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On more occasions than I would prefer, I find myself running into a common Christian
apologetic argument that was popularized by a quote from famed author and apologist
C.S. Lewis’ work Mere Christianity.  The quote in question dealt with Lewis’1 attempted
deductive argument for belief in the divinity of Jesus, or, in somewhat common
nomenclature, the “Liar/Lunatic/Lord” Trilemma.  More specifically, Lewis is suggesting
that logic shows us that one could not possibly view Jesus as a moral teacher without also
believing him to be God. In reality however, this concept itself is not logical, and as such
does not provide any rational basis for a belief in the divinity of Jesus.  Nor does it
demonstrate that one cannot find Jesus to be a moral teacher without believing him to be
God.  Additionally, it offers no convincing or compelling argument for Lewis’ preferred
conclusion and is generally useless as a result.  Furthermore, it is unscholarly and
damaging to those who do cling to Jesus’ divinity (and many of those who don’t) because
its embarrassing reliance on fallacy it devalues the profundity and mystery of faith.
Further still, the price all believers pay (from within our ranks and without) for the
propagation of such argumentation is not balanced by even the slightest amount of value
or good that such a venture into logic and reason may attempt to bring about.

Let’s begin with the quote itself:

I’m trying here to prevent anyone saying the really foolish thing that
people often say about Him: “I’m ready to accept Jesus as a great moral
teacher, but I don’t accept his claim to be God.”  That is the one thing we
must not say.  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 a level with a 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 call Him 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.2

Naturally, it appears that Lewis assumes that which he appears to be attempting to prove
if this is indeed intended to be an intellectual argument.  So, we cannot stop there and
must turn to the next chapter in his book.3  There Lewis says:

We are faced, then, with a frightening alternative.  This man we are
talking about either was (and is) just what He said or else a lunatic, or
something worse.  Now, it seems to me obvious that He was neither a
lunatic nor a fiend: and consequently, however strange or terrifying or



unlikely it may seem, I have to accept the view that He was and is God.
God has landed on this enemy-occupied world in human form.4

I add this second quote to demonstrate the simplemindedness of such argumentation on
this subject.  Not only does Lewis (and others) present a fallacious argument, but he also
follows his own “logic” to an unsupported conclusion.  The point here is that Lewis’
argument provides no value for those who are often called seekers, even less for skeptics,
and, because the acceptance of such “logic” necessitates a presumption of the fact that is
to be proved, the faithful also gain nothing from this argument.  Furthermore, the
continuation of his Trilemma in the following chapter exposes additional logical fallacies.

Still though, let’s remember that Lewis did seem to intend this to be a convincing
argument for skeptics and seekers.  Is it a good one?  Is it even a logical argument?  Does
it dissuade someone from calling Jesus a moral teacher while denying his divinity?  Does
it provide a rational basis for belief in the divinity of Jesus?  The simple answer to all of
these questions is, No.

The Logical Fallacies

First, we will address the logical problems with Lewis’ scenario.  Once the simple matter
of the logical fallacies has been covered, we can address the other problems with the
Lewis Trilemma in greater detail.

On its face the Lewis Trilemma is plainly a false dilemma.  For those unfamiliar with this
logical fallacy, a false dilemma is a scenario in which a limited number of options are
given, while in reality there are more options.  In logic, the false dilemma uses the
operator “or” illegitimately.  As an example of this, take the statement “you are either
with us or against us.”5  Quite obviously, one must not be against another merely because
one is not with that other.  A common instance of the fallacy of false dilemma is “black
and white” thinking in which the only option presented is “either/or.”

Not quite as obvious, but still quite apparent to those acquainted with logical reasoning, is
the fact that any answer (and in particular the one he himself gives) to the Lewis
Trilemma is guilty of drawing an affirmative conclusion from a negative premise –
although the false dilemma does mask this a bit. Naturally, logic does not permit this.
But, for further clarity, I’ll provide an example: “No good people are racist, and all good
people give to charity; therefore some people who are racist give to charity.”  Whether or
not the conclusion is true does not affect the fact that the conclusion cannot be reached
logically in this way.  The connection is simply not there; there is no causal relationship.
Here’s a simpler example: “My favorite color is not blue; therefore my favorite color is
green.”  And here’s how this happens in the Lewis Trilemma: “Jesus is neither liar nor
lunatic; therefore Jesus is God.”  One the false dilemma is dissolved, the Trilemma
functions this way regardless of the conclusion.  Its very structure requires the affirmative
conclusion to be reached based on the negation of the other options.



Of the three choices Lewis offers in his estimation of Jesus’ role in history, two are
simply too broad, that is, their definitions include things which should not be included.
More specifically, he seems to require us to assume that if Jesus was incorrect in even
one aspect of his teaching, then he would be classified as a nut and therefore utterly
unreliable in everything he did or said.  Of course, to come to this conclusion, I am forced
to assume what Lewis means by “lunatic,” “Devil of Hell,” “madman,” “or something
worse.”  And that is precisely another of the problems with Lewis’ scenario.  He presents
it as if it is the question of the ages (and indeed, he may be right), but when he presents
his readers with such an important question he does not also provide the appropriate
context and definition, which are requisite for a reasonable person to make such a
decision.  Not only are Lewis’ options too broad, they are also vague and ambiguous, not
the sort of material from which one could reach a logical conclusion.

In coming to any conclusion in the Lewis Trilemma one must rely on the logical fallacy
of argumentum ad ignorantiam – that because something cannot be proven to be true it
must be false – and vice versa.  Either we cannot prove Jesus was mad or lying, therefore
he must be God.  Or we cannot prove he was God or mad therefore he must be lying.  Or
we cannot prove he was God or lying, therefore he must be mad.6  One’s ultimate
conclusion is irrelevant when it comes to the logic, rationality, and therefore value of the
scenario as an apologetic argument, as this fallacy is present throughout the Trilemma.
One should also see the connection between this fallacy and the negative premise proving
the affirmative conclusion.

As the Lewis Trilemma is entirely dependent on Jesus’ claims to divinity, the argument
relies on the fallacy of petitio principii, or begging the question.  This fallacy is present
when the truth of a conclusion is assumed by its premise.  In some cases, and indeed in
this case, the premise is actually a consequence of the conclusion.  The Lewis Trilemma
only has relevance if Jesus did in fact claim to be God.  Clearly, if the conclusion is that
Jesus is God, then the premise (that he claimed to be God) is a consequence of that
conclusion.  This fallacy also relates to the affirmative conclusion from a negative
premise, as another example of petitio principii is: “because I am not lying, it follows that
I am telling the truth.”  The idea of my truthfulness is not only assumed in the premise
that I am not lying, but my truthfulness is an affirmative conclusion drawn from a
negative premise.

Finally,7 to have any significance whatsoever, the Lewis Trilemma relies on the fallacy
that is best described with the Latin: falsus in unus, falsus omnibus.  This is of particular
relevance to Lewis’ claim that it is logically impossible for Jesus to have claimed to be
God, been wrong, yet still maintain a status as a moral teacher.  Lewis may be attempting
to use logic to convince those who accept Jesus as a moral teacher that in order to do so
they must further accept him as God.  This, however, is twisted logic.  We all know that
to be wrong once does not necessarily make us wrong in everything we ever did or will
say and/or do.

At its most basic level, however, the Lewis Trilemma does not work because none of its
three choices really represent a single possibility.  Rather each option seems to present a



broader spectrum of possibilities.  Further more, the options Lewis provides do not seem
to be truly mutually exclusive.  Most simply, all that is logically required to refute Lewis
on this point is to demonstrate that the decision he presents us with cannot be reduced to
three and only three clear-cut possibilities.  One must only present a fourth option.
Here’s one: Jesus never existed.8

I firmly believe, however, that the primary problem with the Lewis Trilemma is that the
entire subject of Jesus, God, faith, etc. is vastly more complicated that he allows for, so it
would be inappropriate to stop here.

Claims To Be Foliage?

Let’s continue by examining Lewis’ extremes.  “Lunatic,” “madman,” “on a level with a
man who says he is a poached egg,” “Devil of Hell.”   My goodness.  What an awful guy!
Interestingly, this touches on the fallacy of ad hominem attack, albeit indirectly.  In this
way, it functions as something of a straw man.  Lewis sets up a seemingly reasonable
alternative to be weighed against other choices that are utterly repulsive.  One must ask,
however, how these extremes are justified as alternatives.  Despite Lewis’ colorful and
likely purposeful formulation, there does not appear to be any reason why a reasonable
person could not consider Jesus to be a good moral teacher even while rejecting his
claims to be divine.

If one intends to take the path that Lewis has laid, that because Jesus claimed to be God,
he was possibly a liar inspired by the devil, the manner of Jesus’ teachings,
proclamations, and etc. must be necessarily forgotten.  The only image of Jesus we have
presents him teaching and speaking in almost constant metaphor, parable, simile, or other
indirect or poetic form.  Many of these metaphors are clearly meant to be about Jesus
himself.  For instance, he calls himself a bridegroom,9 bread,10 a gate,11 a shepherd,12 and
a vine13 and he refers, apparently, to his body as a temple.14  He also uses metaphors when
talking about others.  Indeed, he refers to other men as vipers15 and as a lamp.16  Most of
the metaphor and parable is actually quite lovely.17  Of course, parables and metaphors
are not literally true. But speaking or teaching in metaphors and/or parables does not
make one a liar in the least, and most certainly not a liar on a mission for the devil.  It can
be assumed that Jesus did not literally mean he was bread or a gate or a vine or anything
of that nature.  But Lewis seems to expect us to assume that Jesus meant things literally
in the cases that are convenient to him while not in other cases.  That is, we must either
believe Jesus was saying he literally forgave sins18 and it was true, or else convict him of
conspiracy with the devil.  However, Lewis does not seem to require us to either believe
it to be true that Jesus was literally made of wood, iron or stone, or call him raving mad.
On what authority does Lewis (or anyone else for that matter) think he can determine
what it is that Jesus means literally and what he does not?19  The premise of the Lewis’
Trilemma seems to require us to be certain that Jesus was a liar who said, or lunatic who
thought, he was somehow a hinged gate made of a mixture of water and flour leavened
by yeast, colored green and formed in a serpentine shape with small leaves.  In the
alternative, we could conclude that he did not literally mean that he was these things.



But, to be consistent, we would also have to conclude that he did not literally mean he
could forgive sins or that he existed before Abraham,20 and thus could be a moral teacher
without being either a liar or insane.

Furthermore, some of Jesus’ apparent claims to divinity work quite well when interpreted
as something other than a claim to divinity.  For instance, when Jesus says, “I and the
Father are one,”21 it is quite elegant to interpret the meaning as a unity of purpose
between Jesus and the Father.22  In contrast, interpreting such a statement to be a claim of
Jesus’ own divinity and co-equal sameness of essence with God requires the extra-
biblical development of Trinitarian theology and the subsequent centuries of apologetics
addressing the logical flaws in such an idea.

Further still, Jesus makes several claims that seem to contradict any claims to true
divinity.  For example, he seems to consider himself inferior to at least one other being.23

Jesus also seems to imply that his status as son of god is not entirely unique to him as he
refers to others as being called the children of God.24  He also seems to indicate that he
does not have original thoughts and teachings.25  Much of this also appears to be
metaphoric.  So again, we run into the problem with assuming that Jesus meant things
literally when he apparently made claims that would seem to indicate a claim of divinity,
but not assuming that he meant anything else literally.  And it would be strange for a man
in C.S. Lewis’ age to think he was capable of making such a judgment when it appears
that even those who were much more contemporary to Jesus’ time were apparently not so
sure of Jesus’ equivalence with God.26

The point is simply this: Jesus’ use of metaphor fully obscures even the most literal
readings of any of his supposed claims to divinity.27  As a result, it is impossible to use
such an idea as a premise from which any logical reasoning is to follow.  Lewis’ reliance
on these obfuscated, supposed claims in the case of his Trilemma dissolves it as a logical
argument quite quickly.  Secondly, the fact that Jesus so obviously taught many things
that were not literally true yet not evil serves as a basis for reasonably believing Jesus to
be a good moral teacher but not believing him to be God – which, remember, is the one
thing that Lewis says “we must not say.”

Did Jesus Really Have a God-Complex?

As is becoming clear, The Lewis Trilemma relies on a premise that is both controversial
and ambiguous – not something that is the basis for a reasonable either/or proposition.
The only group among which there appears to be true consensus that Jesus did indeed
think he was God is among modern Biblical Literalists who rely on a bastardized version
of the scientific method for reaching their conclusions.  Of course, those same people’s
acceptance of Lewis’ premise is circular given that the reason they accept it is that they
already believe Jesus to be God.  Beyond that circle,28 it is fairly safe to say that even
among believing Christians there is no clear consensus on whether or not Jesus even
claimed to be God, let alone that he thought he was God.  The consensus further



disintegrates as the group becomes confined to the scholars – even the believers and the
scholarly clergy.29

Even non-scholars, however, can see that Jesus never once makes an explicit claim to
divinity.  Yes, he says things that may seem to indicate he could believe himself to be
divine, but the fact is he never – not once – comes out and says it directly.  Furthermore,
the reliability of the Gospels must be questioned.  Most scholars agree that the synoptic
Gospels (Matthew, Mark, and Luke) find their source in Mark.  There is also a theory of
an earlier source document called Q30, to which Dr. Raymond E. Brown says “many
would attribute…a low Christology since in it Jesus emerges simply as a Sophist or
Cynic wisdom teacher.”31  Furthermore, the very identity of the Gospel authors is
seriously in doubt.32  Further still, even assuming our faithfully accepted Gospel authors
as correct, it is generally understood that neither Luke nor Matthew was actually an
eyewitness to any of Jesus’ life.  In the case of Luke, it seems probable that he received
much of his information about Jesus from St. Paul who was also not an eyewitness to any
of Jesus’ life.  Widely accepted dating of the John’s Gospel makes it also rather unlikely
that an eyewitness composed it.  None of these factors, alone or in concert, tell us
definitively that Jesus did not claim to be God.  However, the fact that they place any
amount of doubt on the historical reliability of our only record of Jesus casts an even
larger shadow on the Lewis Trilemma.

Finally, it must be pointed out that a good many of the texts that are interpreted as Jesus’
claims to divinity comes from the fourth Gospel, that of John.  This Gospel is widely
considered to be of much later authorship, and it is notably full of metaphor and flowery
language that is not as omnipresent in the three earlier Gospels.33  Given that the fourth
Gospel contains most of Jesus’ most extraordinary deeds and sayings, a number of
questions are raised about the fourth Gospel and its relation to the other Gospels.  For
instance, “Why are such stories found in John and nowhere else?  Why is Jesus portrayed
so differently [in John] than in the other Gospels?  Why, for example, does he talk so
much about his identity in John but scarcely at all in the Synoptic Gospels?  And why
does [John] identify Jesus as God’s equal, when none of the earlier Gospels does?”34

Add to that some distinct stylistic features of the fourth Gospel described by scholars as
“Poetic Format,” “Misunderstanding,” “Twofold Meanings,” “Irony,” and “Parentheses
or Footnotes,” and it becomes clear that, as a source for factual information about Jesus’
life, inner thoughts and claims to such grand ideas being a god-man, the Gospel of John
must be considered suspect.35 36

There are such a wide variety of learned and supportable views on Jesus37 that speaking
in terms about him so narrow as those found in the Lewis Trilemma is not reasonable.
Indeed an entirely valid, rational, reasonable, learned, spiritual and supportable response
to Lewis’ premise that “Jesus thought he was and claimed to be God,” is: No, he did not.

A Noble Falsehood?



Now we shall ignore for a moment the mystery of what Jesus said and meant.  Imagine
for a moment that we have a New Testament Cliff’s Notes of sorts that shows us
precisely what Jesus meant to be taken as metaphor and what he meant to be taken
literally.  Imagine further that such a document totally confirms Lewis’ position that
Jesus did in fact claim, unequivocally to be God.  Good.  Now that we all agree for the
moment that premise of Lewis’ Trilemma is correct, let’s consider why at least one
alternative for why Jesus would claim to be God, not be God, yet not only not be a lunatic
nor the “Devil of Hell,” but indeed be considered a great moral teacher.

Imagine yourself out on a pier on a dreary afternoon.  You appear to be alone.  But
suddenly you hear a rustling noise and notice that a young man whom you have never
met is dangling from the edge of the pier, ready to launch himself into the icy waters
below.  Suddenly, you recognize this person from a recent newscast as a young man who
has decided to give up his search for his long lost father38 and may well commit suicide.
Sure enough, the newscast was right; it appears the young man is attempting to do just
that.  So, you reach out to the young man and tell him that you are his long lost father.
But the young man doesn’t believe you.  It’s just too obvious.  He was just on the news
after all.  So you insist and insist.  “Why don’t you believe me?” you ask.  “You’re a
hypocrite for worrying only about your feelings.  What about mine?  Truly I tell you, I
am.  What am I to do if you die off this pier?”  Finally, the young man comes to think
you are telling the truth.  He then reaches out for your hand, grasps it, and you pull him
back up onto the deck of the pier.  His life has been saved.  How then, will history see
you?39

Well, it appears that if we leave the writing of the history books to C.S. Lewis, you may
well be remembered as either the “Devil of Hell” or as one “on a level with a man who
says he is a poached egg.”  Luckily, Lewis doesn’t write all our history, so surely some
reasonable person would write of you as a noble and upright man who was willing to
sacrifice his own righteousness through lying in order to save the life of a poor, lost soul.
It is clear that a lie is not synonymous with evil, so why is it that Lewis can only see a lie
as the worst evil that negates any other good a person may have said or done?  Could it
be because that doing so advances his position in his Trilemma – albeit unfairly?  If he
saw a lie as a potentially noble thing, it seems his entire rationale for belief in the divinity
of Jesus, in this case at least, would be false.

Let’s bring this back to Jesus by considering whether the following picture of him is at all
unreasonable?  Jesus believed his teachings to be true.  He believed the path he preached
would lead his people and others to the Kingdom of God.  He believed that the Kingdom
of God was nearly at hand and that all that his people needed to bring it about was a little
more faith, a little extra boost.  He knew his people to be exceedingly stressed from
hardship and oppression, and willing to accept many things without too much
consideration.  He felt that if his people could only see God in their midst they would
make the final push toward their salvation.  He believed that this was all so important that
it warranted the deception of falsely claiming special authority in order to sway people to
follow his teachings for their own good.  Indeed, he believed that if his people, already
convinced he was a profound teacher or prophet, thought he was God they would follow



him, reach his goal for them and be redeemed.  He so loved his people that he was willing
to risk his own righteousness and salvation.  So, in an act of self-sacrificing blasphemy he
told his people things that might make them think that he was God.  He knew this to be
false, but he knew its purpose to be righteous.  It was, after all, for the good of his people.
He was willing to lay down himself and his own eternal life before the God he claimed to
be in order to save his people.

Such a picture of Jesus does seem entirely plausible, and even consistent with his
message of selfless love.  What greater love is there than self-sacrifice?  If this picture of
Jesus is accurate, then he is, without question, technically a liar.  But, his motivations
were noble.  He was certainly not the “Devil of Hell.”  Indeed, if this picture of Jesus is
accurate, he may even be worthy of some form of veneration.  So, we see that there are
options for holding Jesus up as a great moral teacher without believing him also to be
God.  Furthermore, we see that the Lewis Trilemma requires one to read Scripture in a
specific way – a way that implies one has already reached Lewis’ conclusion – for it to be
at all worthwhile.

It is also quite interesting to note that St. Paul seems to echo this “noble falsehood”
concept in some of his writings.  Indeed, in his first letter to the Corinthians, he seems to
suggest that it is acceptable to feign that one is something or someone that one is not in
order to bring good to those who are deceived.40  He also seems to indicate that certain
falsehoods or evil motives are unimportant if they advance a greater mission of good.41

Could it be that St. Paul understands the idea of a “noble falsehood” and that it can truly
lead to a greater good because it matches the story of the messiah of whom he dreamed?
Possibly.  But again, such speculation is not my purpose.  The point is that even biblical
figures seem to understand the concept that telling a lie or impersonation does not
directly condemn one to the status of either “fiend” or “lunatic.”  What caused this
understanding to dissolve over the centuries between St. Paul and C.S. Lewis?

Of course, the scenario proposed above is only one possibility.  There are many others.
Indeed, one of those possibilities is that Jesus was the “Devil of Hell.”  It is not the
purpose of this essay to determine that, but it is worth noting that C.S. Lewis does not
seem to provide any compelling explanation that Jesus, as a claimant to the throne of
God, was not the “Devil of Hell.”

This Is Crazy!

So (still assuming Lewis’ general premise is correct), Jesus made some pretty outlandish
claims.  We have already covered how he may have made them despite knowing them to
be false.  But what if he really thought his claims to be God were true?  Does that make
him God?  If not, does it make him so plainly crazy that he would be considered to be “on
a level with a man who says he is a poached egg?”

Well, maybe.  There doesn’t seem to be too much evidence that he wasn’t considered to
be a lunatic while alive.  It doesn’t appear that all that many people were convinced of his



claims.  Indeed, with St. Paul as the prime example, the movement that developed after
Jesus’ death was largely among those who had never seen nor heard Jesus in person.  As
a result, anything that they thought about Jesus had to be based on things that had been
conveyed to them that were subject to the potentially errant interpretation of true
eyewitnesses.42 43

One potential indicator of a strange misapprehension of reality on Jesus’ part is the odd
and notable absence of any condemnation of the Romans in his teaching and preaching.
It is abundantly clear from history that Rome was the true source of much of the
oppression and hardship faced by Jesus, his followers, and their other Jewish
contemporaries.  Certainly, an historical Jesus who grew up in a town just four miles
from the center of the Herodian administration in Sepphoris must have had sufficient
contact with Rome’s influence to understand how it broke the spirits of his people and
twisted their religion for evil.  Yet somehow we find no real indictment of the Romans in
any of Jesus’ words.  Another potential indicator of a distorted sense of reality comes
when Jesus suggests that Pharisaic teachers of Mosaic Law44 killed men all the way back
in history to Abel.  Naturally, at the time of Abel and for a while beyond, there was
neither Mosaic Law nor Pharisees; no, there was not even a Jewish people then.  How
crazy would we find someone who said today that the blood of those who were killed by
crusaders is on Americans, that we Americans killed those people in the Holy Land?
Certainly a bit.  It seems reasonable to think the same of Jesus.

Additionally, as Jesus was a supposed master – or indeed, the true author – of Scripture,
it is exceedingly odd that he misquotes it in his teaching.  One example of this comes
from his Sermon on the Mount in which he fabricates a Scriptural message that entirely
bastardizes the teaching of the Scriptures he quotes.45  Not surprisingly however, this
revision provides him something against which to preach.  One possible explanation for
this is that the early stages of some psychosis clouded his memory of Scripture, and
helped him add things like a revisionist in an attempt to further his message.46  Another
example of Jesus’ potentially distorted sense of reality comes in the Gospel account of his
questioning after his arrest.47  Jesus, presumably under stress, claims to have always
preached where everyone could see and hear.  He goes further to say that he had kept
nothing secret.48  It is clear, however, that this is not true.  Jesus did and said a lot to
promote secrecy.49  It seems reasonable to conclude that it is possible that the stress of his
questioning triggered some psychosis that had him truly believe that he had always taught
to everyone and kept no secrets.50 51

Furthermore, Jesus’ ministry was largely to the lower elements of society.  The Galilee of
the first century is often thought of as something of a backwater – something of an
intellectual cesspool.52  And Jesus’ ministry is conspicuously absent from major centers
of influence.  Certainly, the point that Jesus’ ministry to the lowest of the low and least
educated among first century Jews is not a point of contention as many cite it as evidence
of his godly, loving kindness.  It can be safely assumed that many of these people became
Jesus’ followers.  In contrast, the more worldly and better educated of Jesus’ day do seem
to have had a much more difficult time being convinced by his outlandish claims.53

Indeed, many of these people are reported as having deemed Jesus to be “demon-



possessed and raving mad.”54  Of course, others believed him.  But, if we believe the
Gospel accounts, we can be certain that at least some of Jesus’ contemporaries felt he did
indeed fit one of Lewis’ options, although I’m not sure they ate many poached eggs.

Of course, just because he seemed crazy does not mean for certain that he was.  And
some55 might like to assume that he could not have been a true lunatic because such
psychosis would render him incapable of having any influence on people or, more
simply, incapable of the seemingly coherent thought that he supposedly had.  Obviously,
this is simply not true.  Modern history has, unfortunately, given us more than enough
examples of people who would be considered mentally unstable yet managed to influence
people dramatically.56  Even if some followers of a charismatic, mentally unstable person
had suspicions that their leader was a lunatic, one would expect that such a movement
that grew beyond the leader’s immediate following would do so by word of mouth or by
writing and that such communication would emphasize the leader’s positive traits and
play down, or even eliminate, any of his/her more negative traits.  In the case of
Christianity, which lasted a generation57 beyond the death of its leader before producing
any written accounts of his life, it seems quite reasonable to assume that this phenomenon
took place, maybe even in an exaggerated form.

But, setting aside the real life examples we have of this possibility, let’s explore some
mental illness scenarios that would cause one to be considered a lunatic while still
maintaining their general faculties.  Some mental illnesses, of course, flare up only
sporadically.  Bipolar disorder is one.  Paranoia58 is another form of psychosis that does
not constantly manifest itself outwardly.  Early stages of schizophrenia could also
provide a figure such as Jesus with just the right combination of sanity and insanity to
make the claims of a lunatic while still persuading followers as well as a politician.
Interestingly, the very root of the term lunatic seems to indicate a cyclical pattern given
that it comes from the Latin for moon.  There is simply no reason to assume that a lunatic
would not be able to make coherent claims nor influence people into following him/her.
Furthermore, there is no reason to assume that a lunatic would be incapable of moral
teaching.

A Beautiful, Unoriginal Mind

Thank goodness C.S. Lewis premise’ is wrong.  For if he were correct, modern market
economics, computing, accounting, military theory, biology, political science and other
fields would suffer greatly.  The reason is that the modern operation of these fields rely
largely on the work of a man who was quite certainly a lunatic – very likely at times to
have been considered “on a level with a man who says he is a poached egg” – and may
have been considered by some – as a result of extramarital sexual activity and anti-
Semitism – to be quite evil.  I’m speaking, of course, of John Forbes Nash, Jr.  Nash was
certainly wrong a lot of the time.  He even developed a rather acute case of paranoid
schizophrenia.  But in contrast, his Equilibrium and the Game Theory he helped develop
are most certainly neither evil nor crazy.  No, they are brilliant.  And, as a result, Nash
serves as an excellent counter to the Lewis Trilemma: He was crazy.  There was certainly



evil in him.  It would be nearly impossible to believe he never told a lie.  He was not
God.  Yet he was quite a great teacher.  And his work has led to all sorts of good.

But it’s not only Nash that helps us understand how devoid of thought and contemplation
the Lewis Trilemma is.  If lies and evil behavior invalidate all the teachings of a person,
then we could never have ex-gang bangers teaching urban youth the evils of their former
lives.  Neither could we see reformed men and women who were formerly alcoholics,
gamblers, or worse become members of the clergy.  In the world of the Lewis Trilemma,
no parent who sinned could teach their children not to sin.  Thankfully, this world is not
the world of the Lewis Trilemma.  No, that appears to be a world imagined for
convenience and apologetics.  However, it is indeed concerning that Lewis forgets how
much of life’s most important lessons come to us through mistakes.  He shutters windows
through which God might peek and teach us something.  On what authority Lewis
presumes to do so one could only guess.  But in any case, it does seem that, on this point
at least, Lewis not only forgets the beauty of God’s work in the creation of the human
intellect, but that God’s thoughts and ways are not ours, but rather much higher.59

However, even if Lewis were correct and any deceitful behavior or lunacy on the part of
a teacher would render his/her teachings invalid, that teacher’s ideas and teachings must
be unique for them to be invalidated.  Certainly, we cannot expect the failures of one to
affect the virtues of another.  And in this case we find more support for considering Jesus
to be a moral teacher and nothing more, because his core moral teachings are not unique.
For instance, Jesus teaches his followers not to resist evil60 and famously directs them to
“turn the other cheek.”61  This philosophy can be found 500 to 600 years before Jesus in
Lao-Tse’s Taoism.62  Another example is Jesus suggestion to love one’s neighbor as
oneself.  That teaching is mere parroting of the Torah.63  Some might urge that Jesus’
version of this was to extend beyond just our neighbors within our individual people
groups to everyone even strangers, but the Torah covers that too.64  Lastly,65 the “Golden
Rule,”66 67 especially as the summation of all the Jewish Law, may be seen by some as a
unique teaching of Jesus.  However, this finds its origins68 with the great rabbi Hillel69

who lived about a generation before Jesus.70  So, we see there is no way for any of these
moral teachings to be invalidated by anything that Jesus otherwise said or did.  To say
then that he was not a moral teacher only because he was not God, would be the same as
saying someone who taught history (or any other repetition of a science or art) to high
schoolers and falsely claimed to be God was not a teacher of history.  One must not
necessarily be moral to be a teacher of morals.

Who Else in History?

As a final note on the logical absurdity of the Lewis Trilemma, let’s quickly examine two
other figures for whom Lewis’ scenario fits perfectly.

First, there is the prophet Mohammed.  Mohammed claimed to be a prophet of God.  So,
he was either a liar, indeed the “Devil of Hell,” or a “madman,” “on the level of a man
who said he was a poached egg.”  We do not appear to have much evidence to indicate



that Mohammed was either a liar or insane, so it would seem reasonable then to conclude
that he was indeed a prophet of God.

Second, we have Joseph Smith.  Mr. Smith claimed to be the recipient of a revelation
from an angel who showed him a set of golden plates that made him also a prophet of
God.  So, similarly, he was either a “lunatic or something worse.”  Again, there doesn’t
appear to be much evidence that Mr. Smith was a lunatic or some evil incarnation, so one
would need to conclude – in one’s Lewisian prime – that Joseph Smith was indeed a true
prophet of God.

Additionally, both of the movements founded by these men enjoy wide followings, much
like the Christian movement.  Also, like the Christian movement, these are based in an
earlier belief system, which they proclaim to be completing or fulfilling.  The purpose of
this essay is not to determine which, if any, of these movements is true, but these both
serve as an excellent indicator of the absurdity and undeveloped nature of Lewis’ thought
in developing his Trilemma.  The “logic” which Lewis applies to the situation of Jesus is
identical to that of both Mohammed and Joseph Smith (and most certainly others71).  This
fact alone should dissuade any doctrinally strict Christian from ever propagating such a
“rational” belief in the divinity of Jesus.  Such a thing can and must apply to anyone who
makes outlandish claims.

A Scholar’s Opinion72

We’ve clearly covered a number of the reasons why the Lewis Trilemma is illogical and
unreasonable.  But what do others say?  Well, a shining example of a scholarly opinion
on the Lewis Trilemma comes to us from N.T. Wright.  Wright must certainly be
considered a friend of C.S. Lewis.  He considers himself to be somewhat in Lewis’ debt.
He claims to know whole passages of Lewis’ work “pretty much by heart.”  Wright and
Lewis have similar backgrounds as Englishmen and members of the Church of England.
Wright even comes to the same conclusion about Jesus’ divinity as Lewis, albeit in a
much more scholarly and thoughtful manner.

So, what does Wright, a leading scholar on Jesus and the Anglican Bishop of Durham,
have to say about the Lewis Trilemma and its context, Mere Christianity?

• “I’m not sure that Lewis’ point works as an argument.”
• “…the logic doesn’t quite work.”
• “[Lewis] simply does not know that Jesus wasn’t born in A.D. 1…”
• “There is virtually no mention, and certainly no treatment, of Israel and the Old

Testament, and consequently no attempt to place Jesus in his historical or
theological context.”

• “Lewis, at best, drastically short-circuits the argument.”
• “When Jesus says, ‘Your sins are forgiven,’ he is not claiming straightforwardly

to be God…”



• “Lewis’ overconfident argument… doesn’t work as history, and it backfires
dangerously when historical critics question his reading of the Gospels.”

• “Someone who converted to the Christian faith through reading Mere
Christianity, and who never moved on or grew up theologically or historically,
would be in a dangerous position when faced even with proper, non-skeptical
historical investigation, let alone the regular improper, skeptical sort.  Lewis
didn’t give such a person sufficient grounding in who Jesus really was.”

To be sure, Wright also acknowledges and appreciates C.S. Lewis’ role in the history of
Christian apologetics.  But he clearly articulates the danger of emphasizing and
propagating idea such as the Lewis Trilemma.

Who Is It Good For?

It is clear that the Lewis Trilemma has no basis in logic.  Furthermore, the validity of the
premise of the Trilemma remains in doubt.  Further still, far more than three solutions for
the Trilemma exist even if the premise were not in doubt.  Not only that, but there seems
to be little reason to determine that Lewis’ own conclusion within his Trilemma is
correct.  Even those who reach Lewis’ conclusion have concerns about the way in which
he forms his Trilemma and effect it has.  And, there is no reason the Lewis Trilemma can
only be positively applied to Jesus.  Still, the Lewis Trilemma has not found its way into
the rubbish bin of quasi-theological thought.73  And, out rotting in the world, this
religious, quasi-intellectual offal has the potential to infect many of those who ingest it.

First, there’s the pure believer, the person who does not need a rational basis for their
faith.  Such a person should recognize and be content with the fact that they do not have a
rational basis for their faith.  If they are not content with that fact they should confront it
and find a rational basis for their belief – they certainly then do not fit in this category.
However, this type of person should not be deceived into thinking they have found a
rational basis for their faith when in reality they have not.  And the Lewis Trilemma –
especially as more modern apologists present it – has the potential to do just that.  The
damage can come when the deceived becomes aware of the deception and becomes
unduly skeptical as a result, losing the beauty and innocence of their previously pure and
irrational faith.  God certainly transcends logic, and someone such as Lewis should not be
attempting to force God into a box of false logic, which God neither intended nor should
be expected to fill.

This point surrounding the pure believer goes further still in that one might expect an idea
such as the Lewis Trilemma to provide this person support for their existing faith or
further impetus for a budding faith.  But the Lewis Trilemma does no such thing.  Indeed,
the same logic that prevents God from playing in Lewis’ game prevents the believer from
gaining anything from it.  The reason why is simple.  In order for one to reach Lewis’
conclusion in his Trilemma, one must approach the situation already convinced.  One
must have faith that Jesus did in fact claim to be God.  One must further have an internal
willingness to suspend disbelief regarding the possibility of any other scenario that may



explain Jesus’ behavior.  Simply put the believer, like Lewis, is never challenged in this
Trilemma because the nature of the issue and the premise make the conclusion circular.
That is, the premise is one proposed by those who have already reached the conclusion.
It is clear that the Lewis Trilemma does no good for the pure believer.  All it does it set
them up to be knocked down in the future and bastardizes our God-given gifts of reason.
And worse, given that Lewis states unequivocally that there are certain things about Jesus
“we must not say,” the believer may extrapolate Lewis’ statements in the context of his
Trilemma to limit their other questioning of faith after their experience of the power of
unnoticed circular logic and the forceful terms with which Lewis frames his Trilemma.
Indeed, the rancor with which Lewis refers to doubters in his “theological” work may
well drive many a believer from the divine task of questioning and exploring their faith
and God.

After the believer there is the person who senses metaphysical truth beyond him/herself
without having yet come to a realization of what that truth might be.  This person may
even sense such truth exists in God, and maybe even in Jesus.  Such a person is
commonly referred to as a seeker.  Does the seeker gain anything from the Lewis
Trilemma?  Quite obviously, they do not.  The seeker cannot participate in Lewis’ game
of circular logic as can the pure believer.  So, the seeker must then confront the possible
solutions to the Lewis Trilemma, and in doing so, he/she will discover the abundance of
logical fallacy contained within it.  Most certainly, a seeker will not be convinced by
poorly constructed attempts at a rational basis for belief.  Rather, a seeker may see such
an attempt, recognize it for what it is, and reject any believing conclusion that might be
drawn from it as a result.  No, the thinking seeker draws no benefit from the Lewis
Trilemma.  And those who would have the seeker become a believer are set back in their
endeavors as their target is turned cold by Lewis’ ugly, false attempt to logically provide
a rational basis for a belief in Jesus’ divinity.

As is noted above, one of the key problems with the Lewis Trilemma is that it is indeed a
false dilemma.  There are a number of reasonable alternative theories, which Lewis
completely ignores.  And this fact is paralleled in the diverse ways in which all people
encounter the divine.  Lewis seems to ignore this wonderful fact by trying to reduce,
encapsulate, and control God in his Trilemma.  The diversity of experience that we all
bring to the divine should not be diminished nor ignored, but in doing just that, the Lewis
Trilemma does even more disservice by offering the earnest yet wary seeker an easy way
out of his/her quest.  With such obviously ridiculous signposts as the Lewis Trilemma, a
thinking seeker has a rational “eject button” always at the ready.

Finally, there is the unbeliever.  This person does not believe, does not want to believe,
and likely will not believe that there is a god, let alone that that a god became incarnate of
a virgin girl and was resurrected from the dead in the most central event to all of human
history that is unidentifiable in the historical record.   This person is obviously a religious
skeptic, so we cannot expect him/her to gain anything religiously from the Lewis
Trilemma.  But, should the religious community be providing the unbeliever with more
reasons not to believe?  This is a question that should be answered, because the Lewis
Trilemma does just that.  Lewis’ twisted logic is an embarrassment for all of us who call



ourselves believers in God – even more so for those of us who do have a more rational
basis for our belief.  One reading of the Lewis Trilemma provides enough “proof” for the
unbeliever that he/she is right and that the believers are irrational twits who must twist
logic and trick or otherwise force or coerce people into believing what we believe.  Such
damage need not be done from within our ranks; it is done enough from without.74

The only people for whom such a “logical” argument has any value are those who either
do not want logical arguments for their faith or (more likely) those who do not need
logical arguments for their faith.  Indeed, even those who perceive such arguments as
being a catalyst for their faith are largely just unaware of their prior (and more important)
conviction of heart that led to their ability to accept such arguments without truly critical
analysis.  As a result, this type of argument cannot do any real good for anyone.  What it
can do, however, is create a false sense of logical support for those who seek it for
ulterior reasons.  It can buttress weak faith that may very well need to be examined, by
giving the impression of examination without ever going through such examination.  And
this buttressing may function just well enough to delay and magnify a collapse.  It is for
this reason that I hold the propagation of this argument in any form to be a disservice to
all the faithful and the seekers.  With such a thing, the only cause that is served is that of
those who would seek to further dismantle the throne of God – something with which we
believers seem all to ready help.

Looking for More.

As noted above, Lewis inadequate attempt at a rational basis for the belief in the divinity
of Jesus does the additional damage of discouraging questioning and depth of thought in
the pursuit of truth on the part of believers.  But this may very well run against what God
Godself would want.  First, the God of Jesus is the God of Israel, and the very name
Israel means “he who wrestles with God.”  In the history we have of the people of the
God of Israel, we are confronted with numerous instances in which people not only
question God but challenge God.75  The God of Israel is never presented as one who
should not be questioned and sought after with true reason and logic.  Quite to the
contrary, the God of Israel emphasizes knowledge over feelings.76  And, this yearning for
a deeper, real, more thoughtful truth can be seen in the Christian Testament as well.
Indeed, it is quite obvious in the story most central to Christian faith – the Easter story.

In the Gospel of John, Mary Magdalene sees Jesus’ empty tomb and is told of what has
happened, but, unlike Peter, she does not depart immediately.  No, Mary is more
reserved.  She stays.  She waits.  One can imagine her in contemplative, awed silence.
She is looking for something more.77  Mary is not content to take things at face value.
She knows that God’s ways are not our ways,78 and that there’s more to understand.
Mary is not a literalist, running off like Peter to proclaim the scientific fact that the tomb
of Jesus is empty.  Nor is Mary a rationalist who searches around for the footprints of
grave robbers in an attempt to explain away the resurrection as some natural occurrence.
No, Mary waits and just looks for more.  What she’s looking for is not specific.  But in
any case what Mary seeks is not confined to a simplistic Trilemma: Jesus is not here, so



he either never died, or his body was stolen, or he is resurrected and thus God.  No, Mary
seems to desire to know and understand God, Jesus, and the resurrection on all levels.
She seeks to understand them as a human does, and experience them as only the divine
spark within each of us can allow.  Mary is a thinker.  Because of her nature and her
experience, she would certainly have seen through and rejected explanations like the
Lewis Trilemma in the context of her lord Jesus.  And like Mary, the apostle to the
apostles, we should all strive to be.
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historical debate, those who continue to present Lewis’ Trilemma would be at a loss for
logic indeed.
28 Even assuming all Literalists believe Jesus thought he was and claimed to be God may
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important (not to mention how likely it is for such high Christology to have developed
and evolved over time).  If, as supposedly divinely inspired literature, the Gospels’ most
important message to us from Jesus is his divinity, it is strange indeed that three of the
four Gospels contain very little that would indicate such things.
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39 As I am focusing heavily on logical fallacies, I wish to point out that I recognize the
obvious fallacy of false analogy between what is claimed in this story and what Jesus is
supposed to have claimed.  That doesn’t not diminish, however, the small illustrative role
that this story plays.
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45 Matt. 5:43
46 An alternative explanation was that Jesus never did misquote Scripture, but rather that
his biographers misquoted him.  Of course, that destroys the premise of Lewis’ Trilemma
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know what Scripture said.  This would also help explain why they had less of a problem
accepting him as God.  If they didn’t know the Levitical laws about loving neighbors,
there seems to be no reason to expect them to know the Bible’s teaching about God not
and never being a man.
53 This would likely include those who could read Scripture themselves and those who
had a deep understanding of it.  This also has an eerie parallel to today’s believers and
non-believers.
54 John 10:20 NIV
55 It seems Lewis would be one to believe this.
56 A few: Charles Manson, David Koresh, Marshall Applewhite, Jim Jones
57 Naturally, the dates of the earliest Gospels are debated.  Christian scholar and historian
Marcus Borg maintains that the Gospels were written between 70 and 100 CE, roughly
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58 Jesus’ anticipation of his own death could easily be considered paranoia.  Furthermore,
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61 Matt. 5:39
62 See: Tao Te Ching, chapters 49 and 63.
63 Matt. 5:43, Lev. 19:18
64 Lev. 19:33-34
65 Again, I would not be surprised if there are others.
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67 Matt. 7:12
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69 Incidentally, Hillel was a Pharisee.  So, it is strange to see that Jesus appropriated the
teaching of a leading Pharisee yet continually railed against them in his teaching.
70 Hillel lived from 70 BCE to 10 CE. – Robinson, George, Essential Judaism: A
Complete Guide to Beliefs, Customs, and Rituals (New York: Pocket Books, 2000)
71 Amazingly, one of history’s other characters to whom this Trilemma can apply is St.
Paul.  St. Paul never met Jesus, but did apparently have some sort of dream or vision of
him.  He made a point of saying in his letter to the Galatians that he received his gospel
that he preached only from Jesus himself.  Naturally, he must have meant this as some
sort of mental or otherwise imagined event as St. Paul never met Jesus before his death.
St. Paul went on and on about his lack of need for any sort of confirmation or experience
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a personal and private revelation.  And from that we must ask ourselves, according to
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And, given the exclusive either/or nature of the Trilemma, this one gets hairy for those
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murderer even!  That’s rather evil.  So, either/or?  I guess St. Paul wasn’t an apostle or
prophet, so his letters must not be the word of God.
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