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If you watch TV at all you can’t help but see an ad featuring the so-called “most interesting man in the world.”  He is portrayed to be a distinguished older gentleman who is shown through film clips of deliberately varying quality to have led an extremely eventful and colorful life, packed with over-the-top acts of heroism and adventure.  He is played by actor Jonathan Goldsmith, who tells us at the end of the ads to “stay thirsty, my friend.”  I’m not a beer-drinker so I’ve never tried the product he’s selling, which is a beer called Dos Equis, but I do find the ads to be pretty humorous.  Here are some of the ways “the most interesting man in the world” has been described in these ads over the last few years:

“He once had an awkward moment, just to see how it feels.”

“The police often question him, just because they find him interesting.”

“His business card simply says, ‘I’ll call you.’”

“They say he once visited the fountain of youth but didn’t drink from it, because he wasn’t thirsty.”

“Sharks have a week dedicated to him.”

“His personality is so magnetic he’s unable to carry credit cards.”

“He is the life of parties he never attended.”

“He never says anything tastes like chicken – not even chicken.”

“His charm is so contagious, vaccines were created for it.”

“His passport requires no photo.”

“When sailing, the wind is always at his back.”
You have to admit, he does sound pretty interesting.  But the truth is that no one in history comes close to being as interesting, as unique or as significant as Jesus.  For the next three months, we’re going to be studying the life and teachings of Jesus as they are recorded for us in the fourth book of the New Testament, the Gospel of John.  And since we’re going to be relying on John to tell us all about the most interesting man in the world, let’s take a couple of minutes to get the scoop on John.  What’s his angle?  What are his credentials?  Can we trust what John tells us about Jesus?
John, the Bible tells us, was one of Jesus’ disciples, one of twelve young men who lived with Jesus for over three years and who heard everything Jesus said and saw everything he did.  In fact, the Gospels suggest that John was the closest to Jesus of any of the Twelve.  John refers to himself in his Gospel as “the disciple Jesus loved.”  In other words, John didn’t get the stories and sayings for his Gospel from anyone else.  He was there.  He was there when Jesus turned water into wine at the wedding in Cana.  John was there when Jesus fed 5000 men with five loaves of bread and two small fish.  John was there when Jesus walked on the water and stilled the storm.  John was there when Jesus said, “I am the way and the truth and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me.” (John 14:6)  John was there when Jesus raised Lazarus from the dead.  John was there when Jesus was betrayed by Judas, when he was arrested, and when he was crucified.  And John was there when Jesus showed up in the middle of a meeting of the disciples to demonstrate that he who had been crucified had also been raised from the dead.  What John tells us in his Gospel about Jesus is not based on speculation or legend or wishful thinking; it’s based on what John saw with his eyes, heard with his ears and touched with his hands.  In fact, that’s pretty much how John puts it in the introduction to one of his other writings, what we call the book of 1st John, when he writes this: “That which was from the beginning, which we have heard, which we have seen with our eyes, which we have looked at and our hands have touched – this we proclaim concerning the Word of life.” (1 John 1:1)  
Now some people raise an objection because John was an insider.  They say, “How can we trust John to be objective about Jesus?  Doesn’t the fact that he was one of Jesus’ disciples mean that he was biased?  Doesn’t it mean that he’s got an agenda to promote?”  And in fact John does have a bias and he does have an agenda.  Here’s his agenda, in his own words: “But these are written that you may believe that Jesus is the Son of God, and that by believing you may have life in his name.” (John 20:31)  John believes that Jesus is the Son of God, and he’s written this Gospel in an attempt to persuade us to believe the same thing.  
But here’s the question – does that mean we can’t trust what John tells us about the life and teachings of Jesus?  Here’s an analogy some have used to explain why it is we can still trust what people write even when we know they have a bias and an agenda.  Have any of you ever read anything written by someone who survived the Holocaust?  Probably most of us have.  For example, I’ve read a number of books by Corrie Ten Boom, who was sent to a concentration camp for helping Jewish people escape the Nazis.  Corrie’s sister Betsy died in that concentration camp.  Her father was killed by the Nazis.  So when she wrote about the Holocaust, she had a clear bias.  And she had an agenda; she had a message she was trying to communicate.  But here’s the point – even with her bias and with her agenda, we trust her description of the Holocaust.  Why?  Because she was there.  She lived it.  She saw it with her eyes, smelled it with her nose and touched it with her hands.  

John writes with a bias.  He was convinced that Jesus is in fact the way, the truth and the life.  But the fact is that every writer writes with a bias and an agenda.  At least John is up front with his.  But what we care much more about is that he writes with credibility and that he writes from personal knowledge; that’s why we trust him.  
Let me quickly address one other objection.  Sometimes people will say that we can’t trust what John and the other Gospel writers said about Jesus because they wrote so long after the life of Jesus.  How, critics ask, can we have any confidence that what they wrote is what really happened?  So how do we answer that?  Here are the facts – Jesus’ death and resurrection took place sometime between 30 and 33 A.D.  Matthew, Mark and Luke were written about 30 years later, while John, we believe, was the last of the four Gospels to be penned.  Some scholars believe John was written shortly before 70 A.D. and others believe it was in the early 90’s, which would be close to 60 years after the life of Jesus.  So all the Gospels were written between 30 and 60 years after Jesus lived.
And the fact is that that’s a relatively short period of time, particularly when we’re talking about ancient literature.  Let me give you one example.  Who is the founder of the Buddhist religion?  That, of course, is Buddha.  Buddha died about 500 B.C.  Do you know when the first biography of Buddha was written?  It wasn’t written until nearly 600 years after Buddha died.  Yet we don’t hear anyone complaining, “How do we know Buddha even existed? How do we know what he really said?”  Unlike the first biographies of Buddha, which obviously weren’t written by people who knew Buddha, the Gospels were authored by eyewitnesses.  And when they were written there were still people alive who had seen and heard Jesus themselves who could have come forward and challenged the veracity of their writings, but who didn’t.  There’s much more we could say about this whole topic of whether we can trust what the Gospels tell us about Jesus, and it’s an important one.  After all, if we’re going to use John to teach us who Jesus is, we want to be sure we can trust John.  If you’re interested in reading more on this topic, don’t hesitate to ask me or send me an email and I would be glad to get you the resources you need.  But with that short introduction to who John is and why I think we can trust his Gospel, let’s get started and find out just what’s so interesting about Jesus and what he can do to change our lives.
Jesus – The Creator
Just before Christmas in 2006 Newsweek Magazine asked people to answer this question – “Who is Jesus?”  Here are some of the responses they got:
“Jesus is real, in the sense that he exists for those who want him to exist.”

“Jesus was an enlightened being.”

“It’s not even obvious that Jesus was a historical figure. If he was, the legends around him – a Son of God who was born of a virgin, worked miracles, and rose from the dead – were common stories in the ancient Near East. The myths about Jesus are not even original.”

“Jesus is about as real as Santa Claus, the Tooth Fairy or King Arthur.”

“Honestly, I don’t care about Jesus. Who or what he was, is or isn’t doesn’t affect me.”

“Jesus is a fairy tale for grown-ups.”
You’ve probably heard people say things similar to that before.  So what’s the truth?  Who was Jesus, really?  And does the truth about Jesus affect you and me, or is Jesus no more relevant to our daily lives than the so-called most interesting man in the world of beer commercial fame?
Here’s how John’s Gospel begins, with words that harken back to the first words of the Bible in the Book of Genesis:
In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.  He was with God in the beginning.  Through him all things were made; without him nothing was made that has been made.  In him was life, and that life was the light of men.  The light shines in the darkness, but the darkness has not understood it. (John 1:1-5)
Now the first question you might have as you begin to read John’s Gospel is this – where’s the baby Jesus?  Maybe you’re like the fictional character Ricky Bobby in the 2006 movie “Talladega Nights.”  Ricky Bobby preferred the eight pound six ounce newborn baby Jesus to the grown-up Jesus.  And I have a hunch a lot of Americans do.  They like a cute and cuddly Jesus, surrounded by shepherds and wise men.

But John doesn’t start his Gospel with the birth of Jesus into our world.  John starts his Gospel in the beginning, long before our world was even created.  John didn’t need to cover the Christmas story again; you can find those events recorded in Matthew and in Luke.  John starts by addressing this question – where was Jesus before he entered our world, before he was born in a manger at Bethlehem?  And John’s answer is this – Jesus always was because Jesus is God.  Jesus was in the beginning.  Do you remember the very first words of the very first book of the Bible?  Genesis 1:1 says this: “In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.”  And with Genesis 1:1 in mind John begins his Gospel with these words: “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.”  So who is the Word?  John makes that very plain in verses 14 and 17-18; here’s what he writes: “The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us. We have seen his glory, the glory of the One and Only, who came from the Father, full of grace and truth … For the law was given through Moses; grace and truth came through Jesus Christ.  No one has ever seen God, but God the One and Only, who is at the Father’s side, has made him known.”  The Word is Jesus.  In other words, John 1 says this: “In the beginning was Jesus, and Jesus was with God, and Jesus was God … Through Jesus all things were made; without Jesus nothing was made that has been made.”
Jesus is not simply a very interesting man, John tells us.  Jesus is the eternal God, the Creator of all that exists. Jesus didn’t begin at Bethlehem.  Jesus always was and always will be.  He is the maker of heaven and earth.
Now I’m not going to go into a long discussion of the difference between what we believe and what other religions believe, but I do want to make one very important point.  The Mormon Church is called the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints.  It sounds like they believe in Jesus like we believe in Jesus.  But in fact they believe something very different about Jesus.  The official teaching of the Mormon Church is that Jesus is a created being.  Mormons teach that God the Father created Jesus, and that Jesus then created everything else on this planet.  Joseph Smith, the founder of the Mormon Church, rewrites John 1:1-3 in what he calls his “Inspired Version” of the Bible to say just that.  But that’s not what John says, and that’s not what the rest of the New Testament teaches about Jesus.  Here’s what Paul writes about the person of Jesus in Colossians:
For by him (Jesus) all things were created: things in heaven and on earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones or powers or rulers or authorities; all things were created by him and for him. He is before all things, and in him all things hold together. (Colossians 1:16-17)
So the point John makes right at the start of his Gospel is this – Jesus isn’t just the most interesting man in the world.  Jesus is the One and Only God.  As God, he existed in the beginning.  He is the eternal, timeless, everlasting God.  And as God, he is the Creator of everything that exists.

So here’s the next question – so what?  What difference might it make to you and me today to know that Jesus is my Creator?   We could answer that in a number of ways, but here’s one I often think about.  Because Jesus is my Creator, I can know that I am not an accident.  I can know that Jesus put me together with purpose and care, that Jesus personally designed me.  Here’s how the Psalmist puts it: “For you created my inmost being; you knit me together in my mother’s womb. I praise you because I am fearfully and wonderfully made.” (Psalm 139:13-14)  The girls in our family have recently taken up knitting.  What I like about it is that they don’t seem to mind as much when I watch sports on TV because they’re preoccupied with their knitting.  But I’ve noticed something.  When I ask them, “What are you knitting?” they never say, “Oh, I don’t know. I’m just knitting.” They have a plan.  There’s a design that they have in mind.  They have a picture in their mind of what they want to produce.  And the Bible tells us that as our Creator Jesus knit us together while we were still in the womb, that the Creator was personally and purposefully involved in our creation.  Every stitch of your being was made by Jesus.  You are divinely designed.  You are shaped for significance.  
Jesus – God In High Def 3D
Here’s something else John tells us about Jesus – Jesus is God in high definition.  If you’ve switched over to a high definition TV, you have come to appreciate the huge difference between normal definition TV and high definition TV.  I was not an early adopter of high definition, but I now find it painful to watch TV in normal definition.  A couple of weeks ago I turned on the Sharks game and I noticed that I could only get this game in normal definition.  I couldn’t watch it; I had to turn it off.  It made me feel like I was at the eye-doctor’s office where they make you look through those devices to diagnose the prescription you need and they will say, “Which is clearer – 1 or 2?”  And the first one is pretty clear, but number 2 is so blurry that it makes your head hurt.  That’s what I feel like looking at something I expect to be in HD that’s in normal definition – it makes my eyes and my head hurt.
And now there’s 3D.  Not being an early adopter, it’s going to be some time before I ever get a 3D TV.  But they are fun to play with at the store.  At Best Buy they’ll put on a 3D video of different fish swimming in the ocean and they’ll give me the 3D glasses to watch, and I will stand there amazed at how life-like the video looks, as though I’m standing on the ocean floor while these colorful fish swim right around me.  High Def TV in 3D is about as realistic as TV gets.
And in a way, that’s who Jesus is – God in High Def 3D.  Here’s what I mean.  God, in the words of Jesus recorded in John 4:24, is spirit.  We can’t see God with our physical eyes.  He is infinite, and as the infinite God who can be everywhere at once and who can exist in all times at once, he is intangible.  But notice how John describes Jesus in chapter 1: “The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us. We have seen his glory, the glory of the One and Only, who came from the Father, full of grace and truth … No one has ever seen God, but God the One and Only, who is at the Father’s side, has made him known.” (John 1:14, 18)  

In the person of Jesus, the infinite, intangible God became finite and tangible.  He became flesh, the text says.  Jesus is the invisible God made visible.  Jesus brought the invisible into sharp focus.  Jesus is God in High Def 3D.  He is God like we’ve never seen God before.
Now some of you might be thinking something like this: “So where did John come up with this?  This sounds a bit out there.  In fact, this sounds crazy!  Is John just making this up?”  That’s a fair question.  And the answer is that John got this right from Jesus.  The themes John is raising here in his introduction are themes that will be fleshed out throughout the Gospel.  So let me show you where John got this particular bit of theology, the idea that Jesus is the invisible God made visible.  Let me take you to John 14; here’s what Jesus said on the night before he was crucified:
“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.” (John 14:6-9)  
Anything you want to know about the heart and character of God you can see in the flesh in the person of Jesus.  Jesus is God revealed, God in High Def 3D, God as we’ve never seen him before, God as he really is.

Jesus – The Stairway To Heaven
Very quickly I want to show you one more description of Jesus from John 1 to help us see that Jesus is far more than a most interesting man.  At the end of the first chapter Jesus is having a conversation with a man named Nathanael. Nathanael’s friend Philip has told Nathanael that Jesus is the Messiah, and Nathanael is at first quite skeptical.  But after meeting Jesus Nathanael is won over.  And then notice how the chapter ends, as Nathanael asks Jesus a question:
“How do you know me?” Nathanael asked. Jesus answered, “I saw you while you were still under the fig tree before Philip called you.” Then Nathanael declared, “Rabbi, you are the Son of God; you are the King of Israel.”  Jesus said, “You believe because I told you I saw you under the fig tree. You shall see greater things than that.”  He then added, “I tell you the truth, you shall see heaven open, and the angels of God ascending and descending on the Son of Man.” (John 1:48-51)
How many of you remember a song by the group Led Zeppelin called “Stairway To Heaven”?  How many of you ever danced to that song?  I bring that up because in this conversation Jesus makes this claim – he says, “I am the stairway to heaven.”  In verse 51 Jesus is referring back to a very well known story from the Book of Genesis where Jacob had a dream at a place named Bethel.  Here’s what Genesis says: “Jacob had a dream in which he saw a stairway resting on the earth, with its top reaching to heaven, and the angels of God ascending and descending on it.” (Genesis 28:12)  In John’s Gospel Jesus tells Nathanael, “You’re going to see heaven opened and the angels of God ascending and descending on the Son of Man.”  Who, according to the Gospels, according to Jesus, is the Son of Man?  That, of course, is Jesus; he refers to himself as the Son of Man over and over.  So when Jesus says, “You’re going to see heaven opened and the angels of God ascending and descending on the Son of Man,” Jesus is saying, “I am the stairway to heaven. I am the way you get to heaven.”
Two years ago I was in India and I persuaded my host, Pastor Philip, to take me on a bit of sightseeing.  One of our stops was in the city of Jaipur at what is called Amber Fort, the largest fort in that area, a fort that had never been successfully conquered.  When we got to the fort there were scores of locals offering to give us a tour.  Pastor Philip doesn’t like to spend money on such things, so we decided to take a self-tour.  Huge mistake.  Amber Fort is something of a maze.  After about 45 minutes of looking around at things we didn’t fully appreciate because we didn’t have a guide, we decided it was time to go.  So we went up one stairway we were sure was the way out, only to find that it led absolutely nowhere.  So we tried another stairway.  Again, it was a dead end.  From time to time we could hear voices, but we went for quite some time without seeing another human soul.  So I asked Philip, “How much did the local guides want to give us a tour?” He told me what it was in rupees, so I asked how much that was in dollars.  It was $2.00.  “Philip, next time – if there is a next time – I will be glad to pay for the tour.”  It took about an hour of searching, but we finally found a stairway that actually led us out of Amber Fort.
The Bible tells us that we humans have a problem – we are lost in our sin.  Because of our sin, we are destined to die, destined to spend eternity apart from God.  But there is a way out; there is a stairway to heaven.  And it turns out that stairway is a person, the person of Jesus.  
Over the next 12 weeks we will learn many interesting things about Jesus – about the interesting things he said and the interesting things he did.  But Jesus is more than interesting.  Jesus is your Maker.  Jesus is God in High Definition, the God you can know personally.  Jesus is the stairway to heaven, the one and only person who can lead us out of death into eternal life.  Jesus is the God you will be interested in knowing, and the God who is interested in knowing you.
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