
Jesus Among Post-Christian Skeptics: Why 
won’t Jesus just disappear?



“The Liar, Lunatic, Lord” argument.
“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 the 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 patronizing 
nonsense about his being a great human 
teacher. He has not left that open to us. 
He did not intend to. —C.S. Lewis, Mere Christianity



Three Options:

• Jesus claimed to be God, yet knew he wasn’t: 
Liar!

• Jesus claimed to be God, and thought he was, 
yet in reality he was mistaken: Lunatic!

• Jesus claimed to be God and actually was: 
Lord!



Three options: (cont.)

• According to Lewis (and 
the NT), Jesus did not claim 
to be merely a man; 
therefore, it is not 
acceptable to view him as 
merely a great human 
being or an excellent moral 
teacher.



Lord?  Liar?  Lunatic?

•Are these the only options 
available in understanding 

the Biblical data?



Who was/is Jesus?
Problems (attacks) facing the biblical portrayal of Jesus!

• Average Western person (Apathy) (Avoid any and all religious talk)
• Early Heretics (Marcion: Jesus as God of love disconnected from 

OT; non-physical apparition: Docetists)
• Mormon (Jesus as 1st-born spirit-child of the Father)
• Jehovah’s Witness (Jesus as a lesser god & Archangel Michael)
• Islam (Jesus as only a prophet) 
• Modern Progressive Skeptic (Jesus as sage, preacher, philosopher, 

humanitarian, political revolutionary)
• Some have suggested a 4th “L” → legend
• All engage in some form of poor hermeneutics, notion of early 

legendary development and or argument from textual corruption.
• Everybody seems to want Him on their team!!!



Friedrich Schleiermacher (1768-1834) 
popularized a 4th “L” by divorcing the Jesus of 
history from the Christ of faith; many skeptics 

have followed for the past 2 centuries. 



The 4th Option

• According to many contemporary skeptics, the historical Jesus 
never claimed to be God.

• The early church invented this identity, and created traditions 
about Jesus that portrayed him as a divine figure.  (Key 
question: what is the earliest material we have about Jesus 
Christ?  - Pre-textual creeds, confessions, hymns & 
kerygmatic material; first 2 decades of the church!)

• Thus, skeptics make a radical distinction between the “Jesus 
of history” and the “Christ of faith.”  They see evidence for 
two radically different “Jesuses”: the one that really existed 
and the one that his followers talked about.



Gotthold Lessing 
(1729-1781)

•Did not believe in revelation or miracles, because such 
concepts were unreasonable to him.
•Therefore, these historical narratives (gospels) cannot be 
used to prove metaphysical truths (such as the divinity of 
Jesus & God’s existence).
•Notice that the claim that metaphysical truths cannot be 
grounded in, discovered in, or dependent on history or 
revelation is itself a metaphysical and philosophical 
assumption; neither grounded in reason nor in empirical 
justification. (i.e. Lessing borrows from metaphysics & 
philosophy to build the foundation for his Rationalism, 
which informs his historical revisionism.)
•The Bible cannot be trusted, as a historical artifact 
containing contingent truths, to give us necessary truths 
about God.  (i.e. God cannot reveal Himself in space and 
time.) What kind of knowledge must an individual possess 
to make such an omniscient claim about what God can and 
cannot do?
•“This is the great ugly ditch which I cannot cross.”



Human history provides examples of people idolizing those 
whom they admire and creating legends about them. 

Example: George Washington





Both the images illustrate how a person can become larger than life in 
people's memories. Both of these images blend aspects of Greek 
mythology with the historical character of George Washington to 
create a sense that Washington had become this iconic, larger-than-
life character in the minds of some post-revolutionary Americans.
The statue is a particularly interesting story. Congress commissioned 
an American sculptor by the name of Horatio Greenough to make a 
statue of Washington for display in the rotunda. However, when the 
statue arrived in 1841 (Washington died in Dec. of 1799) it was an 
immediate source of controversy. Horatio intended the statue to be a 
legacy to freedom, but many people found the statue at least comical, 
if not downright offensive. In other words, they questioned whether 
or not it was in fact a fitting tribute to the memory of the real George 
Washington. So yes, human beings do idolize their heroes, but we 
also discern the difference between history and fiction. 
Please note the comparable time gap between Washington to 
Greenough’s statue and between Jesus and when many of the New 
Testament documents were being composed.

- Scott Lloyd



Many Skeptics claim: The events of the life of Jesus as 
recorded in the gospels are packaged in supernatural 
myth that must be removed to find out what really 

happened.



Rudolf Bultmann
• “We cannot use electric lights 

and radios and, in the event of 
illness, avail ourselves of 
modern medical and clinical 
means and at the same time 
believe in the spirit and 
wonder world of the New 
Testament.”

• Thus, Bultmann advocated a 
process of “de-mythologizing” 
the New Testament to make 
the message of the gospel 
more palatable to the modern 
reader.



Some skeptics claim this is what the church did to 
Jesus: it idolized him and turned him into a larger-
than-life character; a Messiah.  They maintain that 
Jesus never made this claim for himself.



Are such skeptics correct?
Let’s first look at an example of the skeptical 

approach.

The Jesus Seminar



Jesus Seminar’s Approach to the 
Gospels:

• They identified and made lists of sayings and acts of 
Jesus as recorded in the gospels.

• They voted on the likelihood that Jesus actually said 
and did these things.  Four categories:

– Red:  Jesus most likely said or did this.

– Pink:  Jesus probably said or did this.

– Grey:  Jesus probably did not say or do this.

– Black:  Jesus most likely did not say or do this. 



Historical Revisionism: In Post-modern society 
history is now decided by an election! Ravi 

Zacharias – “Our salvation by survey culture.”



Jesus Seminar Voting Results:

• 1500 saying of Jesus → only 18% deemed 
authentic.  

• No authentic sayings in the Gospel of John.  

• 176 acts of Jesus → only 16% deemed 
authentic.  

• Miracle stories, including the resurrection of 
Jesus→ deemed inauthentic.



Agenda of the Gospel Writers

• The Jesus Seminar maintains that the gospel 
writers, like most ancient writers wrote their 
“biographies” of Jesus with a clear agenda 
that obscured the historical details of the life 
of Jesus. (Acts 4:19-20)

• Thus, – according to the Jesus Seminar - to get 
at the real history of Jesus, the gospels’ 
agenda must be stripped away to get at the 
facts (if there are any).



Agenda of the Gospel Writers:

• Do the clear agendas or biases of 
the gospel authors indicate false 
conclusions?  (e.g. John 20:31; 
Luke 1:1-4; Mark 1:1; Matthew 
1:1)

• If Jesus claimed to be the Messiah 
and the Son of God, how could his 
disciples not be biased regarding 
him?

• Consider: we find no truly 
indifferent (i.e. neutral) reactions 
to Jesus in the earliest material 
regarding him; Either “worship 
him” or “crucify him!” 



Early Evidence of Jesus’ Divisiveness! 

Seutonius (Roman historian) A.D. 
120

“As the Jews were making 
constant disturbances at the 

instigation of Chrestus [another 
spelling for Christus], he 

expelled them from Rome.” 
Also wrote, “Punishment by 

Nero was inflicted on the 
Christians, a class of men given 

to a new and mischievous 
superstition.”

(also: Acts 18:2 mentions Claudius 
kicking Jews out of Rome.)



Early Evidence of Jesus’ Divisiveness! 

• Luke – Acts 18:2

• Roman Emperors

• Jewish authors – Josephus

• Archaeology – Arch of Titus

All point to tension between 
Rome and the Jews and 

Seutonius reports that Jesus 
had much to do with it.

Where are we supposed to find 
this allegedly good, tame, 
human only moral teacher 
from Nazareth? 



Often the skeptics don’t agree 
with one another! 



Herman Samuel Reimarus – 1694-1768 

• First to separate between Jesus of history and Christ of 
faith. 

• Disregarded the testimony of the biblical text. 
• Gospels’ portrait of Jesus = Fraudulent 
• Reimarus distinguished between the believable and 

unbelievable. 
• He viewed the factual claims in the Gospels as supporting 

theological systems. 
• Enlightenment Rationalism informs the biblical text instead of 

the biblical text informing Enlightenment rationalism.
• Sought to retain Jesus’ morality but not the historical and 

supernatural claims. (Similar to Thomas Jefferson’s Bible)
• Distinguished between Jesus’ teachings and the Apostles’ 

version thereof. 
• “gehe es allein um die vernünftige Darstellung der Lehre

Jesu” – Rational/reasonable portrait of Jesus.  Christof Landmesser –
Der Gegenwärtige Jesus: Moderne Jesusbilder und die Christologie des Neuen Testaments.

• He reduced Jesus’ teachings to → ‘Repent, and believe the 
Gospel,’ or, as it is put elsewhere, ‘Repent, for the Kingdom of 
Heaven is at hand.’” Albert Schweitzer – The Quest Of The Historical Jesus, 16 



David Strauss – 1808 – 1874

• Philosophical Naturalism.
• Somewhat Pantheistic: God is everything or 

in everything: Panentheism.
• In contrast to Schleiermacher he did not 

want to retain religious  feelings or piety
• In his eyes Christianity was dead; nothing 

but a legend!
• There was nothing left to do but 

systematically disprove all of the 
supernatural aspects of the text and faith. 

• After this declaration he ceased writing for 
approximately 2 decades. He was convinced 
he had buried Christianity.

• But for some odd reason Strauss after 21 
years of silence he felt the urge to begin 
writing again. 

• Why?  



Jordan Peterson

https://www.youtube.com
/watch?v=fcudKSvH058



Gerd Lüdemann – 1946-2021 

• Philosophical Naturalist

• Paul allegedly invented the 
resurrection of Jesus due to 
feelings of guilt for having 
persecuted Christians. 

• There allegedly existed a 
plethora of different forms 
of Christianity very early in 
the first century and it was 
Paul’s version that would 
eventually win the day. 



John Dominic Crossan – 1934-

• Philosophical naturalist. 

• Former member of the 
Jesus Seminar.

• Jesus was not buried rather 
tossed in a common pit or 
eaten by wild dogs. 

• I had the opportunity to 
ask him a question once 
that he did not answer.



Ehrman’s claim: No original text!
• Bart Ehrmann claims that 

because there are so many 
alleged mistakes in the later 
copies of NT documents that 
we don’t have the original 
opinion of the early church. 

• Bock & Wallace point out 
that most textual variants 
between ancient manuscripts 
amount to minor spelling 
differences (often times the 
movable nu) and minor 
differences involving 
synonyms or syntax that do 
not affect translation. 

• Bock & Wallace, Dethroning Jesus 55.



Barth Ehrman – 1955 -

• Philosophical Naturalist
• He claims there are too many 

discrepancies between the ca.  
6000 ancient Greek NT 
manuscripts, so we cannot 
actually reconstruct the 
original. 

• (Notice that this completely 
disagrees with Bultmann who 
believed we have the original 
texts but they are myth-laden; 
also with Strauss who said they 
were legendary, Reimarus who 
considered them to be 
fraudulent, and Lüdemann, 
who holds that Paul’s version 
convinced the others.)



When Bart Ehrman appears to 
contradict Bart Ehrman.

• “What, in conclusion, can we say 
about the utility of the manuscript 
tradition of the New Testament for 
the scholar of Christian antiquity? 
Textual scholars have enjoyed 
reasonable success at establishing, 
to the best of their abilities, the 
original text of the NT. Indeed, 
barring extraordinary new 
discoveries or phenomenal 
alterations of method, it is virtually 
inconceivable that the character of 
our printed Greek New Testaments 
will ever change significantly.” 

The Text of the New Testament in Contemporary Research: Essays on the Status 

Quaestionis, ed. Bart D. Ehrman and Michael W. Holmes, (Boston: Brill, 2014),825.



So which is it?  Who got it right?

• Are we actually learning anything from these 
undoubtedly brilliant scholars or are they not – on 
some level – all playing the game of “Come up with the 
best version of Jesus you can create within the modern 
paradigm shift” (Rationalism & Empiricism), which will 
assist in ushering in post-modernism within Theology 
as an academic discipline; everybody creates Jesus in 
their own image?

• My question is the following; why Jesus? Why is it that 
they still feel the need to make sense of or explain 
away Jesus?  What is it about Jesus that causes such a 
nagging sensation in all of us; especially if the biblical 
portrait of him is allegedly so mistaken?



So which skeptical approach is correct? 



How about none of them?



Skeptics have recognized the Quest for the 
Historical Jesus has failed!!!

• “But, seen in the light of its 
basic intention, the 
attempt of  historical 
criticism to find the 
empirical truth about Jesus 
of Nazareth was a failure” –
Paul Tillich  Vol. 2 of his Systematic Theology 
(102).

• The negative higher critical 
attempt to find the historical 
Jesus could not get behind the 
sources!



Skeptics have recognized the Quest for the 
Historical Jesus has failed!!!

• Ernst Käsemann – “Das 
Problem des Historicshen
Jesus.” Why does it persist 
as a problem after two 
centuries? Why can’t the 
brightest minds of 
theology and history solve 
the riddle of Jesus’ 
identity? Christof Landmesser – Der Gegenwärtige

Jesus: Moderne Jesusbilder und die Christologie des Neuen
Testaments, 102 .



Skeptics have recognized the Quest for the 
Historical Jesus has failed!!!

• Crosson: Historical Jesus 
research becomes a bad 
joke.  We cannot get to 
Jesus. Everyone’s got 
their own version of 
Him. What other 
historical figures ever 
caused such a 
conundrum? Christof Landmesser

– Der Gegenwärtige Jesus: Moderne
Jesusbilder und die Christologie des Neuen
Testaments, 105.



Skeptics have recognized the Quest for the 
Historical Jesus has failed!!!

• “But it was not only each epoch 
that found its reflections in 
Jesus; each individual created 
Him in accordance with his own 
character. There is no historical 
task which so reveals a man’s 
true self as the writing of a Life 
of Jesus.”

Albert Schweitzer – The Quest Of The Historical Jesus:  
p.4 

What is it about Jesus that when men 
take up the task of exposing the true 
Jesus they end up exposing mainly 

themselves? 



Why Won’t Jesus Just Leave Western 
Society Alone?

• I find it extremely telling that most all feel 
the need to fit Jesus into their paradigm. 
Everyone wants Jesus on their team; He is 
simply to present and prominent not to. 

• If Jesus Christ as portrayed in the NT is 
merely a fraud (Reimarus), legend 
(Strauss), myth (Bultmann), or result of 
Paul’s guilt-ridden influence (Lüdemann)
why would Richard Dawkins feel 
compelled to wear such a T-shirt?

• Perhaps we’re witnessing human 
attempts to kill God’s living word (Heb. 
4:12); but the Logos of God simply cannot 
be killed. Burry Him, and he rises again!



Which Starting Point Provides 
The Most Explanatory Power?



Let’s Examine Two Opposing Starting 
Points

• Bultmann and groups like 
the Jesus Seminar begin 
with Philosophical 
Naturalism, which they 
inherited from the negative 
aspects of the 
Enlightenment.

• Followers of Jesus begin the 
with testimony of the 
biblical text and look to 
other extra-biblical support. 



Explanatory Scope: Which view 
explains the most?

• Ehrman over-exaggerates 
copyists’ mistakes; 
misleading his readers to the 
false conclusion that we 
don’t possess what is 
essentially the original NT.

• Bultmann and the Jesus 
Seminar viciously apply the 
principle of analogy; i.e. if 
miracles do not occur today 
in my circles they must not 
have occurred back then or 
any time or anywhere else.

• Notice: not all eras of biblical 
history included miracles!



Perhaps mention Craig Keeners works 
on miracles. 



NT Textual Evidence

• There exist close to 6000 
ancient NT manuscripts or 
fragments.

• When including ancient NT 
translations we arrive at a 
number over 25,000.

• Essentially the entire NT can be 
reconstructed from quotes and 
allusions by the Church Fathers 
of the first 3 centuries. (Geisler, From 
God to Us, 101)

• Almost no textual variants pose 
textual problems (exceptions: 
Mark 16:9-20, John 7:53-8:11, 1 
John 5:8), and no core doctrines 
are affected by textual variants! 



Biblical & Christian Response to Legend 
Hypothesis:

• Even skeptical NT scholars will agree that most, if not all, 27 
NT documents are written by 100 A.D.

• Commonly held dates of the Gospels:  Mark – 70, Matthew & 
Luke 70s-80s & John – 90s.

• PAUSE! – How much time has elapsed between first Gospel 
and Jesus? (??? – Think of George Washington statue!!!!)

• Even with the later date of the Gospels it does not appear 
that enough time has elapsed for a legendary Jesus to have 
developed.

• Plus: With a unanimous biblical (all 27 NT documents) 
portrayal of Jesus as both divine and miracle-working the 
burden of proof lies on the skeptics to produce a merely 
human Jesus. 



Biblical & Christian Response to Legend 
Hypothesis:

• Are the 4 Gospels the earliest information regarding 
Jesus and what his first followers believed about him?

• Other catholic epistles: Peter, John, James, Hebrews: 
50-90s A.D. 

• Paul’s epistles: 49-67A.D.

• Even the staunch NT critic David Strauss believed Paul’s 
1st Corinthian letter to be authentic; dating it to 59 A.D. 
– ca. 29 years after Jesus. 

David Strauss, Das Leben Jesu (Life of Jesus), 724; 727.

* Pre-textual creeds, confessions, hymns, kerygmatic oral 
material. (Jesus Seminar dates 1 Cor. 15:3-7 to within 18 months after Pentecost –
Alisa Childers)



Biblical & Christian Response to Legend 
Hypothesis: Hypothesis: Damaging Questions 

and Reflections!
• What about dating the 

Gospels; 70s-90s?  Is that 
the best we can do? 

• Why would skeptics date 
Mark after 70?

• Mark assumed to be first by 
most NT scholars.

• Read: Luke1:1-4/Acts 1:1-
2/Acts 28:28-30/ 2Tim. 
4:11-13.

• In what state do we find 
Paul at the end of Acts?



Biblical & Christian Response to Legend 
Hypothesis:

• Reflect on the NT: are the 
first followers of Jesus 
fighting amongst 
themselves about whether 
or not Jesus was divine?

• It would appear that early 
squabbles among the first 
followers of Jesus centered 
around the gentile 
controversy and not Jesus’ 
humanity or deity!



Biblical & Christian Response to Legend 
Hypothesis: Consider the following line of 

evidence:
• In Paul’s earliest epistle – and in virtually every 

other epistle – he refers to Jesus as “Lord” (kyrios)

• Kyrios is the same term used by Greek speaking 
Jews translating the LXX (Greek OT) in reference to 
God as Lord.

• Paul seems to place Jesus within the boundaries of 
his concept of the Shema – 1 Cor. 8:4b-6.



Biblical & Christian Response to Legend 
Hypothesis: Damaging Questions and 

Reflections!
• Is there any significant disagreement among Apostles & 

early church regarding Jesus?
• Is there any real evidence for a human-only moral 

teacher Jesus as early as NT documents?
• Did the message of Jesus’ incarnation, life, teachings, 

death, burial, and resurrection originate with just one 
author? (telephone theory)

• Would they have gained anything by allowing such a 
legendary portrayal to develop in their midst? 

• Were the Apostles (even Paul) cleaver enough to create 
such a personality and story as Jesus? (contrast with 
great literary works of Goethe, Shakespeare, Tolkien.)



Biblical & Christian Response to Legend 
Hypothesis: Hypothesis: Damaging Questions 

and Reflections!
• Sean McDowell – son of 

well-known apologist Josh 
McDowell – has compiled a 
definitive work on the 
martyrdom (or fate) of the 
Apostles.

• Many people die fore lies, 
but are we really to believe 
that these men – and many 
others – die for a lie that 
they themselves knew to 
be false?



Revelations from Comedy

• In his album entitled Beyond The Pale Comedian Jim
Gaffigan toys with the distinction between Jesus the 
carpenter and Jesus the Messiah. He imagines Jesus 
the carpenter claiming, “I am the Son of God,” as a 
cynical voice responds, “right now you’re building a 
cabinet. Hop to it Jesus,” at which the crowd laughs 
joking that Jesus might have been an awful carpenter a 
sarcastic voice explains, “it’s a good thing that Messiah 
thing worked out for you.” Later in the bit, Gaffigan 
jokes about trying to buy a gift for Jesus. He imagines 
someone buying him a pair of socks. In an airy sarcastic 
voice, Gaffigan then imitates Jesus, saying “Oh, socks; 
gee thanks. You know I’m dying for your sins; right?” 
The crowd erupts in laughter. These jokes function 
because the crowd – doubtfully made up exclusively of 
confessing Christians – subconsciously affirms the 
minimal facts of Jesus’ Messianic claims and the early 
Christian belief that his crucifixion was of sacrificial and 
theological significance. The joke indirectly exposes a 
subconscious belief in key aspects of the biblical 
portrait of Jesus



Strange anti-Christian media response in areas 
where the faith is nearly extinct???

What remains of Jesus Christ? 
Rudolf Augstein about the myth, that 

shaped the world. 



Strange anti-Christian media response in areas 
where the faith is nearly extinct???

Does Jesus still have a role to 
play?



I recently came across this one

• Unknown – the 
implication – we’re here 
to let you know

• The REAL story

• Surprising detail!!!

• Lost Years!!!

• Mysteries of the 
Resurrection.


