The logical options

Jesus did not exist

Jesus existed, but never claimed to be God

Jesus claimed to be God, but did not mean He was unique

Jesus claimed to be uniquely God, but was lying

Jesus claimed to be uniquely God, but was mistaken

Jesus claimed to be uniquely God and was correct

Did Jesus exist?

From exclusively non-Christian sources, one can construct a detailed picture of Jesus which agrees with the NT accounts

As shown previously, the NT accounts are good reliable history

Based on things like the world’s largest religion and the basis for the calendar, it’s hard to believe that Jesus never existed at all

Did Jesus claim to be God?

There are many NT statements which explicitly or implicitly claim Jesus is God

He is referred to as the “Son of God” (25 times, in the ESV translation of the four Gospels, mostly by others indicating that He is generally known as such).
He changed people’s names (“Simon” to “Peter” in John 1:42)—something Jews believed only God could do. (God designed us and our destiny and knows our true identity; the Jews, like most ancient peoples, believed that a name was bound up with one’s destiny and true identity.)

He claimed to be sinless (John 8:46).

He forgave all sins (Mark 2:5–12; Luke 24:45–47). No one can do this but God. I have a right to forgive you for your sins against me but not for your sins against others.

He performed many miracles. He raised the dead (John 11) and even rose from the dead Himself.

He accepted the title “my Lord and my God” and accepted worship (John 20:28).

He uttered the divine name “I am” in his own name (John 8:58).

He promised to send the Holy Spirit (John 14:25–26; 16:7–15).

He claimed to give eternal life (John 3:16; 5:39–40).

He claimed the authority to change the Mosaic law (Matt. 5:21–48; 19:3–9; Mark 10:2–12).

He foretold the future (Matthew 24; Luke 24:1–7; John 6:64).

He called Himself “your Lord and Teacher” (John 13:14).

He said He will come at the end of time to judge the world (Matt. 25:31–33).

He said we will be judged by how we have treated Him (Matt. 25:31–46).

Either these events happened, or the writers of the NT made them up

The time span between Jesus’ life and the written Gospels was not sufficient for myth and legend to grow up around Him

Jesus was crucified around 30 AD, and the Gospels were written around or before 70 AD

A. N. Sherwin-White, Oxford Scholar of ancient Greek and Roman history, estimates that even the span of two full generations is insufficient for myth and legend to distort historical fact

There were written and oral apostolic accounts during this period that also claim that Jesus is God.  Some of Paul’s letters were written in the late 40s or early 50s AD

The NT authors understood the difference between myth and eyewitness testimony and claimed on many occasions to be giving eyewitness testimony.  Textual criticism indicates that these authors were apostolic eyewitnesses or close associates of eyewitnesses

First century Jews would have had no reason to deify a mere man.  Rather, they would have known that to do so would have led to persecution, martyrdom, and damnation

The stakes were big here for the Jewish religious establishment.  If the NT writers had been lying or exaggerating, hostile eyewitnesses could and would have been produced to contradict them

If the apostles had been going to invent a man who was both God and the Jewish Messiah, why would they not have invented someone closer to the then-current Jewish Messianic expectations, rather than a blasphemer who was executed as a criminal at the urging of the very Jews who were looking for the Messiah

The secular and non-Biblical Jewish sources for the life of Jesus, written during the same period as the NT, agree with it, arguing against the myth theory

Did Jesus claim to be God in a pantheistic sense?

According to one view, Jesus was a guru, a mystic, a kind of misplaced Hindu pantheist

Therefore, Jesus is God, just as He said He is, but by “God” He did not mean the God of the Jews, the unique, transcendent Person who created the universe

Rather, He meant that we are all God, or parts of God, or manifestations of God. There is only one being—God—and this God never created anything distinct from Himself. So everyone and everything, from Jesus to Judas, from angels to atoms, is God

There are two problems with this view

First, it is utterly unhistorical: Jesus was a Jew, not a Hindu. He never left Israel, and there were no Hindus in Israel. There were many sects in the Judaism of Jesus’ day, but none of them taught pantheism.

Another problem is that if Jesus were a guru, then He was the worst teacher in the history of the world, for no one, not his friends nor his enemies, ever understood what He taught—until a few clever persons finally figured it out in the twentieth century

These clever persons did not live in Jesus’ time or place or culture, they never met Him, they were not intimately familiar with his Jewish tradition and language, and they did not adhere to either Judaism or Christianity

But (if this view is true) they alone understand Jesus, and all others who ever met Him, from those who crucified Him to those who worshiped Him, simply misunderstood Him

Jesus tried to teach the Jews Hinduism but failed so badly that He did not leave a single disciple who grasped a single pantheistic point of his teaching.

On every single issue on which Judaism and Hinduism conflict, Jesus’ teachings, from start to finish, both explicitly and implicitly, were 100 percent Jewish and 0 percent Hindu, including the following 16 points:

God’s personality

God’s will

God’s creation

The goodness of matter

The reality of the material world

The reality of the individual human soul

The importance of the body

Human free will

Human sin

The need for repentance

The reality of final judgment

The possibility of an eternal hell

Individual immortality

Resurrection rather than reincarnation

Worship rather than mystical experience, prayer rather than meditation

Even the name of God

He reinforced every one of these Jewish ideas, whereas pantheists disbelieve all of them.

Was Jesus lying?

If so, He was the best actor who ever lived

Under intense pressure, both from those He fooled into thinking He was God and from the authorities who weren’t deceived, He always played the part so well that His circle of followers invented a whole set of resurrection stories to keep the claim alive

These duped men and women, who had lived with Him for three years, through their oral and written testimony even started a new religion to keep the claim alive

Too bad He did not at least secretly author an acting text, since He was so good that He continued to convincingly play His part during his execution

Just claiming to be God wouldn’t be enough to fool that many people.  He also had to have been, without the benefit of modern technology, the greatest illusionist who ever lived.  David Copperfield uses a much more controlled environment for his live shows and doesn’t try to calm sea storms or raise the dead

This same Jesus, who, according to this explanation, pulled off the greatest lie is history, is uniformly accepted, both by those who believe the lie and those who aren’t fooled, as the greatest moral teacher in history

Even if you get past the supernatural acting and illusionist abilities and the contradiction of “greatest liar = greatest moral teacher”, why did He do it?  What was His motivation?

I think we can agree that Jesus believed his own words

Was Jesus crazy?

The next-to-last option is that Jesus sincerely believed Himself God and so claimed, but was mistaken

Such people tend to populate asylums for the mentally ill

The ‘divinity complex” is a recognized form of psychopathology, exhibiting

Egotism

Narcissism

Inflexibility

Dullness

Predictability

Inability to understand and love others as they really are

Inability to creatively relate to others

In short, the opposite of Jesus’ personality

Jesus simply had the wrong personality for a lunatic.  They lack practical wisdom, tough love, and unpredictable creativity

While people were uncomfortable around Jesus, it was not because He embarrassed them or made them feel superior or bored, the typical reactions to extended association with a lunatic.  Instead they were personally challenged, amazed, and marveled at his teachings

It is hard to conceive of a culture in which a man would be less likely to confuse himself with God than Judaism, a strictly monotheistic culture with an absolutely clear distinction between men and God

No one seriously argues today against Jesus’ sanity, although we should discuss Mark 3:21

Commentators are divided on whether the phrase here should mean family, as it is specifically explained in Mark 3:27, or his friends and neighbors from Nazareth

In any case, some group who had his personal welfare at heart was concerned about Him because:

 He had left a (presumably) prosperous business to become an itinerant preacher.
The religious and political leaders plotted to murder Him, but He did not back down (Mark 3:6). They were afraid for Jesus' sake.
 Huge crowds began to follow Jesus, and they knew how such fame and attention and celebrity could go to someone's head (Mark 3:7-8).
 He showed spiritual power and ministry He had never really shown earlier in His life (Mark 3:9-11).
He picked such an unlikely (if you take the then popular Jewish expectation of how the Messiah will act) group of disciples that His judgment could fairly be questioned (Mark 3:13-19).
The pressures of this incredible ministry made Him miss regular mealtimes (they could not so much as eat bread, Mark 3:20).

The general interpretation I get from the various commentators is that whoever these people were, they thought Jesus was overdoing things, was getting to be a fanatic, and just needed to come home for a rest

If Jesus:

Really existed

Actually claimed to be God

Meant it as applying to Himself uniquely

Wasn’t lying, and

Wasn’t crazy, THEN

He was (and is) God

