January 29, 2006

Pastor: Richard Pfeil

Isn’t it Arrogant to Claim that Jesus is the Only Way?

John 14:6

When I was planning today’s message I really didn’t know this was going to happen. I am not sure if you’ve heard the news recently but there is a gentleman, a very strident atheist, who has taken the Roman Catholic Church to court in Italy, charging them with fraud - that they have fraudulently claimed that Jesus was Lord of all and that he died and rose again. The claim is that the Church can’t even prove that Jesus even existed.  I hope the Roman Catholic Church shows up in court.  I would like to see this tried openly, in public, right on TV, because there is ample, sufficient and overwhelming evidence for the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus. 

We have dealt with the question of Jesus’ existence before, so I am not going to repeat what I said on October 9th. Instead I want to deal with the meaning of the phrase, “Jesus is Lord.” Yesterday at Presbytery this was the topic of discussion. If you are into the Presbyterian Church and its current events you would know that this year the PUP report comes out (PUP stands for the “Peace, Unity and Purity of the Church.”). How do we keep all those three together? How can we keep the peace, experience unity, and also be a pure church?  There have been challenges and there are challenges to the church’s standards on sex, for instance; on the definition of marriage; and on what it means when we say “Jesus is Lord.” In fact at the Presbytery meeting they had a little exercise for us. They had us break up into small groups and share with one another what it means to claim that “Jesus is Lord.” Somehow, after we went around the circle, we got into the topic of “why missions?” Why should we “evangelize” and convert people over to Christ? Why should a Hindu or Muslim be convinced of Christ? Isn’t there more than one way to God? 

Someone in the group (who will remain nameless) used the analogy of a friend in a burning building. The question asked was: “Wouldn’t you want to go in and rescue the person?” Someone took umbrage with the analogy and the description that those outside of the faith lived in a burning building and that the people in the building could be burning. So the issue of the Lordship of Jesus is timely. It is a question that people have today.

But I am not going to attempt to prove that Jesus is Lord; I hope I don’t have to prove that to Christian people. I hope you have already settled that issue in your mind. If not, there is ample evidence for Jesus’ Lordship and there is a way of demonstrating it to a person’s satisfaction. For instance, if I were to address it in a message (actually it would take a series of messages), I would talk about Jesus’ uniqueness. Jesus was unique in many ways: 1) He was unique historically; 2) He was unique prophetically; 3) He was unique morally; 4) He was unique religiously; 5) The way of salvation communicated by Christ is itself unique. Christianity is the only faith in the world that says that you are saved by grace and not by human effort. 6) He was unique in his miracles; 7) Jesus was unique in His resurrection. Jesus was the only religious leader to ever rise again or that claimed that He rose again; 8) His world view or His teachings were and are unique in that they uniquely fit life - they explain life well, so that they match reality. 9) He was unique in his witness. He doesn’t say, simply, “Believe me.” He says, “Believe, and I will prove myself by giving you my Spirit.” The Holy Spirit is God’s self-authentication that He is who He claimed to be. The Holy Spirit is God’s proof that He is alive and real; and 10) Jesus’ mission was unique in that it transcended time, age, and culture. Christ really is the answer for all people. 

Now that would be how I would address the issue of proving that Jesus is Lord and Savior of all. He is the only way, the truth and the life. But, again, that can’t be done in one message. Instead I want to address the accusation people make to Christians that such a claim is, in itself, a very arrogant statement. People have reacted in many ways, saying things like: “How can you say such a thing? Isn’t that arrogant? How can you say, as a Christian, that you are right and everyone else is wrong, especially when 4 out of 5 people on earth today don’t believe the way you do?  Do you really believe that Christians have the corner on truth? How can you say that you are any closer to God than anyone else?”  That claim of Jesus being the “only way” has been described as “hate speech,” “narrow mindedness,” “intolerant,” and as “spiritual racism.” One person called it “religious chauvinism.” And what about those who have never heard the gospel of Jesus? Then there are the  “nice people” like Gandhi (that is always the example). God couldn’t keep him out of heaven just because he didn’t trust in Jesus as his Lord and Savior, could He? 

Well.... how do you respond to these questions? Are these questions you have heard? Are these questions that you have asked or have been asked? We will look at each of these, but first will you pray with me?

Heavenly Father, be with us, open our hearts and minds. Give us a heart like you have, a heart that desires people to come into a relationship with you. People matter to you; help them to matter to us as well, and help us to do everything in our power to bring people into a saving knowledge of Jesus Christ. We pray all these things in His name. Amen. 
What about this claim of arrogance and intolerance and yada, yada, yada? First, I don’t know about you, but I think I am a pretty nice guy. How about you? Are you nice? What about Al? Is he a pretty nice guy? What about the person next to you? Are you a rejecting type of person? Are you guys loving, gentle people? Well, how then did we get the reputation that we are arrogant, narrow-minded, and intolerant people? Where does that come from? Where does this charge come from?

 The decision of who goes to heaven and who doesn’t is not mine to make. The statement that Jesus is the only way is not something I claim or created. I’m in sales. That’s a management decision.  This claim of “Jesus being the only way” does not come from me or you or anyone else. Who does it come from? It comes from Jesus Himself. He made the claim, not us! I didn’t write this book. I don’t make the claim. Jesus did. 

Well what did Jesus say? He says some very tough things. It is interesting who he says them to, as well. Jesus speaks in the context of Judaism and in the context of a very pluralistic society where there are literally thousands of religions. Within such a context he said things like this: (John 14:6) “I am the Way the Truth and the Life no one comes to the Father except through Me.” Now, do you know who he said it to? Does anyone remember the context of John 14:6? Who does He say it to? Thomas. Who is Thomas? Thomas is the biggest doubter of them all; the biggest cynic, the biggest skeptic. If Jesus wanted to reach him He should not have been so stark, or narrow minded. He should have tempered His claim, but Jesus doesn’t. He comes right to Thomas and doesn’t make it any easier. He makes the most exclusive claim to the biggest cynic. Now either Jesus was right and He is simply reflecting the reality of life, or He was very delusional about Himself. Which was He? That is the decision that we are going to have to make. 

Well, maybe the gospel writers misunderstood Jesus. Well, no. You read in Acts 4:12 that Peter and John are in jail. They are facing incredible persecution and possible death, and yet, in the face of opposition and perhaps death they say this: “Salvation is found in no other name for there is no other name under heaven given to men by which we must be saved.” Wow! Then, Philippians 2:9-11 makes an even higher claim. It claims that, “One day, I don’t care what you believe or who you are, one day every knee will bow, those in heaven, those in earth and those under the earth. Every knee will bow and every tongue will confess that Jesus Christ is Lord.” How arrogant it sounds, but the arrogance is not ours; the arrogance, or the exclusivity, is Jesus’! 

As a Christian, I respond to someone accusing me of arrogance by simply saying this, “It is not a claim that I make. It is a claim that Jesus made. But in my experience I found His words to be true. When I put my faith in Jesus Christ, for the first time in my life, I experience God in a very real and a personal way. You can believe whatever you want to believe. That is something you have to decide for yourself, but for me, in my experience, I discovered what Jesus said was very true.” 

Well, isn’t that kind of intolerant though, Pastor? Think of all the world religions - there are four to five thousand world religions if you include tribal religions and animists. Isn’t that very dismissive? Doesn’t that exclude them?  Well this claim of being exclusive is not the sole propriety of the Christian faith. It is not unique to Christianity. Every world religion has exclusive claims. Yet if you listen to the news, to the media or to people talking, it sounds as though Christians alone are arrogant, intolerant, exclusive. That is not true at all. Every world religion, every religion itself, has claims to exclusive truth. Mormonism claims that only Joseph Smith received divine revelation from God through gold tablets. Only he saw them. Only the Book of Mormon reveals the truth of God most precisely. That is a given, that is a doctrine that is exclusionary of all books of faith. Jehovah’s Witnesses say there are only 144,000 people who are getting into heaven. Hindus have three uncompromising truths: the authority of the Veda (that is their holy scriptures), Karma and Reincarnation. Buddhism rejects two of those claims and challenges the caste system. Buddhism itself excludes other truths. Islam is probably the most exclusive of the faiths in that not only do you have to practice the five pillars of faith in order to go to heaven (and even then there is no guarantee), but in order to know the truth about God (Allah) you must know Arabic. The Koran is sacred only in Arabic. So the first step to God is to learn the Arabic language. If you don’t know Arabic there is no way you can know the truth, that is, unless you follow a cleric who does. Outside of that there is no other way to heaven. It is a very exclusive faith. 

Truth itself is exclusive. All truth is inherently exclusive. If something is right, it means something else is wrong. In math, two plus two always equals four. It excludes that three is an answer; it excludes five being an answer. Doesn’t it? In earth sciences the belief is, or the fact is, that the earth is round. What would you say to someone who says the world is flat? What if they say to you, quite emphatically, “I don’t care what you tell me, I know that the world is flat?” You would say that the person is in error because the claim doesn’t fit reality – the reality is the earth is round. Saying it is round is exclusive of any other possibility. It is not an octagon; it is not a hexagon; it is round. So earth sciences, and science itself, is extremely narrow. 

Again Christianity is not the sole proprietor or the owner of narrowness. In fact, there are some ways I celebrate narrowness. When I go to Macdonald’s and get my Egg McMuffin, and hand the cashier a twenty dollar bill, I want them to be very narrow-minded about the amount of change that I get back. I don’t want them to say, “Okay, Egg McMuffin - twenty dollars, close enough!” I want my change back and I want it to be accurate. Don’t you? When I am flying in a plane (which I am going to be doing in about two weeks) I want the pilot to be very narrow-minded. I want him to land the plane on the exact airstrip that’s been assigned to him/her. I don’t want him to say, “You know, you’ve got to keep an open mind about these things. I am going to land in the field or I am going to land in the ocean, or on the highway.” No! Why? Because if he doesn’t land in the strip that was assigned to him, which represents the path to life, we are going to die. So there are some times when narrowness can save your life. And what if Jesus was simply stating a fact, something that represented the reality of life, that He truly is the only way to God. What if Jesus, like the airstrip really represents the only path to life? To not make the claim would then be a lie, wouldn’t it?

Well what about the charge that Christians are intolerant? Is that true? I believe it isn’t. I believe if you take an honest look at the world that you will discover that Christians and Christianity is the most tolerant faith on the face of the planet! I say that for several reasons. One is this - in Christianity, though it makes exclusive claims to truth, it gives you the freedom to believe or not believe. You don’t have to believe. If you don’t believe, you don’t have to. No one is going to force you to believe. God gives you the absolute freedom to worship the way that you want to, to believe the way you chose to.  As a result, in countries where Christianity has become part of the culture and has influenced the culture, what do you see? You see countries that are extremely free. They experience freedom of religion, the press, to assemble etc. Look at any other country that is controlled by any Eastern religion and what do you find? You find absolute intolerance of anything. It is dangerous in Hindu countries to be a Christian or anything other than a Hindu. It is dangerous in an Islamic country to be a Christian. It could cost you your life. So if we are going to say that Christianity is intolerant, then let’s look at the world and see if it is true. Let’s look at all the religions and their claims and their actions with the same critical eye. Let’s be fair about the analysis. Again what do you see? Who are the intolerant ones? It is not countries influenced by the Christian faith. 

Now if you sit there and you say, “Yeah that is why I am an atheist. (You know, I am sure no one here is saying that, but you might know someone who would say that).  If you want to talk about intolerance, the height of intolerance is found in countries where atheism is part of the government itself. Isn’t it? 

Who is the most oppressive country today? It is China. Who used to be? Russia. What was their system of belief? It was the absolute belief in atheism—that there is no God. Every time atheism becomes part of the culture and part of law, it is the most intolerant of all beliefs. Some of the most intolerant places today in our country are secular college campuses. On secular campuses (if you don’t trust me ask the professor), you aren’t taught how to think objectively for yourself. You are indoctrinated. To pass the class or do well in it you have to believe or at least say that you believe the way the professor does. So this claim that Christianity is intolerant… actually when you look at the truth of the matter, Christianity is probably the most tolerant of the faiths. Atheism is the most intolerant and repressive.

Again, even the way of faith, the way to God, and the way to heaven itself is the most inclusive of all the faiths. Imagine if you decided to join a club. Now I tried it one time. I just wanted to see what the process was like. I wanted to join a golf club. So I went to the office where you apply for membership. They took me into this room and met me. They brought out a piece of paper and showed me the rules and requirements for membership. If I didn’t meet those requirements I wasn’t welcome. Of course the first standard that I couldn’t meet was the financial one. Just for the financial reasons I was excluded. There were other rules as well though. There was a dress code. You had to follow the etiquette of the club. There was a $200.00 weekly food bill that you had to pay whether you ate there or not. They did a background check. If there was anything in your past, if you had a record, you were not going to make it. Even then, you were still not a member until you met with the review committee - people who interview you and asked you more questions. Only after you met their standards, fit their list of requirements, only then were you permitted entrance into the bliss of the club. All others remained on the outside, looking in. 

Now imagine though you went to a different club. You asked to become a member and they sat you down and said, “Okay, you know what, there are no qualifications, and there are no fees. In fact we have already made you a member. All you have to do is accept the offer. The membership fee has already been paid for you, come on in. What would happen if the only thing you had to do to get in was simply sign your name onto the blank saying you accept the free offer? How exclusive is that?! Well, my friends, that’s what Christianity offers. That’s what it says. In comparison to other world religions Christianity is the most inclusive. It says there are no requirements for entry. The cost of membership has been paid; it’s been paid by Christ. All you have to do is accept His offer. All other religions are works based. To gain entrance there are a list of things you must do. There is a list of qualifications you must have in order to gain entry. If you fail to do any one of these things you are out! Now which of the faiths, in your mind, is the most inclusive and which is not? 

Well, what about Gandhi? That is a good question. What about my Uncle Fred? He is a good person. Does a person really have to just lip the words .... “Jesus”? Is that the key to getting into heaven? Isn’t being a good person the thing that really matters? It doesn’t really matter what you really believe, does it? I kind of already answered the question but I’ll spell it out again. Who ever said that Christianity is about works? It’s not about works or being good! Do you have to work to get to heaven; no, it is all about Grace. It is about the Grace of God. It’s about what God has already done for us. In fact Scripture is very clear when it comes to evaluating our righteousness - it says that only God is good. Our righteousness is seen as filthy rags. Roman 3:23 says, “All have sinned and fallen short of the Glory of God.” Left to our own devices, no one is righteous. None of us can get into heaven based upon our own morality. Morality is not the basis of our salvation. Ephesians 2:8 says, “For is it by Grace you have been saved through faith.” Scripture tells us that the first step to becoming a good person is by putting our faith in Jesus Christ who washes away our sin and gives us God’s righteousness. Romans 2:20 and 24 say, “No one will be declared righteous in His sight by observation of the law or by good works. But now a righteousness from God apart from works has been made known. This righteousness from God comes through faith in Jesus Christ to all who believe. For all have sinned and fallen short of the Glory of God are justified freely by His Grace.” 

Then Pastor you mean all I have to do is lip “Jesus?” Is that all I have to do? Not quite! Jesus says something about this as well. He says “Not every one who says to me ‘Lord, Lord’ will enter the Kingdom of God but only the person who does the will of my Father. Many will say to me in that day, ‘Lord, Lord did we not prophesy in your name, didn’t I share my faith. Didn’t we cast out demons and perform miracles in your name?’ Then I will say to them plainly ‘I never knew you, away from me you workers of iniquity.’” Well what was the problem? The problem is that they just didn’t put their faith to action; faith didn’t become part of their lives. Our salvation is based solely upon the Grace of God— what he has done for us on the cross of Christ; the cross of Christ takes away all our sin. It is by faith we accept that gift that God has offered to us and that faith becomes a basis for everything that we do. Our faith is reflected in our morality. 

Well, how about sincerity? What if a person really, really believes that they are following God? Well, there are a lot of people who are sincere. I can’t tell you how many people were sincere in their belief that they could ride out Hurricane Katrina, or they believed that it wasn’t going to hit them, but it did. It cost some people their lives. It cost some people a tremendous amount of loss and a lot of pain. They were sincere, but they were sincerely wrong. The object of your faith is important; it needs to correspond to the reality of life. 

Well, how about those who have never heard? It doesn’t seem fair that God would reject those who have never heard or have never had an opportunity to believe in Jesus? Could God condemn such a person? It doesn’t seem right and it doesn’t seem fair. I thought God was a just God? There is a particular passage I find comfort in on this issue. It is Romans 2:13-16: “For it is not merely knowing the law that brings God’s approval. Those who obey the law or obey God’s word will be declared right in his sight. Even when Gentiles, who do not have God’s written law (His Word), instinctively follow what the law says, they show that in their hearts they know right from wrong. They demonstrate that God’s law is written within them, for their own conscience either accuses them or tells them they are doing what is right. The day will surely come when God by Christ will judge everyone’s secret life.” 

What that says to me is that God looks at a person’s heart. God gives everyone a conscience. God reveals Himself in nature. If a person never hears about Jesus but follows what he/she knows about God in his heart, then I believe the passage says that God accepts them as well. You know every missionary that has ever served has discovered that every new tribe discovered has believed in some sort of God. Some way, some how they were following God and have all been open to hearing more about this God. A lot of them are very easy to convert to Christianity because they were anticipating it; they were following God in their heart. God says, if they follow me with their heart, they may not know who I am, but they fear me, they reverence me and they follow me in their heart. It is these I accept. 

Well, Pastor aren’t you saying that works is the basis for faith then?  No. What Jesus said is exactly right, “I am the Way and the Truth and the Life, and no one comes to the Father but through Me.” Had Jesus never died on the cross for our sins, all of our sins would remain. Because he died on the cross for us and for the world, all our sins have been removed. Everyone who goes to heaven will be there because Jesus died on the cross in their place and has washed their sins away. They will be in heaven by the sheer grace of God expressed in Jesus, whether they knew him by name or not. If they followed him in their heart, this passage says that God accepts them and the blood of Christ covers all their sins and He is their righteousness just as He is ours.’ 

The question being raised, about who is in heaven and who is not is not my decision. God reserves the right to decide that. I’m just in sales. That is a management decision. 

Now when people talk about this area of who gets in or not, I get the distinct impression that some believe that they would be more just and loving than God. Jesus addresses this as well.  In Matthew 7 He says, “You who are evil…”( I am not evil, but in comparison to God, we are. It says,) “If you who are evil give good gifts to your children how much more is your Heavenly Father willing to give good gifts to those who love him.” If you are worried that God may not be as just and kind and compassionate as you...STOP WORRYING! Scripture says God is far more compassionate, far more just, far more gracious than we could ever imagine being. I think we can trust him with this decision. I think we can trust God to do the right thing!

I know I didn’t answer all the questions, but it is a good start. The ultimate question is this- is Jesus really the way? Can it be proven? I think it can, but I can’t do it this morning. It was a sermon topic on October 9th if you want to look at that message. Is it arrogant to believe Jesus is the only way? —Not if He really is!!

Let’s pray, Heavenly Father, we as a people are challenged in our faith with many attacks and there are many sayings that are hard in scripture, especially in our day and age where everything seems to be okay, where there is nothing that is right or wrong there is no absolute truth. But we can’t live that way in our regular lives, nor can we live that way spiritually. You have shown us your way; help us to discover it for ourselves. Help us to trust you by faith and receive your Holy Spirit who himself is the guarantee and proof that what you said is true. We pray all these things in Jesus name. Amen.  
 

