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Did Jesus think he was God?
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This talk was originally given at Nottingham Trent
University as a lunchtime talk. We apologise that
the quality of the sound recording was limited due
to the the sound equipment available and the
location at which the talk was given. The notes
provide a full account of the talk. The question
and answer session is available separately so
that this can be listened to on its own if preferred.

I. Introduction: Who did Jesus really think he
was?

Recently there has been a lot of speculation
concerning the real identity of Jesus, especially
with The Da Vinci Code and The Gospel of Judas
in the news this last year. The question we are
considering is, did Jesus himself think he was just
a great teacher, a social revolutionary, a prophet,
a miracle worker even, but still just a human
being? Or, did he think he was more? Did he think
he was what Christians have been claiming for
almost 2000 years, to be the unique, eternal Son
of God; that is, God incarnate — God in human
flesh?

This is a big topic to tackle, but it is an important
one. If Jesus was just a human being, then
although his teaching may be special, it can be
added to the common pot of human religious
wisdom. But if he was somehow God, we had
better pay more careful attention to what he said.

A prior question and a careful approach
There is also a starting point that is behind the

guestion, 'Did Jesus claim to be God?' and needs
some attention. That is: What do we mean by

Source: http://www.bethinking.org/resources/did-jesus-think-he-was-god.htm

'God'? There are many ideas of this floating
around today. For instance, much of Western
thinking is influenced by Greek thought that had
God at a distance, a god who did not enter time
and space or get personal with people. The God
of Plato and Aristotle was this way, as well as the
god of the Arians (an early group related to
Christianity). The Jehovah’s Witnesses, and even
Islam, and many other people today view God in
this basic way. But this was not the God of the
Jews of Jesus’ day, or the God depicted in the
Bible. The God of the Bible can enter time and
space and has an enormous interest in revealing
himself to people and interacting with them
personally. We need to be careful with the ideas
we are already bringing to the question, 'Did
Jesus think he was God?' | am using the idea of
God found in the Bible which was the common
view of the Jews in Jesus' day.

Also, how we approach this question of Jesus’
identity is important. | think we would all agree
that we should go to the most reliable historical
sources of what Jesus said and did, and look
through them for any statements that would shed
light. Since he lived in the first century of this era,
we need to go to sources that have proved
themselves to be sound historical sources that fit
that first century. Through a lot of study for myself
| have come to the conclusion that the gospels in
the Bible are the earliest and best historical
sources concerning the life and words of Jesus.

Implicit and explicit claims

Also, if one looks carefully through the gospels,
one will find that Jesus did make claims to deity.
There are both implicit claims and explicit claims.
The implicit ones are things like:

The authority he indirectly claimed for himself — this
was demonstrated in what he taught, as well as
specific titles he claimed for himself that he then
supported with miracles.

The explicit ones are direct statements that to
someone in the first century would have clearly
been an unambiguous claim to be God.

Unfortunately, we do not have space to look at his
implicit claims in detail. But let me at least
mention a couple of things about them. These
kinds of claims to deity are the most numerous
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that Jesus made. This was because he was a
master-teacher and did not want to overwhelm his
audience.

For instance, the titles he took for himself
contained implicit claims to deity, sometimes
bordering on the explicit. Claiming to have
authority to forgive sin,1 exorcising demons in his
own authority,2 calling himself the Bread of
Life,3 the Resurrection and the Life,4 the Way, the
Truth, and the Life,5the Light of the World,6 the
Son of Man,7 the Son of God,8 and even the
Messiah,9 to a first century Jewish mindset all had
at least some implications of deity. Many books
have been written on how these titles implied
deity. There are a number of recommendations in
the footnotes.10

However, | want to spend the bulk of our time on
the most explicit claim Jesus made to be God in
human flesh.

[I. An explicit claim: 'l AM"in John 8:58

Jesus’ boldest statementll as to his divine identity
is in John 8:56-59. Jesus made it during one of the
many confrontations he had with the Jewish
leaders of his day. It also contains two implicit
claims:

'Your father Abraham rejoiced at the thought of
seeing my day; he saw it and was glad.' 'You are
not yet fifty years old,' the Jews said to him, ‘and
you have seen Abraham! 'l tell you the truth,
Jesus answered, 'before Abraham was born, |
am!" At this, they picked up stones to stone him,
but Jesus hid himself, slipping away from the
temple grounds.

Permit me to make some observations on this
short account.

1) Jesus starts with the well known formula, 'l tell
you the truth’ or a more literal and precise
translation, Truly, truly | say to you' (or as the AV
puts it, 'Verily, verily | say unto you'). Jesus
uniquely used this phrase to introduce his
teaching instead of 'Thus says the Lord..." He did it
to show he was claiming an authority greater than
any other biblical prophets.12 No other Hebrew
prophet, or scribe, or religious leader had ever
spoken with that kind of personal authority. This is
one reason why people were so amazed at his
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teaching. He was claiming not only divine
inspiration, like a prophet would, but also divine
authority and the power of direct divine speech!13
This is a strong implicit claim to deity.

2) Jesus asserts that he didn't just live before
Abraham, but that he is eternal. He didn't say 'l
was' but | AM.14 He lives in the eternal present
tense. Jesus drew a contrast between himself and
Abraham - the created vs. the uncreated, the
temporal vs. the eternal.15 The attribute of
eternity in this sense is an attribute of God only.
This is an even stronger implicit claim to deity.
This is also what separates the Bible's view of
Jesus from those of groups like the Arians, the
Jehovah’s Witnesses, and Islam, as mentioned
earlier.

3) By calling himself, I AM, Jesus was claiming for
himself the personal name of Israel's God,
Yahweh. This is the name God used when he
revealed himself to Moses at the burning bush.
Consider Exodus 3:14:16

God said to Moses, 'l AM WHO | AM. That is what
you are to say to the Israelites: ‘I AM has sent me
to you.”

In Hebrew, this name came to be expressed in
the form 'Yahweh' and was held to be the most
holy name of God. Its meaning also spoke of not
just eternal existence, but of the loving,
comforting, eternal presence of God with his
people.17 Jesus was in effect saying, 'Before
Abraham was even born, | have always been your
God.'

This is an explicit claim to deity to be Israel's God
that could not have been said more strongly to
that particular audience. (It would be like saying in
English, 'l am your God', or to a Muslim, 'l am
your god, Allah.' It was of that strength and clarity
to that audience. | realised this during the
guestion time following this talk.)

4) And the Jewish leaders understood it this way.
They took it as a clear assertion of deity, and that
Jesus was identifying himself as the God they
worshipped.18 That is why they picked up stones
to stone him. That was the penalty for blasphemy
from the Law of Moses.19 They took it for a clear,
unambiguous assertion of deity before multiple
witnesses that he could be legally held
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accountable for. And this was the crucial charge
the Jewish leaders brought against him at his trial;
a charge which they condemned him for, and had
him crucified for.20

lll. Conclusion: Why is this important?

So Jesus may have claimed to be God in human
flesh — so what? Why does that make a difference
to us today?

1) First of all, Jesus’ identity is not a peripheral
issue to Christianity. If he was not God in human
flesh he was not the Saviour, he is not the eternal
Lord and Judge. According to the gospels, Jesus
focused all attention on himself. He made himself
the centre attraction for salvation and approach to
God.21 One early church history scholar
observed that Christians have believed this from
the very beginning — it is not some idea that
Christians invented later and put back into Jesus’
mouth.22 He observed that:

the oldest Christian sermon, the oldest account of
a Christian martyr, the oldest pagan report of the
Church, and the oldest liturgical prayer (1 Cor.
16:22) all refer to Christ as Lord and God... Clearly
it was the message of what the church believed
and taught that ‘God’ was an appropriate name for
Jesus Christ.23

In fact, the very existence of Christianity as a
distinct religion cannot be explained apart from
the belief that Jesus died and rose again from the
dead, and that He was God in human flesh.
Without these things early Christianity would have
merely been a pietistic Jewish reform movement;
a mere footnote in history books.24

2) Jesus presented himself as the only means by
which a person could be forgiven of their sins,
enter heaven after death, and have a personal
relationship with God in this world and the next.
There are many verses which support this but the
clearest is perhaps John 3:16:

For God so loved the world that he gave his one
and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall
not perish but have eternal life.

Jesus made greater claims for himself than any
major religious figure, before or since. You owe it
to yourself to consider them with as objective and
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sincere a mindset as you can. | can testify that if
you do you will not be disappointed. | have found
Jesus to be the loving and just Saviour and Lord
that he claims to be. He also claims he will be our
eternal judge concerning eternal punishment or
eternal life. It would be better to deal with him
now, than later, just in case this is true.

Jesus said:

For my Father’s will is that everyone who looks to
the Son and believes in him shall have eternal
life, and | will raise him up at the last day (John
6:40 NIV).

See the website, www.spotlights.org.
Some additional quotes:

Jesus thought he was the person appointed by
God to bring in the climactic saving act of God in
human history. He believed he was the agent of
God to carry that out—that he had been authorized
by God, empowered by God, he spoke for God,
and he was directed by God to do this task. So
what Jesus said, God said. What Jesus did was
the work of God.

Under the Jewish concept of agency, ‘a man’s
agent is as himself.” Remember how Jesus sent
out his apostles and said, ‘Whatever they do to
you, they've done to me'? There is a strong
connection between a man and his agent whom
he sends on a mission.

Well, Jesus believed he was on a divine mission,
and the mission was to redeem the people of
God. The implication is that the people of God
were lost and that God had to do something — as
he had always done — to intervene and set them
back on the right track. But there was a difference
this time. This was the last time. This was the last
chance.

Did Jesus believe he was the Son of God, the
anointed one of God? The answer is yes. Did he
see himself as the Son of Man? The answer is
yes. Did he see himself as the final Messiah?
Yes, that's the way he viewed himself. Did he
believe that anybody less than God could save
the world? No, | don’t believe he did.25

Concerning the title Son of God, and Jesus’ use of
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‘My Father'

To date nobody has produced one single instance
in Palestinian Judaism where God is addressed

as ‘my Father’ by an individual person ... Nowhere in
the literature of the prayers of ancient Judaism ... i

this invocation of God as Abba to be found,
neither in the liturgical nor in the informal
prayers.26

Concerning the use of the Divine name: 'l AM'

where | am, there is God, there God lives,
speaks, calls, asks, acts, decides, loves, chooses,
forgives, rejects, hardens, suffers ..
can be said or imagined.27
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