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The Resurrection 
 
ÒIf there is no resurrection of the dead, then not even Christ has been raised. And if Christ 
has not been raised, our preaching is useless and so is your faith.Ó   
1 Corinthians 15:13,14 
 
ÒWithout the belief in the resurrection the Christian faith could not have come into being.  The 
disciples would have remained crushed and defeated men.  Even had they continued to 
remember Jesus as their beloved teacher, his crucifixion would have forever silenced any 
hopes of his being the Messiah.  The cross would have remained the sad and shameful end 
of his career.  The origin of Christianity therefore hinges on the belief of the early disciples 
that God had raised Jesus from the dead.Ó 
   
- Dr. William Lane Craig1 
 
Christianity stands or falls on the resurrection of Christ.  If Jesus was not raised from the 
dead, we might as well close up all of our churches and seek God elsewhere.   
 
Theological Concept or Historical Fact? 
 
Mention the resurrection of Christ to the average person and it conjures up ideas of theology, 
doctrine and the supernaturalÉa nd many would add ÔmythÕ to that list.  The first three are all 
important aspects of the resurrection story, but they speak of the significance and the 
manner of the event, not whether or not it actually happened. 
 
The Resurrection was an event in history.  As such, it can be examined as an historical event 
to see whether or not it actually occurred.  This is a separate question from the discussions 
on why it occurred or the manner in which it occurred.   
 
Former atheists such as C.S. Lewis2, Frank Morrison3, and Josh McDowell4 became 
Christians because they could not deny the truth of the resurrection event based on the 
evidence.  Josh McDowell and Frank Morrison actually set out with the specific intention to 
disprove it and other parts of the Bible and became Christians in the process.  They realized 
that the evidence for the historical occurrence of JesusÕ literal rising from the dead was 
overwhelming.  The evidence could not logically be explained any other way.   
 
Reliability of Records 
 
There is much evidence for treating the Bible as a reliable document.  This reliability is based 
on manuscript evidence, consistency, attention to detail, inclusion of material negative to the 
authors, archaeology, history, and fulfilled prophesy.  For a more complete treatment of this 
topic, read Josh McDowellÕs A Ready Defense5 or The New Evidence That Demands a 
Verdict.6 
 
Sceptics report contradictions in the Gospel accounts as an argument to reject the 
resurrection, however, if you think about taking a look at four reports in four different 
newspapers that are written about the same event, they may focus on four different aspects 
of the story.  Details will emerge in one story that do not appear in another.  In fact, if all four 
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stories were exactly the same in detail, then we would rightly conclude that the authors either 
collaborated or all copied from the same source.  The fact that the Gospels are not identical 
in detail reflects the fact that they were written by different authors and actually contributes to 
their authenticity.   
 
So when Matthew mentions something that Mark doesnÕt speak of, or when John does not 
give his narrative in chronological order, it does not mean they are contradicting each other.  
Different perspectives and writing styles give a broader and more complete picture of the 
events. 
 
John Warwick Montgomery writes, 
 
ÒTo be sceptical of the resultant text of the New Testament books is to allow all of classical 
antiquity to slip into obscurity, for no documents of the ancient period are as well attested 
bibliographically as the New Testament.Ó7 
 
Josh McDowellÕs New Evidence That Demands a Verdict contains over 700 pages of support 
for the reliability of the Bible records and hundreds of references from prominent scholars on 
the same topic. 
 
It is not poor scholarship that creates the need for many to try to refute the words of the Bible 
or to come up with alternative explanations for events like the Resurrection.  It is the inclusion 
of miraculous events in the narrative that makes people uncomfortable.  True miracles would 
indicate there is a God who might hold people accountable for their decisions and actions. 
 
Miracles 
 
Modern science and its increasing explanatory ability leads some to deny the possibility of 
miracles at all.  This position is a philosophical assumption rather than a scientific fact.  To 
prove miracles cannot exist, one would have to prove that there is no reality outside of 
nature.  This can not be proven from within the natural world.   
 
There is ample evidence to suggest at least the possibility of the existence of God.  If one 
admits that there is a possibility that God exists, then they cannot dismiss the possibility of 
the existence of miracles.  Whether or not a miracle has occurred then becomes a matter of 
history that calls for investigation rather than a philosophical argument.8 
 
Resurrection Myth 
 
Some critics suggest that the Gospels report a mythological story that clouds the truth of 
what really happened. 
 
First of all, the reliability of the New Testament has been tested and proven by historians, 
archaeologists, linguists and many other disciplines.  Why would this reliability be different 
when applied to the resurrection story or other miracles?   
 
Is it possible for a myth to develop in the presence of eye witnesses to the event and within 
the short timeframe the New Testament documents appeared?   
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Comparative literature suggests it takes a number of generations for myth to develop.9  An 
early apostlesÕ creed that includes the resurrection (1 Corinthians 15:3-9) is dated by many 
scholars to within only 3-7 years following JesusÕ death and resurrection.10 Likewise, scholars 
agree that PaulÕs first letters appeared within 25 years or less after JesusÕ ministry.  They 
also date the gospels within 21 years to 65 years, but no later.11  There was not time for myth 
to develop following the events of JesusÕ life. 
 
From the earliest teaching, the Christian message has always focused on the resurrection of 
Jesus.  There were many eye witnesses to the event from the same generation, including 
hostile witnesses who would take every opportunity to discredit the new Christian movement.   
 
The Gospels do not resemble Greek myth or Jewish legend with the embellishments that are 
typically included in this type of writing.  The Jews that wrote the gospels were also from a 
culture which was extremely opposed to using mythology to confuse deity with humanity.12   
 
It is very unlikely that the Gospel writers would make up a mythological story surrounding the 
deification of a local Jewish teacher. It is even more unlikely that they would get away with it 
when there were hundreds of local people who could verify or disprove their story.   
 
The Empty Tomb 
 
In Reasonable Faith, Christian Truth and Apologetics, William Craig lists 44 New Testament 
scholars who agree that, based on the evidence, the tomb was empty.13  Many theories have 
been developed to attempt a non-miraculous explanation for the empty tomb. 
 
Wrong Tomb 
 
It has been suggested that Mary and the other women who went to the tomb, and the 
disciples, all went to the wrong tomb.  It is unlikely that they all got it wrong, but even if they 
did, when they started preaching the resurrection why didnÕt the authorities just produce the 
body, prove them wrong, and quash the movement before it began?  The disciples were 
preaching the resurrection in Jerusalem, the site of the crucifixion, resurrection, and the 
empty tomb.  They could have been easily disproved if their empty tomb story was false. 
 
Mark 15:47 specifically states that at the burial ÒMary Magdalene and Mary the mother of 
Joses saw where He was laid.Ó  (Also see Matt. 27:61, Luke 23:55) 
 
In bribing the Roman soldiers to say that the disciples stole the body, the Jewish leaders 
gave further evidence to show that the tomb was indeed empty.  Why would they have 
needed to make up a story if the body was still there?  They could have just exhumed the 
body and proven that Jesus had not been raised from the dead. 
 
Swoon Theory 
 
How do we know that Jesus was really dead when he entered the tomb?   
 
Anyone who has seen The Passion of the Christ may have an idea of what Jesus went 
through before and during the crucifixion.   
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Dr. C. Truman Davis has studied, in depth, the crucifixion from a medical perspective.  He 
describes the whipping with the Roman flagrum, a whip with several strands of thongs with 
bits of lead or bone attached.  He states it was brought down with full force over the victimÕs 
back, legs and shoulders, first cutting the skin, then going deeper into the subcutaneous 
layer, and ending up into the muscle tissue.  The skin ended up hanging in ribbons in an 
unrecognizable mass and there was substantial bleeding from both the small vessels in the 
skin and the arterial vessels found in the muscle tissue.  The victim was usually near death 
before the beating was stopped.14 
 
After the whipping a crown of thorns was placed on ChristÕs head, he was beaten with a rod, 
attempted to carry the crossbar of his cross, and then was nailed to the cross with spikes 
through the hands and feet.  (There are debates over the anatomical areas for the spikes that 
would support the weight of a body when nailed to a cross, but there are areas in the wrists 
or heel of the hands that would support the weight of the body on a cross.  Pictures and 
crucifixes depicting the nails through the centre of the palms are likely inaccurate.) 
 
Before 1968, there was little actual evidence that nails were used at all.  Many assumed that 
this was a mistake in the Gospels and that victims were tied to the cross with ropes.  In 1968 
a discovery of a crucifixion victim in a tomb with a spike through his heels, along with legs 
broken by a blow, showed evidence for both of these practices that are described in the 
Gospels.15 
 
To understand the reason for breaking legs, one needs to understand better what happens to 
a victim on the cross.  Dr. Truman Davis, who was referenced previously, also described 
what happens after only a short time on a cross.  He states the victim would experience arm 
fatigue and waves of muscle cramps causing deep knotting and excruciating pain.  At this 
point he/she wouldnÕt be able to use these muscles to push themselves up and the chest 
muscles would be unable to work.  Breath could be drawn in, but not exhaled.  This would 
also prevent sufficient circulation to the heart and brain.  Pushing up with the feet could take 
enough pressure off the breathing muscles to take another breath and to get needed blood 
supply to the heart and brain.  Breaking the legs would disable the victimÕs ability to push up 
and cause more rapid death by suffocation or coronary artery insufficiency.16 
 
In JesusÕ case, because the Sabbath was approaching, they needed to speed up the death 
of the victims.  The soldiers did not break JesusÕ legs because he was already dead.  These 
men were professionals and knew if their victims had died or not.  The aforementioned 
struggles required to take a breath could hardly have been done subtly and breath may not 
have been possible at all if unconscious.  One soldier even thrust a spear into ChristÕs side 
just to make sure.  Because of the flow of Ôblood and waterÕ from the wound, Dr. Davis 
postulates that the clear fluid came from the sac around the heart and that death was due to 
heart failure from shock and constriction of the heart by fluid in the pericardium rather than 
the usual death by suffocation.17  Pilate also required confirmation of JesusÕ death before he 
would give up the body to Joseph of Arimathea.18 
 
Given what His body had just been through it is impossible that Christ could have physically 
survived.  The soldier with the spear and Pilate with his verification to make sure Jesus was 
dead also confirm that He had actually died.  Had he lived through all of what happened 
before and during His crucifixion, it would be an inexplicable miracle in itself! 
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Further complicating this theory is the shape Jesus would have been in if he actually had 
awoken from an unconscious state.  The tightly wrapped burial cloths and 75 pounds of 
spices would have been a major obstacle in his weakened condition.  Then there was the 
stone, which may have weighed 1-2 tons19.  After all of His injuries, had He been alive all 
along and revived in the tomb, He would have been near death and could hardly have 
appeared to His followers as the glorious risen Lord who inspired them to preach the 
resurrection and suffer and die in His name.   
 
All of the evidence points to the physical death of Christ on the cross.  The Journal of the 
American Medical Society in a March 1986 article entitled ÒOn the Physical Death of Jesus 
ChristÓ, states the following: 
 
ÒClearly, the weight of historical and medical evidence indicates that Jesus was dead before 
the wound to his side was inflicted and supports the traditional view that the spear, thrust 
between His right ribs, probably perforated not only the right lung but also the pericardium 
and heart and thereby ensured his death.  Accordingly, interpretations based on the 
assumption that Jesus did not die on the cross appear to be at odds with modern medical 
knowledge.Ó20 
 
Never Entombed 
 
Though not many purport to believe that Jesus was not placed in the tomb after He died, 
some may suggest that He was placed in a communal grave or cremated with other 
criminals.   
 
If he was not buried as the Bible says, there would have been too many witnesses to the 
event to make up a believable tomb story.  Jesus was actually placed in the tomb and that 
the location of the tomb was general knowledge.  Given the abundance of witnesses, 
anything else is highly unlikely.  It is also extremely unlikely that the Gospel writers could 
make up a man like Joseph of Arimathea and say he was a member of the powerful 
Sanhedrin.  Sanhedrin members were too well known to be able to make one up or spread 
unsubstantiated falsehoods about them and have the local populace believe it.21   
 
Body Snatchers 
 
The priests in Matthew 27:63 ask for the tomb to be guarded because they remembered that 
Jesus said he would rise again.  There is a debate on whether it was a Roman guard that 
Pilate made available or it was a Temple guard.  There are good reasons beyond the scope 
of this paper to suggest the Roman guard, as described below, to be the one that actually 
guarded the tomb.22 
 
The very first theory developed to explain the empty tomb occurred within days, if not hours 
after Jesus rose from the dead.  As reported in Matthew 28:11-15, the Roman guard reported 
what had happened to the chief priests.  They were paid to say that JesusÕ disciples came 
and stole the body at night while they were asleep.  The priests had to guarantee the guards 
that they could smooth things over with their superiors because the penalty for falling asleep 
on duty was death.   
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The Roman guard were extremely well disciplined fighting men.  They usually worked in a 
group of 16.  Four in front of what they were to protect, and the other 12 sleeping in a semi-
circle in front of them with their heads pointing in.  Every four hours they would rotate so a 
new four would be on duty.  They did this 24-7.23   
 
Even if all of the guards fell asleep, risking the death penalty if found out, the disciples would 
then have to walk over all 16 of them, move the stone form the entrance of the tomb, and 
carry a dead body back over the guards.  Of course they would also have to make sure they 
took time to remove the burial clothes and fold up the head covering before they left as this is 
how things were found afterward.   
 
If it was a Temple guard unit it would not have been much easier.  Temple guard units were 
made up of ten guards who were also well disciplined.  They were not allowed to sit down or 
lean against anything while on duty.  If found asleep on duty, they were beaten and burned 
with their clothes.24 
 
It was in neither the best interest of the Jews or the Romans, who were continuously on the 
lookout to avoid social unrest, to allow anything to happen to ChristÕs body.  It was definitely 
not in the best interest of the guards. 
 
It is also unlikely to assume that the dejected and frightened group of disciples decided to 
become grave robbers.  They had just witnessed the death of their teacher who they hoped 
was the Messiah.  They had not seen the resurrected Christ and were not yet the 
emboldened group they would become.  They had just abandoned Him and fled the scene of 
His arrest not long before.  It is difficult to see them becoming bold evangelists at all if their 
only inspiration was that they had stolen JesusÕ body from the grave.   
 
If they had wanted ChristÕs predictions to come true and made an attempt to take His body 
and fake it, what benefit did they receive from their message other than whippings, stoning, 
imprisonment and death when they preached about the Resurrection?  Would they have 
suffered all this for a lie?  They didnÕt even appear to understand fully what he had meant 
about rising up after three days until they saw it with their own eyes.  Besides, everything we 
read about these men shows that they were not the type to lie and deceive.  
 
There is no evidence of history or logical explanations to suggest that the disciples or anyone 
else stole ChristÕs body from the tomb.   
 
Dead Man Walking 
 
There are 12 resurrection appearances recorded in scripture. 
 

1) Mary Magdalene (John 20:11 and in Mark 16:9-11) 
 
2) The other women (Matt. 28:9-10) 
 
3) Peter (Luke 24:34, 1 Cor. 15:5) 
 
4) Two disciples on the way to Emmaus (Luke 24: 13-32) 
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5) Ten apostles (John 20:19-24) 
 
6) Thomas and the other apostles (Mark 16:14-18, Luke 24:33-49, John 20:26-28) 
 
7) Seven apostles (John 21) 
 
8) All the apostles (Matt. 28:16-20) 

 
9) All the apostles (Mark 16:19, Luke 24:50-52, Acts 1:4-9) 

 
10)   500 brethren (1 Cor. 15:6)  

 
11)   James (1 Cor. 15:7) 

 
12)   Paul (Acts 9: 3-9,17; 1 Cor. 15:8; 9:1) 

 
Acts 1:3 may also indicate that there were other appearances that were not included in the 
New Testament record. 
 
Hallucination 
 
Jesus appeared to hundreds of witnesses after His resurrection.  The early disciples 
preached this fact, for he had appeared to them.  Could they have been mistaken?  Were 
they in such an emotional state that they just imagined the resurrection appearances?  
 
Hallucinations and visions are individual experiences.  They do not appear to a crowd.  There 
are no reports of hundreds of people seeing the same hallucination simultaneously.  The 
many appearances of ChristÕs resurrected body were also seen by a variety of different 
personalities over a variety of different locations, which does not make sense if they were 
hallucinatory.         
 
Jesus did many things in His resurrected body that a vision could not do.  He ate with the 
apostles (Luke 24:42,43; John 21:12,13).  They touched Him (Matt. 28:9; Luke 24:39; John 
20:27).  He spoke with them face to face.     
 
Since a hallucination is a product of the mind, it cannot produce anything that is not already 
in the mind.25  The disciples were not expectantly waiting to see Jesus raised from the dead.  
They didnÕt even believe the women who saw Him first.  Luke says when they did finally see 
Him ÒThey were terrified and frightened and supposed they had seen a spirit.Ó (Luke 24:37)  
They did not expect the Messiah to have to die in the first place and had not quite figured out 
that he would rise again.  It was a new concept to them, one that could not have manifested 
itself in hallucinations.   
 
A Fabricated Story 
 
It is significant that it was women that discovered the empty tomb and who were the first to 
see Christ alive.  This was hardly a situation that would have occurred in an embellished 
account of the events.  The disciples must have been jealous.  At that time in the region the 
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testimony of a woman was not even allowed in a court of law.26  It would have been an 
embarrassment to the disciples that the women were the first to see the risen Christ when 
they were not even considered reliable witnesses at the time.  It is unlikely that the Gospel 
writers would fabricate such a situation. 
 
When they first saw the risen Jesus, the apostles were hiding out in Jerusalem in fear of the 
Jewish establishment and the Romans after JesusÕ death.  There is no question that 
something happened to these men that made them into bold preachers and teachers of the 
resurrection.  Peter had denied Jesus three times only a few weeks before he was boldly 
preaching about the resurrection in the streets at Pentecost.  These same disciples were 
scorned, discriminated against, beaten, imprisoned, stoned and crucified, all for the sake of 
the message that they proclaimedÉt hat Jesus had risen from the dead and is the Messiah. 
 
If the disciples made up the accounts of His appearances, would they have kept up the 
charade whatever the cost?  If they had not truly seen the risen Lord, would they have been 
willing to die for Him?   
 
An Exclusive Club 
 
Some complain that Jesus only appeared to believers and say that this taints the truth of the 
appearances, but what about James and Paul?   JesusÕ brother James did not believe in 
JesusÕ claims and Paul sanctioned the killing and imprisonment of Christians.  They were 
hostile witnesses.  They did not believe in Jesus as the Messiah until after they saw Him die, 
and then encountered Him alive again.  I think a conversation with a resurrected man would 
probably change my mind too.   
 
From a beginning as unbelievers, James became an important leader of the early church and 
Paul did more to spread the Gospel and shape Christian doctrine than any other Christian 
missionary or leader.  What could have caused these changes other than a meeting with the 
resurrected Lord?  Paul was literally holding jackets for people while they killed Christians.  
He travelled to other cities to try to stop the spread of the Gospel and imprison any Christians 
he might find.  It was on the road to one of these cities, Damascus, that he had his encounter 
with the risen Christ.  He had heard the gospel before without changing his opinion.  
Something big had to cause this about-faceÉ something like an encounter with the living 
Christ. 
 
Spreading the Word 
 
The disciples preached first in Jerusalem, the city of the crucifixion and the tomb.  Luke says 
in Acts 2:41 that they were able to persuade 3000 to join their ranks right away.  There is no 
argument about whether Christianity took off right from the start.  Many of these 3000 were 
people who had seen and heard Jesus and many of them had seen Him dieÉa nd saw Him 
again when He was raised.  If the resurrection had not taken place, would the outrageous 
claims of the disciples not have been refuted?  If there were no witnesses of a live Jesus, 
someone would have called attention to the fact.   
 
In 1 Corinthians 15, Paul states that the resurrected Christ was seen by Peter, James, the 
disciples, and by more than 500 people at one time.  He reminds his readers that most of 



 9 

these people were still around if they wanted to question the witnesses to check it out!  
Appealing to living contemporaries that could be questioned about what they saw leaves little 
room for error or deception. 
 
The rapid rise and spread of Christianity and early ChristiansÕ willingness to suffer and die 
rather than deny the truth of the gospel can not be explained in any other way than that the 
apostles had seen Jesus risen from the dead. 
 
Christianity did not only change the lives of the first apostles.  Christ has continued to change 
lives through the centuries and is still changing lives today.  Josh McDowell documents 
several of these life-changing stories in A Ready Defense.27 Ask around and youÕll be able to 
find examples among the people you come into contact with every day.  Even though this is 
an observable occurrence that could be considered evidence for the truth of the Gospel, 
sceptics often consider it too subjective to be convincing. 
 
Risky Prediction 
 
ÒDestroy this temple and in three days I will rise it upÓ John 2:19 
 
ÒAs Jonah was three days and three nights in the belly of a huge fish, so shall the Son of 
Man be three days and three nights in the heart of the earth.Ó  Matthew 12:40 
 
ÒHe then began to teach them that the Son of Man must suffer many thingsÉa nd that he 
must be killed and after three days rise again.Ó  Mark 8:31 
 
ÒÉI  have authority to lay it [His life] down and the authority to take it up againÉ Ó John 10:18 
 
Jesus predicted His own death and resurrection before it happened.  When you think about 
this, it is pretty remarkable.  It is a risky prediction to state that you will die and be resurrected 
from the dead, then stake your reputation on it.  In Matthew 16:4, Jesus says that the Òsign of 
JonahÓ (referring to His upcoming death, three days in the grave, and resurrection) would be 
a sign to show that His message was true. 
 
It was an exceptionally bold claim, but it came from someone who knew He could deliver the 
goods.  Predicting His own death and resurrection and challenging people to test Him by 
watching what happened at Easter lends immense credibility to JesusÕ message.  History 
indicates that he did indeed deliver on His promise. 
 
Summary 
 
The best evidence we have today shows that: 
 
~ The New Testament Documents are reliable historical records.  
 
~ Jesus died on the cross. 
 
~ The tomb was empty. 
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~ Jesus appeared to hundreds of witnesses after the resurrection. 
 
~ Christianity flourished from the efforts of the transformed lives of the apostles and 

continues to transform lives today. 
 
~ Jesus predicted his own death and resurrection. 
 
The only explanation that adequately explains all of these events is that Jesus rose from the 
dead. 
 
Simon Greenleaf was the Royal Professor of Law, and then the Dane Professor of Law at 
Harvard University.  HarvardÕs rise to status as one of the eminent legal schools in the U.S. 
was primarily due to Mr. Greenleaf and his predecessor, Joseph Story.  Greenleaf wrote a 
famous three-volume work called A Treatise on the Law of Evidence which is still considered 
one of the greatest authorities on the subject of legal procedure. 
 
Mr. Greenleaf also studied the historical evidence for the resurrection of Jesus Christ to find 
the truth about the matter.  He wrote An Examination of the Testimony of the Four 
Evangelists by the Rules of Evidence Administered in the Courts of Justice.   
 
McDowell, in A Ready Defense, states that ÒGreenleaf came to the conclusion that, 
according to the laws of legal evidence used in the courts of law, there is more evidence for 
the historical fact of the resurrection of Jesus Christ than for just about any other event in 
history.Ó28  
 
He is risenÉH e is risen indeed. 
   
So What? 
 
If Jesus did rise from the dead, as history asserts, what does that mean for us today?  Those 
of us who are Christians should have lots of answers for this question.  This is where 
theology and doctrine come into the picture.  He paid the price for everyoneÕs sin, enabling 
us to be reconciled with God, and giving us hope for eternity. 
 
For non-believers, unless they have some kind of basis for belief that the resurrection 
actually did occur, why would they consider the reasons why it occurred?  If history shows 
that Jesus had the power to rise Himself from the dead, the reasons why He says it 
happened must be worth looking into. 
 
I pray we all continue to learn more about the reasons why Jesus came to us at Christmas, 
died on the cross on Good Friday, and rose again at Easter.  If you are seeking truth in this 
world, I think the One with Ôthe authority to lay His life down and the authority to take it up 
againÕ29 also has the authority to teach truth and expose falsehood.   
 
Every one of us should take some time to take a closer look at what He has to say. 
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Further Reading:  
 
Matthew Chapters 26-28 
Mark Chapters 14-16 
Luke Chapters 22-24 
John Chapters 18-21 
 
Reasonable Faith, William Lane Craig 
When Skeptics Ask, Norman Geisler & Ron Brooks 
Jesus, the Great Debate, Grant R. Jeffrey 
Who Moved the Stone?, Frank Morrison 
A Ready Defense, Josh McDowell  
The New Evidence That Demands a Verdict, Josh McDowell  
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