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The Passion:  Is Jesus the Only Way God?
Characteristic:  Salvation by grace
Big Idea:  It’s one or none.
Introduction:
(Transitional, animated Passion sequence with soundtrack goes here, right after worship ends.)
A.
We are in the midst of a series of messages addressing questions arising from the movie, The Passion of the Christ.  The questions are those I imagine skeptics may have.
A couple of Sundays ago, we addressed the foundational question, Did Jesus exist?  We learned that Jesus is a real, historical person; He’s not a myth.  That He lived and died are well-established facts.  The crucifixion is not fiction.  We discovered that, even if we set aside the Bible and all other ancient writings from Christians, we still have clear historical evidence that Jesus was a real person who lived and died in the first century, just as the Bible says.

B.
Last Sunday, we addressed the next logical question:  Was Jesus God’s Son?  It’s one thing to believe that Jesus existed as a person in history, it’s quite another to believe that Jesus is God’s Son.  We learned that Jesus explicitly claimed to be God and that He performed miracles and did other things to corroborate His claim to deity.  Therefore, the biblical data constrain us to conclude that, if Jesus is not God, then He is not good, because no good man claims to be God.  But Jesus is good.  And thankfully, Jesus’ fulfillment of prophecy helps us to believe the almost unbelievable claim that Jesus is indeed God.
C.
That brings us to the next logical question, which is also rather daunting:  Is Jesus the only way to God?  What about all the other religions?  Does Jesus exclude them?  Does Jesus constitute the only true spiritual path?  Is every other one false?  Is Jesus exclusive?
I can expect some tension here.  Most of you are probably anticipating my answer.  You’re probably thinking that I’m going to say that Jesus is the only way.  And that answer carries some cultural baggage.  Here’s some of the baggage:

1.
“You Christians are closed-minded, judgmental people.”

2.
“You Christian bigots are so arrogant to think that you alone have the true religion.”

3.
“The self-righteous, intolerant fundamentalism of you Christians is insulting and harmful to society.”

I confess that there is some truth to this baggage.  There are some professing Christians who, in their exclusiveness, are closed-minded, judgmental, arrogant, self-righteous, and unloving.  I call this ugly exclusiveness.  I’m a Christian, and the ugly exclusiveness of some Christians is embarrassing to me.  I’m afraid I have, at times, contributed to the problem, and I’m sorry about that.

As difficult as it may be, I want to ask you to try to set aside the ugly exclusiveness of some Christians, including my own, and to consider instead a Christ-like exclusiveness that is very different.
I.
Let’s look to the Bible to discover exactly how Christ is exclusive.
A.
First, I want to nail down exactly what I mean when I say the “way to God.”  Essentially, the “way to God” is the way to be right with God.  It’s the path by which we are accepted by the God who created us.  It’s the way to have peace with God.  It’s the way of healing in our relationship with God.  According to the Bible, here’s that path in brief historical perspective:
1.
The path begins with the creation of the first man and woman by God.  God creates Adam and Eve to have a relationship with Him and each other.  God gives them the perfect home and He provides all they need.  He only asks them to be faithful to obey Him on a single important directive:  Don’t eat the fruit from one of the trees.  God says if they eat it, it will spell death to their relationship with Him.
2.
But Satan, in the form of a serpent, as depicted in The Passion, tempts Adam and Eve to believe a lie:  that God is holding out on them, that God is withholding something that will actually be good for them—the fruit from the forbidden tree.  And so, Adam and Eve eat the forbidden fruit.  They are unfaithful to God.  And, in their footsteps, we are all unfaithful to God.  All of us.  A prophetic verse we considered last week, Isaiah 53:6, makes this clear:
NIV Isaiah 53:6 We all, like sheep, have gone astray, each of us has turned to his own way . . .
3.
As a result of going astray and turning to our own way, we are alienated from God; our relationship with Him is dead.  Perfect justice demands that the price of making things right with God is so high that none of us can pay.  We are hopelessly separated from God, and find ourselves looking in all the wrong places for the love that only God can give.  
4.
But God still loves us deeply.  And God still wants a relationship with us, even though we’ve run around on Him.  So, He does what we cannot do.  He pays the price that makes it possible for us to be right with Him.  He pays it Himself in the person of Jesus Christ, who is crucified in our place and then rises again to be our Savior from sin.
5.
This payment makes possible the forgiveness of our wrongdoing.  This payment makes possible peace with God.  This payment makes possible spiritual healing from our self-inflicted wounds.  This payment makes possible eternal life.

Seven hundred years before Christ was crucified, the prophet Isaiah predicts, describes, and explains the crucifixion as this payment in Isaiah 53:5, a verse which appears as the first image in The Passion of the Christ.  Isaiah says of Jesus,
NIV Isaiah 53:5 But he was pierced for our transgressions, he was crushed for our iniquities; the punishment that brought us peace was upon him, and by his wounds we are healed.

6.
Christ pays the price of our wrongdoing.  But, in order to appropriate the payment, in order to have it credited to our account, in order to have our spiritual debt cleared, in order to be saved from the penalty of our sin, He asks just one thing.  Just one thing.  To believe Him for it.  That’s it.  Just believe Him for it.  This is what John 3:16 is talking about.  It says,
NIV John 3:16 “For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life.”
That’s the “way to God” that I’m talking about this morning:  simply believing that Jesus, the Son of God, died and rose again to save you from the penalty of your own sin.  The “way to God” is about salvation by grace, which constitutes our key characteristic for the morning.  Grace is about God giving and our getting the wonderful salvation that we don’t deserve.
B.
What did Jesus Himself have to say about all this?
1.
Over and over again, Jesus presents belief in Him as the sole condition for receiving this eternal life—a new living relationship with God.
a.
In John 5:24, Jesus says,

NIV John 5:24 “I tell you the truth, whoever hears my word and believes him who sent me has eternal life and will not be condemned; he has crossed over from death to life.”
b.
In John 6:47, Jesus says,

NIV John 6:47 “I tell you the truth, he who believes has everlasting life.”
“Everlasting life” is not just referring to living forever; it’s referring to living in right relationship to God as a child adopted into God’s forever family.

2.
Jesus also says some things that sound pretty exclusive.
a.
For example, in John 3:18, Jesus is referring to Himself when He says,

NIV John 3:18 “Whoever believes in him is not condemned, but whoever does not believe stands condemned already because he has not believed in the name of God's one and only Son.”
Here’s the exclusive part:  “. . . whoever does not believe stands condemned . . .”  Jesus excludes everyone who does not believe in Him.  Unbelievers are excluded from the forgiveness that He offers by faith alone.
b.
In John 3:36, Jesus says,

NIV John 3:36 “Whoever believes in the Son has eternal life, but whoever rejects the Son will not see life, for God's wrath remains on him.”
Here’s more exclusive stuff:  “. . . whoever rejects the Son will not see life . . .”  That is, whoever rejects Jesus will not receive eternal life.

c.
In John 8:24, Jesus says,
NIV John 8:24 “I told you that you would die in your sins; if you do not believe that I am the one I claim to be, you will indeed die in your sins.”
Jesus is saying that you will die unforgiven and unsaved if you do not believe in Him.
d.
In John 14:6, Jesus says,
NIV John 14:6 . . . “I am the way and the truth and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me.”
That’s pretty direct and pretty exclusive.  Jesus is claiming to be the only way to God.

e.
And there is yet another way in which Jesus confirms His exclusiveness.  The Passion begins with Jesus praying in the Garden of Gethsemane shortly before His crucifixion.  Among other things, He’s asking God, the Father if there’s another way to make the payment for the sins of the world.  That’s essentially what Jesus is asking, as recorded in Matthew 26:39:
NIV Matthew 26:39 Going a little farther, he fell with his face to the ground and prayed, “My Father, if it is possible, may this cup be taken from me. Yet not as I will, but as you will.”
Jesus asks “if it is possible” to get around the cross.  Is there some other way to God aside from the crucifixion?  Is there another way for people to receive eternal life?  That Jesus submits Himself to crucifixion indicates that the Father said, “No. There is no other way to provide salvation to people.”  That’s pretty exclusive.

3.
But is this ugly exclusiveness?  If Jesus is truly the Son of God, and I gave good reasons to believe that He is last week, then this way to God does not fit the profile of ugly exclusiveness.
a.
Listen to Philippians 2:6-8 as it speaks of Jesus:
NLT Philippians 2:6 Though he was God, he did not demand and cling to his rights as God. 7 He made himself nothing; he took the humble position of a slave and appeared in human form. 8 And in human form he obediently humbled himself even further by dying a criminal's death on a cross.
Is that arrogant?

b.
Listen to Romans 5:8:
NIV Romans 5:8 But God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us.

Is that unloving?

B.
Just as Christ’s claims are exclusive, the claims of His first followers are also exclusive.
1.
In Acts 4:12, the Apostle Peter says this of Jesus:

NIV Acts 4:12 “Salvation is found in no one else, for there is no other name under heaven given to men by which we must be saved.”
2.
The Apostle Paul says in 1 Timothy 2:5,

NIV 1 Timothy 2:5 For there is one God and one mediator between God and men, the man Christ Jesus,

3.
And Paul caps all this with a comment about the falsehood of any other way to God.  He says in Galatians 1:8,
NIV Galatians 1:8 But even if we or an angel from heaven should preach a gospel other than the one we preached to you, let him be eternally condemned!

If Jesus is truly the Son of God, and if it is true that Jesus is the only way to God, is it ugly exclusiveness for these followers to say so?  And is it ugly exclusiveness for His followers to want to warn people about that which is false and harmful?
II.
Some may say, “Well, that’s just it.  Who’s to say what the truth is?  Your truth may not be my truth.  Exclusiveness itself seems wrong, whether it’s ugly or Christ-like.”

This is a common viewpoint called relativism.  It’s the notion that, at least in spiritual matters, there is no absolute truth; it’s all relative.  All beliefs are equally valid.

Let me show you why I believe this kind of relativism is self-defeating, and why I think Christ-like exclusiveness actually makes a lot more sense.
A.
First, I’d like to demonstrate the self-defeating nature of relativism by presenting a conversation between two people (Adapted from Beckwith & Koukl, Relativism, 145-152).  Listen in.
Exclusivist (E):
“Did you see the movie, The Passion of the Christ?”

Relativist (R):
“Yeah.  Pretty violent.”

E:
“Yes.”

R:
“And condemning.  I think it’s a little cheesy for all those ‘born-agains’ to use the movie to promote their intolerance—like Jesus is the only way to God.”

E: 
“I believe that Jesus is the only way to God.”

R: 
“Well, you shouldn’t push your Christianity on me.”

E:
“Do you mean I have no right to an opinion?”

R:
“You have a right to your opinion, but you have no right to force it on anyone.”

E:
“Is that your opinion?”

R:
“Yes.”

E:
“Then why are you forcing it on me?”

R:
“You’re the one who is saying that your view is right.”

E:
“Am I wrong?”

R:
“Yes.”

E:
“Well, then if you’re saying only your view is right, isn’t that the very thing that you objected to me saying?”
R:
“Just who are you to say that Jesus is the only way to God?”

E:
“Well, who are you to say, ‘Who are you to say?’”

R:
“That’s what bugs me about you Christians, you seem so nice at first, and then you get all judgmental and talk in circles.”

E:
“What’s wrong with that?”

R:
“It’s not right to judge other people who don’t believe the same way you do.”

E:
“If it’s wrong to judge other people, why are you judging me?”

R:
“Well, it’s okay to judge people as long as you don’t force your morality on them.”

E:
“Is that your morality?”

R:
“Yes.”

E:
“Then why are you pushing your morality on me?”

R:
“Come on.  Don’t you believe that everyone has a right to believe whatever they want, and that we ought to respect those beliefs?”

E:
“Absolutely.”

R:
“Well then, look.  Doesn’t the fact that so many people sincerely disagree on spiritual matters, including Christianity—doesn’t that prove that no one religion can be the only way to God?”
E:
“Are you saying that sincere disagreement with an exclusive idea like Christianity makes it untrue?”

R:
“It’s only logical.”

E:
“Well, I sincerely disagree with you.  Does my disagreement make your idea untrue?”
R:
“You are so bigoted and intolerant!”

E:
“Do you think I am I bigoted and intolerant because I do not accept the validity of all faiths?”
R:
“Exactly.”
E:
“Do you accept the validity of my faith when it says that Jesus is the only way to God?”

R:
“No.”

E:
“Well then, by your own standard, are you being bigoted and intolerant?”

R:
“I give up.  You are hopeless.”
E:
“I believe it’s your relativism that is hopeless.  You keep getting stuck on your own objections.  Don’t you see it?”
R:
“I’ll see myself out of here, thank you.”

B.
You see, relativism doesn’t make sense.  It is self-defeating and contradictory.  That’s why we don’t normally apply relativism in any non-spiritual arena of life; exclusiveness is the norm.  Exclusiveness is so prevalent we take it for granted.
Good dentists are exclusive practitioners.  When you go to a good dentist with a cavity, he doesn’t say, “Here at Relativism Dental, we’re inclusive.  We believe in your truth about your tooth.  We believe that it doesn’t matter where we drill because all points of entry lead to the right place.  So, what are your beliefs concerning where I should start drilling?”
C.
Some might say, “Well that’s a ridiculous example, because things like dentistry are verifiable; religion is not.  Religion is not something that can be proven.”  Good point.

But Christianity is uniquely verifiable.  In fact, this entire sermon series is about the verification of the claims of Christianity—the historicity of Jesus, the validity of His claims to be the Son of God, the tenability that Jesus is the only way to God, and the probability that Jesus rose from the dead based on the hard evidence.  No other religion I know of lends itself to this kind of rational verification.  It still requires faith, but not blind faith.
D.
Some may say, “Don’t all religions boil down to essentially the same thing?”  For example, Madonna is quoted in the latest issue of People magazine as saying, “The core of Kabbalah is the same as Christianity . . . Love your neighbor as yourself” (Kenneth Miller, “All About Kabbalah,” People, April 5, 2004).  Kabbalah is based on the belief that the first five books of the Bible are written in encrypted code.  One cracks the code individually through numerology, wordplay, and meditation (Miller).
This is fundamentally incompatible with the evangelical Christian “way to God” I described earlier that simply takes God at His word.  In fact, all the major religions of the world are fundamentally incompatible and exclusive.  Evangelical Christianity says Jesus is God; Judaism and Islam say He is not.  Hinduism and New Age thinking may agree the Jesus is God, but they say so is everyone and everything else, thus contradicting Jesus’ claim to be the only way to God.  Something has to give.  Someone has got to be wrong.  It’s not a matter of hared or bigotry.  It just makes sense.  Scholar Ravi Zacharias says,
At the heart of every religion is an uncompromising commitment to a particular way of defining who God is or is not.  Buddhism for example, was based on Buddha’s rejection of two of Hinduism’s fundamental doctrines.  Islam rejects both Buddhism and Hinduism.  So it does no good to put a halo on the notion of tolerance and act as if everything is equally true.  In fact even all-inclusive religions such as Bahaism end up being exclusivistic by excluding the exclusivists! (Zacharias, “Why I Believe Jesus Christ is the Ultimate Source of Meaning,” in Why I Am a Christian, edited by Geisler & Hoffman)

So the data do not permit the equal validity of all faiths.  We cannot say that all faiths are valid because that is precisely what they cannot be.  There are only two logical options:  It’s one or none.  One of the religions is true, or none of the religions is true.  There is no middle ground.  In fact, that’s the big idea of this message this morning:  It’s one or none.  I believe atheism is more plausible than religious pluralism.  At least atheism considers the contradictory religions and says, “none.”  “None” is more plausible than “all.”
Don’t get me wrong.  I’m not saying that only one religion should be allowed.  I’m not supporting arrogance or hatred toward those who hold different beliefs.  I’m just saying that while the idea that all faiths are valid may be politically correct, it is also intellectually cracked.  It’s one or none.
E.
If Jesus is the one, if Jesus is God, He has every right to make the way to God exclusive.  That’s not so amazing.  In fact, isn’t it exceedingly reasonable for the crucified Christ to require us to simply trust in His sacrifice as the only way to eternal life?  The only amazing part is that He would provide any way at all.  Why would He do such a thing when we all turn our backs on Him?  It’s His grace that is so amazing.
III.
It is interesting to me that, in spite of everything I have said, evangelical Christianity seems increasingly singled out, particularly in America, as the choice of bigots.  Evangelical Christianity seems to be the punching bag du jour in many university classrooms.  Why do you think the exclusiveness of Christianity remains so offensive to so many people?  Why do people get so cranked up about the claim that Jesus is the only way to God?
A.
To be sure, the ugly exclusiveness of Christians I mentioned earlier plays a role.  In many ways, we Christians have not represented Christ-like exclusiveness well.
B.
Beyond that, however, the Bible actually gives us some insight into why the exclusiveness of Christ is so offensive.
1.
The Apostle Paul explains that true Christianity is dismissed at idiotic by those who are unsaved.  He says in 1 Corinthians 1:18:

NIV 1 Corinthians 1:18 For the message of the cross is foolishness to those who are perishing, but to us who are being saved it is the power of God.

2.
Why would the exclusive message of the cross be considered foolish by those who will not believe?  I suspect that declaring Christianity to be foolish is merely the presenting problem; the real problem goes deeper.

Yesterday morning, John Barry, a member of our church family explained to a group of men what kept him from trusting Jesus for the longest time.  The idea is in John 3:19-20.  There, Jesus explains it this way, describing Himself as “the light:”
NLT John 3:19 . . . The light from heaven came into the world, but they loved the darkness more than the light, for their actions were evil. 20 They hate the light because they want to sin in the darkness. They stay away from the light for fear their sins will be exposed and they will be punished.

John Barry explained, “I was living by the philosophy that I could do anything that pleased me, as long as it didn’t impinge on other people’s right to do whatever pleased them.  I liked the darkness, and wasn’t sure I could give it up.  ”

3.
The great irony is that Jesus does not call us to clean up our acts before we come to believe in Him.  We can’t do that.  It’s like the darkness thinking, “I need to get rid of this darkness before I let the light in.”  The darkness can’t take care of itself.  It is powerless to do so.  The darkness can only let the light in.  Then, the light does the job.
That’s what John Barry did.  He came to believe in Jesus, even though he had doubts about himself.  He said, “I need you Jesus.  I’m believing in You now.  But, I’m not sure I can shake the darkness.  You’re going to have to help me with that.”  By faith alone in Christ alone, John received eternal life that day.  And Jesus has been helping him with the darkness ever since.
IV.
I know these are challenging words.  And they often elicit a question that seems to discredit the exclusiveness of Christ:  What about those who have never heard?  If somebody happens to be born in the wrong place at the wrong time and doesn’t hear about Jesus, is he automatically condemned to hell?
This is a pretty good question, even though I suspect it is often used by unbelievers not to seek information, but as a smokescreen to avoid dealing with Jesus.  What about those who have never heard about Jesus.  What happens to them?  This really calls to question the love and fairness of God.

In talking to a group of Greek philosophers, the Apostle Paul says that the Lord Jesus is within reach of every person who seeks Him.  In Acts 17:26-27, he says,
NIV Acts 17:26 From one man he made every nation of men, that they should inhabit the whole earth; and he determined the times set for them and the exact places where they should live. 27 God did this so that men would seek him and perhaps reach out for him and find him, though he is not far from each one of us.
You may be thinking, “Exactly how is Jesus within reach of a child in a primitive tribe that has never heard of Jesus?”  The Bible says that God reveals Himself to all people through His creation and through the human conscience so that people are without excuse.  Romans 1:18-20 says,
NLT Romans 1:18 But God shows his anger from heaven against all sinful, wicked people who push the truth away from themselves. 19 For the truth about God is known to them instinctively. God has put this knowledge in their hearts. 20 From the time the world was created, people have seen the earth and sky and all that God made. They can clearly see his invisible qualities—his eternal power and divine nature. So they have no excuse whatsoever for not knowing God.

So, all people know in their hearts that God exists because God has revealed Himself.  Those who would suppress or push away that truth will not find Jesus.  On the other hand, to those who do respond to the truth that God has revealed, I believe God will reveal more, and they will one day hear about Jesus.  Ravi Zacharias explains it this way:

Every human being will know enough truth so that if they respond to that known truth, God will reveal more to them.

. . . I believe that if a person genuinely and sincerely seeks after him, there will be some way God makes available for that person to hear of him.  If that person would not have responded to God under any circumstances, then perhaps he will not hear of him.  But all people will know enough to condemn them . . . They are lost because they’ve already rejected what God has spoken to them through creation, their conscience, and other ways (quoted by Strobel, The Case for Faith, 227-228).
 You may be thinking, “Exactly how does this work?  Show me one person from some primitive tribe who responds to God and then gets to hear about Jesus.”
Meet Marwa Kisare.  He was born into the Luo tribe of Tanzania during a time when no one in his village had heard of Jesus or even seen a Christian.  I’ll let him speak for himself.  He reflects on his childhood, saying,

I am five or six years old.  It is early morning.  I am sitting outside Mother’s house, perched on the logs that support her granary.  The morning is clear, cool; my black skin is soaking in the sun’s early warmth.  I fall into reverie.  “Here I am sitting by Mother’s granary,” I muse.  “How has this come about?  How did I, Marwa, come to be a human being?  How is it that I sit here feeling the warmth of the morning sun?”
The answer comes as an epiphany.  If God would have not been, then I, Marwa, would not have been.  God is both the purpose (the why) and the manner (the how) of my existence.

. . . that morning, as I sat by Mother’s granary, it came to me that God, in fact, was my reason for being, that beyond village activity and relationships, there was one power in whom all things and all events had their beginning and purpose . . .

Several years later two Christian evangelists . . . passed through.  I was herding goats with several small boys on the savanna.  The men, walking along the footpath, called us to come to the shade of a tree.  These were the first Christians I had ever seen.  I didn’t think of them as men of God.  These two men sang the most beautiful song for us.  The tune was strange and ethereal, a melody drawing us out of the dusty savanna, lifting us beyond our circle of knowledge and experience.  The words were in Luo, speaking of God; the music was like the wind whispering in the trees.
Next they read from a book that said that God loves people and that he sent his Son to the world so that any person could have eternal life.  Anyone who welcomed God’s Son into the circle of his life would be accepted by God . . . (Friend, More Reflections on the Meaning of Life, 20).

Marwa Kisare believed, and he went on to become a pastor of the Luo tribe.  That’s how it can work.

Now what about you?  Will you believe in Jesus?  As far as the way to God is concerned, it’s one or none.  And, Jesus is the One.
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