
O 
ne of the most difficult things for students 

of the Bible to do is to try to get their think-

ing back to the thinking of the people of the 

Bible. It is natural for us to 

assess many incidents and atti-

tudes of their day from the 

point of view of our day, for-

getting that we have moved on 

from their times largely be-

cause we have learned from 

them and ‘improved’ - or we 

think we have improved! That 

perception could easily be re-

vised and reversed in some 

cases. For example when Paul 

arrived at Athens he noted 

statues and altars to a multi-

plicity of gods, including one 

to ‘The unknown god’, (Acts 

17:23). The problem for his time was not having to 

prove that there actually is a God to be worshipped 

but rather which god is the best God to worship. He 

did not have to face the challenges we have to face, 

and have had to face for about 250 years since ‘The 

Enlightenment’, that there is no god of any sort at 

all to worship. That’s just superstitious nonsense, so 

they tell us. As missionaries spread out across the 

globe, particularly in the 19th century, wherever 

they went they could always assume that the new 

people they were encountering believed in some 

sort of deities - usually plural - be they in hot cli-

mates, cold climates, deserts, forests, plains, 

swamps or up mountains. It is a basic part of the 

human condition to believe in some power, or pow-

ers, above, beyond and stronger than we mere hu-

mans are and to try to keep them happy. It’s an his-

toric irony that modern science having been pursued 

by men who were striving to honour God and, as 

Johannes Kepler said, ‘Thinking God’s thoughts 

after Him’, who now understanding more of God’s 

amazingly wonderful Creation believe there is no 

need to allow Him into the 

picture at all. Providing a 

mechanistic understanding of 

the universe gave many, if not 

most today, the right to de-

clare that we do not need to 

believe in God at all to ex-

plain its existence, or so they 

think. I think Paul would have 

tackled this with a good dose 

of Romans 1: ‘For the wrath 

of God is revealed from heav-

en against all ungodliness 

and unrighteousness of men, 

who by their unrighteousness 

suppress the truth. For what 

can be known about God is plain to them, because 

God has shown it to them. For his invisible attrib-

utes, namely, his eternal power and divine nature, 

have been clearly perceived, ever since the creation 

of the world, in the things that have been made. So 

they are without excuse. For although they knew 

God, they did not honour him as God or give thanks 

to him, but they became futile in their thinking, and 

their foolish hearts were darkened. Claiming to be 

wise, they became fools...’ (Rom. 1:18-22). It would 

be great today to hear him taking on a Richard 

Dawkins or David Attenborough! 

 

The biblical world of gods 
Presenting the claims of Jesus in a First Century 

world posed a twofold problem for those first Chris-

tians. We must always remember that they too had 

had to overcome one or other of them in their own 

lives. The monotheistic Jew with his exceptionally 

Open my eyes, that I may behold wondrous things out of your law. (Ps. 119:18) 
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ultra ‘high’ view of God 

struggled with the notion that 

God could become a man and 

live and work amongst them 

in a very human way. The 

polytheistic Greeks had no 

conceptual problems with a 

‘god’ popping down to Earth 

and intermingling with the 

mere mortals there. Their 

gods were doing it all the 

time and frequently just to 

satisfy a lust or petty whim. 

So Jesus, God as a man, was 

no difficulty for them, but for 

Him to allow feeble mortals to capture Him and 

string Him up on a Cross and not strike them all 

dead on the spot, was sheer folly. As Paul pointed 

out to the Corinthians the ‘Christ scenario’ he 

preached - Christ crucified - was ‘a stumbling block 

to Jews and folly to Gentiles, but to those who are 

called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of 

God and the wisdom of God. For the foolishness of 

God is wiser than men, and the weakness of God is 

stronger than men.’ (1 Cor. 1:23-25). 

 

Signs of Jesus’s Divinity 
There are many signs in the Gospel accounts of Je-

sus demonstrating His Divine authority from forgiv-

ing sins (Mark 2:1-12, especially v.5) and perform-

ing all sorts of miracles. Most of these we know 

about and do not need to reprise here. Two which 

sometimes escape us are one we mentioned in study 

5, where Jesus saw Nathanael under the fig tree and 

Nathanael immediately declared that Jesus must be 

the Son of God (John 1:49), but the one we will 

highlight is almost always missed. Jesus could read 

minds and know what people were thinking and 

what was in their hearts. Only God can do this; not 

even angels or the Devil have this ability. 

 

 We can recall Jesus healing the paralytic, in 

Mark 2. There the text tells us that ‘... some of the 

scribes were sitting there, questioning in their 

hearts, “Why does this man speak like that? He is 

blaspheming! Who can forgive sins but God 

alone?” And immediately Jesus, perceiving in his 

spirit that they thus questioned within themselves, 

said to them, “Why do you question these things in 

your hearts?...”’ (Mark 2:6-8). A similar incident 

occurred in Luke 7:36-50 where Jesus was invited 

into a Pharisee’s house to eat 

and a woman came and 

anointed His feet with oint-

ment. She was known to be a 

‘sinner’, probably a prosti-

tute but that is not said, and 

Simon, the Pharisee ‘who 

had invited him saw this, he 

said to himself, “If this man 

were a prophet, he would 

have known who and what 

sort of woman this is who is 

touching him, for she is a 

sinner.”’ (Lk 7:39). Jesus 

knew exactly what Simon 

was thinking and quietly castigated him for it. 

 

 Now it is very easy for men and indeed angels 

to study people and best-guess what they are think-

ing. In certain company where the ties which bind 

us together are tight, it is easy to know what some-

body is thinking without having to say anything. 

Barbara and I can, and have done this at times, and 

the longer you are together, and the tighter the 

chords of love between you, the better this facility 

becomes. But it’s not 100 per cent accurate. 

 

 Take the case of Job. The whole story revolves 

around a challenge Satan made to God after God 

had commended Job to him. Satan cynically thought 

nobody could love God, because God is God. He 

thought they only loved Him for what He gave them 

and they could get out of Him. ‘Remove these obvi-

ous benefits and then we’ll see about Job’s love,’ 

was the essential challenge he made to God in chap-

ters 1 and 2. Had Satan been able to read minds and 

hearts he would never have issued that challenge for 

he would have known, without testing him with 

everything he could think of to make him change 

his mind, that Job did love God and that nothing 

could ever shake that love. (People believe that the 

Book of Job is about an answer to the problem of 

evil, pain and suffering but you’ll get no answers to 

that conundrum in this Book.) God, who does see 

the heart, soul and mind of His creatures, knew that 

Job’s love for Him was genuine and that He could 

present him as a challenge to Satan because God 

knew Job would pass the tests. What an amazing 

man Job must have been!  

 

 Jesus too knew the hearts and inner thoughts of 
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everybody He met, which clearly points to His Dei-

ty. Therefore pause and reflect on what Jesus said 

about Nathanael - known better to us as the apostle 

Bartholomew - that he was ‘“an Israelite indeed, in 

whom there is no deceit”’ (or ‘no guile’, as some 

translations like the AV render it), (John 1:47).We 

really know so very little about some of the apostles 

yet, again, what a wonderful and lovely man Bar-

tholomew/Nathanael must have been. We some-

times muse on how much we wish we had actually 

met the Lord in person. They say you can fool some 

of the people all of the time and all of the people 

some of the time, but we know you cannot ‘fool’ the 

Lord God any of the time. It would indeed have 

been marvellous to have met the Lord here on Earth 

but it could well have been uncomfortably 

‘enlightening’ for us too! In this sense, we hope not. 

 

Signs of Jesus’s humanity 
In the myths of Greece and Rome if their gods de-

cided to visit Earth they sort of just appeared some-

where looking like full, usually adult, human be-

ings, or even animals, and behaving like them too. 

This is hardly surprising because they were invented 

gods cast by humans in their own image, no matter 

how clever the constructions had developed down 

the centuries. In their stories they depended on hu-

mans for nothing. When the Lord came down to 

Earth He was born of a virgin as a helpless baby, 

was circumcised on the eighth day according to the 

Law of Moses, and grew up subject to the parental 

care Mary and Joseph could give Him. That lovely 

cameo in the temple when He was 12, recorded by 

Luke (2:41-51), informs us that He was very much 

willingly under the oversight of his parents as He 

was growing up. He was a baby; He was a boy 

growing up; He was a young adult who served His 

time and learned his father’s trade and became 

known as ‘the carpenter’ (Mark 6:3), or referred to 

as ‘the carpenter’s son’ (Mt. 13:55). Those who 

knew the family were astonished at His wisdom and 

powers. They knew His brothers and sisters, and 

His mother Mary. Indeed this is how Matthew rec-

ords some of His fellow Nazarenes’ reactions to His 

teaching and miracles: ‘“Is not this the carpenter's 

son? Is not his mother called Mary? And are not his 

brothers James and Joseph and Simon and Judas? 

And are not all his sisters with us? Where then did 

this man get all these things?”’ (Mt 13:55-56). 

 

 This is worth quoting in full because now Jesus 

is beginning His ministry there is a notable absentee 

from their thinking. Joseph was there when Jesus 

was 12 but absent when He was 30. In fact after the 

‘boy in the temple’ episode, Joseph is never men-

tioned by name, though Jesus was remembered as 

being his son. Joseph was dead, of that there is little 

doubt*, and Jesus must have had to deal with this 

sorrow just as we all do when our dads die. As the 

oldest sibling He would have had family responsi-

bilities and a grieving mother to attend to and com-

fort. It is therefore hardly surprising that when He 

saw the grief at Bethany over the death of His friend 

Lazarus, ‘Jesus wept’ (John 11:35), because He’d 

been there Himself as a human being. He got tired. 

He ate, drank, slept, walked and talked as all hu-

mans do. The only thing we never hear about Him 

is that He caught a cold, had a runny nose, measles, 

mumps or any ailments which so readily afflict us 

all in fact. During His ministry He seemed to have 

been a ‘bug-free zone’. That does not mean He nev-

er felt under the weather, it’s just that if He was ill it 
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* Joseph was of the ‘House and lineage of David’, therefore so 

was Jesus. The Jews knew their ancestry and Jesus was fre-

quently called, ‘Son of David’. On trial before Pilate Jesus 

was asked if He was ‘the King of the Jews’ (John 18:33). He 

does not deny it but lets Pilate know that He is no threat to 

Rome. Pilate’s superscription on the Cross was not a sneering 

put-down but a statement of what Pilate thought was fact. Had 

Joseph still been alive, Jesus could not have been hailed as the 

King of the Jews, so Joseph had to have been dead before Je-

sus’s ministry so He could have taken the earthly throne, had 

there been one. The Davidic line on which we find Jesus had a 

prophecy that no one from that line would ever literally sit on 

David’s throne here on Earth again, but had the Jews sought 

their rightful King, it would have been Jesus, literally. 
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did not affect His ministry in any way worth report-

ing. But it was His very humanity which bothered 

the first Christians and they had to tackle it. 

 

Greek philosophy 
It is a curious fact that for two millennia Christians 

have had to try to understand Jesus as being both 

perfectly God and perfectly human. Today our theo-

logians in Christendom at large find it easier to pre-

sent ‘Jesus the Man’ to the world and to downgrade 

His deity and spiritual dimension. They frequently 

seem not to believe in the existence of the Spirit 

world in any form at all. Two thousand years ago 

the opposite was the case. The ‘spirit’ Jesus came 

far easier to them, so thinking about this problem 

seems to have moved through 180º over time. Let 

one example suffice. 

 

 I bought a text book for use in Religious 

Knowledge lessons in schools. Okay, so it is now 

‘old’ having been originally published in 1966, but I 

retain it in my library for 

purposes such as this. It’s 

called The Living Bible, au-

thored by a D.W. Warwick, 

M.A. Dip. Ed., and he was 

senior lecturer in Education, 

St John’s College, York 

when the series was pub-

lished. This is from book 1. 

He is talking about the temp-

tations of Jesus just after His 

baptism: 

‘It is impossible for any-

one to be exactly sure as to 

what happened whilst Je-

sus was alone in the desert for forty days and for-

ty nights. Matthew, Mark, and Luke say He was 

tempted by the Devil. To the people of those 

days the Devil was a very real person, as he still 

is to some people today. But it seems most likely 

that the three temptations, which you can read in 

Matthew 4:1-11, were the gospel-writer’s way of 

telling in symbolic form three ideas which oc-

curred to Jesus about how to carry out His work. 

They were bad ideas and Jesus rejected them. 

The Devil was probably Matthew’s way of de-

scribing that part of Jesus’s human character 

which suggested these ideas. In other words a 

tremendous struggle was going on within Jesus’s 

mind throughout the period of the temptation - a 

struggle to decide the best and right way to carry 

out God’s work. 

   “The Devil” could have been Matthew’s meth-

od of describing the force within Jesus urging 

Him to take the easy way out. We all hear this 

voice at one time or another, Jesus was no excep-

tion; and “the Devil” is as good a way of describ-

ing it as any.’ 

One thing we can say for certain is that Mr War-

wick does/did not believe in the reality of the Devil!  

 

 This is our day. What prevailed in Jesus’s day? 

The Greeks had their ideas about the spiritual side 

of life and the material. Spirit was pure and materi-

al/physical was evil, and humans had both sides 

within their constitution. So for them the flesh was 

weak and sinful and the spirit was pure and holy. 

Since Jesus was sinless He therefore must not have 

had a human, fleshly body, so He was actually a 

spirit being who only appeared to be a normal hu-

man being, but that was illusory. To support this 

view they would site at least two incidents: a) when 

He walked on the Sea of Galilee and Peter tried to 

join him. Peter was a full, fleshly human being so 

he began to sink, but Jesus didn’t (Mt. 14:22-30), b) 

when He was attacked at Nazareth and they wanted 

to throw Him over the cliff but He just passed 

through them because He was not physically there 

in reality, so those who held this view would say 

(Luke 4:28-30). They also point to the various res-

urrection appearances of Jesus passing through 

locked doors and zipping around the countryside 

almost like a busy bluebottle appearing rapidly in 

locations far apart. It is, of course, with these latter 

events that this notion falls flat on its face, as we 

shall soon see. 
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Gnostic notions 
It was John who took up the challenge of these 

Gnostic notions about Jesus. In his Second Letter he 

wrote: ‘... many deceivers have gone out into the 

world, those who do not confess the coming of Jesus 

Christ in the flesh. Such a one is the deceiver and 

the antichrist.’ (2 Jn 7). Those who teach and 

preach this about Christ are, in fact, anti-Christ. 

Two verses later, verse 9, he makes it quite clear 

again: ‘Everyone who goes on ahead and does not 

abide in the teaching of Christ, does not have God. 

Whoever abides in the teaching has both the Father 

and the Son. If anyone comes to you and does not 

bring this teaching, do not receive him into your 

house or give him any greeting, for whoever greets 

him takes part in his wicked works.’ (2 Jn 9-11). 

That Jesus came in the flesh is a basic truth, yet 

there are many people, including brethren, who 

wrest verse nine out of its context, not to teach 

falsely about Jesus coming in the flesh - they have 

no problem with this - but rather to support their 

own understanding of the teaching of Jesus. Other 

translations express it thus: ‘Any one who goes 

ahead and does not abide in the doctrine of Christ 

does not have God; he who abides in the doctrine 

has both the Father and the Son.’ (2 Jn 9, RSV). 

The expression ‘the doctrine of Christ’, which is 

also how the AV (KJV) puts it too, has led to the 

extraction of this verse from its context and it has 

become a ‘stand alone’ expression, drummed into 

service as ‘the doctrine Christ taught’. In context it 

means ‘the doctrine about Christ’ and has nothing 

to do directly with anything He taught. But it’s a 

great verse with which to attack those who teach 

differently at some points than we do and say there-

fore that they are anti-Christ. If they are orthodox 

over Christ having come in the flesh, they have not 

fallen foul of the charge of being labelled as ‘anti-

Christ’ from the admonition of this verse. 

 

 John opens his First Letter on the attack on this 

point: ‘That which was from the beginning, which 

we have heard, which we have seen with our eyes, 

which we looked upon and have touched with our 

hands, concerning the word of life—the life was 

made manifest, and we have seen it, and testify to it 

and proclaim to you the eternal life, which was with 

the Father and was made manifest to us—that 

which we have seen and heard we proclaim also to 

you, so that you too may have fellowship with us; 

and indeed our fellowship is with the Father and 

with his Son Jesus Christ.’ (1 Jn 1:1-3). “We heard 

Him; we touched Him; we saw Him; we know what 

we are talking about and don’t you forget it if you 

want to be in fellowship with us and the Father,” is 

what John is firmly establishing right at the start of 

these Letters. 

 

 In John’s Gospel there are important pointers 

to the absolute reality of Jesus appearing in the 

flesh. He eats with people many times, but after His 

death John records the spear wound thrust into His 

side, and blood and water flowing out of the wound 

(John 19:31-37). What is so lovely about this ac-

count is that John was telling it in detail to demon-

strate that not a bone of Jesus’s body was broken, in 

accordance with prophecy, but he subconsciously 

demonstrated that Jesus’s body was real flesh too. 

Spirits do not bleed and the water accompaniment, 

we now know from modern medical science, shows 

that His heart had ruptured on death, for there is no 

water around the heart whilst there is still life in it. 

Jesus therefore did not swoon, but was truly dead, 

and His fleshly human body was absolutely real 

too.  

 

 Post-resurrection appearances also confirm the 

reality of Jesus’s genuine humanity. Thomas was 

invited to place his fingers and hands in the wounds 

Jesus was showing him and in Luke’s Gospel we 

read a detailed explanation of what occurred at one 

of the appearances. ‘As they were talking about 

these things [the  happenings on the road to Em-

maus], Jesus himself stood among them, and said to 

them, “Peace to you!” But they were startled and 
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frightened and thought they saw a spirit. And he 

said to them, “Why are you troubled, and why do 

doubts arise in your hearts?  See my hands and my 

feet, that it is I myself. Touch me, and see. For a 

spirit does not have flesh and bones as you see that 

I have.” And when he had said this, he showed 

them his hands and his feet. And while they still dis-

believed for joy and were marvelling, he said to 

them, “Have you anything here to eat?” They gave 

him a piece of broiled fish, and he took it and ate 

before them.’ (Lk 24:36-43). The Gospels 

leave us in no doubt that Jesus’s 

flesh was real and that He was 

not a spectre dressed up in 

human flesh. That may 

give us theological prob-

lems to overcome if we 

can, but denying the reality 

of its truth is not the way out. 

 

The importance of the humanity 

of Jesus 

Paul told the church at Philippi about why Jesus 

took on human flesh: ‘That Christ Jesus, who, 

though he was in the form of God, did not count 

equality with God a thing to be grasped, but made 

himself nothing, taking the form of a servant, being 

born in the likeness of men. And being found in hu-

man form, he humbled himself by becoming obedi-

ent to the point of death, even death on a 

cross.’ (Php 2:5-8). He came to be obedient to 

death. A spirit cannot die, for if ‘it’ could, God 

could die and be destroyed for ‘God is spirit’ (John 

4:24). Consequently Jesus had to become human so 

He could taste death. ‘The reason the Son of God 

appeared was to destroy the works of the devil.’ (1 

Jn 3:8). Blood had to be shed to pay the price of sin. 

The sacrifice had to be perfect yet animals were 

never quite perfect enough; they would not do for 

the final sacrifice. The perfect ‘Lamb of God’ alone 

could pay the price but His blood had to be real, not 

window-dressing. His suffering had to be real and 

not imaginary, for if it had been imaginary Satan 

and his host could never have been defeated. Mi-

chael and his angels defeated Satan and his ‘by the 

blood of the Lamb’ (Rev. 12:11). And the Lamb 

shed His blood at Calvary. Had that blood not been 

truly shed, Satan would have laughed in triumph for 

evil would have been victorious. Without a truly 

human Jesus the Plan of Salvation would have just 

been a charade and a mischievously ‘wicked’ cha-

rade at that since it would have promised something 

it could never deliver and thereby fooling millions 

of people to live and frequently die for it. God does 

not play games with our souls! 

 

Attempts at answers 
Books have been written around these matters and 

let us say that it is quite easy to recognize what is 

not right than to be able to explain what is right. 

Some have suggested that Jesus was born naturally, 

with Joseph as His father, but that at 30, 

when He was baptized, God 

anointed Him, empowered Him 

with the Holy Spirit so He 

could perform His minis-

try, but then deserted Him 

whilst He was on the Cross 

and left Him to die as a hu-

man being again. His cry of 

‘“My God, my God, why have 

you forsaken me?”’ (Mt. 27:46, Mk 

15:34), is cited as evidence. It denies the pre-

existence of the Word, and therefore John’s open-

ing thoughts in his Gospel; it denies the Virgin con-

ception (His birth was perfectly normal!); it means 

that He was not sinless until He was 30 when He 

was elevated to the status of ‘Son of God’. 

 

Practical implications 
One of the great affirmations of the Christian faith 

is that Jesus was ‘tempted as we are, yet without 

sin.’ Indeed the passage from Hebrews from which 

this comes is as follows: ‘Since then we have a 

great high priest who has passed through the heav-

ens, Jesus, the Son of God, let us hold fast our con-

fession. For we do not have a high priest who is 

unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but one 

who in every respect has been tempted as we are, 

yet without sin. Let us then with confidence draw 

near to the throne of grace, that we may receive 

mercy and find grace to help in time of need.’ (Heb 

4:14-16, emphasis added). 

 

 Had Jesus’s humanity been illusory He would 

have had no contact with our situation. For Him to 

empathize and sympathize with us He had to be-

come as one of us. It’s like a man trying to handle 

and explain the pain and pleasure of childbirth with 

a woman but not having a clue what it really feels 

like and the struggles and emotions involved. He 

might be able to help a little but the mother-to-be 
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can only truly trust a woman who has been there 

and knows what it is like. There is no problem like 

this with the Lord. He has been tempted; He has 

struggled with it; He has conquered and overcome 

and He knows how hard it was for Him to succeed 

and therefore He knows that we, in our weakness, 

can be overcome by it at times. The tender way He 

dealt with the woman taken in adultery (John 7:53-

8:11); His love for and patience with children (Mt. 

19:13-15); His love for the rich young ruler (Mk. 

10:17-22, NB. Mark is the only one to record that 

Jesus ‘looked at him and loved him’), all showing 

the understanding from the inside, as a human be-

ing. Such insider understanding does not presup-

pose that an entirely spirit God could not empathize, 

sympathize or understand our situation any more 

than a male gynæcologist can fail to give the very 

best advice to the ‘mother’, but it works wonders 

for the one on the receiving end. In other words the 

Saviour’s sojourn on Earth as a human being does 

wonders for the confidence we can place in His un-

derstanding. He knows, and we know He knows 

because He has been there just as we have.  

 

Conclusion 

The humanity of Jesus is so important from many 

aspects. Many of those in the First Century needed 

to learn and understand this. The danger of ‘our 

day’ is that Jesus has become too human and has 

not retained sufficient of His divinity in many eyes. 

Even the resurrection is being queried along these 

lines. We looked at an example of this in our very 

first study about the Resurrection where a sort of 

‘Elvis lives’-type scenario is presented in a book on 

The Nature of Belief, by Elizabeth Maclaren (see 

pages 1-2 of Study 1). 

 

 It is not hard for us to handle such notions as 

the claims of  Docetism, as the theory which denies 

the reality of the human body of Jesus is called. or 

Adoptionism as the theory of Jesus being selected 

by God at His baptism is known. The humanity of 

Jesus is a difficulty to handle co-equally alongside 

His deity. We have to remember that we are blessed 

to have the perfect revelation of God in our hands to 

study and ponder. Our early brethren did not have 

the New Testament and many could not read any-

way. They had to rely on the teaching of those who 

could, and some were bogus and unreliable. Never-

theless the fact that we find it virtually impossible 

to explain the complexities which surround the Sav-

iour does not mean that such notions are false. We 

humbly have to recognize that fully comprehending 

an Infinite God will defy mortal minds anyway, but 

that we must rejoice in that He cares enough to love 

us, and was indeed prepared to die for us. 

7 

Task 
 

What is Gnosticism and how do we define heresy? 


