Pastor Jeff Williams: February 8, 2009

Looking Under the Hood, Part II: “Can You Handle the Truth?” Part 2.

We’re going to be talking this morning about the nature of truth. Jesus made the boldest outrageous, powerful significant truth claim that man ever made-that was ever made by somebody on this earth. The most important, the most profound truth claim ever uttered on this earth if it’s true was said in John 14:6, “I am the way, the truth and the life.” Jesus chose those words very carefully. He didn’t say, “I have some truth to share with you,” or, “I’m going to lead you in the truth,” or, “I’m going to teach you some truth.” He said, “I am truth. The essence of truth emanates from Me. I am truth.” Wow! I mean that is one whopper of a lie or it is one God-sized truth. Either He was who He said He was or He was not; and we have to weigh those words. We have to look at His life, look at the testimony of His life and decide whether or not He was who He claimed to be. But if He is in fact the way, the truth and the life, then there’s never been a more profound, significant statement uttered in regards to truth. 

We’re going to talk about that statement. We’re going to unpack a little bit, and we’re going to talk about each of those “I am” statements. Of course we’re going to take them in order-the first one [being], “I am the way.” What is the significance of saying, “I am the way”?
I shared with you that my son and I [went to the Inauguration]. My son really wanted to attend the Inauguration. The first event that we were going to go to was the concert-the “We are One” concert. It was designed to be a non-political event, celebrating what we all have in common as Americans-no political speeches, just celebrating liberty and freedom. Some of the most famous artists in the world were there, like Bruce Springsteen, U2, Sheryl Crow, John Bon Jovi, Stevie Wonder, John Mellencamp, Usher and on and on the list goes, James Taylor-all generations of singers. There were readers like Denzel Washington and Martin Luther King III, Tiger Woods, Tom Hanks-just a number of respected individuals [were there]. 
The one who kicked it off was a Bishop by the name of Gene Robinson. I couldn’t hear what he was saying because the speaker in our area was temporarily out, but he opened with a prayer; and I wanted to know what that prayer was. When I got home I googled his prayer. “What did he say?” He began the prayer by saying this, “Oh God, of our many understandings…” Now, I thought that was interesting; and I really wanted to know what he meant when he said, “Oh, God of our many understandings.” It said what he was trying to say was “God you revealed Yourself in many different ways.” You’ve all heard that before-that there are many paths to one God. There is one God; this religion has this truth; and this religion has that truth, but they’re all pointing in the same direction and they’re all paths to the same God who has revealed Himself-as that man said-in many ways. There are many understandings, “Oh God of our many understandings...” That is a truth claim; that is saying that there are many truths; there are many ways to one God. All religions coming together, we recognize that when you get to the core of the faith, they’re all teaching the brotherhood of man and the Fatherhood of God.

I’m going to talk about that a little bit. We want to take those faiths-and this is not a series on world religion-but we’re going to present to you and put them in a juxtaposition quickly-and tell you what they believe about God.  We’re not going to try to do this with every world religion of course and even all the major religions, we’re not going to hit all of those either. There will just be a sampling, a cross section, of some of these world views and some of these world religions to see what they say at that core about who God is and about our destiny as people.
Well, we know what Christian theism teaches, and we don’t have to spend a lot of time on that. We know that we believe that God created us in His image, that we are separate and distinct from our Creator. There is the Creator, and there is His creation. We are creature; He is creator. We are made in His image. We have personality as He has personality. We know that He has a plan and a destiny; the earth is going somewhere. We are following His divine providence; that He’s sovereign; that He is everywhere, but not in everything. It’s not pantheism we believe in. God is separate and distinct from His creation, but He’s very much involved in His creation. He’s eminent; He’s here for us. He wants us to worship Him, and He wants us to know Him. He wants us to understand His truth.

Now there is another belief system called deism, and many people practice deism. They believe that God created the world. Thomas Jefferson was such a person. He created the world, but He’s not involved in the world. It’s like a clock maker who made the clock and set the clock ticking. The world’s spinning, and He started the spinning, but He’s not involved in the everyday affairs of man. He’s really not a personal, loving God; but there is a God who created the world-just not a God that we can know.
Then there is Eastern pantheistic monism. There are a lot of religions that encompass this world view. Pantheism means God is everywhere; God is in everything. Monism has to do with oneness, oneness of the universe. I want you to think of the Force in Star Wars. That might help you. We can’t see the Force, but we see the effects of the Force. The Force is in the entire universe; the Force sustains; the Force unites. You have to tap into the Force. If you can become like a priest, like a Jedi, who really knows how to use the Force that’s all around us and in us… I think of the scene where Luke’s trying to get his ship out of the muddy swamp. He lifts it a little bit, and it drops down. He says to Yoda, “I can’t do it.” 
Yoda says, “And that is why you fail.” Then he lifts it up out of the swamp because he had the Force. He understood how to channel the Force. 

So in Eastern pantheistic monism, you want to tap into this oneness. You really want to come to a realization of this oneism. 

With Buddhism-life is suffering. Life is suffering because we desire. We have to break free from desire, and then we will cease suffering. We do this by working through karma. You can have bad karma from previous lives, and you have to work through it; so through a series of life, death and rebirth, you work through this karma and can escape desire. Eventually, you can reach nirvana where you are basically absorbed into God like a drop of water in the ocean. You are absorbed into this oneness. God is impersonal; there isn’t a personal God you can point to and say, “Well, that’s God.” 
Hinduism is a little different. Again, we’re just giving brief synopsis. We could elaborate more if we had time-if we were doing a series on each of these religions. Since we’re not, we’re kind of skipping through this. In Hinduism, there are actually hundreds of thousands of gods-manifestation of the Brahman. When we think about God, He’s not to be understood as theism-that God is “the man upstairs” kind of thing. God is in every one of us. God is in all of us, and we need to really tap into the fact that we are divine. Everything that we see is divine. It’s pantheism; it’s all divine. There are different levels of divineness. There are certain things that are more divine than other things. Matter is the least divine. Vegetables would be next on the chain. Then animals next on the chain-that’s why you don’t eat the cows. It’s not so much that it’s Uncle Henry there; it’s just that the cow is divine. All of the Brahman is in that cow; then [there are] humans, then the Brahman-you go into the priests and so forth. There are various cast systems within Hinduism. So through this process of life and death, you want to work through this karma until you reach this oneness. Then you can escape this cycle of life, death and rebirth. Again, God is impersonal. It’s really even hard to define God in Hinduism, but we are God. The one is the whole; and the whole is in the one, and we need to tap into that and reach enlightenment. 

We could talk a little bit about a new age philosophy. In the new age philosophy, we come to the realization that we are God. In this religion, we are God. We are divine. It’s an amalgamation. It takes a little bit of everything. There’s animism, like even a tree can have a soul. There’s a little bit of theism in that the individual really matters but a little bit of naturalism [is in there] too because there is no divine being. Then there’s Eastern pantheistic monism because we’re reincarnated. You have to come to this realization that you are God. 
Now, there are other religions we could talk about, but we’re not going to take the time to do that. Suffice it to say, those are some very different views of reality, aren’t they? So, I would say to the person who says there are “many ways to God, many different paths-” I would say, “How can God be a loving creator; separate and distinct from His creation; and at the same time be a God who created the world but doesn’t care anything about the world; to an impersonal force that’s really not a person at all, but this force that permeates the world-this oneness that permeates the world; to the fact that we as individual human beings are divine.” Throw in numerous other world views and religions-“how in the world can things that are so diametrically opposed to one another all be true at the same time?”
Common sense tells us that either one is true and the rest are false or they’re all false and something else is true; but things that are that opposite cannot be true at the same time. Friends, those world views are going in opposite directions. It’s like saying, “Listen, we’re going to go start a church in Florida. We’re tired of the cold,” and one of you gets a map that goes north; one gets a map that goes east; one gets one that goes west; and one gets one that goes south; and we all expect to end up in the same place. How can you end up in the same place if we’re going in completely different directions? So I challenge that statement that says that we all just believe the same thing because those religions-at their very core-teach very different things about human beings and who we are. 

In Hinduism, you have a soul that is you reincarnated in different lives. In Buddhism, you are a non-soul. You really are a mixture of people, and it’s really not you that is reincarnated in the next life. You are this mixture of people. 

Christianity says we have a soul. In deism, there is no afterlife. These things can’t all be true because they’re saying some very different things, so individuals have to decide. Either one is true and the rest are false; or they’re all false and there’s another way; but it is not logical to say that they’re all true. But in post-modernism, truth is relative and you can kind of come to your own truth deductions and conclusions. Jesus says, “I am the truth.” Truth is exclusive by its very definition and nature. He didn’t say, “I am a truth.” He said, “I am the truth.” 

Imagine if we took this same mindset and applied it to other facets of our life. What if we did that in our educational system? That whole mindset? Everybody has to come up with your truth, and your truth is as valid as the next person’s truth. So you said, “Okay, Johnny, what’s two plus two?”

“Five.”

“That’s correct because that’s your truth, Johnny, and I would have accepted actually any number that you could have thought of and said that was two plus two because I don’t want to offend your truth, your belief system.”

If we were in history class, “Susie, who was the first President of the United States?”

“Benjamin Franklin.”

“Correct. I would have accepted any answer because that’s what you believe; and that is what must be true because you believe it.”

Try that if you were on your way home today, and you ran a red light. I don’t mean a pink one; I mean a red one. The officer pulls you over and says, “What were you doing? You just ran a red light.”

You go, “Oh, in my truth system, see, red is the new green. I really feel like I’ve got my own set of laws. I could show you. I have my own speed limits. I have my own rules of what the different colors mean to me. Red actually means speed up in my rule book.”

How does that go over with the officer? Does the officer go, “Oh, in that case…? I didn’t know that was your truth. Well, that’s fine then.” Or does he say, “We have a different truth”? He says, 
“The State of Wisconsin has a rule book called the “Rules of the Road.” You are not abiding by those rules, so I’m going to issue a citation because regardless of what you think reality is, my friend, this is reality-what the state has established for you. You will abide by that or you will experience the consequences.”

Imagine if we did that in sports or in games, like if you’re playing chess. In fact, I’m going to ask our team, “Could you guys just whip up something really quick that involves, say like, a chess game with no rules? Could you do that real quickly?” Thanks. They’re working on that. Let’s see if they come up with something.

(Two media clips are played here: 1) “Some things aren’t meant to be stretched,” and 2) “A Few Good Men.”) 
It makes a good point, doesn’t it? There is objective truth. There is objective reality. The next time somebody says to you, “Well, I don’t understand you Christians thinking you’re the only way to God, your truth is the only truth,” friends, every religion teaches that their way is the correct way. Talk to somebody who is a Muslim, and they will tell you Allah is the only God. Now, it’s true with Hinduism, they might say Jesus was a Prophet and accept that, but they really believe their version of reality is reality regardless of what other religions do, teach or say, this is the way it is. Every religion believes its truth. 

Even atheism-when you talk about atheism-it says there is no God. That is a truth claim. When an atheist makes a proclamation and says, “There is no God. There is no afterlife. There is no soul,” that is a truth claim. It is. You’re saying that my way is right; everybody else is wrong.

So, when you make a stand and make a truth claim, all of us are saying that this is how reality is. You don’t have to agree with everybody to be tolerant of other faiths. It’s very important we be tolerant of other faiths, but just because I might disagree with something you said, it does not make me intolerant-not at all. We can’t apply that logic in life either. There are people that we love and respect. You don’t agree with your spouse about everything. You don’t agree with your best friend about everything. So we come to those conclusions, and we respect one another’s opinions. Remember we talked about that last week? If somebody asks you to give a defense or an apologia-an apologetic, a reason why you believe, you do so with gentleness and respect. We have to respect the point of view of one another; but having a belief system, a conviction that Jesus is the way, the truth and the life does not mean that you are an intolerant person. It simply means that you believe what Jesus said; you believe who He was. He says, “I am the way.” He says, “I am the truth.” The truth is exclusive by its very definition, and He says, “I am the life.” What did He mean when He said, “I am the life”?  Does Jesus mean He just came to give us a certain quality? “I came to give you a good life.” You listen to some preachers or evangelists, and they might get up here and say, “Jesus came to give you a great life so that you will be happy, rich and health all the time.” Jesus came to give you an enhanced quality of life. They might further surmise that how we live our life is more important than what we believe. That’s teaching that really how you live your life-what you do-is more important than what you believe; and I would challenge that statement because I would say that what you do, how you live, is based upon at the core of what you believe.
What I believe determines the kind of person I am and how I live my life. It’s at the very core, so it’s even more fundamental than what I do. It is the reason I do what I do or say what I say. I’ll give you an illustration from world religion and Hinduism. We talked about the different cast system. You start at the top with the priests and scholars and teachers. Then you go to those who work in artisans and agriculture and commerce all the way down to the lowly Untouchables. The Untouchables look like anybody else. You could not distinguish an Untouchable simply by looking at them because they look like any other Hindu. It is a social reality, however, that the Untouchable is an outcast. In your Untouchable, you’re born into poverty. You don’t have access to the health care that others have. You might be confined to almost slave labor. You don’t receive the education that others would. You are often times a victim of violence. Your existence is very painful if you are an Untouchable. 

The reason you live as an Untouchable and the reason your life is so miserable is because of bad karma. You are working through the result of bad karma from a previous life, so you are suffering so that you can work through that and continue to progress upwards toward being a Brahman. Now if I try to help an Untouchable, I am actually usurping the process. I am hurting that person because I am stopping them or preventing them from moving on in the next life. They’re going to have to do this whole thing all over again and suffer all over again because you interfered. 

I could use the analogy of parents where they have different parenting philosophies, and their child does something that deserves punishment. One parent punishes the child and says, “Because you did this, you’re going to be punished. You’re going to be grounded. We’re going to take away your privileges and all of that.” 

The other parent comes on the scene and says, “Oh, he/she won’t do it again. It wasn’t so bad.” They either cut the discipline short, or they remove it all together. That can create friction in the home, can’t it? 

The parent who administered the discipline will say, “What are you doing? Our son or daughter is never going to learn until they experience the consequence of their behavior. They’re going to repeat this behavior now. Until we teach them a lesson, it’s just going to keep repeating in their life.” So don’t do that. Let them experience the full consequence of their decision. 

The same thing is true here. If you try to help an Untouchable, you are usurping the process. You’re going to make them come back in the next life, so it’s hands off. You let them suffer; you let them be poor; you let them be homeless; you let them go through these negative things so they can work through this bad karma and be reincarnated as an individual that is higher or closer to reaching nirvana-absorbed into God and to end this cycle of life, death and rebirth. So Christianity comes on the scene with people like Mother Teresa, and they help the Untouchables. They begin to minister to the lepers, minister to the poor; feed the sick; and treat the diseases. Why are they doing what they are doing? Because of what they believe-because of what they believe about reality, what God has called them to do; so it is the belief that determines the way they live. That’s why in the Untouchable realm, Christianity is very effective because those who are ministered by people like Mother Teresa want to know more about the God who motivated them to show compassion, love and concern. 
Really, when Jesus is talking about “I’m the way, the truth and the life,” remember what He’s saying. He says, “I am the life.” 

One of my favorite teachers-I don’t know if you know who Ravi Zacharias is. He’s a fellow trinity person like myself. Ravi for decades has traveled the world and taught on a number of things. Ravi Zacharias said this: “Jesus did not come to make bad people good. Jesus came to make dead people alive again.” That’s profound. That’s a whole different ball game. If someone is dead, they cannot resuscitate themselves. The Bible says we are spiritually dead or separated from God because of sin. Sin means to miss the mark, to fall short. One who is dead cannot resuscitate him or herself. It is the work of God. Jesus came to make those who are dead in trespasses and sins alive again spiritually to God, to make it so that one day we can inhabit the very presence of God.
So as you examine these truth claims, you put them side to side, you realize that we have to make a decision, friends. We have to weigh the evidence. We have to make a conclusion. God has given us minds to think, to reason; so that’s what we’re going to do in this series. We’re going to talk about ultimate reality; we’re going to talk about objective truth. We’re going to talk about reasons why we believe what we believe-not just the what but the why and the how; not just looking at an engine under the hood and knowing that when I turn the key it goes, but I want to be more like a mechanic so I can understand how it all fits together and why it works. We’re going to talk in this series to those of our friends who are skeptical, who have questions. Their questions are valid. Those questions are important. We hope in the weeks ahead to address those questions and concerns, so I hope that you’ll invite somebody to join you next week.

Next week we’re going to talk about “God, are you there?” We’re going to talk for a couple weeks about why we believe and why we have faith in the Lord, so that’s going to be our subject matter. Again, the series is called, “Under the Hood: Examining Christianity,” kicking the tires, giving it a test drive, finding out the why and the how-not just the what. We’re going to focus on the existence of God together. 
Would you join me in prayer?

Father, I want to thank You that You’ve revealed Yourself to us; that we’re not on this planet spinning through space with no one in charge; that You’re sovereign-that You’re in control even when life seems chaotic, sometimes without meaning or purpose. There is purpose and meaning. Because we’ve been made in Your image and because we have Your Word, we know we have responsibilities as individuals that determine how we live our lives, what we do; but our faith is core to who we are. Lord, I pray that You would help us to live out our faith in a way that is powerful, that impacts our world with the love that You have for people. Lord, that those who believe differently than us-though we may not agree with them-we will love them, and we will seek to understand them. With gentleness and reverence, we will share our thoughts and how we see the world. We pray that we can influence them for Christ; but Lord only You can bring what is dead back to life, so ultimately You receive all the glory and praise for anything we’re able to accomplish in this regard. But I pray for conversations to develop, conversations with friends and coworkers, family members, that we can in a loving way share Your truth with people who desperately need to know that there is a Savior; that You came to make the way of salvation known; that we can know You personally even as You know us. In Jesus’ name we pray, Amen.
