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Where We're Headed

•   I.  A new way of seeing Jesus' astonishing greatness

•  II.  Apologetic implications

• III.  How you can communicate it
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I. Jesus' Astonishing Greatness
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Your Turn First

Who are the most powerful persons or characters in all of history and 
human imagination — not including the accounts in the Bible?
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The Powerful
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Your Turn First

Who are the most powerful people or characters in all of history and 
human imagination — again, not including the accounts in the Bible?

Who are the most honorable, giving, other-oriented, self-sacrificial persons 
or characters in all of history and human imagination — not including the 
accounts in the Bible?
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The Good
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The Powerful and the Good
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Abraham Lincoln said,

“Nearly all men can stand adversity,       
but if you want to test a man's character, 

give him power.”

9



Lord Acton (1834-1902) put it very famously in an 1887 letter to Mandell 
Creighton,

“Power tends to corrupt, and absolute 
power corrupts absolutely. 

Great men are almost always bad men.”
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Back where we began, but including the Bible this time
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Jesus Christ

Exceedingly Powerful
• John 1:1-4
• Matthew 8:23-27
• Mark 5:35-43
• John 6:1-15
• John 11
• Matthew 7:28-29

Perfectly Good
• Mark 10:35
• John 10:1-18
• Luke 10:25-37
• Matthew 5:43-48
• … and the trial, passion, 

crucifixion all for us
• Phil. 2:5-11

When did Jesus ever employ his supernatural 
power for his own benefit?
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Nothing else in history or human imagination comes close to the 
story of Jesus Christ.

Nothing.

This is a picture of unparalleled moral genius. 
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II. Apologetic Implications
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Where Did the Gospels Come From?
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Where Did the Gospels Come From?
We have a choice. Either:

1. Jesus was a true moral genius far beyond any ever known or imagined in all of 
human history, and the Gospel writers recorded his life faithfully.

or...

2. His story was invented by the greatest moral geniuses in the history of literature 
and imagination.

You can take your pick.
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Community of Faith 

Reza Aslan: "The Gospels are not, nor were they ever meant to be, 
historical documentation of Jesus life. They are not eyewitnesses accounts 
of Jesus words and deeds recorded by people who knew him. They are 
testimonies of faith composed by communities of faith and written many 
years after the events they describe.”
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Where Did the Gospels Come From?
Either:

1. Jesus was a true moral genius far beyond any ever known or imagined in all of 
human history, and the Gospel writers recorded his life faithfully.

or...

2. The inventors of the story of Jesus — the greatest moral geniuses in all literary 
history — were an anonymous community of faith.

You can take your pick.
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“Telephone Game”

Bart Ehrman: “This is how Christianity spread, year after year, decade after 
decade…. What do you suppose happened to the stories over the years, as 
they were told and retold, not as disinterested news stories reported by 
eyewitnesses but as propaganda meant to convert people to faith, told by 
people who had themselves heard them fifth-or sixth-or 19th-hand? Did you 
or your kids ever play the telephone game at a birthday party? The kids sit in a 
circle, and one child tells a story to the girl sitting next to her, who tells it to the 
next girl, who tells it to the next, and so on, until it comes back to the one who 
first told the story. And now it's a different story. (If it wasn't a different story the 
game would be a bit pointless.) Imagine playing telephone not among a group 
of kids of the same socioeconomic class from the same neighborhood in same 
school and of the same age speaking the same language, but imagine playing 
it for 40 or more years, in different countries, in different contexts, in 
different languages. What happens to the stories? They change."

(Emphasis added)
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Where Did These Stories Come From?

Either:

1. Jesus was a true moral genius far beyond any ever known or imagined in all of 
human history, and the Gospel writers recorded his life faithfully.

or...

2. The inventors of the story of Jesus — the greatest moral geniuses in all literary 
history — were an anonymous community of faith who produced this astonishing 
character by playing an unreliable game of "telephone."

You can take your pick.
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Propagating Untruths

Marcus Borg: “The gospels…. contain not only the movement's memories 
of the historical Jesus, but those memories added to and modified by the 
growing beliefs and changing circumstances of the movement…. They are 
not, first and foremost, reports of the ministry itself.”

Kris Komarnitsky: “From our perspective 2000 years later, the emergence 
of such traditions ... might seem like an implausibly large lie. But from the 
perspective of the earliest Christians, the inaccuracy was probably 
inconsequential…. A similar well intended and from their point of view 
minor distortion of the truth happened in the early Mormon movement.”
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Where Did These Stories Come From?

Either:

1. Jesus was a true moral genius far beyond any ever known or imagined in all of 
human history, and the Gospel writers recorded his life faithfully.

or...

2. The inventors of the story of Jesus — the greatest moral geniuses in all literary 
history — were an anonymous community of faith who produced this astonishing 
character by playing an unreliable game of "telephone," with the purpose of 
propagating and proselytizing through untruths.

You can take your pick.
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To Support Their Pathology
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To Support Their Pathology

Marcus Borg: “Religions in general (including Christianity), it seemed to 
me, were manifestly cultural products. I could see how their readily 
identifiable psychological and social functions served human needs and 
cultural ends. The notion that we made it all up was somewhat alarming, 
but also increasingly compelling.”
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To Support Their Pathology

• Cognitive Dissonance Reduction

• Significant, active investment of identity, resources in a belief

• The belief turns out to be undeniably false

• Dissonance between identity/resource investment and reality

• Social support

• ---> “Discovering” (inventing) some way to believe they were right all along
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To Support Their Pathology

Kris Komarnitsky: “The beliefs that Jesus died for our sins and was 
raised from the dead may have been a way for Jesus' followers to 
reconcile in their minds his death with their previous hope that he was the 
messiah.”

“Their rationalization did not need to be perfect, but it did need to 
adequately answer what would seem to be the two most natural and 
pressing questions: why did the Messiah have to die, and how can a dead 
person be the Messiah?”
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To Support Their Pathology

Robert M. Price, quoted by Dan Barker: “When a group has staked 
everything on a religious belief, and 'burned their bridges behind them,' 
only to find this belief disconfirmed by events, they may find 
disillusionment too painful to endure. They soon come up with some 
explanatory rationalization, the plausibility of which will be reinforced by 
the mutual encouragement of fellow-believers in the group. In order to 
increase further the plausibility of their threatened belief, they may engage 
in a massive new effort at proselytizing. The more people who can be 
convinced, the truer it will seem. In the final analysis, then, a radical 
disconfirmation of belief may be just what a religious movement needs to 
get off the ground.”

(emphasis added)
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Where Did These Stories Come From?

Either:

1. Jesus was a true moral genius far beyond any ever known or imagined in all of 
human history, and the Gospel writers recorded his life faithfully.

or...

2. The inventors of the story of Jesus — the greatest moral geniuses in all literary 
history — were a completely anonymous community of faith who produced this 
astonishing character by playing an unreliable game of "telephone," with the 
purpose of propagating and proselytizing through untruths, to prop themselves up 
psychologically when they were unable to face reality.
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Where Did These Stories Come From?

Either:

1. Jesus was a true moral genius far beyond any ever known or imagined in all of 
human history, and the Gospel writers recorded his life faithfully.

or...

2. The inventors of the story of Jesus — the greatest moral geniuses in all literary 
history — were a completely anonymous community of faith who produced this 
astonishing character by playing an unreliable game of "telephone," with the 
purpose of propagating and proselytizing through untruths, to prop themselves up 
psychologically when they were unable to face reality.

You can take your pick.
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Where Did These Stories Come From?

Either:

1. Jesus was a true moral genius far beyond any ever known or imagined in all of 
human history, and the Gospel writers recorded his life faithfully.

or...

2. The inventors of the story of Jesus — the greatest moral geniuses in all literary 
history — were a completely anonymous community of faith who produced this 
astonishing character by playing an unreliable game of "telephone," with the 
purpose of propagating and proselytizing through untruths, to prop themselves up 
psychologically when they were unable to face reality.

You can take your pick.
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III. How To Communicate This Argument
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How Powerful Is It?

• Wide scope: not just about one particular aspect of the Jesus accounts, but 
about his whole recorded life and ministry

• It has the power of simplicity. 

• It relies on ethical beliefs common to believers and non-believers alike

• Like all arguments, its persuasiveness depends on the person. 
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How To Communicate It

• Don’t go into cognitive dissonance theory :)

• Use question-asking
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How To Communicate It

• Ask them the questions I started with here: the most powerful and the most 
other-oriented persons in all human history and imagination, not including the 
Bible

• Ask them the same question including the Bible. 

• You might have to help them here:

• If you can, give them some time and guidance in reading the Gospels for 
themselves

• Remind them they don’t have to believe what they’re reading in order to 
do this. If they think Jesus is a work of human imagination, they can still 
check out where he fits among the answers to the question you’ve asked.

34



How To Communicate It

• Ask them about the legend:

• Who they think came up with the “Jesus legend” what must have been 
true of that community of faith 

• Why this community would have developed a legend like this

• How the legend developed from tradition into the written accounts

• (If they have no answers, help them out a bit; but you could also wonder 
aloud with them about how much stock they’re putting into a theory they 
know nothing about.)
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How To Communicate It

Show them their options: 

• Either the Gospels are the product of a telephone game played by a 
distressed community of anonymous faith-believers promoting propaganda 
about a falsehood in order to support their pathology, who were also, at the 
same time, the greatest moral geniuses of all human history, or

• Jesus was the greatest moral genius of all history, and the accounts are 
true.
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A Few Further Implications

• Evangelism: If the person isn’t open to thinking about God or miracles you 
can point them to Jesus anyway

• Evangelism plus explanation: How could all of human history — including my 
life — depend on one man who lived so far away so long ago? It would take 
an immensely extraordinary person to be able to bear that much weight. 

            Someone like Jesus Christ.

• Worship: Jesus is more astonishing than you realized
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It’s Too Good To Be False

Documentation, including expanded context for quotes, is available at 
www.thinkingchristian.net/too-good-to-be-false/

While you’re there, enter your email address to sign up for blog updates as 
they come: the Thinking Christian blog, www.thinkingchristian.net.

Thank you!
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Appendix: Too Good To Be a Legend

C.S. Lewis’s famous “Lord/Liar/Lunatic” trilemma (as Josh McDowell named it) goes like this:

"I am 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 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 patronising nonsense about his being a great human teacher. He has not 
left that open to us. He did not intend to. ... 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."

The great strength of this is that it’s simple and self-contained in Scripture: it requires no 
knowledge of history, textual transmission, etc.: just what the Gospels say about Jesus, and 
some knowledge of human nature. But it has been challenged for lacking a fourth possible L: 
“Legend.”

“Too Good To Be False” supplies an answer to the “Legend” possibility: and just like the 
original trilemma, it’s simple: it has force even for those who have no knowledge of history, 
textual transmission, etc: just what the Gospels say about Jesus, and some knowledge of 
human nature.
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