The Gospel According to St. Patrick #2

“God the Son”

selected Scriptures

Leading up to St. Patrick’s Day this year we are considering what I am calling “The Gospel according to St. Patrick.” Specifically we are examining the doctrine of the Trinity, which St. Patrick illustrated with the shamrock, now a symbol for Ireland in general and St. Patrick’s Day in particular.

The Trinity teaches that one God exists eternally as three distinct persons: God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit. All three are fully God, yet are one in essence. Rather than adding up the three persons—as in 1+1+1=3—think of God as in 1x1x1=1. At the end of our last study we zeroed in on God the Father. This morning we will focus on God the Son. Known in history as Jesus Christ, the Bible reveals that He existed before His birth in Bethlehem. He always was, always is, and always will be. 

This past week I read the story of the open-air preacher in Ireland at the time of the Shamrock races, who was constantly interrupted by a heckler in the crowd: “Hey mister! What do you know of the shamrock?” After a while the preacher had enough. “Well, sir,” he said, “on Christ the solid Rock I stand. All other rock is shamrock!”

There is nothing sham about Jesus Christ, otherwise known as God the Son.

The Divine Identity of the Son

Let’s begin with the divine identity of the Son. Who was Jesus of Nazareth? This was a hot topic when He was on earth. In fact, Jesus brought it up Himself in Matthew 16:13-15,

When Jesus came to the region of Caesarea Philippi, he asked his disciples, “Who do people say the Son of Man is?” 

They replied, “Some say John the Baptist; others say Elijah; and still others, Jeremiah or one of the prophets.” 

“But what about you?” he asked. “Who do you say I am?” 

During His days on earth, opinions about Jesus varied greatly. Jewish leaders of His day saw Him as a deceiver. Roman officials saw Him as a threat to civil peace. His half brothers heckled Him. One of His followers betrayed Him. Another denied Him. Many abandoned Him.

Not much has changed. Every now and then people on the street are asked, “Who do you think Jesus is?” Most suppose that Jesus was a great moral teacher or a famous prophet.
 But not God.

Critics claim that Jesus never claimed to be God, but that His followers invented the idea after His crucifixion. Closer examination, however, negates this claim. Centuries before the birth of Jesus, the Jewish Scriptures predicted the promised Anointed One—the Messiah—would be nothing less than God in the flesh.

The prophet Isaiah said, “Therefore the Lord himself will give you a sign: The virgin will be with child and will give birth to a son, and will call him Immanuel” (Isaiah 7:14). The Hebrew word “Immanuel” means “God with us,” as Matthew 1:22-23 explains. Now Jesus never used this name Himself. We don’t find anyone during His life ever calling Him by this name. It is really a title, a description of who He is.
 
Two chapters later we read in Isaiah 9:6, “For to us a child is born, to us a son is given, and the government will be on his shoulders. And he will be called Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace.” Jewish scholars viewed this passage as referring to the Messiah.
 Yet notice the second description: “Mighty God.” This is not referring to a godly man, but rather to God as a man.

A contemporary to Isaiah, Micah, also prophesied about the promised Messiah. In Micah 5:2 we read, “But you, Bethlehem Ephrathah, though you are small among the clans of Judah, out of you will come for me one who will be ruler over Israel, whose origins are from of old, from ancient times.” The niv notes the last phrase can also be translated, “from days of eternity.” Again, this is not referring to any normal human.

The New Testament echoes this concept that the Messiah would be divine. John 1:1 says, “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.” The term “Word” refers to Jesus Christ because verse 14 says, “The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us.” John concludes in verse 18, “No one has ever seen God, but God the One and Only, who is at the Father’s side, has made him known.” The only way He could do that is to be God Himself.
 John then weaves this primary thesis through the rest of his gospel. Jesus claimed deity, His miracles supported His claim, His activities presupposed this truth, and His resurrection finally vindicated everything He said and did.

Paul writes in Colossians 1:16, “For by him all things were created: things in heaven and on earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones or powers or rulers or authorities; all things were created by him and for him.” This echoes John 1:3. Verse 17 goes on to say He is “before all things”; while verse 19 adds, “God was pleased to have all his fullness dwell in Him.” Only deity has the prerogative of creation, preexists all things, and personifies the full essence and nature of God.

A variety of other passages in the New Testament give clear indication that Jesus is God. Romans 9:5 refers to Christ as “God over all.” Titus 2:13 speaks of “our great God and Savior Jesus Christ.” Similarly, 2 Peter 1:1 calls Him “our God and Savior.” Hebrews 1:8 tells us that Jesus is God—according to God the Father himself: “But about the Son he [the Father] says, ‘Your throne, O God, will last for ever and ever.’”
What about the criticism that Jesus Himself never claimed to be God? This is simply not true. Jesus did claim to be God, and He did so at the risk of His own life.
 In John 8:48, the Jewish leaders had falsely accused Jesus of being a Samaritan and demon-possessed, which Jesus flatly denied. He then told them in verse 58, “I tell you the truth, before Abraham was born, I am!” At first glance, Jesus’ statement appears incomplete: “I am what or who?” But the Jewish leaders immediately connected Jesus’ claim to God’s revelation of Himself to Moses in the burning bush: “I am who I am” (Exo. 3:14). Jesus was saying, in words He knew the religious leaders would grasp, “I am God.” No wonder the leaders immediately picked up stones to kill Him.

On another occasion, Jesus told the Jewish leaders, “I and the Father are one” (John 10:30). Again, they understood the gravity of His astounding claim and attempted to stone Him “for blasphemy, because you, a mere man, claim to be God” (v. 33). To religious leaders committed to the existence of one true God, Jesus’ statements were hideous in their perceived heresy.
 Even Jesus’ enemies knew He claimed to be God.

In John 14:8 we read that the Lord Jesus Christ was asked by Philip: “Lord, show us the Father and that will be enough for us.” Jesus replied, “Don’t you know me, Philip, even after I have been among you such a long time? Anyone who has seen me has seen the Father.” So Jesus claimed to be God. 

More than that, Jesus received worship as God. The Bible commands, “Worship the Lord your God, and serve him only” (Matthew 4:10). Yet in Matthew 2:11 we read that the Magi came and worshiped Him. When Jesus walked on the water and calmed the great storm, the disciples bowed down and worshiped Him (Matthew 14:22-33). In John 9:38 we learn that the blind man whom Jesus healed worshiped Him. In John 20:28 Thomas exclaimed, “My Lord and my God!” And Jesus accepted this worship! He knew He was God. So He claimed to be God, and He received worship as God.

I began by looking at Matthew 16, when Jesus asked His disciples, “Who do men say that I am?” Let’s return there and complete the story:

“But what about you?” he asked. “Who do you say I am?” 

Simon Peter answered, “You are the Christ, the Son of the living God.” 

Jesus replied, “Blessed are you, Simon son of Jonah, for this was not revealed to you by man, but by my Father in heaven.” (Matthew 16:15-17)

You cannot say Jesus is Lord without thereby affirming that Jesus is God.

The Dynamic Interests of the Son

Next I want to consider the dynamic interests of the Son. Without implying that either the Father or the Holy Spirit are inactive, the Bible indicates that God the Son takes an operational interest on a number of levels. One might go so far as to say the Father is the architect drawing up the plans while the Son is the agent that makes it happen. 

We see this in creation. Genesis 1:1–2 says, “In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth. Now the earth was formless and empty, darkness was over the surface of the deep, and the Spirit of God was hovering over the waters.” The Son is not specifically mentioned here, yet John 1:3 states, “Through him all things were made; without him nothing was made that has been made.” Paul also affirms in Colossians 1:16, “For by him all things were created: things in heaven and on earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones or powers or rulers or authorities; all things were created by him and for him.” So, where does the Son appear in Genesis 1? Perhaps as “the Word,” as John calls Him in his prologue. Seven times in Genesis 1 we read, “And God said…and it was so.” In other words, God spoke the word and things were created. Peter writes in 2 Peter 3:5, “…long ago by God’s word the heavens existed and the earth was formed out of water and by water.” Hebrews 1:3, which we read earlier, speaks of the Son “sustaining all things by his powerful word.” God the Son had a dynamic interest in creation.

Furthermore, we see the Son active in redemption. Paul writes in Romans 3:24 that we “are justified freely by his grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus.” How did that happen? The next verse says, “God presented him as a sacrifice of atonement…” Again, the Father’s plan executed by the Son. Colossians 1:13-14 states, “For he has rescued us from the dominion of darkness and brought us into the kingdom of the Son he loves, in whom we have redemption, the forgiveness of sins.”

The Son is also active in revelation (not the final book of the Bible, but revealing God to humanity). Some still ask, “What is God like?” God Himself has given us a final, complete answer. Jesus said, “Anyone who has seen me has seen the Father” (John 14:9).

For those of us who have put our faith in Jesus Christ, the quest of the ages is over, because God has now revealed Himself to us through the Son. What Jesus is, the Father is. Whoever looks on the Jesus looks upon all of God. Jesus is God thinking God’s thoughts. Jesus is God feeling what God feels. Jesus is God doing what God does. God’s revelation of Himself is complete in Jesus Christ, the Son. No longer need we ask, “What is God like?” Jesus is God. He has translated God into terms we can understand.
 Or, as Malcolm Muggeridge put it, “Jesus is God with the skin on.”

God the Son has a dynamic interest in ruling. Gabriel told Mary in Luke 1:31-33,

“You will be with child and give birth to a son, and you are to give him the name Jesus. He will be great and will be called the Son of the Most High. The Lord God will give him the throne of his father David, and he will reign over the house of Jacob forever; his kingdom will never end.”

While it is accurate to say that God the Father is sovereign, ruling over all creation, it is also true that it is God the Son who will rule and reign on earth. In Revelation 20:1-6 those faithful to Christ will be raised and “will reign with him for a thousand years.”
In all of these ways God the Son takes the plans of God the Father and executes them. This is not in exclusion of the Father or the Spirit, but in conjunction with them.

The Doctrinal Importance of the Son

Finally let’s see the doctrinal importance of the Son. Put another way, does it really matter whether Jesus of Nazareth was God the Son or not? The answer is yes. If we deny that Jesus is God, we have denied the very essence of Christianity. Everything else the Bible teaches about Christ hinges on the truth that Jesus is God in human flesh.

So much rests on this foundational truth that every aspect of our lives would change without it. Worshiping Jesus, obeying Him, and praying to Him would be foolish at best and heretical at worst. If Jesus is not God, we have believed in vain. We may as well sell off our church buildings, close down our ministries, call home our missionaries, and go follow whatever spiritual path is more to our liking. Were Jesus a mere man, we would be left with a set of nice sayings (and a lot of antiquated stories) rather than a dynamic relationship with the personal God of the universe, made possible through the eternal sacrifice of an eternal Being.
 As Paul said if there was no resurrection of the dead, “our preaching is useless and so is your faith” (1 Corinthians 15:14).

Some ask, “Why can’t we just accept that Jesus of Nazareth was a good man—a really good man—and benefit from his teachings without all this nonsense about him being God?” Jesus addressed that in Mark 10:18, when someone called Him “Good teacher”: “Why do you call me good?” Jesus said. “No one is good—except God alone.” 
Here’s the thing: Jesus did, in fact, claim to be God (as we have shown above). That limits our options. C. S. Lewis put it best in his classic work, Mere Christianity:
I am trying here to prevent anyone saying the really foolish thing that people often say about Him: ‘I’m ready to accept Jesus as a great moral teacher, but I don’t accept His claim to be God.’ That is the one thing we must not say. A man who was merely a man and said the sort of things Jesus said would not be a great moral teacher. He would either be a lunatic—on a level with the man who says he is a poached egg—or else he would be the Devil of Hell. You must make your choice. Either this man was, and is, the Son of God: or else a madman or something worse. You can shut Him up for a fool, you can spit at Him and kill Him as a demon; or you can fall at His feet and call Him Lord and God. But let us not come with any patronising nonsense about His being a great human teacher. He has not left that open to us. He did not intend to.

Returning to our original text, Matthew 16:13-15, allow me to paraphrase:

Jesus asked his disciples, “Who do people say the Son of Man is?” 

They replied, “Some say a good moral teacher, some say a prophet, some say a revolutionary, some a created being like an angel who came as a man.” 

“But what about you?” he asked. “Who do you say I am?”
Your answer to that question means everything.
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