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Most people identify C.S. Lewis with Christianity because he is a well-known apologist 
for the Christian faith.  Many don’t realize, however, that Lewis was not always a devout 
follower of Jesus.  In fact, in his teenage years, C.S. Lewis renounced any kind of 
Christian faith and declared himself an atheist.  As he writes in his autobiography, 
[SLIDE] Surprised by Joy, however, Lewis learned that, “Really, a young Atheist cannot 
guard his faith too carefully. Dangers lie in wait for him on every side.“ 
 
In his progression, Lewis transitioned first from an atheist to a theist – believing in God, 
but not necessarily identifying with the Christian faith.  After a lengthy conversation with 
his friend J.R.R. Tolkien, Lewis eventually made his conversion to Christianity.  He 
became one of the great writers on Christian faith of the 20th century, making valuable 
contributions to the way we have articulated our faith.  But his journey may parallel our 
own this morning, as we do our best to move from some common impressions of Jesus 
towards a more complex, but maybe more rewarding picture of him. 
 
The truth is that most people in 21st Century America have some opinion about Jesus.  
Most of those opinions are not all that sophisticated however.  Some of those opinions 
come from popular culture.  Some of them have an academic appearance, but lack a 
substantive understanding of both Jesus’ historical importance and the depth of his 
teaching and life.  Others of them come from a religious point of view, and like our 
discussion of the Bible last week, lack some subtlety or willingness to grapple with the 
complexities of Jesus from a historical and religious perspective. 
 
[SLIDE] Most people, I suspect, would like to simplify Jesus into a familiar form for 
examination.  I grew up in the Christian world, so I want to simplify Jesus to terms that 
I’m comfortable with, while a person who didn’t grow up in Christianity may take the 
same approach and come to completely different conclusions about him.  It’s a reflection 
of the way our culture tends to talk about complex issues – political, religious, or social.  
We reduce them to a 15 second sound bite that will fit neatly into a rant or hysterical 
discussion with an “opponent”, but aren’t willing to do much substantive thinking about 
the conclusions we reach.  Unfortunately for Jesus, he gets lumped into those same 
conversations that don’t stimulate much thinking, just emotional reaction. 
 
My own experience with Christianity and with the life of Jesus started from such a 
simple, if not simplistic, view of his life and teachings.  [SLIDE] The Jesus that I knew 
from a young age was a Jesus who was completely divine – the Son of God – but whose 
humanity seemed like an incidental thing.  It felt like God had tacked on the human thing 
as an afterthought because it was the only way to get Jesus to the cross.   
 
My early version of Jesus had very little to do with anything that could or would have 
happened to Jesus between Christmas and Easter.  I looked down on the people who 
only showed up to church on those two occasions, but my understanding of Jesus was a 
Christmas/Easter picture.  He was born, and then he died and rose again so that my sins 
could be paid for and I could go to heaven when I died.  My early understanding of Jesus 
didn’t do much to account for his humanity; I just saw the Son of God walking robotically 
through life until he could get to the important parts:  the cross and the empty tomb. 



 
As I got older, I was introduced to another version of Jesus that at first sounded very 
appealing to me.  [SLIDE] It was the version of Jesus as the great moral teacher.  
You’ve probably met this version of Jesus as well, as he’s a very common Jesus.  The 
great, moral teacher Jesus is the one who teaches a new, higher kind of morality and 
ethics that we can all aspire to in our lives.  The hallmark of the greatness of Jesus’ 
moral teaching is often seen as the Sermon on the Mount, with special emphasis on the 
Golden Rule.  After all, who can argue with the Golden Rule? 
 
This version of Jesus has an almost universal appeal, because he is pared down to the 
very profound, moving teachings that he brings to bear on the human condition.  His 
parables and lessons are emphasized, but the stories that go around those parables and 
teachings are de-emphasized, almost as if they are some embarrassing bits of the story 
that accidentally were left in as remnants of some ancient time when we still believed in 
magic, myths and fairy tales.  This perspective of Jesus allows us to use his teachings to 
move towards becoming a better person.  In that way we set him alongside other great 
moral teachings as one voice in the mix of many other good, powerful voices. 
 
From there I was introduced to another similar version of Jesus.  [SLIDE] It identified 
Jesus as one of the world’s prophets, the author of what could be a beautiful religion if it 
were purified of all the strange stuff that makes us uncomfortable.  This version of Jesus 
allows that one could find their way to salvation by following Jesus, but could equally find 
their way to God following any number of other religious paths. 
 
This allows us to hold onto a sense of fairness that we don’t want to lose, and to fit 
ourselves comfortably into the predominant cultural value of tolerance.  This version of 
Jesus is not very offensive at all, because he fits in with the other religions around the 
world.  He is not exclusive at all, but very inclusive. 
 
[SLIDE] The final version of Jesus that is often presented is what we might call the 
“ordinary guy” Jesus.  This Jesus was turned into a divinity, great prophet, or moral 
teacher all based on the words of some of his followers.  They knew him when he was 
just a normal guy, but later on they decided that turning him into a deity would be more 
beneficial for them in the long run. 
 
This version of Jesus was made popular especially during the run of the DaVinci Code 
book and movie as it centered a lot of discussion on Jesus’ human-ness, and in 
particular his relationship with the women of the gospel accounts.  By looking at Jesus 
this way, we are allowed to ignore the possibility that he would make any faith claims 
whatsoever.  This version of Jesus assumes the four gospels we read to be fictionalized 
accounts of Jesus’ life created to support the writers’ vision of Jesus as the Son of God. 
 
But let’s return for a moment to C.S. Lewis and his movement towards Jesus’ unique 
position in both history, religion, and philosophy.  He said this of Jesus in his book, Mere 
Christianity: 
 

"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. [SLIDE] 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.” 
 

We will choose a narrative to explain Jesus’ impact but I would suggest that he’s too 
important to narrow down to any one of these that have often been given to explain 
Jesus.  He is too important to ignore, and too complex to simplify. 
 
[SLIDE] Does such a complex narrative about Jesus exist?  I would say yes – in the 
gospels.  In the gospels we might find that he would gently challenge each of these 
versions of him, seeking to move our understanding past the simplified version of his life 
into a more sophisticated perspective.   
 
One of the criticisms often leveled at the gospels is that they don’t give us one clear 
image of Jesus, and his metaphors are often mixed when referring to himself.  But what 
if that’s a strength instead of a weakness?  Most of us don’t always refer to ourselves 
using just one metaphor, or just one title.  I am at once a son, brother, husband, father, 
friend, pastor, and many others depending on the context, the audience, and the 
particular setting in which I find myself.  Perhaps Jesus is multiple metaphors and 
complex images because any one of them would be insufficient to properly describe him.  
 
We might find that he didn’t talk or act like a normal guy just hanging out with his bros.  
We might hear him refuse to back away from such politically and religiously explosive 
phrases as “the king of the Jews” and even “the Son of God” when they are applied to 
him.  In other words, we might find an extraordinary portrait of an extraordinary person 
that promises something more than just a flat figure that we can reduce to some 
convenient categories for our consideration. 
 
[SLIDE] He doesn’t fit the scaled down image of another prophet either.  In John’s 
gospel He tells a group of his fellow Israelites who have gathered to ask about him that 
even before Abraham was born, he already was.  He actually uses the phrase, “I AM”, 
which for everyone in his audience would have sounded exactly like the name God had 
used to describe himself to Moses centuries before.  Throughout the gospels he talks 
about the ways that Abraham, Moses, David and the other prophets had looked forward 
to his day with expectation and hope.  He is not simply a prophet expressing ideas about 
God to people, but he claims the category of Messiah and King, taking on himself the 
vocation that only God would take on in Israel’s history – the Savior of his people.   
 
[SLIDE] He most often described himself as “the Son of Man”.  It’s often pointed out that 
he claimed to just be another son of man.  That misses the point by a long shot, 
however, as it was a phrase that comes directly from Daniel’s prophecy about God’s 
redemptive activity for Israel, and about God’s coming, everlasting Kingdom which would 
belong to one “like the Son of Man.”  In applying that phrase to himself, he does not 



hope to fit in with the Jewish prophets, or the prophets of other religions, rather he 
identifies himself with the one God in contrast to all the other gods. 
 
[SLIDE] And though his moral teaching was and still is profound, he brought more than 
simply good teaching and ideas to the work he did with his people.  Jesus doesn’t lay out 
a new code of ethics.  In fact, when given the chance, in Matthew 5 he affirms the first 
covenant God made with Israel, saying that he hadn’t come to destroy the law, but that 
he had come to fulfill the Law.  He doesn’t see his teaching as a new morality or 
righteousness, but that his entire life is the fulfillment of morality and righteousness.   
 
He presents himself as the way to the Father, rather than as simply a philosopher 
making signposts for people to move towards God.  He is a person, relating in a 
personal way, to persons who are looking to make their way back to the Creator.  His 
words and actions are specifically chosen to draw people to him, and then through him 
into a relationship with God.   
 
[SLIDE] In Matthew 7:13-14 Jesus is moving towards the conclusion of the Sermon on 
the Mount.  It’s actually the passage that immediately follows the Golden Rule, but it 
doesn’t sound as widely appealing and inclusive as we would want it to be.  Rather, the 
image is quite constricting, and challenging.  He talks about entering through a narrow 
gate, and walking into a narrow road that leads to life.  And while we want him to say that 
many will find the narrow gate and the narrow road, he doesn’t confirm that hope for us. 
 
He confirms quite the opposite in fact.  There is a broad road that leads to destruction 
contrasted to the narrow road leading to life.  It takes no conscious action or decision to 
find the broad road .  It’s easily accessible and many enter through that road.  The 
narrow road, on the other hand, takes conscious choice to enter.  One does not simply 
happen upon the narrow road, one finds the gate, and chooses to enter that way.   
 
The image of a gate is a powerful one.  My first thought is of the gate as a way to keep 
people out, but there’s also an element of a gate that is an invitation to enter.  We tend to 
think about the small gate and the narrow road leading to life to be an image of the path 
to heaven and eternal life after we die, but that’s never consistent with Jesus’ 
understanding of his teaching or his ministry activity.  He is announcing that there is life 
now that is of eternal quality, not just quantity.  Jesus presents his teaching as the gate 
through which we enter into the story of God’s redemptive activity in the world.  Certainly 
the gate keeps some people out, but it also invites so many others in. 
 
[SLIDE] In John 10:7-10 Jesus identifies himself as the gate for those who want to 
move towards life.  While in Matthew it seems that his teaching is the gate, when he 
rounds out the teaching later on in John, we find that he himself is the gate for the 
sheep.   
 
In both passages Jesus uses the words “life” and “destroy” to form a contrast.  In the 
Matthew passage the teaching forms a narrow gate and road leading to life.  In the John 
passage his life forms the gate to life, further described as salvation here.  Salvation is 
the word that is shorthand for God’s redemptive activity in human history.  It’s more than 
just salvation that keeps us out of hell for eternity, but salvation that brings life to us now 
that will extend through eternity.  He has come to bring them life to the fullest extent 



possible, while the thieves come to steal, kill, and destroy.  It’s not just that he was 
teaching them about the way to life, but that in his person he was bringing them to life. 
 
[SLIDE] There is a strong integration of Jesus’ teaching, his actions, and his person that 
pulls together all of the disparate elements of the pictures of him into one that is much 
more robust.  You can’t understand Jesus’ words simply as a philosophy about life 
without understanding the unique actions he took in the world.  Just as the Scriptures are 
not a disembodied rule for faith and practice, Jesus is the embodiment of God’s 
willingness to move towards people to bring rescue, redemption, and salvation.   
 
The most powerful integration of Jesus’ words and actions come in his death and 
resurrection.  And while Jesus’ life can’t be reduced to the cross and the resurrection, we 
also can’t deny the power of the two most defining actions of his life recorded in the 
gospels.  His actions give flesh and blood to his words.  His demonstrations give shape 
to the teaching.  The crucifixion, in Jesus’ view, was not simply the result of his having 
ticked off the religious leaders of his day, but was the result of his unique vocation as 
God’s Messiah, saving once and for all his people from the bondage of sin and death. 
 
The resurrection as both historical reality and spiritually significant event then becomes 
more than just a fairy tale ending to the story, but the vindication of Jesus’ teaching and 
entire life, particularly the crucifixion.  Without the resurrection, the vocation of Jesus 
doesn’t make sense, and the claims that he makes about himself can be minimized or 
dismissed altogether.  Jesus is resisting our desire to simplify him into a category that 
we can comfortably contain.  This morning, just for a little while, we want to open up our 
minds to the possibility that not one of these narratives for Jesus can possibly explain 
him, but that maybe we need all of them to explain him:  the prophet, the teacher, the 
ordinary man with an extraordinary and unique sense of divinity.   
 

 
 


