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INTRODUCTION
“I have never been able wholly to shake off a sense of guilt”

Who was it who sent a message to a dozen friends: ‘All is discovered, flee the country.’ It is said half had gone within a few days. 

Even if it’s only as an insurance policy for the next life, if there is one, most people want to know they are forgiven.
The British Prime Minister of the 1970s, James Callaghan, begins his autobiography, ‘Time and Chance’, with a chapter about his early life. He was brought up in a poor home at the naval base in Portsmouth between the world wars. His father was an able-seaman in the Royal Navy.

Callaghan’s home was very religious. His mother began every day with family devotions and grace was said before every meal. Sundays centred round the local Chapel. The children went to Sunday school morning and afternoon, and with the adults to an evening service. The teenage James distinguished himself at Sunday School, learning long passages from the Bible by heart, and he qualified as a teacher there before he was twenty.

Nevertheless he ends this part of his life story with these words: “Even in my adult life I have never been able wholly to shake off a sense of guilt.”

It must have been second nature to Callaghan to teach the children about the Cross on which Jesus died. The Good Friday story had been imprinted on his mind and in his memory over and over again. But somehow he had never embraced the truth that Jesus died to take the punishment in full for all his sins. That simple but most profound doctrine should have set him free from every sense of guilt. That’s how God meant it to be.
Over and over again Jesus proclaimed to those who came to him, even before he died on the Cross, ‘Go in peace your sins are forgiven.’ We are told that he spoke these words so that the people would know, and especially the religious people, that ‘the Son of Man has authority on earth to forgive sins’.

But James Callaghan is not alone. The psychiatrists tell us that more than fifty percent of those in mental hospitals are there because of a sense of guilt. Those are the extreme cases; but all the time I meet ordinary people who long to know they are forgiven, who would give almost anything to be free of a sense of guilt.

In a world of shifting sands, they desperately want to be sure they are forgiven.

Chapter 1
AN AGE OF UNCERTAINTY 

The world I was bought up in has lost its moral compass. For the first half of my life following the second world war the prevailing philosophy was modernism. This, put very simply, asserted that science had the answer to everything. It was only a matter of time before science would lead us to the green uplands of utopia. 

But the terrible stalemate of Vietnam, war somewhere on the planet every day since world war two, Chernobyl and the intractable problem of nuclear waste, global warming, half the world short of food and water, terrorism, and then horror of horrors, an incurable fatal disease spread through sexual promiscuity, the icon that had only a decade before been hailed as the ultimate freedom – and before the seventies were out, the utopian bubble had burst.

And so it came about that modernism was replaced by post-modernism. If the first was a counsel of unrealistic optimism, the latter was a counsel of utter despair. If modernism proclaimed that science was the answer to everything, post-modernism laments that there are no answers to anything. Everything is grey. There are no blacks and whites. No absolutes. No right and wrong. It’s simply a question of the feel-good factor for each individual. As long as you don’t harm your neighbour, you are free to think what you like, do what you like and believe what you like. So we have the relativistic mood of the modern age. Absolutes like the holy writ of Scripture and the natural law of God count for little or nothing.

Abraham Eagle has expressed it so well in his book, ‘Ethical Judgements, the Use of Science in Ethics.’ He breaks into a little bit of philosophical doggerel.

It all depends on where you are, it all depends on when you are. It all depends on what you feel. It all depends on how you feel. It all depends on what is praised. What’s right today is wrong tomorrow. Joy in France, in England sorrow. It all depends on your point of view, Australia or Timbuctoo. In Rome, do as the Romans do. If faith just happens to agree, then you have morality. But where there are conflicting trends, it all depends, it all depends.

Even educators teach in English classes that the only thing we can be sure about is that there is nothing to be sure about. And examiners in Britain now have to put “N’ for nearly after a wrong answer instead of ‘F’ for fail or an ‘X’ for wrong.  Of course it all makes sense to the post-modernist; if there is no right and wrong, you can’t fail and you can’t be wrong! The ugly twins of mindlessness and meaninglessness have taken over. Everything is painted as freedom, liberty, tolerance and equality but it is quite simply relativism.

Truth has been voted out. It doesn’t exist in the post-modern age. And without truth there is no morality. The legal system ceases to be based upon truth, morality and the higher law; instead the law consists of a list of rules and ‘value-judgements’ which the politicians and judges of the day decide are appropriate for today; tomorrow they will be different. We are adrift on a sea of uncertainty. And uncertainty inevitably breeds disillusionment and fear.
The pop group Sting used to capture the mood of hopelessness so well in their song:

You could say I’ve lost my faith in science and progress,

You could say I’ve lost my belief in the holy church,

You could say I’ve lost my sense of direction,

Yes, you could say all of this and worse.

Some would say I’m a lost man in a lost world,

You could say I’ve lost my faith in the people on TV,

You could say I’ve lost my belief in our politicians,

They all seem like game-show hosts to me. 

And very recently Lily Allen strikes the same despairing note in her song The Fear:
I don’t know what’s right and what’s real anymore

I don’t know how I’m meant to feel any more

And when do you think it will all become clear?
Cuz I’m being taken over by the Fear

But here’s the enigma. The Bible is still the world’s best selling book. What a striking and strange contrast it presents. It’s all about a man who proclaimed:

I am the Way, the Truth and the Life. (John 14.6)

You will know the Truth, and the Truth will set you free. (John 8.32)

I have come to give Life, and Life to the full. (John 10.10)

For this reason I was born, and for this reason I came into the world, to testify to truth. Everyone on the side of truth listens to me.

Why do these sayings spoken over 2000 years ago still attract so many 21st century people? Why is the death of the man who spoke them still the subject of enormously successful Hollywood movies? Why are there more books written about him than any other man every year? He just won’t go away.
Chapter 2
 A NEW TYRANNY

The uncertainty of today’s world is made much worse because we are all gagged by a new tyranny. There are so many things we are not allowed to talk about anymore. Post modernism has developed weapons to protect itself against intruders like you and me who feel an uneasiness inside us.

The weapons are called political correctness, hate-speech, and spin. Why do the politicians and the media need these weapons? Why does post-modernism wrap itself in this protective armour? 

Surely the answer is because the proponents of the post-modern age, deep down inside them, fear it isn’t true! They want to believe it, but they are terribly afraid they are kidding themselves and one morning they will wake up and find this new teaching  exposed as a fraud. 
And so they take from us the right of free speech. We are no longer allowed to discuss  race although it’s an increasingly burning issue in our multicultural societies around the world.

Gender issues are taboo, in spite of the fact that families are falling apart, and children are suffering terrible deprivation, because both Mum and Dad are working 15 hours a day.

A curtain of silence is imposed upon the issue of homosexual practices and the quality of homosexual ‘families’; we are all assumed to have fallen for the lie that homosexuality is the result of nature not nurture. In fact the evidence shows that adopting homosexual practices is always a matter of choice and seduction, although some may be born with a greater inclination that way than others. (See for example Time Magazine May 21 2001). But usually this is a forbidden subject. The lie is clothed in a cloak of silence enforced by the media.

Marriage has been debased by pretending that it is open to same sex couples. The constitutional right of Christian, Jewish and Islamic married couples not to be unfairly discriminated against by reason of the fact that they regard their marriage vows as sacred has been ignored.

Why can’t we discuss these things rationally and fairly? Is it because “truth might out”? 

Even the calendar is under attack. The post-modernists are so fearful of the name of Christ that in some universities in Europe ‘BC’ (before Christ) is to be replaced by ‘BP’(before present)! And shops are not supposed to sell hot-cross buns anymore lest someone is reminded of the indisputable historical fact that Jesus Christ was crucified two millennia ago in the Roman Empire.

Sometimes the Press allows us to have a little laugh. That’s perhaps a good sign. 

An international magazine called The Week has picked out some recent gems. A deaf man won $60,000 compensation after a hospital rejected his application to become a telephonist. A government memo was circulated to judges insisting that they no longer talk of “mixed race” but rather “dual heritage.” An orthopaedic surgeon who stopped an operation after discovering that nurses he was working with could not understand English was accused of racism. When he asked for sutures he was handed a saw. And the latest directive to schools in 2007 is that they must hold “non-competitive” sports days.

But it is no laughing matter for a pastor to be locked up in jail for preaching a compassionate and moderate sermon pointing out the Biblical teaching on homosexuality. That’s what happened in Sweden until eventually the Appeal Court bowed to world-wide pressure and quashed his conviction.

But the supporters of post-modernism the world over want any discussion about these issues to be criminalised as hate-speech. They failed in the UK in 2006 by one vote in Parliament but they’ll be back. In South Africa the Bill has been drafted.

And what slips through the net of political correctness may be caught by the politicians “spin.’ The UK under Tony Blair’s government perfected this insidious art; but every government follows; politicians have become pragmatists who are primarily concerned with the pursuit of power, and that means staying in office at any cost. So ‘truth’, which after all ‘doesn’t exist anymore’, becomes the casualty. Police chiefs fighting ever increasing crime are driven to distraction. Britain’s senior policeman attacked spin and political correctness saying it was impossible for the police to do their job if “the realities of crime are ignored.” (London Daily Mail October 11 2002).
But the carpenter from Nazareth, whose words still have the ring of eternal truth to the man in the street, said:

By your words you will be acquitted, and by your words you will be condemned. (Matthew 12.37)

Oh, strange paradox of 21st century life.

Chapter 3 
THE NEED TO BE SURE

All my life I have wanted to be sure. All my life I have instinctively believed truth exists and is worth pursuing. And in my seventh decade I hanker after truth even more.

In this post-modern age I am a square peg in a round hole. In my legal work I have always believed in certainty in the law. Legislation which the ordinary man cannot understand is bad law. Lord Denning, perhaps the greatest British judge of the 20th century, put it like this in his final book ‘The Closing Chapter’ written shortly before he died.

I start with this principle. Every statute passed by Parliament should be expressed in such words that all those affected by them should understand them. It should not be necessary for anyone to run off to a lawyer. But that principle is broken upon every page of the statute book. No man should trust to his own unaided interpretation of a statute. He is almost sure to be wrong. He should go to his lawyer. Even then the lawyer will often say: ‘This is too difficult for me; we must take counsel’s opinion.’ Then counsel will say: ‘I cannot be sure. It depends on the judge.’ The judge will do his best. But it will not stop with the judge. He may be reversed by the appeal courts.

Then Lord Denning quotes a judgement given by his brother judge Lord Justice Harman:

To reach a conclusion on this matter involved the court in wading through a monstrous legislative morass, staggering from stone to stone and ignoring the  marsh gas exhaling from the forest of schedules lining the way on each side. I regarded it at one time, I must confess, as a slough of despond through which the court would never drag its feet, but I have, by leaping from tussock to tussock as best I might, eventually, pale and exhausted, reached the other side.

And if in my chosen discipline of the law I craved for certainty, how much more in my spiritual aspirations do I long for eternal truth.

Historians and theologians say the ten commandments originated some four or five millennia ago. Only in the last 50 years or less have they been seriously questioned.

The natural law of God is founded upon them.

The Magna Carta was based fair and square on principles of Christian morality.

Henry VII, in one of his year books declared: ‘A basic principle of the Common Law is that any law is, or of right ought to be, according to the Law of God.’
Inscribed on the walls of the Harvard Law School are the words:….still…I’m told!

‘Non sub homine sed sub Deo et lege’    ‘It is not by men but by God and the law that we are governed.’

Blackstone’s Commentaries on the laws of England are still on the bookshelves of law faculties worldwide: “The law of nature dictated by God Himself….is binding in all countries and at all times…..No human laws are of any validity, if contrary to this; and such of them as are valid derive all their force and all their authority mediately or immediately, from this original.
Martin Luther King, in his famous letter from Birmingham jail in 1963 wrote:

‘A just law squares with the moral law of the law of God. An unjust law is out of harmony with the moral law.

But more and more the judges take it upon themselves to replace the higher law with the subjective wishes and feelings of the citizen. The classic quotation comes from a case in the 1992 US Supreme Court called Planned Parenthood v Casey where the clause upholding liberty in the American Bill of Rights which had been designed to outlaw slavery was used to justify the right to abortion.  Justice Anthony Kennedy said: ‘At the heart of liberty is the right to define one’s own concept of existence, of meaning, of the universe, and of the mystery of life.’

But is liberty really to be defined as the right of everybody to do what they feel? Trains are made to run on tracks. The Blue Train is designed to travel from Johannesburg to Cape Town. It would not achieve its goal if it were to respond to illusions of grandeur and wander off the tracks into the veld of the Karoo. Fish are designed to live in water. To jump out of the sea on to the sand is certain death. If follows that liberty is not doing what I feel like doing, but rather being the person I was made to be. Judges and politicians seem to have forgotten that.
And so I find myself asking why the public display of the ten commandments is so under attack? Why is the American Civil Liberties Union desperate to have them removed from every public place in America? I can think of only one reason. In their heart of hearts they fear they are truth, and true. Otherwise why not leave them alone along with so many other historical inscriptions that are commonplace in America. Surely, even if they are no longer relevant, they are part of the heritage of the nation’s history. But no, at all costs they must go, say the post-modernists. What are they frightened of?

The carpenter from Nazareth, who incidentally never sat in a parliament or on a bench of judges, spoke repeatedly of the next life, as well as this one. What if he was right? I want to be certain of my future. I find his words extraordinarily challenging:

I am the resurrection and the life. He who believes in me will live, even though he dies; and whoever lives and believes in me will never die. Do you believe this? (John 11.25, 26)
Not only challenging, but also comforting:
Do not let your hearts be troubled. Trust in God; trust also in me. In my Father's house are many rooms; if it were not so, I would have told you. I am going there to prepare a place for you.  And if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come back and take you to be with me that you also may be where I am. (John 14.1-3)
Chapter 4
WHY THE CROSS?

This is surely a vital question to any seeker after Christian truth. I had a friend in England who was a judge. More than once he said to me, ‘Oh, the Cross, that’s what intrigues me.” But I’m not sure that he ever understood why Jesus died. Like Malcolm Muggeridge, the late 20th century British TV personality and critic, he knew the Cross was a mystery that demanded an explanation. Muggeridge put it like this in one of his earlier books:

I would catch a glimpse of a cross - not necessarily a crucifix; maybe two pieces of wood accidentally nailed together on a telegraph pole, for instance — and suddenly my heart would stand still. In an instinctive, intuitive way I understood that something more important, more tumultuous, more passionate, was at issue than our good causes, however admirable they might be. 

Back in the 18th century, Charles Wesley, the prolific hymn writer, says this:
‘Tis mystery all! The immortal dies:

Who can explore His strange design?

In vain the first-born seraph tries

To sound the depths of love divine.

‘Tis mercy all! Let earth adore,

Let angel minds enquire no more. 

And Martin Luther, the great reformer of the 16th century, said this:

If you want to understand the Christian Faith, you must begin with the wounds of Christ. 

How can we unravel the mystery?  The Anglican scholar John Stott writes in his book, ‘Why I am a Christian,’ that Christ died for three reasons – to atone for our sins, to reveal the character of God, and to conquer the powers of evil. No doubt he is right. The cross is a multifaceted gem which is more than a match for the greatest minds of history. We paddle in the shallows of a great ocean when we attempt to unravel the mystery.

But I have discovered that part of the wonder of Christianity lies in realizing that its infinite profundity is never diluted, but rather enhanced, by its simplicity. After all the first man to take advantage of Jesus’ death on the cross was a criminal, no doubt with little education, who died on the cross next to him, with the prayer, ‘Lord, remember me when you come into your Kingdom.’

Jesus himself, as we have already seen, was somebody who spoke straight from the shoulder, using simple words and phrases the crowd would understand. One day he said this:

The reason my Father loves me is that I lay down my life--only to take it up again.  No one takes it from me, but I lay it down of my own accord. I have authority to lay it down and authority to take it up again. This command I received from my Father. (John 10.17-18)

Jesus asserts he was going to the Cross voluntarily. It was part of the plan made with his Father. The cross was to be no mere miscarriage of justice, although of course in human terms it was certainly that. It was in fact the reason that brought him to earth.
Here’s how he explained his coming death to an unusually well educated and intelligent member of the Jewish rulers called Nicodemus:

Just as Moses lifted up the snake in the desert, so the Son of Man must be lifted up, that everyone who believes in him may have eternal life. 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. For God did not send his Son into the world to condemn the world, but to save the world through him. (John 3.15-17)
Being ‘lifted up’ could only have been understood by Nicodemus as death on a cross. But I love the way Jesus makes eternal life so simple – believe in me, believe in my death on the cross and you will have eternal life. And he adds so graciously, don’t forget I’m here not to condemn people but to save them! In other words, I’m offering the certainty of forgiveness.
To a hurting world, with perhaps a guilty conscience when faced with a holy God, (in spite of everybody telling us there is no right and wrong!), these words are wonderful balm.

The prophet Isaiah had explained the cross prophetically and poetically, 600 years earlier. Again Nicodemus would have learnt these words as a Jewish boy:

We all, like sheep, have gone astray,

each of us has turned to his own way;

and the LORD has laid on him

the iniquity of us all.  (Isaiah 53.6)

The cross wasn’t an accident. Read Isaiah 53 and you’ll find it is clearly a prophecy about the death of Jesus on the cross. In detail it describes crucifixion. It was a Holy God’s way of dealing with our rebellion. When Jesus was on the cross, God laid on him the punishment for all our sins – he took my punishment instead of me!

It’s vital to see that a holy God could not simply brush our sins under the carpet. Even with our inadequate and often imperfect human system of justice that is so. Isaiah says that God in heaven laid on Jesus Christ the sin of each of us while He hung on that cross. But why? Why did Jesus Christ have to suffer this macabre death? Was it not simply a terrible miscarriage of justice and nothing more?

I practiced as an advocate in Britain for 20 years. During that time I often appeared in the criminal courts either for the prosecution or defence. I also sat for some years as a part-time judge trying accused persons and passing sentence on those convicted. The law would very quickly fall into disrepute if, when a verdict of guilty was brought in, the offence was passed over by the judge. Justice demands that a punishment should be imposed to meet the crime. God is all-loving, but also all-just; and His justice demanded that sin should not go unpunished. So it was that a penalty had to be paid for the sin that had estranged us from God. It was a terrible divine dilemma. Either man was to pay his own penalty and be separated forever from God; or somebody else suitably qualified must be found to pay the penalty instead. So it was that God’s love devised the greatest rescue plan of all time.

God decided to send the one person who would qualify to take the punishment in our place; no mere man could qualify since each deserved to die for his own sin. And so the Lord Jesus Christ came from heaven’s highest glory, was born in Bethlehem’s stable, lived a perfect life without sin, and after 33 years was nailed to a cross thus taking the punishment for all sin.
In its simplest but most profound form, that’s the meaning of the Cross.

We can return now to the earlier verse of Charles Wesley’s hymn quoted above:

And can it be that I should gain

An interest in the Saviour’s blood?

Died he for me who caused His pain –

For me, who Him to death pursued?

Amazing love! How can it be

That Thou, my God, shouldst die for me?

Perhaps Horatio Bonar, the prince of Scottish hymn writers makes it even more personal:

'Twas I that shed the sacred blood;     

 I nailed him to the tree; 

 I crucified the Christ of God;

 I joined the mockery.

Of all that shouting multitude

 I feel that I am one; 

 And in that din of voices rude

 I recognize my own.

Chapter 5
DID JESUS RISE FROM THE DEAD? 



Professor Joad was a well known self proclaimed atheist of the last century. He was a regular member of the panel on the famous “Any Questions” radio broadcast. On one occasion the question was asked: “If you could meet any person of the past and ask just one question, who would it be and what would you ask?” Immediately Professor Joad responded, “I would choose Jesus Christ, and ask him the most important question of all, ‘Did you rise from the dead?’”

The unbelieving professor rightly judged that to be an absolutely crucial question. He was right also in taking for granted the fact that Jesus is a figure of history. The Roman and Jewish history books, as well as the Bible, bear testimony to that. And after all, we take our birthdays from the calendar, whereas he took the calendar from his birthday. There is also no doubt that Jesus Christ was crucified under the Roman governor Pontius Pilate.

But what happened after that? Was his body successfully stolen and concealed leaving his bones buried now in some unknown spot? Or did he rise from the dead? As a lawyer I love addressing this topic although unlike most legal cases, in this one the evidence is all one way. More than once I have heard the late eminent retired South African judge, Mr. Justice Beck, explain it like this. ‘When cases come before me in the courts, I have to use my judicial skills and experience to weigh the evidence from either side and see where the scales come down. On the other hand when considering the resurrection there is really nothing to put in the scale against it except prejudice, and prejudice means prejudging the issue without considering the evidence.’

Let’s be clear what we are considering. What do Christians mean by the term ‘resurrection’? It was an event fixed in history – he was raised on the third day, that is on the Sunday after his crucifixion on the Friday. It was not therefore merely an experience in the lives of his followers. Nor was it resuscitation. Those who are resuscitated, die subsequently. Resurrection means the bringing back to life of the body, soul and spirit of a dead person to constitute a supernatural being with a supernatural body. Jesus’ resurrection body is described as having the five physical senses, being visible and tangible to others but able to appear and disappear and pass through locked doors. Jesus was able to eat and converse as he did before his death. And his new body was never to die again. The Bible tells us that Christ’s resurrection body was the prototype of the bodies we shall inherit after physical death.

It’s a mystery beyond human understanding, but the question for us is ‘Did it happen?’ Undoubtedly he died as hundreds of other crucified men and his spirit left his body as a consequence of physical death. Roman soldiers knew their job. But is it correct that two days later his spirit returned to that same body and the risen supernatural Christ strode out of the tomb?

Christianity depends on those facts. If it happened, Jesus was infinitely more than a man. If it did not happen, he was a fraud and Christians are deceived and busy deceiving others.

May I try to summarise the evidence under four headings. 

1.
Billions have lived for him during the last 2000 years. 

In countless different ways and different languages they would echo the sentiments of the children’s song:

He lives, He lives

Christ Jesus lives today

He walks with me and talks with me\

Along life’s narrow way.

You ask me how I know He lives,

He lives within my heart.

Napoleon, talking with Count Montholon on St Helena, declared: 

Alexander, Caesar, Charlemagne and I myself have founded great empires; but upon what did those creations of genius depend? Upon force. Jesus alone founded his empire upon love, and to this very day millions would die for him……I think I understand something of human nature, and I tell you all these were men, and I am a man; none else is like him. Jesus Christ was more than a man. Across a chasm of 1800 years, Jesus Christ makes a demand…..He asks for the human heart. He will have it entirely to himself.

Or, rather more contemporary, Archbishop Carey, of the Anglican church writes of reading the book about the resurrection by Morrison called ‘Who Moved the Stone?”

The writer produced argument after argument. He showed that all attempts to disprove the Resurrection were in fact weaker than the simple hypothesis that Jesus actually rose from the grave. These arguments impressed me and led to the dawning conviction that what “could not happen” actually did. But the final thing which proved to me that the Resurrection actually happened was when I found myself experiencing my own resurrection - a new life seemed to be taking hold of me. Sometime in May 1953 I quietly took a step of faith and committed myself to this God who was in Christ. There were no flashing lights, angel's voices or trumpets playing the Hallelujah Chorus, just a sense that all was well. I was clearly under new ownership and with a sense of real joy I could say; "Yes, now I know I am a Christian”

(George Carey, Archbishop of Canterbury 1990-2003)

But not only famous names. Rich men, poor men, uneducated persons, intellectual giants, men and women of every colour, creed and race, so many have experienced the forgiveness and friendship of the living Christ.

Were they all deluded? Were they all deceived? Or were they right?

And of course we are not talking about eccentric individuals who lived isolationist lives. The church emerged as the years went by. More colleges and universities have been named after Jesus than any other person. In the last quarter of the 20th century more books were written about Jesus than in the previous 19 centuries. “He just won’t go away” said Time magazine in 2006 making him their cover story.

2.
Millions have died for him
The early church multiplied exponentially but with it came tremendous opposition. Around the ancient part of Rome stretch 600 miles of catacombs where four million Christians were buried in the first three centuries, many of them martyrs. In the 20th century alone, with seventy years of communism and the rise of militant Islam, there have been more Christian martyrs than in the previous nineteen centuries.
Were they all deluded? Did they all die for a lie?

Today in Indonesia, Pakistan and other militant Moslem countries Christians are being martyred daily simply because they are followers of the risen Christ. And India is experiencing a recent and growing persecution of Christians by Hindus.

3.
Thousands searched for his body on the first Easter day

This is hard circumstantial evidence. Lawyers love it. It is the sort of evidence that depends on the interpretation of facts; not on fallible human memories or visual identification.

If ever there was a moment in history when Romans and Jews united it was the first Easter day AD33. The Jewish priests and the Roman politicians were at one in desperately wanting to find that body. They weren’t squeamish. At all costs they wanted that body on display in the market place at Jerusalem to kill the rumours – which so quickly turned into eye-witness accounts – that Jesus was back, alive and well, as he had always predicted. We can be sure that weekend leave was cancelled for every Roman soldier and every Jewish temple guard. At all costs that body must be found.

The search produced nothing. The tomb was empty. The guards had fled in terror. The body had vanished. It has been rightly asserted that every attempt to disprove the Resurrection of Jesus ultimately founders on those two simple facts – the tomb was empty and the body could not be found.

Matthew (the Jewish historian) tells us in his Gospel (Matthew 28.12-13) that the order went out, ‘Explain it away by telling people that his disciples came in the night and stole the body while the guards were asleep.’ Of course such an order in itself is proof of the empty tomb, and how many courts of law take kindly to evidence from a witness attempting to describe what happened while he was asleep?
But is it a likely story?  Demoralised disciples, a crack unit of guards, and a huge tombstone do not make for a scenario that fits that explanation. And if they did somehow achieve it, what then? Every murderer knows the hardest part is getting rid of the body.

Let me put the final nail in the coffin of the advocate arguing this theory to explain the resurrection away. What happened as the months and years went by after those events of the first Easter weekend? These disciples who it is said had stolen and hidden the body, knowing that everything their leader had predicted was a lie, gave their lives to traveling round the Mediterranean world shouting from the rooftops “He’s alive!”

For their efforts in preaching this Gospel which they knew in their hearts to be a lie, they were imprisoned, whipped, stoned and eventually one by one put to the sword.

Don’t you think Peter might have turned to John and said, ‘Let’s stop pretending and go back to fishing’? Instead with indefatigable courage and resolution they continued to proclaim the resurrection. It doesn’t add up, does it? Those men knew it was true; they experienced day by day the power and presence of the risen Christ. That’s what kept them going.

4.
Hundreds saw Him and recognised Him

Any criminal lawyer will tell you that eye-witness evidence is notoriously unreliable – particularly if the light is bad, your glance is fleeting, or most important of all, what you see is at odds with what you expect to see.

The Gospel writers make no secret of the fact that in the twilight before dawn through her tears, Mary Magdalene failed to recognise Jesus. And later in the day two of the disciples failed to recognise for some time the man who drew alongside them on the road from Jerusalem to Emmaus.
But if the New Testament writers are correct, in the forty days that followed the resurrection, countless different people saw him and often spoke with him in places as diverse as an upper room, on a mountain, by a lake, in the road, and at different times of day. It’s not the stuff of ghost stories or hallucinations. And St Paul records in his letter to the Corinthians that on one occasion more than 500 people saw Jesus. 

And he challenges his readers to check this out saying, ‘Most of them are still alive.’

(1 Corinthians 15.6)

It’s worth noting too that the omission in the Gospel accounts of any appearance by Jesus to his enemies after the resurrection suggests historical accuracy not legend. If you were writing a story based on these extraordinary events, could you resist having Jesus turn up on the Monday morning at Pilate’s office saying ‘It’s been a rough weekend but I’m back as promised.’ 
And if you are still tempted to think the Resurrection is a myth, it’s worth asking the question ‘Why did the Saturday Sabbath that had stood for at least 4000 years, suddenly change to Sunday?” Or try changing our Sunday of today to Monday! 
What did Jesus himself have to say about it?

Then the Jews demanded of him, "What miraculous sign can you show us to prove your authority to do all this?"  Jesus answered them, "Destroy this temple, and I will raise it again in three days." The Jews replied, "It has taken forty-six years to build this temple, and you are going to raise it in three days?"  But the temple he had spoken of was his body. After he was raised from the dead, his disciples recalled what he had said. Then they believed the Scripture and the words that Jesus had spoken. (John 2.18-22)

Chapter 6    ARE THE BIBLICAL RECORDS RELIABLE?
We have seen already that we are not dependent upon the Gospel accounts in the Bible to prove that Jesus was a figure of history, or indeed that he rose from the dead. But anyone seriously engaged in the pursuit of spiritual peace of mind will want assurance that the Scriptures can be trusted.
The Old Testament
The Jews, the people of Israel, treasured the books of Moses: Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers and Deuteronomy. That was the Jewish Bible until the time of the sacking of Jerusalem and the exile of the Jews in the sixth century BC. When the Jews returned to Jerusalem seventy years later the regular reading of the Book of the Law was restored through Nehemiah and Ezra. In due course the historical books were written and added – Joshua, Judges, Samuel, Kings, and Chronicles. King David’s psalms, the wisdom books of King Solomon, and all the prophets, major and minor followed, and were accepted as part of the inspired ‘canon’ of the Scriptures over the next two centuries. Canon simply means a list of books. The Canonicity is the selection of the books. Isaiah, the prophet who speaks so explicitly of the birth, ministry and death of Jesus Christ, was probably written sometime in the 6th century and incorporated into the canon in the following century.

The Old Testament was written in Hebrew, the language of the Jews, and scholars believe that perhaps as early as the fourth century BC the selection of Books comprising the Old Testament was accepted by the Jewish rabbis as being inspired and chosen of God. In about 200 BC, a Greek translation of the Old Testament called the Septuagint was composed. It was not until 406 AD that a saintly Roman Christian, Jerome, who was fluent in Hebrew and Greek as well as Latin, completed his Latin translation of the Old Testament called the Vulgate, ‘the book for the people’. After the Vulgate, translations into English and other languages followed.
How do we know the Jews got it right when they declared that God had inspired the books of the OT as authoritative? Answer – Jesus endorsed, ratified, reiterated, underlined, and quoted extensively from the Old Testament. He repeatedly disagreed with the Pharisees interpretation of the OT scriptures, but never with their canonicity. In layman’s language that means he endorsed unreservedly the authority of the Old Testament books used by the Jews in his lifetime. His most famous saying comes in the Sermon on the Mount:
Do not think that I have come to abolish the Law or the Prophets; I have not come to abolish them but fulfil them. (Matthew 5.17)
One other quotation will suffice:

You are in error because you do not know the Scriptures or the power of God. (Mark 12.24)

Quite literally, Jesus’ life fulfilled the OT Scriptures. It was his instruction book for His time on earth. For example the OT records:
The virgin birth
Bethlehem, his place of birth 
His youth in Nazareth 
His claims to be the Messiah 
His ministry of healing
His use of parables 
Even details like entering Jerusalem riding on a donkey on Palm Sunday
And of course, one event is foretold in the OT more than any other – the Cross. The references to the Cross are rightly called the scarlet thread of prophecy of the OT.
This was the Book that Jesus read, studied and memorized as he grew up as a Jewish boy.

It has been rightly said that the OT is the account of ‘Somebody’s coming’; the NT records ‘Somebody’s come’. It has been well said: “Jesus died because the Bible told him to. His obedience in dying is the greatest proof that Jesus believed the OT was the Word of God.”

The New Testament
Our evidence that Jesus endorsed the Old Testament of course comes primarily from the four Gospel writers in the New. So if we are to be confident of the authority and reliability of both Testaments we must examine the evidence for the authenticity of the New Testament records, particularly those four Gospels by Matthew, Mark, Luke and John.

In museums around the world we have hundreds of scrolls, manuscripts and fragments of the NT documents written in Greek or Aramaic. But they are not the original documents written by Matthew and his fellow authors. The earliest Gospel fragments we have are approx 150 AD or perhaps a little earlier. Most of these documents are 3rd century- 200 years after originals. How then can we be sure the documents we have are accurate copies? After all – no photocopiers, printers or printing presses were available -  not even carbon paper! Slaves did it all by hand. Surely errors crept in?

Answer: We have so many NT manuscripts in whole or in part – getting on for 1500 in all – that we can compare one copy with another, to check they agree and match up. And they do! The Encyclopedia Britannica says scholars agree that the NT documents we have are 98% true to the original. The care in copying was no doubt due to the fact that every slave who did the job was aware he was copying a sacred document!

Keep those figures for the NT manuscripts in mind as we make a comparison: 1500 different manuscripts; most 100 to 200 years after the originals. Take another ancient document written at much the same time as the NT: Caesar’s Gallic Wars. We have only 10 manuscripts to compare and the earliest is dated 900 years after the original! And yet nobody doubts that the copy of Caesar’s Gallic Wars you read at school is substantially accurate.

You see why no reputable scholar doubts the authenticity of the NT documents. And it is interesting to reflect on why we have so many more copies of the NT than Caesars Wars, and so many more nearer the time they were written. Perhaps the answer is obvious! The Bible has always been, as it is today, the world’s best seller. Everybody wanted a copy. Who would want Caesar’s Gallic Wars?  One copy every 100 years for the library was quite sufficient – boring stuff. No self-respecting student ever wanted his own copy, but everybody wanted to own the NT!

Then perhaps you say, but how was the NT put together? Who chose the books? How do we know it is from God?

The short answer to those very important questions, is that just as we take it on trust as a matter of faith, that God directed the human authors as they wrote their books, so we must trust Him that He directed the early church to select those books and letters that were to be included in the canon of NT scripture as he did with the OT. 
‘Every scripture is inspired by God’….God wrote the scriptures directing the minds and pens of human authors. (2 Timothy 3.16) 
 ‘But when the Holy Spirit comes he will guide you into all truth’ said Jesus to the apostles. So Jesus gave the apostles the authority to write the books of the NT.

Once Jesus had gone, the church continued in the apostles teaching (Acts 2.42) and we read in Ephesians 2.20 that the church was built upon the ‘foundation of the apostles and prophets with Christ as the chief corner-stone.’ As time went on the Church recognised not only apostolic authorship, but apostolic approval, and the judgment of reliable men as tests of canonicity. In the course of time the canon was formally adopted.  In AD 367 Athanasius of Alexandria put in writing the list of 27 books in the NT, and in 393 at the Synod of Hippo the Council of the Church accepted this list as the NT Canon without discussion or argument. Why without discussion? Because over the course of 200 or 300 years, it had become clear to the church and its leaders which books were the inspired Word of God and which were not. The early church used 5 tests as bench marks:

1. Was the book written down by a prophet or apostle of God?

2. Was the writer accredited by acts of God such as miracles?

3. Did the message clearly tell the truth about God as compared with other sacred      writings? God cannot contradict himself. ‘If in doubt, throw it out.’- was the policy.

4. Does it portray the power of God? Is it life-changing, edifying, evangelistic?

5. Was it accepted by the people? When a book, was regularly received, collected, read, and used by the people of God as the word of God it was regarded as canonical. 

The important thing to realise is that just as it is misleading to say something is true because it is in the Bible, so it is misleading to say that a book is in the Canon because it was accepted by the Church. The correct way to express it is this:

Something is in the Bible because it is true.

A book is in the Canon because it is the Word of God.

A book is not the word of God because it is accepted by the early church. Rather it is accepted by the church because it is the Word of God.

God gives the book its divine authority, not the people of God.

Chapter 7
WHAT WILL HEAVEN BE LIKE?

I suspect this question is rather like a dog which has never been allowed into his master’s house enquiring what it is like to be a human being. There are so many dimensions of human life which are of a quality way beyond his experience.

On this earth we experience relationships, personalities, social intercourse, emotions, thoughts, ambitions, plans, hopes and fulfilment. In heaven all these qualities which go to make up our earthly existence will still be there but with wonderful new dimensions. The word ‘new’ is short and unexciting but it seems to be the best St John can manage when under the direction of the Holy Spirit he records his vision or ‘revelation’ in the last book of the Bible (Revelation 21.1-5). Everything will be new, and stay new.

From earliest childhood we have dreamed about the next stage in our lives. A boy dreams of manhood. A girl dreams of motherhood. In mid-life we begin to plan our retirement. What do we dream of when we reach the evening of our lives? I love to dream of heaven.

Jesus describes heaven to his followers as “My Father’s house”. It will be home. All my life I have loved my homes, and sometimes wept for those who are homeless. Heaven will be the ultimate home. (John 14.3)

It will be a beautiful home, a happy home and a permanent home. (Revelation 21.1-11)

It will be a busy home. John describes it as a city. Man started in a leisurely garden. But eternity will embrace the action, the excitement, the vibrancy of a city. But it will be a city with no crime, no grime, no frustration, no fear, and no fatigue (Revelation 21.23, 22.3).
It will be a place with no darkness, no power-cuts, no security problems and no wars (Revelation 21.23-25, 22.2). 

Jesus will be the magnetic figure at the centre of it all. (Revelation 5.6)

Voltaire, the French atheist, is said to have cried out on his death-bed, ‘A million of money for a moment of time.’

Contrast those who died in the certainty of faith in Christ.

The apostle Peter: A rich welcome awaits us. (2 Peter 1.11)
Sir Malcolm Sargent, the conductor: When I go into the next world, I shall not feel a stranger. As a child taken from the left breast cries only to find consolation in the right one, so it shall be when we pass from life to death; from life to life.
Matthew Henry, 17th century author of a detailed Commentary on the whole Bible: He whose hand is in heaven need not fear to put his feet in the grave.
Corrie Ten Boom to those facing death in a Nazi concentration camp: God gives us our ticket for death when we need it.
Stephen, the first Christian martyr: Look, I see heaven open and the Son of Man standing at the right hand of God. (Acts 7.56)
The problem is “that the long habit of living indisposes us for dying” (Thomas Browne, Puritan divine).

But I want to be ready, and I want to be sure where I am going when I keep that appointment to depart this life that I know I cannot break.

The prolific Christian author of the last century, Professor CS Lewis, gives us a foretaste of heaven in his final Narnia story, The Last Battle:
The term is over, the holidays have begun. The dream is ended, this is the morning. All their life in this world had only been the cover and the title page. Now at last they were beginning chapter one of the Great Story which no one on earth has read, which goes on forever, in which every chapter is better than the one before. 
Chapter 8     THE PROMISES OF FORGIVENESS

We live in a world where failure is not readily forgotten. Whether it’s a pupil at school, a college student, a soldier, a corporate employee, a politician or anybody else, once a misdemeanour is on our record, it is very difficult to erase. And although some countries have introduced legislation to remove criminal records, in reality the black mark usually remains.

Inevitably therefore we think in the same terms with God. He’s that Judge in the sky who holds my grissly lists of sins in his computer, and every time I offend again, he of course chalks it up as yet another black mark.
That’s human thinking. To think like that about God is wrong on two counts. For those who receive his forgiveness, God first of all keeps no record of our sins; secondly he has no memory of any offence we have committed in the past.

This is the mind-blowing truth that James Callaghan and so many others find so difficult to grasp. But the Bible spells it out to us using some wonderfully vivid and compelling metaphors. Let’s look at them.
· The record, or slate or hard-disc is wiped clean:
If you, O LORD, kept a record of sins, O Lord, who could stand?

But with you there is forgiveness. (Psalm 130.3 NIV)

He concludes, I’ll forever wipe the slate clean of their sins. (Heb 10:17 Message Bible)

· Treading our sins underfoot – nobody can see what is under his feet.

· Throwing them overboard into the sea. The Bible was written before submarine technology when the sea was regarded as infinitely deep.

Who is a God like you, who pardons sin and forgives the transgression………you will tread our sins underfoot and hurl our iniquities into the depths of the sea. (Micah 5.2-5 & 7.18-19 NIV)

You’ll stamp out our wrongdoing. You’ll sink our sins to the bottom of the ocean. (Micah 7.19 Message Bible)
· Putting the greatest imaginable distance (the Bible was written before man began to explore space) between each of us and our sins.

And as far as sunrise is from sunset, he has separated us from our sins. (Psalm 103:12 Message Bible) 
As far as the east is from the west, so far has he removed our transgressions from us. (Ps 103:12 NIV)

· Putting our sins behind his back (another place we cannot see) or throwing them over his shoulder
But my sins you let go of, threw them over your shoulder—good riddance! (Isaiah 38:17 Message Bible)

You have put all my sins behind your back. (Isa 38:17 NIV)

· And, perhaps best of all, remembering our sins no more. God cannot forget as forgetfulness is human fallibility. He goes much better; he takes the proactive step of remembering them no more.
Then he adds: "Their sins and lawless acts I will remember no more. (Heb 10:17 NIV)

I will never again remember their sins and their lawless acts.” (Heb 10:17 HCSB)

I love telling the story of the Englishman who set off on a touring holiday with his Rolls Royce car. To his horror only a few hours into France the car broke down. The nearest agent diagnosed the problem and arranged for Rolls Royce in the UK to courier out the necessary parts. The car was just out of warranty and the owner was surprised to find no bill awaiting him on his return. He wrote Rolls Royce a short line expressing his surprise that the best car in the world had let him down but thanking them for their quick service. He asked for the account. A few days later he received a letter back: 

“Dear Sir,
We acknowledge your letter, but respectfully inform you that we have no record of any Rolls Royce ever breaking down.
Yours faithfully.......................

Once we accept God’s offer of free forgiveness, we become his chosen people. I become part of his family. He sees me as his Rolls Royce which cannot break down; when it does he keeps no records!
Of course giving one’s life to Christ does not mean a life free from temptation and all too often, more sins. But those future sins have already been forgiven. What we need to do is to confess them, consider how to avoid falling next time temptation comes, and then get up and continue.
But living the Christian life is a subject outside the scope of this booklet. We come in our final chapter to the question of how we begin the Christian life and what is required of me personally to obtain that extraordinary certainty of forgiveness which God has promised to all who come to him.
Chapter 9
MAKING SURE
Let’s go back to the prophet Isaiah who foretold Jesus and his death some 600 years before Jesus was born.

In his opening chapter, Isaiah writes some extraordinary words:

"Come now, let us reason together," says the LORD. "Though your sins are like scarlet, they shall be as white as snow; though they are red as crimson, they shall be like wool.” (Isaiah 1:18 NIV)

I never cease to wonder at the fact that the God who made the Universe, the God who holds my breath in his hands, deigns to ask me to reason with him. When he could command, he prefers to reason. He wants my mind as well as my heart and soul.

Here again Isaiah gives us the promise of forgiveness as he hears God pleading with us to respond to this gracious invitation.

It’s an invitation to the forgiveness which has been the theme of our little book; it’s also a promise of eternal life beginning right now on this earth, delivering me from the fear of death, and leading to everlasting life on the other side of death.
Of course, it’s a promise too of a lifelong friendship with Jesus who walked this earth before us and knows all the pitfalls and temptations. How wonderful to receive not only pardon, but his presence and the power to conquer sin.

What must I do?
1. Repent of my Sin

Do you begin to see how serious sin is in the sight of a Holy God? Do you think that God would have sent His only Son from the palace of heaven to the mud-hut of earth to suffer such a terrible death, if there had been any other way to deal with the problem of sin? When Jesus began his preaching by the Sea of Galilee he proclaimed:

The time has come. The Kingdom of God is near. REPENT and believe the good news!  (Mark 1.15).

On the day of Pentecost, Peter proclaimed the death and resurrection of Jesus, and when the people asked ‘What shall we do?’ he declared:

REPENT and be baptised, every one of you, in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins. And you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit. (Acts 2.38)

When Paul was defending himself before King Agrippa he declared:

I preached that they should REPENT and turn to God and prove their REPENTANCE by their deeds. (Acts 26.20)

Clearly we have to take Repentance seriously. It means doing a 180 degree turn in our attitude to God. As best I know how, and in the strength God promises to give me when He enters my life by His Holy Spirit, I must turn from going my own way and begin going God’s way. The Greek word translated repentance literally means changing one’s mind. The Anglican Prayer Book provides a very helpful explanation of repentance:
If we are to turn to God in true penitence, we must be cut to the heart (Acts 2.37). There must be sorrow and a desire to amend. We must be willing to accept the fact and gravity of sin with no attempt to conceal it. Furthermore there must be a desire to live the new life in Christ.

You say, ‘I could never keep it up.’ You are right. Our lives are filled with broken ‘new resolutions’. But once I come to Christ He offers me a new power to do what is right. Imagine the gloves of one of the great boxing heavy-weight champions. Take one of the gloves and swing it by its laces; it would hardly swat a fly. But put the owner’s fist in the glove and it becomes an immensely effective weapon! So with us; alone I am no match for temptation. With Christ inside me I am a new and very different person.
2. Believe that He died for me
The apostle John was the great friend and confidante of Jesus when he was here on earth. John has written the most famous verse in the Bible about receiving forgiveness and eternal life:

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. (John 3:16 NIV)

In chapter 4 we saw that the Cross is at the heart of Christianity, and that on the Cross Jesus took the punishment for all my sins in my place, as my substitute.
I need to accept that, and believe it by faith. Don’t worry if your faith at this stage is like a tiny grain of mustard seed; Jesus said that was enough.

3. Come to Jesus

Jesus followed up his commands to Repent and Believe with the invitation:

COME, follow me. (Mark 1.17)

Those three wonderful steps – REPENT-BELIEVE-COME – are the route to the Kingdom of Heaven. If you can take the first two, then you are ready to accept the invitation to come. When you come to Jesus, He comes to you.

Jesus is standing outside the door of your life impatient to come in by His Holy Spirit. He has been waiting perhaps 10 years; perhaps even as much as 40 or 50 years. Now that you have heard Him, His knocking becomes particularly insistent. This is how the apostle John saw it in his dream:

Here I am! I stand at the door and knock. If anyone hears my voice and opens the door, I will come in. (Revelation 3.20)

Notice that the invitation is to any man, but notice also that the door must be opened from the inside. In a famous painting depicting this verse the artist Holman Hunt shows Jesus wearing a crown of thorns and a purple robe standing, knocking, outside the door of a dilapidated cottage. The door is overgrown with creeper because it has been shut for so long. There is no handle on the outside. Hunt explained that this was no mistake. Jesus will never force Himself upon us. He waits for us to open the door and invite Him in.

How do I invite Him in? It does not require any special form of words. A simple prayer in the silence of my heart will be enough to elicit an immediate response. For example:

Lord Jesus, thank you for dying on the cross, taking the punishment for my sin in my place. I repent of my sin; I turn from my way and in your strength I want to go your way from this day on. Thank you for dying for me. I come to you; please come to me and take your place in my heart as my Saviour, my Lord and my friend.

Once you have invited Him in, however few or many your words, once you have made that wholehearted commitment that is the essence of repenting and believing in Jesus, then you can be sure He has entered by the person of His Holy Spirit. Look again at Revelation 3.20. The promise is quite unconditional. Jesus does not say, ‘I might come in’ or ‘I will come in if you turn over a new leaf’. He knows you have been trying to turn over a new leaf for far too long! When He comes in you experience God’s new birth and become a new person!
If anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old has gone, the new has come!  (2 Corinthians 5.17)

Chapter 10   POSTSCRIPT
Having taken that vital step, you may well be saying to yourself, ‘Well, I don’t feel any different.’ That does not matter. Faith depends on facts, not feelings. Trust the promises of God. “My Master is a gentleman who never breaks His word” wrote African explorer and missionary, David Livingstone. On more than one occasion when travelling from one country to another by car I have been struck by how similar the new country is to the old. Initially, the scenery, the people and even the place names are so much the same. I could easily be deceived into thinking I had not crossed the border if I relied upon my feelings. But the stamps in my passport are facts telling me otherwise. So it is with beginning the Christian life; the Christian family likeness comes gradually; unlike natural birth where a family likeness may be evident immediately. But we can rely from the first moment of spiritual life on the Master’s promises; the feeling of peace and assurance will soon follow.

Or perhaps you are asking, “Well, what do I do now?” Find other Christians and join them in friendship and fellowship. If at all possible get involved in a lively church. Tell them about your new discovery. Don’t keep it secret! See if there is a beginner’s course about the Christian life available. 
But most important of all, get yourself a Bible in a modern translation and start reading it. Start with one of the Gospels. The Bible is God’s living word, and once we have the Holy Spirit in us, the pages will light up. It will become a treasure chest, relevant and meaningful to everyday life. 

Then start to pray. The essence of any friendship is two-way communication. Jesus speaks to us through the Bible; we respond in prayer. Talk to Him quite naturally. Call Him by His own personal name, Jesus; but call Him Lord Jesus because He is Lord as well as friend. Tell Him your misgivings, your joys and your fears. Tell Him your day to day needs, and ask Him to teach you more and more about Himself. He is worth getting to know!

Here is a prayer you might like to use regularly:
Day by day, Lord Jesus, of you three things I pray

To see you more clearly, to follow you more nearly

And to love you more dearly. Amen
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