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IS CHRISTIANITY TRUE BEYOND A REASONABLE DOUBT?

Lesson #11: The Truth That God Has Come (Jesus Christ): His Deity (cont’d)

C. His Resurrection

Jesus’ resurrection, the supreme miracle, is the center of the Christian faith.  According to Paul, the various doctrines of Christianity are fallacious and ineffective (including Jesus’ claim to deity) if there was no resurrection.  Its importance can be seen in the fact that it was the central proof of Christianity in the early church’s preaching and teaching:

1. 1 Cor 15:3,4,12-19—“For what I received I passed on to you as of first importance that Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures, that he was buried, that he was raised on the third day according to the Scriptures. ... But if it is preached that Christ has been raised from the dead, how can some of you say that there is no resurrection of the dead?  If there is no resurrection of the dead, then not even Christ has been raised, ... our preaching is useless and so is your faith ... we are then found to be false witnesses ...  If Christ has not been raised, your faith is futile; you are still in your sins.  Then those who have fallen asleep in Christ are lost.  If only for this life we have hope in Christ, we are to be pitied more than all men.”

2. Rom 1:3,4—“... his Son, who as to his human nature was a descendant of David, and who through the Spirit of holiness was declared with power to be the Son of God by his resurrection from the dead: Jesus Christ our Lord.” 

3. Acts 1:21,22—“Therefore it is necessary to choose one of the men who have been with us the whole time the Lord Jesus went in and out among us, beginning from John’s baptism to the time when Jesus was taken up from us.  For one of these must become a witness with us of his resurrection.” 

4. Acts 2:22-24—“Men of Israel, listen to this: Jesus of Nazareth was a man accredited by God to you by miracles, wonders and signs, which God did among you through him, as you yourselves know.  This man was handed over ... and you, with the help of wicked men, put to death ... But God raised him from the dead, freeing him from the agony of death, because it was impossible for death to keep its hold on him.” 

5. Acts 13:26-39—“... in condemning him they fulfilled the words of the prophets ... though they found no proper ground for a death sentence ... When they had carried out all that was written about him, they took him down from the tree and laid him in a tomb.  But God raised him from the dead, and for many days he was seen by those who had traveled with him from Galilee to Jerusalem.  They are now his witnesses to our people. ... God raised him from the dead, never to decay... But the one whom God raised from the dead not see decay. ...”

6. Acts 17:22-34—Paul ends his sermon to the Athenians with the claim of Jesus’ resurrection, “He has given proof of this to all men by raising him from the dead.” 

7. Rom 10:9—“...if you confess with your mouth, ‘Jesus is Lord,’ and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved.” 

8. Rom 14:9—“For this very reason, Christ died and returned to life so that he might be the Lord of both the dead and the living.” 

9. 2 Cor 4:14—“...because we know that the one who raised the Lord Jesus from the dead will also raise us with Jesus and present us with you in his presence.” 

10. 1 Thess 4:14—“We believe that Jesus died and rose again and so we believe that God will bring with Jesus those who have fallen asleep in him.” 

What is the evidence in support of this resurrection claim? 

1. A literal resurrection cannot, without begging the question, be ruled out antecedently.  I.e., its truth or falsity is a historical question, not a philosophical one.  The logical possibility of a supernatural resurrection cannot be foreclosed on without assuming the truth of a naturalistic worldview or other and this would be to assume the truth of the very thing in question.  Thus, the probability and actuality of the resurrection must be determined by the inductive examination of historical evidence. 

2. The OT and Jesus himself predicted the resurrection.  The OT did so in Pss 2 and 16 (cf. Acts 2:27f; Heb 1:5);  and by asserting both the death of the Messiah (Isa 53; Ps 22) and nevertheless his enduring political reign from Jerusalem (Isa 9:6; Dan 2:44; Zech 13:1f).  


Jesus did so in John 2:19,21 (the destruction of the temple of his body); also in Matt 12:40; Mark 8:31; 14:59; Matt 27:63; John 10:18. 

3. The historical sources for the resurrection of Jesus are: 

a. the 4 Gospels

b. Acts of the Apostles

c. 1 Cor 15

d. Markan longer ending (Mark 16:9-20, a 2nd c. composite of Luke and John

e. Markan shorter ending (late addition to Mark 16:8)

f. the Gospel of the Hebrews (2nd c. apocryphal Gospel)

g. Coptic document (4th or 5th c.)

h. the Syriac Didascalia 21 (4th c.)

i. Tertullian, Apol. 21 (3rd c.)

j. Acts of Pilate (4th c.)

4. The documentary evidence offers the following composite picture of the resurrection event: 

a. Jesus died on a Friday

b. He was buried the same evening—his body was not allowed to remain and decompose on the cross. 

c. He was placed in a grave chosen by a prominent citizen, a member of the Sanhedrin. 

d. His burial was witnessed by certain women.

e. He remained in the grave during the Sabbath.

f. On the morning of the first day of the week, he arose.

g. Certain women came to the tomb and found it empty—they saw 2 angels who told them he had risen from the dead.

h. He appeared to these women and Mary Magdalene (Matt 28:9-10; John 20:11-18).

i. Peter and John visited the grave that same morning.  Jesus appeared to Peter during the course of the day (Luke 24:33f).

j. That evening, he appeared to Cleopas and an unnamed disciple who were walking to Emmaus (Luke 24:13-35). 

k. Later that same evening, he appeared to all the apostles except Thomas who was not present (Luke 24:36ff; John 20:19-23,24). 

l. A week later, he appeared again to the apostles with Thomas present (John 20:26-29)

m. He appeared in Galilee (Matt 28:16-20; Mark 16:7). Probably, this is the occasion meant by Paul in 1 Cor 15:6 when he is said to have appeared to 500 disciples at once. 

n. He appeared to 7 disciples on the Sea of Galilee (John 21:1ff)—probably the same time as 1 Cor 15 and Matt 28. 

o. He appeared in Jerusalem and ascended from the Mount of Olives.

p. At some point during the appearances, he appeared to James, his brother (1 Cor 15:7)

q. The period of the appearances to the disciples extended over 40 days (Acts 1:3).  The words of Paul suggest that the location was Jerusalem (Acts 13:31).

r. Later he appeared to Paul on the Damascus road (Acts 9). 

Taking the documentary records as they stand, two assertions are made quite clearly: (1) the tomb of Jesus was empty; and (2) Jesus made recurring appearances to his disciples after his crucifixion.  The conclusion would appear to be that Jesus has risen! 

5. Naturalistic theories have failed to account for the documentary evidence: 

a. The women went to the wrong tomb. 


But this is pure speculation, running directly contrary to the documentary evidence.  Moreover, it raises more questions than it solves: 

(i) Would the right tomb have been forgotten by friend and foe alike?  Would Peter have made the same mistake in broad daylight (John 20:6)?  Would both the women and Peter have seen empty grave clothes if they were at the wrong tomb?  Would not the authorities have spared no effort to find the right tomb to produce the body of Jesus and thus refute the disciples claims?  And how are we to account for the subsequent appearances of Jesus over a 40 day period (Acts 1:3).

(ii) Was it really as dark that morning as alleged?  Wasn’t the gardener up and working (John 20:15)?

(iii) Were the women really that incompetent?  Did they not observe the location of the correct tomb on Friday? (Mark 15:47; Matt 27:61; Luke 23:55). 

b. Friends stole the body of Jesus. 

But this again raises more problems than it solves: 

(i) It would certainly make the disciples immoral deceivers and would thus contradict the ethic they had been taught by their master.

(ii) It would seem quite out of character from what we know of the disciples as honest people. 

(iii) It also seems beyond their psychological capacity as they were not particularly clever or imaginative.

(iv) They would have had no opportunity to remove the body because of the Roman guard.

(v) The Jewish authorities would have bribed someone to reveal the body’s whereabouts. 

(vi) The disciples would have been psychologically unable to suffer and dies for what they knew to be a hoax. 

(vii) This theory still leaves unexplained the many appearances of Jesus to hundreds of disciples. 

c. Enemies stole the body. 

(i) But there would have been no motive to do this.  The Jewish authorities would have been the last to want to start undesirable rumors regarding a possible resurrection in a climate of feverish messianic expectations.

(ii) Why would the authorities have taken the body and then blamed the disciples for stealing it?  What need was there for this and what gain would it secure? (Matt 28:11-15).

(iii) Why wouldn’t the authorities have produced the body, if they possessed it, and silenced the early Christian preachers, collapsing the church in a gale of laughter?  It would have been to their extreme advantage to have done so. 

(iv) Once again, this fails to explain the appearances of Jesus. 

d. Jesus never died (the swoon, drug, feigned death theory).


But the facts of the narrative indicate that he clearly died. 

(i) He lost a large amount of blood—he was on the cross form 9 A.M. to sunset and had 5 wounds. 

(ii) His side was pierced with a spear from which blood and water flowed indicating he had died.

(iii) The Roman soldiers pronounced him dead.  They did not break his legs, according to custom, to hasten death.  Crucifixion squads knew their business well—they had lots of practice.

(iv) Pilate ascertained he was dead before granting his body to Joseph of Arimathea.

(v) His body was embalmed in 100 pounds of spices, bandages and laid in a guarded tomb (John 19:39-40).

Even if he had revived in the tomb: 

(i) How could he have escaped the grave clothes in such a way as to leave them undisturbed (John 20:7), rolled back the heavy stone from inside the tomb, and hiked 65-80 miles to Galilee for appearances there, in his weakened state?

(ii) Even if he accomplished the above, would a revived or resuscitated Jesus, bleeding, wounded, weak and helpless, have impressed the disciples as a triumphant almighty Savior?  Would it explain the faith of the church, transform the disciples, be the means of the conversion of thousands a few weeks later, and a turning the world upside down? 

(iii) And even if all of the above were somehow accomplished,  how did Jesus later disappear undetected?  If he died, what became of his body? 

e. Jesus’ “appearances” were impersonations, hallucinations, or visions. 

(i) But impersonation theories always fail in the light of the nature of the reported appearances and, in the event Jesus had really not risen, when faced with the contradicting dead body.

(ii) Hallucination and vision theories require psychological build-up.  They only happen when one is psychologically expecting them.  But the disciples were not expecting a resurrected Jesus out of their frustrated hope and desire.  Their hopes were shattered and they were quite skeptical of the reports of his appearances (John 20:25; cf. Matt 28:17). 

(iii) A hallucination requires time and the sources don’t permit the needed time for psychological build-up.  They place the first appearances in Jerusalem on the 3rd day after Jesus’ death and only later in Galilee. 

(iv) The nature of the appearances would prohibit an hallucination or vision explanation.  No sane person claims that he has had extended conversation and even walked with someone who was not really present—i.e., there are limits to an hallucination.  The appearances were not simply “a momentary glimpse of Jesus in glory” with a hearing of a word or two from him “ringing in their ears.”  Rather, they involved physical contact with Jesus, long conversations, exposure to more than one of the 5 senses, more than one person’s seeing of him, on more than one occasion, over a long period of time, and long enough each appearance as to make his identity unmistakable. 

Sufficient number of witnesses—500 (1 Cor 15)

Sufficiently extended period—40 days (Acts 1:3)

Sufficient no. of different times—ca. 10

Sufficient length of duration each time (Luke 24; John 21; Acts 1:3)

(v) The existence of a dead body in the tomb at Jerusalem (if Jesus be not risen) would also forestall the development and maintenance of an hallucination or vision. 

6. Literary reconstruction theories (Form Criticism, etc.)

The only way to make a hallucination theory work (or any of the naturalistic theories for that matter) is to reconstruct the documentary sources—i.e., “reduce” them to a residuum that will fit the preconceived theory.  This is done by alleging wholesale  unconscious falsifications or fictionalizing of the resurrection reports (mythologizing action).  It is argued that a “historical-critical method” must be applied to the narratives to sift the historical from the fictitious or “myth.”  This usually means applying a naturalistic set of criteria for historicity. But this is arbitrary and unscientific historical criticism (note our earlier remarks about radical Form Criticism).

Conclusion: 

1. If the naturalistic and literary criticism theories are true, then Christianity would have to have originated out of the pathological experiences of weak-minded people—certainly a doubtful explanation for so mighty a movement as the Christian church. 

2. Moreover, it would mean that Christianity has no factual basis.  Myths and ideals are often compelling, but they are so because it is believed that the myths and ideals are also factual.  Once this conviction is gone, it is only a matter of time until the myths and ideals are set aside.  We do not long believe what we do not hold to be fact. 

3. The documentary evidence and the failure of the naturalistic theories show that the resurrection of Jesus from the dead is a highly probable historical fact.  And if so, it is a supreme miracle which validates Jesus’ career and claims.  If these facts are true, then God exists and Jesus was God incarnate! 

