
The World’s Last Night 

Excerpts 

By C.S. Lewis 

THERE ARE many reasons why the modern Christian and even the modern theologian may hesitate to 

give to the doctrine of Christ’s Second Coming that emphasis which was usually laid on it by our 

ancestors. Yet it seems to me impossible to retain in any recognizable form our belief in the Divinity of 

Christ and the truth of the Christian revelation while abandoning, or even persistently neglecting, the 

promised, and threatened, Return. “He shall come again to judge the quick and the dead,” says the 

Apostles’ Creed. “This same Jesus,” said the angels in Acts, “shall so come in like manner as ye have 

seen him go into heaven.” “Hereafter,” said our Lord himself (by those words inviting crucifixion), 

“shall ye see the Son of Man…coming in the clouds of heaven.” If this is not an integral part of the 

faith once given to the saints, I do not know what is. In the fallowing pages I shall endeavor to deal 

with some of the thoughts that may deter modern men from a firm belief in, or a due attention to, the 

return or Second  

Coming of the Saviour. I have no claim to speak as an expert in any of the studies involved, and 

merely put forward the reflections which have arisen in my own mind and have seemed to me (perhaps 

wrongly) to be helpful. They are all submitted to the correction of wiser heads.  

    The grounds for modern embarrassment about this doctrine fall into two groups, which may be 

called the theoretical and the practical. I will deal with the theoretical first.  

    Many are shy of this doctrine because they are reacting (in my opinion very properly reacting) 

against a school of thought which is associated with the great name of Dr. Albert Schweitzer. 

According to that school, Christ's teaching about his own return and the end of the world—what 

theologians call his “apocalyptic”—was the very essence of his message. All his other doctrines 

radiated from it; his moral teaching everywhere presupposed a speedy end of the world. If pressed to 

an extreme, this view, as I think Chesterton said, amounts to seeing in Christ little more than an earlier 

William Miller, who created a local “scare.” I am not saying that Dr. Schweitzer pressed it to that 

conclusion: but it has seemed to some that his thought invites us in that direction. Hence, from fear of 

that extreme, arises a tendency to soft-pedal what Schweitzer's school has overemphasized.  



    For my own part I hate and distrust reactions not only in religion but in everything. Luther surely 

spoke very good sense when he compared humanity to a drunkard who, after falling off his horse on 

the right, falls off it next time on the left. I am convinced that those who find in Christ's apocalyptic the 

whole of his message are mistaken. But a thing does not vanish—it is not even discredited—because 

someone has spoken of it with exaggeration. It remains exactly where it was. The only difference is 

that if it has recently been exaggerated, we must now take special care not to overlook it; for that is the 

side on which the drunk man is now most likely to fall off.  

    The very name “apocalyptic” assigns our Lord’s predictions of the Second Coming to a class. There 

are other specimens of it: the Apocalypse of Baruch, the Book of Enoch, or the Ascension of Isaiah. 

Christians are far from regarding such texts as Holy Scripture, and to most modern tastes the genre 

appears tedious and unedifying. Hence there arises a feeling that our Lord’s predictions, being “much 

the same sort of thing,” are discredited. The charge against them might be put either in a harsher or a 

gentler form. The harsher form would run, in the mouth of an atheist, something like this: “You see 

that, after all, your vaunted Jesus was really the same sort of crank or charlatan as all the other writers 

of apocalyptic.” The gentler form, used more probably by a modernist, would be like this: “Every great 

man is partly of his own age and partly for all time. What matters in his work is always that which 

transcends his age, not that which he shared with a thousand forgotten contemporaries. We value 

Shakespeare for the glory of his language and his knowledge of the human heart, which were his own; 

not for his belief in witches or the divine right of kings, or his failure to take a daily bath. So with 

Jesus. His belief in a speedy and catastrophic end to history belongs to him not as a great teacher but as 

a first-century Palestinian peasant. It was one of his inevitable limitations, best forgotten. We must 

concentrate on what distinguished him from other first-century Palestinian peasants, on his moral and 

social teaching.”  

    As an argument against the reality of the Second Coming this seems to me to beg the question at 

issue. When we propose to ignore in a great man’s teaching those doctrines which it has in common 

with the thought of his age, we seem to be assuming that the thought of his age was erroneous. When 

we select for serious consideration those doctrines which “transcend” the thought of his own age and 

are “for all time,” we are assuming that the thought of our age is correct: for of course by thoughts 

which transcend the great man’s age we really mean thoughts that agree with ours. Thus I value 

Shakespeare’s picture of the transformation in old Lear more than I value his views about the divine 

right of kings, because I agree with Shakespeare that a man can be purified by suffering like Lear, but 

do not believe that kings (or any other rulers) have divine right in the sense required. When the great 

man’s views do not seem to us erroneous we do not value them the less for having been shared with his 



contemporaries. Shakespeare’s disdain for treachery and Christ’s blessing on the poor were not alien to 

the outlook of their respective periods; but no one wishes to discredit them on that account. No one 

would reject Christ’s apocalyptic on the ground that apocalyptic was common in first-century Palestine 

unless he had already decided that the thought of first-century Palestine was in that respect mistaken. 

But to have so decided is surely to have begged the question; for the question is whether the 

expectation of a catastrophic and Divinely ordered end of the present universe is true or false.  

    If we have an open mind on that point, the whole problem is altered. If such an end is really going to 

occur, and if (as is the case) the Jews had been trained by their religion to expect it, then it is very 

natural that they should produce apocalyptic literature. On that view, our Lord’s production of 

something like the other apocalyptic documents would not necessarily result from his supposed 

bondage to the errors of his period, but would be the Divine exploitation of a sound element in 

contemporary Judaism: nay, the time and place in which it pleased him to be incarnate would, 

presumably, have been chosen because, there and then, that element existed, and had, by his eternal 

providence, been developed for that very purpose. For if we once accept the doctrine of the 

Incarnation, we must surely be very cautious in suggesting that any circumstance in the culture of first-

century Palestine was a hampering or distorting influence upon his teaching. Do we suppose that the 

scene of God’s earthly life was selected at random?—that some other scene would have served better?  

    But there is worse to come. “Say what you like,” we shall be told, “the apocalyptic beliefs of the 

first Christians have been proved to be false. It is clear from the New Testament that they all 

expected the Second Coming in their own lifetime. And, worse still, they had a reason, and one 

which you will find very embarrassing. Their Master had told them so. He shared, and indeed 

created, their delusion. He said in so many words, ‘this generation shall not pass till all these 

things be done.’ And he was wrong. He clearly knew no more about the end of the world than 

anyone else.”  

    It is certainly the most embarrassing verse in the Bible. Yet how teasing, also, that within 

fourteen words of it should come the statement “But of that day and that hour knoweth no man, 

no, not the angels which are in heaven, neither the Son, but the Father.” The one exhibition of 

error and the one confession of ignorance grow side by side. That they stood thus in the mouth of 

Jesus himself, and were not merely placed thus by the reporter, we surely need not doubt. Unless 

the reporter were perfectly honest he would never have recorded the confession of ignorance at 

all; he could have had no motive for doing so except a desire to tell the whole truth. And unless 

later copyists were equally honest they would never have preserved the (apparently) mistaken 

prediction about “this generation” after the passage of time had shown the (apparent) mistake. 



This passage (Mark 13:30-32) and the cry “Why hast thou forsaken me?” (Mark 15:34) together 

make up the strongest proof that the New Testament is historically reliable. The evangelists have 

the first great characteristic of honest witnesses: they mention facts which are, at first sight, 

damaging to their main contention.  

    The facts, then, are these: that Jesus professed himself (in some sense) ignorant, and within a 

moment showed that he really was so. To believe in the Incarnation, to believe that he is God, 

makes it hard to understand how he could be ignorant; but also makes it certain that, if he said 

he could be ignorant, then ignorant he could really be. For a God who can be ignorant is less 

baffling than a God who falsely professes ignorance. The answer of theologians is that the God-

Man was omniscient as God, and ignorant as Man. This, no doubt, is true, though it cannot be 

imagined. Nor indeed can the unconsciousness of Christ in sleep be imagined, nor the twilight of 

reason in his infancy; still less his merely organic life in his mother's womb. But the physical 

sciences, no less than theology, propose for our belief much that cannot be imagined.  

    A generation which has accepted the curvature of space need not boggle at the impossibility of 

imagining the consciousness of incarnate God. In that consciousness the temporal and the timeless 

were united. I think we can acquiesce in mystery at that point, provided we do not aggravate it by our 

tendency to picture the timeless life of God as, simply, another sort of time. We are committing that 

blunder whenever we ask how Christ could be at the same moment ignorant and omniscient, or how he 

could be the God who neither slumbers nor sleeps while he slept. The italicized words conceal an 

attempt to establish a temporal relation between his timeless life as God and the days, months, and 

years of his life as Man. And of course there is no such relation. The Incarnation is not an episode in 

the life of God: the Lamb is slain—and therefore presumably born, grown to maturity, and risen—from 

all eternity. The taking up into God's nature of humanity, with all its ignorances and limitations, is not 

itself a temporal event, though the humanity which is so taken up was, like our own, a thing living and 

dying in time. And if limitation, and therefore ignorance, was thus taken up, we ought to expect that 

the ignorance should at some time be actually displayed. It would be difficult, and, to me, repellent, to 

suppose that Jesus never asked a genuine question, that is, a question to which he did not know the 

answer. That would make of his humanity something so unlike ours as scarcely to deserve the name. I 

find it easier to believe that when be said “Who touched me?” (Luke 7:45) he really wanted to know.  

    The difficulties which I have so far discussed are, to a certain extent, debating points. They tend 

rather to strengthen a disbelief already based on other grounds than to create disbelief by their own 

force. We are now coming to something much more important and often less fully conscious. The 

doctrine of the Second Coming is deeply uncongenial to the whole evolutionary or developmental 



character of modern thought. We have been taught to think of the world as something that grows 

slowly towards perfection, something that “progresses” or “evolves.” Christian Apocalyptic offers us 

no such hope. It does not even foretell, (which would be more tolerable to our habits of thought) a 

gradual decay. It foretells a sudden, violent end imposed from without; an extinguisher popped onto 

the candle, a brick flung at the gramophone, a curtain rung down on the play—”Halt!”  

    To this deep-seated objection I can only reply that, in my opinion, the modern conception of 

Progress or Evolution (as popularly imagined) is simply a myth, supported by no evidence whatever.  

    I say “evolution, as popularly imagined.” I am not in the least concerned to refute Darwinism as a 

theorem in biology. There may be flaws in that theorem, but I have here nothing to do with them. 

There may be signs that biologists are already contemplating a withdrawal from the whole Darwinian 

position, but I claim to be no judge of such signs. It can even be argued that what Darwin really 

accounted for was not the origin, but the elimination, of species, but I will not pursue that argument. 

For purposes of this article I am assuming that Darwinian biology is correct. What I want to point out 

is the illegitimate transition from the Darwinian theorem in biology to the modem myth of 

evolutionism or developmentalism or progress in general.  

    The first thing to notice is that the myth arose earlier than the theorem, in advance of all evidence. 

Two great works of art embody the idea of a universe in which, by some inherent necessity, the 

“higher” always supersedes the “lower.” One is Keats’s Hyperion and the other is Wagner’s 

Nibelung’s Ring. And they are both earlier than the Origin of Species. You could not have a clearer 

expression of the developmental or progressive idea than Oceanus’ words  
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