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Can we trust the Bible &1 WAz E4&"5 ?

James Barnett & #8347 & 7 4645 6F 7th and 11th December 2022 5 12 A 7,11 H

I really like all the stories that add up to be the colours of Christmas. The Christmas lights
and decorations, Santa and his elves, the movies and Christmas carols. My family is about to
set up our Christmas tree, and we bought a new one because the smell is just so important to
me for it to feel like Christmas.
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But this week, I thought I’d try to understand the origin of all these stories. So, I started with
Santa Claus.
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One author describes the history of Santa as involving a “building project by a Byzantine
emperor, a story about a father preparing to sell his own daughters into prostitution, a hoard
of stolen human bones reputed to have magical properties, armies of Crusading knights,
Protestant zealots, the author of “Rip Van Winkle” and “Sleepy Hollow,” a poem you
probably read as a child but didn’t realise how influential it was, a “Nast”-y nineteenth-
century political cartoonist, and Coca-Cola.” All of this adds up to the mystery and magic of
Santa.
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I feel like I could do a deep dive into each of those sentences.
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What about the elves? They come from German and Scandinavian folk stories. Elves were
house gnomes with magical powers to protect homes from evil spirits. The stories were
modernised in the 1800s and look like Santa’s little helpers we see now.
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Christmas Trees? One article I read suggested that the evergreen tree represents pagan themes
of fertility and new life in the darkness of winter. This is why holly, ivy, and mistletoe are
used because they are few of the flowering plants in winter.
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But then, as one legend goes, an English monk, Boniface, was doing missionary work in
Germany in the eighth century. And the story goes that he saw some native Germans
sacrificing to the oak trees. So Boniface grabbed his axe, and chopped down the tree to stop
the pagans from worshipping them, and the legend has it that a fir tree grew out of the fallen
oak. The fir tree has a triangular shape and represents the Trinity. And so they were brought
into the house.
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Now I could talk about the weird origins of the Christmas story for ages. But I find it
fascinating how what just seems to be common knowledge and practice about Christmas has
been an amalgamation of pagan worship, ancient folklore, legends, and corporate greed over
the last 2 thousand years.
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The stories of Christmas just seems like an amalgamation and exaggeration from their
original stories. Will we ever be able to find out the true origin of Santa? Probably not. What
about the Christmas tree or the elves? No.
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What about that other story at Christmas? The story of God becoming a person, born as a
baby to die on the cross, raised to life so we might have life.
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Is this just another hodgepodge story of a special baby? A man who could do miracles.
Resurrection stories. Waiting for a dead man to come back to save them. A nation that was
squashed, hoping for redemption.
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Is this just another exaggeration or amalgamation of stories that we’ll never know the origin
of? Can we trust anything the Bible says?
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This month, we’re asking, Is Christmas Unbelievable? Asking some pointed questions at
Christmas. If you have any questions, send them through, and answer straight after.
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Challenge for us today is to question whether we believe the story of Jesus at Christmas just
because it’s the story we know, if there was an exaggeration, or if it was real and can believe.
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If there is actually a truthful core to it, is there any way we can know what that is?
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Because if there has been an exaggeration, what can we believe?
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In John’s record of the gospel, there is a character who sits in this same position, asking the
same question, what can I believe?
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His name is Thomas, and he missed out on seeing the risen Jesus when he appeared to his
disciples. 24-25a
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24 Now Thomas (also known as Didymus[a]), one of the Twelve, was not with the
disciples when Jesus came. 25 So the other disciples told him, “We have seen the
Lord!”
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He, like us, missed out on seeing the risen Jesus. But he didn’t believe the story. Verse 25b
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But he said to them, “Unless I see the nail marks in his hands and put my finger
where the nails were, and put my hand into his side, I will not believe.”
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He says not that he couldn’t believe or was finding it hard, but - I will not believe.
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Can you imagine if you’re 11 best friends all came up and excitedly told you that something
you’d been waiting for had finally happened?
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He, even then, was living in a post-truth environment. I don’t believe your truth, but only my
truth. He’s not risen unless I’ve seen him.
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Now Thomas doubted because he hadn’t seen it for himself. He would only trust his own
physical sense, his sight and his sense of touch.
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Jesus is good to Thomas, even though he doubted him. Verse 26-28.
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26 A week later his disciples were in the house again, and Thomas was with them.
Though the doors were locked, Jesus came and stood among them and said, “Peace be
with you!” 27 Then he said to Thomas, “Put your finger here; see my hands. Reach
out your hand and put it into my side. Stop doubting and believe.” 28 Thomas said to
him, “My Lord and my God!”
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Thomas reacts and calls him God. Jesus speaks to us reading.
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29 Then Jesus told him, “Because you have seen me, you have believed; blessed are
those who have not seen and yet have believed.”
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This is written so that you might believe. Verse 31
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31 But these are written that you may believe[b] that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of
God, and that by believing you may have life in his name.
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John wrote down the records of the eyewitnesses to be trustworthy with the purpose of us
believing in Jesus!
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Trusting others is how we have always operated. I’'m not an expert in science, a historian,
social scientist. We have always listened to other people’s expert opinions.
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We think we are people who must check everything, but we don’t. Has anyone else checked
the weather app today?
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We are people who routinely trust others. The same goes for history.
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If there are all these eyewitnesses, why is there such a lag between the events and the writing?
Surely that just means that it’s open to change and exaggeration.
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Jesus is reported to have been crucified around AD 30. And yet the earliest, Galatians, was
written around 50 AD. And the gospels about Jesus, Mark is around 50-60 AD and John, the
latest, around 90 AD.
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Can we trust the reports if they were written later? Maybe they’ve been added to over time.
Maybe it’s like a game of telephone, where you start with a phrase at the start, and by the
time you get to the end, it’s different.
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So, maybe the story that starts with a really influential Jewish leader is told and retold over so
much time that the original story is lost completely, and Jesus has turned into God himself,
who could walk on water!
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One historian, Richard Bauckham, argues that one of the key reasons there is a time delay
between the events and the writing is because the eyewitnesses were dying out.
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Unlike the game of telephone with kids, the stories about Jesus weren’t passed along a single
line. They were proclaimed in synagogues, and Jesus preached to thousands of people at a
time. Large crowds followed him, and he taught a smaller group of 12 disciples.
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There are so many specific names of people in the Bible. Mary Magdalene, Peter and Andrew,
sons of Jonah. James and John, sons of Zebedee. Even Thomas Didymus is here. In the news
immediately after Jesus’ death and resurrection, you could go up to these people and say, hey
Thomas, I heard you doubted that Jesus was alive, and then he appeared. What happened?

Did you put your finger in his side?
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And then, he’d sigh, or his face would light up remembering that day and tell you. But what
do you do when eyewitnesses start dying out? You write it all down.
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If this is true, then the gospels are not like the child at the end of the game telephone saying
this is what I think I heard. But the first child. This is it. This is the phrase.
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This is what really happened. And the beauty is that when it’s written down, there were still
people around to be able to prove it was real. You could still go and clarify that it was real.

EHRAEREBRENER, 9‘%&/1&2&&5" ”‘Eﬁi%TﬁT‘\Hﬁ‘ JA B A IR AR s B 8
ﬁﬁ*% PRIBRT A LB FECRAE

One of my children recently thought it would be a good idea to start spreading some rumours.
They were at school saying that they had COVID. Yeah, they said, my parents did a test this
morning, and they sent me even though I had COVID.
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A teacher called Alisa, aaaaah. We’ve heard this report — you are the eyewitness to the
COVID test. We assume it’s not true. Does he have COVID? What? No, we tested them, but
that didn’t happen! Have you ever heard someone make exaggerated claims and call them out?
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Stop letting facts get in the way of a good story!
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The Bible can trusted that it has not been exaggerated. It was written very early, and if it
wasn’t what really happened, people would have called it out.
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Don’t be silly. I was there that day when you say, “he walked on water”. He was just great at
surfing it’s like he walked on water.
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But that’s not what happened. Eyewitnesses like Thomas, were around long after they were
written down. So, what we have recorded is what really happened.
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2. Embarrassing Truth & j& & & 48

Not only that, but the Bible has a Ring of truth to it.
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The ring of truth is a test to see whether a story sounds like a fanciful and exaggerated story,
or real history. The idea of it says that when people lie or make up a story they don’t add
material that will make them lose credibility.
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I know a man who broke his leg. Now he could have just said that he fell over, but the truth is
more embarrassing. He was trying to show his son how to do a cool trick on his bike on a half
pipe, thought that he was much younger than he actually was, fell, and broke his leg. One
version of the story adds embarrassment and shame to it. It’s not the story you’d choose to
tell unless it was true.
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If you were going to make up a story to try and convince people that Jesus not only came
back to life after he died but is also God — you would want to make it the most plausible story
ever. But the gospels are actually really embarrassing.
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Peter was one of Jesus’ closest friends, and he had a key hand in the writing of Mark’s gospel
about Jesus. If [ were Peter, and I was involved in writing it [ would have made myself look
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better. Instead, Mark records Peter betraying Jesus 3 times, his most cowardly and moral
failure. Peter was a key leader in the early church. The only way he’d let this be told was if it
was actually true.
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If I was writing about Jesus’ resurrection, I’d want it to be as believable as possible. 2 key
aspects of the resurrection are embarrassing. And they both involve the first eyewitnesses.
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John records that Mary Magdalene went to Jesus’ tomb but found it empty. Standing there
crying, Jesus came up to her and said, John 20:15;
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15 He asked her, “Woman, why are you crying? Who is it you are looking for?”
Thinking he was the gardener, she said, “Sir, if you have carried him away, tell me
where you have put him, and I will get him.”
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Mary confuses Jesus with a gardener. That is such an obscure and embarrassing point that is
likely only recorded because it happened.
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In all four gospels about J esus the first witnesses are women. Luke 24:10-11 says,
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10 It was Mary Magdalene, Joanna, Mary the mother of James, and the others with them
who told this to the apostles. 11 But they did not believe the women, because their
words seemed to them like nonsense.

1023 L FEFMEMG ARG HANE, YT, PEZGEFRAHAE, EF
R — ALY 47 Foo 11 JeP]iE 38, AU AR YT, HAME,

In the first century Jewish culture, women’s testimony wasn’t accepted in court. People didn’t
listen to them and Jesus’ friends the disciples also didn’t believe them! If you wanted a
ridiculous story, like Jesus coming back to life, to be believed you would not say that women
were the first one’s to see him alive, get confused that he’s actually a gardener — unless it
actually happened.
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It’s another deeply embarrassing aspect for the early church leaders. An exaggerated story
told by a bunch of women was easily discredited. And again, the women’s names were
recorded so you could actually go and ask these eyewitnesses.
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None of this on it’s own is proof. But when it’s read, it holds together as a story that has a
ring of truth to it. One that clearly suggests that the gospels can be read as history and not an
exaggeration.

BRI EN., BRESCHEFET, ChHEA—REAATHNREELSE—
A, —AFRERERABRTETURAALBEL M AZHKELFNY,

3. How to deal with story if not exaggerated %= N2 %k, M EHRIZEKF?

So the stories about Christmas like Santa, the elves, Christmas trees have been exaggerated
over many years boiling together to make this interesting hotpot of Germanic / American /
religious and cultural mishmash.
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But the story at the heart of it; God become a man, born and placed in an animals food trough.
Raised to be murdered in the most embarrassing and shameful place — crucified publicly on a
cross. That story is true.
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It hasn’t been exaggerated, but it was recorded by eyewitnesses and has the ring of truth to it.
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Stories aren’t the only places that have exaggeration. We are also people who like to
exaggerate.
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We tell ourselves that we’ve got everything together. We don’t need help from God. We
pretend that we’ve got it together.
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Very rarely do we reveal the deep embarrassing and shameful truth of who we are. We might
let a good friend see us fully. Or sometimes let the mask of our identity slip.
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But God sees through all our exaggeration, the walls and masks we put on. He knows deeply
who we are. He knows our secret sins and our shame. But despite that he offers us love and
forgiveness. 1 Peter 2 says that we are chosen and precious to God.
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This is no exaggeration. It might sound like a wild tale, that we could be loved, chosen, and
considered precious to the God of the universe. But this is the wonderful truth of the gospel.
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We who were once far off are brought close in Jesus.
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Today, as you head out, remember this — many people will tell you tales about how great they
are to try to get you to buy things, or think more of them.
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There 1s only one God who would shamefully and embarrassingly die on the cross showing
his love for you. Hold close to him this Christmas.
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