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WHAT CAN WE REALLY KNOW ABOUT JESUS? 
What Do You Make of Jesus? (Part 1) 

Text: Matthew 16:13-21 
 
Jesus Really Lived 
 
“What can we really know about Jesus?”  I know that people are all a-flutter over the 
release of Mel Gibson’s new film on The Passion of the Christ.  I know that the depiction 
there lines up with what the Bible says about Jesus – that he had a simply awesome 
capacity to love and a vision of life so clear and sane that it makes normal life today 
look like insanity.  I know that the depiction we see in the film and on the pages of 
Scripture tell us that no one took his life – not the Jews, not the Romans, not anyone – 
but that Jesus freely laid his life down as a sacrifice for sin, to bring God and humanity 
together.  I know we’re told that Jesus was God in human flesh and finally rose from the 
dead to prove it.  All that’s in the movie, just like in the Book, but that is the crux of the 
problem.  Why should Mel Gibson or you or I believe what the Bible says about Jesus?   
 
In his book, Why I Am Not A Christian, the famed atheist, Bertrand Russell, wrote: 
“Historically, it is quite doubtful whether Christ ever existed at all.”1  Have you ever 
considered that possibility -- that Jesus is sort of like King Arthur, a masterful myth not a 
man?  How can anyone be sure that Jesus ever really lived?  I’m glad you asked!  It is 
because some 17 different authorities, not counting the Bible or the Christian 
community, testify to the existence of Jesus and corroborate key elements of what the 
New Testament claims about him.2  
 
For example, Cornelius Tacitus, the Roman governor of all of Asia, wrote in his memoirs 
that someone called Christ was put to death by Pontius Pilate, procurator of Judea in 
the reign of Tiberius.3  Another Roman historian, Suetonius, who served in the court of 
the Emperor Hadrian, says that the emperor Claudius expelled certain Jews from Rome 
because they were making constant disturbances, inspired by someone named 
“Chrestus,” a Latin rendering of the word “Christ”.4   
 
The most famous and respected Jewish historian of the First Century was Flavius 
Josephus and this is what he wrote: “Now there was about this time Jesus, a wise 
man… a doer of wonderful works, a teacher of such men as receive the truth with 
pleasure.  He drew over to Him both men of the Jews, and many of the Gentiles… And 
when Pilate, at the suggestion of the principal men among us, had condemned Him to 
be crucified and to die, those that loved Him at the first did not forsake Him; for He 
appeared to them alive again in the third day; as the divine prophets had foretold these 
and ten thousand other wonderful things concerning Him. And the tribe of Christians so 
named from Him are not extinct at this day.”5 
 
Referring to this weight of evidence, a recent edition of the Encyclopedia Brittanica 
says: "These independent accounts prove that in ancient times even the opponents of 
Christianity never doubted the historicity of Jesus."6  For, as the apostle Paul said 
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before King Agrippa, speaking of the crucifixion of Jesus, The king is familiar with these 
things, and I can speak freely to him. I am convinced that none of this has escaped his 
notice, because it was not done in a corner"7 but in clear public view.  You can be 
certain that Jesus lived. 
 
The Gospel Accounts Are Reliable 
 
You can also know that the Gospel accounts about Jesus are reliable.  Let me tell you 
why I believe this and here I’m indebted to Larry Kirk for pulling these thoughts together 
so helpfully.8  For ONE thing, the Gospel writers are careful to underline that their 
account of Jesus is factual and rigorously researched, not speculative or imaginative.  
Listen to how the physician, Luke, begins his record of Christ’s life: “Many have 
undertaken to draw up an account of the things that have been fulfilled among us, just 
as they were handed down to us by those who from the first were eyewitnesses and 
servants of the word. Therefore, since I myself have carefully investigated everything 
from the beginning, it seemed good also to me to write an orderly account for you, most 
excellent Theophilus, so that you may know the certainty of the things you have been 
taught.”9  
 
Do you hear the concern for truth-telling here?   One simple reason for that was that the 
gospel writers told their stories at a time when there were still plenty of people alive 
who’d been eyewitnesses of these events.  Even the standard liberal dating of the 
writing of the gospels places them within the lifetime of living witnesses -- people who 
could have easily confirmed or refuted what they said.  Some of the earliest creeds 
about Jesus’ life and ministry date to within two or three years of his crucifixion.  
Compare that to “the two earliest biographies of Alexander the Great which were written 
by Arrian and Plutarch 400 years after Alexander’s death, yet historians consider those 
accounts generally trustworthy.”10   
 
Another reason to trust the reliability of the gospel accounts is the unvarnished, impolitic 
bluntness of them.  If you were a spin-meister setting out to write a biography for Jesus, 
would you come at it the way Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John did?  Would you record 
that some people feel he’s the bastard son of Mary?  Would you bother to include the 
statements of his critics that he was not inspired but insane, that he didn’t do miracles 
by the power of God, but by the power of evil?  Would you report that on the cross He 
said; “My God, My God, why have you forsaken me?”11  If the writers were out to invent 
these stories, or later editors were really bent on concealing or ejecting problem texts as 
some skeptics wonder today, couldn’t you or I have spun or repaired this material so it 
would raise fewer questions?  You bet we could.   
 
But not if we were genuine followers of Someone who began most of his teaching by 
saying – at least 78 times and in all 4 gospels - “Verily, verily… Amen… I tell you the 
Truth…”  It is, finally, the unique voice of Jesus that may inspire the great confidence in 
the credibility of the gospels of all.  Keep in mind that there were plenty of rabbis in 
Jesus’ time.  We still have lots of written records of their teachings.  Yet when you 
closely study the gospel accounts, you find in the words of Jesus a particular speaking 
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pattern and a teaching content that has no parallels anywhere else in that period of 
history.  It is like a whole different consciousness is touching down there from some 
place beyond the culture of that time. 
 
One of the most brilliant scholars of the last century, Joachim Jeremias, calls this the 
ipsissima vox, “the voice of Himself.” Historian Will Durant writes: “That a few simple 
men should in one generation have invented so powerful and appealing a personality, 
so lofty an ethic, and so inspiring a vision of human brotherhood, would be a miracle far 
more incredible than any recorded in the gospels.”12 
 
I could blather on here.  I could provide you with reams of evidence that explain how 
stories and teachings much longer than the gospel accounts are passed on extremely 
accurately through oral tradition for centuries, rather than the few decades it took before 
the written gospel accounts were assembled.  It’s been done this way in the Middle East 
for centuries.  Many Muslims have major portions of the Koran memorized today.  I 
could detail how textual studies prove how accurate has been the copying of biblical 
manuscripts over the ages.  For those interested in that line of study, Lee Strobel’s The 
Case for Christ makes a helpful read. 
 
You Must Finally Choose to Believe 
 
In the end, however, we will all choose what we believe and, often, in spite of the 
evidence.  Some of us will be inclined to buy one of the many conspiracy theories 
advanced by writers through the centuries, suggesting that the real truth about Jesus 
has been cut out or suppressed for political reasons all these years.  Enron and 
Priestgate prime us to mistrust institutions and if you’ve read The DaVinci Code lately 
you’ve got fresh cause to wonder: What can we really know about Jesus?  If that’s the 
case, I hope you’ll go to the homepage of our website and link to an article that will put 
the DaVinci Code into proper perspective. Like so many other books of this ilk, Dan 
Brown’s latest is wonderfully entertaining reading and, on historical and factual grounds, 
absolute hooey! 
 
Keep in mind that there are a growing number of persons who are absolutely convinced 
that NASA faked all of their lunar landings to fool the Soviets and hold the loyalty of the 
American people, and that we have never landed on the moon.  The moon rocks 
weren't enough.  The testimony of astronauts and the photographic evidence don’t win 
the case.  No intellectual argument is sufficient to win over those who do not wish to 
believe. As Jesus said in Luke 16:31: There are those who “will not be convinced even if 
someone rises from the dead."  
 
Volumes of data support the conclusion that Jesus existed and that what the New 
Testament says about him can be trusted as a reliable witness.  Finally, however, each 
of us is left with the same question those disciples faced who stood in Caesarea Philippi 
that day.  We must answer for ourselves, in spite of all that we do not yet know or fully 
understand, the question of Jesus: “Who do you say that I am?”  I can’t see how any 
intellectually honest and open individual studying the evidence can conclude that Jesus 
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is just a legend.  Which leaves just three options we’ll review in weeks to come:  Either 
he is a liar, a lunatic, or the Lord the gospels claim.  With all my heart and mind, I 
believe, as Peter confessed that Jesus is “the Christ, the Son of the Living God,” the 
hope of the world.  How about you?  What do you make of Jesus? 
 
Please pray with me… 
Lord God, we pray to you with as much faith as we have.  Whether that be a little or a 
life-load of faith, meet us at that place as you have promised to all who turn unto you.  
Some of us hearing this prayer today have, frankly, never really thought enough about 
Jesus to form a deep opinion about him.  Our lives have been so frantic, so caught up in 
the details or the clatter of life that we’re only just starting to be deeply curious.  Lead us 
the next step on our journey, Lord.  As you really exist, draw us closer to you. 
 
Some of us here today, God have, truthfully, not wanted to believe in Christ.  We have 
not wanted there to be a God as particular and personal as Jesus shows you to be.  
We’re not sure we like the idea that your opinion of us matters more than our opinion of 
you.  We’re not comfortable yet with the notion that your ways could actually be wiser 
than our ways.  And so, we keep the jury perpetually out. You could walk right up and 
embrace us today and we’d find some reason to doubt or deny the experience later.  
Break through our hardened hearts, our clouded minds, and make yourself known to us, 
we pray. 
 
And where some of us are daring to believe, move us forward on the journey of 
discipleship.  Deepen our capacity to worship and glorify you wherever we go.  Increase 
our desire to grow more like Jesus in every way.  Strengthen us to serve the needs of 
others in our homes and neighborhoods, our places of work and play, even where that 
service means bearing a cross.  For we pray today in the name of the Christ.  Amen. 
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