wonderful gift, yet it is just the beginning.  Salvation empowers us to take up the task laid on the first human beings at the dawn of creation: to subdue the earth and extend the Creator's dominion over all of life.  Only Christianity provides true redemption -- restoration to our created state and the hope of eternal peace with God.  No other worldview identifies the real problem: the stain of sin in our souls.  No other worldview can set free a tormented soul like Bernard Nathanson - or like me and you.  And having been liberated from sin, we are now empowered to help bring Christ’s restoration to the entire creation order.
Bible Study:  Jn 18:38; 14:6; 8:32; Acts 4:12; Lk 2:1-7; Mk 15:22-26; 44-45; 16:1-8; Mt 27:62-66; 

Mt 28:11-15; 1 Cor 15:1-8; Heb 2:1-4; Jn 3:12, 13, 16; Acts 1:8; Lk 14:34-35.
Questions:

1. What is truth?

2. What is religion? 
3. Is it important for a religion to be rational?  Objectively verifiable?  Why?

4. How is the Bible different from the sacred writings of other faiths?
5. How is Jesus different in His presentation of “truth” than other religious leaders?

6. How should the answers to the above questions affect my personal faith?
7. How now shall I live?  In my personal life?  In my role in our culture?

	
	Christian Worldview
	Liberation

(Marxist)

Ideologies
	Sexual Liberation
	Science/

Technology

Liberation
	Existentialism/

Postmodernism
(No Liberation)
	New Age

(Enlightenment)

	      Creation

(How did we get here, where are we going, who’s in charge?)


	Creationism 

(God is Creator --transcendent yet imminent)
	Evolutionism

(No God -- Nature is all there is)
	Evolutionism

(No God -- Nature is all there is)
	Evolutionism

(No God -- Nature is all there is)
	Evolutionism  

(No God -- Nature is all there is)


	Pantheism

(Man is God.   Nature and God are One)

	          Fall

 (What is wrong 

 with the world?)
	Original sin.  Man is guilty before a Holy God.
	Class struggle (political, gender, economic, race, sex orientation).  Oppressors are those in authority.
	Religion and Bible-based morality and values are the problem.
	Lack of scientific knowledge.  Religions perpetrate myth --not information.
	Lack of courage to face the reality that the universe is hostile and without absolute truth, beauty, love.
	Lack of knowledge that we are God.

	     Redemption

  (How do we fix

   the problems?)
	Incarnation and resurrection of Jesus Christ as the atonement for sin.  Kingdom of God.
	Revolution is required to overthrow the oppressors.  Leads to Utopia on earth. 
	Unrestrained sexual gratification.  Social engineering is required to re-program society.
	Path to Utopia is through science and technology.  Faith in progress and evolution of the species.
	Heroic defiance to become your own Master.  

Socio-biology --(evolution of the species)
	Become enlightened to your true identity as Divine.



	    Comparison

    (to Christian

     Worldview)
	Fits reality; works.

Factually true in history and science.

Accurate diagnosis of the problem.  

Provides real redemption.  


	Utopian Myth. Leads to tyranny without moral restraint.

As a political and economic system, Marxism has been a miserable failure.


	Utopian Myth.  Leads to all sorts of social pathologies including sexual diseases, abortion, teen pregnancies, and family breakdown.


	Utopian Myth.  

No moral component to guide or restrain technology.  Ignores the reality of the subjective self (i.e., heart and soul).


	Despair with heroic courage.  Looks death squarely in the face.  Suicide is the ultimate act of courage (e.g., Ernest Hemmingway).
	Utopian / Re-incarnation Myth. Natural bent of the fallen human mind – we can become God.  Denies reality.  No basis for morality. No external spiritual power.


� C. S. Lewis, God in the Dock: Essays on Theology and Ethics (Eerdmans, 1970), p. 58
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