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Why Does the Resurrection Matter?

• If Jesus was not raised from the dead, then Christian faith is 

pointless:

“For if the dead are not raised, not even Christ has

been raised. And if Christ has not been raised, your

faith is futile and you are still in your sins.” 

(1 Cor 15:16-17).



Four Well-Established Historical Facts

• Four Key “Minimal” Facts about Jesus that most NT scholars 
(whether Christian or not) accept:

1. Jesus was a real person who was crucified to death by the 
Romans

2. Jesus’s empty tomb was discovered

3. Postmortem appearances of Jesus occurred

4. Jesus’s disciples sincerely believed in His resurrection,             
and this led to the start of Christianity

• Why are these facts accepted? Best explanation?



Fact #1: Jesus Died by Crucifixion

• All historians (even the most skeptical scholars) accept that 

Jesus lived and was crucified by the Romans…

• Four Gospels, Acts

• Secular (non-Christian) sources mention Jesus. Some speak of his 

crucifixion, many give details.

• Bart Ehrman’s Did Jesus Exist? defends the existence of Jesus (he’s an 

agnostic)



Fact #1: Jesus Died by Crucifixion

• Some of the secular sources mentioning Jesus and the 

crucifixion:

• Josephus (1st century Jewish Historian) – “When Pilate, upon 

hearing him accused by men of the highest standing among us, 

had condemned him to be crucified, those who had in the first 

place come to love him did not cease...”



Fact #1: Jesus Died by Crucifixion

• Nero blamed the six-day fire that burned much of Rome in 
July 64 AD on the Christians…

• Tacitus (1st century Roman historian) – “Nero fastened the guilt [of the 

burning of Rome] and inflicted the most exquisite tortures on a class hated for 
their abominations, called Christians by the populace.  Christus, from whom the 
name had its origin, suffered the extreme penalty during the reign of Tiberius 
at the hands of one of our procurators, Pontius Pilate, and a most mischievous 
superstition, thus checked for the moment, again broke out not only in                     
Judea, the first source of the evil, but even in Rome,                           where all 
things hideous and shameful from every part                              of the world 
find their centre and become popular…                    (continued next slide)



“One of the most certain facts of history is 

that Jesus was crucified on orders of the 

Roman prefect of Judea, Pontius Pilate.”

– Bart Ehrman

Agnostic, Prof. of Religion at UNC



“That he [Jesus] was crucified is as sure as 

anything historical ever can be.”

– John Dominic Crossan

Co-Founder of the highly skeptical “Jesus 

Seminar”



Fact #1: Jesus Died by Crucifixion

• Only Muslim scholars deny the crucifixion of Jesus.

• The Koran states about Jesus: “But they did not kill him nor did 

they crucify him, but it appeared to them so … and they killed 

him not for sure...  Nay! Allah took him up to Himself; and Allah 

is Mighty, Wise” (4:157-158). 



Fact #1: Jesus Died by Crucifixion

• So, along with all historians, we should accept that Jesus lived

and was crucified by the Romans.



Fact #2: The Empty Tomb

• A few key reasons most historians accept the empty tomb:

1. Jesus was buried in a known tomb by Joseph of Arimathea.

2. The earliest response to the resurrection given by the Jews (who 

opposed Christianity) admits the empty tomb.

3. The tomb was discovered empty by women.



Fact #2: The Empty Tomb

• Evidence 1 of 3 for the empty tomb: Jesus was buried in a 

known tomb by Joseph of Arimathea.

• Why is this evidence that the tomb was found empty?

➢Means that the location of the tomb was known to all

➢Christianity couldn’t be preached if He was in the tomb



Fact #2: The Empty Tomb

• Who was Joseph of Arimathea? Is he the sort of person Christians 
would invent?

➢A member of the Jewish Sanhedrin that condemned Jesus

➢He is unlikely to be made up by Christians…

• Sanhedrin = High court of 70 leading men in Judaism

• Hostility between the Sanhedrin and early Christians

• Embarrassing to disciples that only a Jewish leader was                           
brave enough to go to Pilate and ask to bury Jesus

• Why make up that a specific Jewish leader buried Jesus                           if 
that could be denied by their Jewish opponents?

• No competing burial story



Fact #2: The Empty Tomb

• So, if Jesus was buried in a known tomb, then it is hard to deny 

the empty tomb.  

• How could Christianity arise in the same city where Jesus was 

buried? The Jews could just produce the body if they knew the 

tomb location.



Fact #2: The Empty Tomb

• What is the significance of Matthew 28:11-15?

• Evidence 2 of 3 for the empty tomb: The earliest Jewish 

response to the resurrection admits the empty tomb by claiming 

the disciples stole the body.

➢It would not help Matthew to make this up.

➢Historical value of enemy admission



Fact #2: The Empty Tomb

• Evidence 3 of 3 for the empty tomb: The tomb was discovered 

empty by women.

• Why does this matter?

➢Women were considered second-class citizens.

➢Women could not even testify in a court of law.

➢So why would Christians make up the embarrassing/unhelpful 

fact that women first discovered the empty tomb? They wouldn’t 

have made up this detail.



Fact #2: The Empty Tomb

• “But let not the testimony of women be admitted, on account of the 

levity and boldness of their sex…since it is probable that they may 

not speak truth, either out of hope of gain, or fear of punishment” 

(Josephus, Antiquities 4.8.15).

• “Sooner let the words of the Law be burnt than delivered to 

women” (Talmud, Sotah 19a). 

• Other rabbinical sayings like: “Blessed is he whose children are 

male, but woe to him whose children are female.”



No Good Reason to Deny Empty Tomb

“All the strictly historical evidence we 

have is in favor of [the empty tomb], 

and those scholars who reject it ought 

to recognize that they do so on some 

other ground than that of scientific 

history.” 

– William Wand

Oxford University Historian



Fact #2: The Empty Tomb

• So most scholars find good reasons to believe the tomb was 

empty.

• Let’s now turn to Fact #3: the postmortem appearances of 

Jesus to various individuals and groups



Fact #3: Postmortem Appearances

• Scholars put a high value on the creed Paul quotes in 1 Cor

15.  Nearly all scholars think Paul received this information 

within 5 years of Jesus’s death, and it lists witnesses of Jesus’s 

appearances.

• Read verses 3-8.  Let’s see why scholars believe these 

witnesses really saw appearances of Jesus…



Fact #3: Postmortem Appearances

1.  Appearance to Peter

• Paul knew Peter (Gal 1:18 - spent two weeks w/ him)

• So, Paul could confirm that Peter had seen Jesus

• This appearance is mentioned independently in Lk 24:34

• Virtually all NT critics agree that Peter claimed to see an 

appearance of Jesus alive after Jesus had died



Fact #3: Postmortem Appearances

2.  Appearance to the Twelve (i.e., the remaining 11)

• Also mentioned in Luke 24:36-42 & Jn 20:19-20

• Paul met the Twelve (could confirm this appearance)



Fact #3: Postmortem Appearances

3. Appearance to over 500 people

• Paul apparently had contact with these people, since he knew 

that some had died

• Paul goes out of his way to say that most of these people were 

still alive. Why?



Fact #3: Postmortem Appearances

4.  Appearance to James

• Who was James?

• James and Jesus’s other brothers did not believe in Jesus as the 

Messiah before Jesus died (Jn 7:1-10; Mk 3:21, 31-35).

• Yet after Jesus’s death, James is convinced that Christianity is 

true. James becomes a key leader of the Church (Gal 2:9… 

also Acts 1:14, 12:17, 21:18; Gal 1:19; Josephus)

• How does one explain this?



Fact #3: Postmortem Appearances

5.  Appearance to “all the apostles”

• This group is bigger than the Twelve (e.g., Acts 1:21-22 

mentions such a group)

• Again, Paul’s contact with these people means he would know

6. Appearance to Paul himself

• Paul’s conversion is described in Acts 9:1-9

• Paul’s life definitely changed dramatically due to 

encountering Jesus



This Fact is Nearly Unanimous Among 
Scholars

“It may be taken as historically certain 

that Peter and the disciples had 

experiences after Jesus’ death in which 

Jesus appeared to them as the risen 

Christ.”

– Gerd Lüdemann

Atheist Historian



This Fact is Nearly Unanimous Among 
Scholars

“Why, then, did some of the disciples claim to 

see Jesus alive after his crucifixion? I don’t doubt 

at all that some of the disciples claimed this. . . 

Paul, writing about twenty-five years later, 

indicates that this is what they claimed, and I 

don’t think he is making it up. And he knew at 

least a couple of them, whom he met just three 

years after the event.” 

– Bart Ehrman



Fact #3: Postmortem Appearances

• Almost every scholar who studies this area agrees that many individuals 

and groups of people believed that Jesus appeared to them after his 

death.



Fact #4: Origin of Disciples’ Belief

• Fact 4:  The disciples sincerely believed in Jesus’s resurrection

despite this being an un-Jewish idea, and this led to the origin 

of the Christian faith.



Fact #4: Origin of Disciples’ Belief

• Why is belief in Jesus’s resurrection an un-Jewish idea?

• Messiah wasn’t to be shamefully executed by the enemy

• No resurrection to immortality before the end of the world

• Did the disciples really seem to believe that Jesus rose from 
the dead? Why?

• Yes

• Would they be willing to die for what they know is a lie? For 
something that doesn’t fit Jewish messianic expectations?



Fact #4: Origin of Disciples’ Belief

• Jesus’s crucifixion crushed the disciples. He was considered 

under God’s curse by the way He died (Deut 21:22-23; Gal 

3:13).

• Apart from their sincere belief in the resurrection, it is difficult 

to see how Christianity could get started



What Best Explains the Minimal Facts?

• It’s time to examine “naturalistic” resurrection theories by applying 

to them the standard criteria historians use so as to determine the 

best explanation of the key historical facts.



Four Well-Established Facts

• Recall the four key facts concerning Jesus:

1. Jesus crucified to death by Romans

2. Empty tomb

3. Postmortem appearances of Jesus

4. Jesus’s disciples sincerely believed in His resurrection, and 

this led to the origin of the Christian faith

Now, what’s the best explanation of them?



Universally Accepted Historical Criteria

• Ask what explanation is best at:

• Explanatory power (how well the theory explains the accepted 
historical facts)

• Explanatory scope (whether it accounts for all of the accepted 
historical facts)

• Plausibility (whether it is reasonable and fits with other things that 
seem true about the world)

• Not ad-hoc (not contrived; doesn’t require adopting new beliefs 
for which we have no evidence; not “out of left field”)

• Far better than its rival theories in meeting the above conditions



Most Common Hypotheses

• Stolen Body Theory

• Swoon theory

• Hallucination Theory Wrong Tomb Theory

• Legend Theory

• Twin Theory

• God raised Jesus



Stolen Body Theory 
(aka Conspiracy Theory)

• Stolen Body Theory:

• Jesus’s disciples stole the body of Jesus and then lied by              claiming 
that Jesus rose from the dead.

• Why is this not a good theory? 

• Lacks Exp. Scope: Does not explain the appearances of Jesus to skeptics like 
Paul and James

• Lacks Exp. Scope: Does not take the disciples’ situation seriously. Why would 
Jewish disciples sincerely continue believing in a dead messiah?

• Implausible: Why would the disciples cook up a story that leads them to a life 
of suffering, poverty, persecution, and death? Why invent the women?



Swoon Theory
(aka Apparent Death Theory)

• Swoon Theory:

• Jesus fainted and was taken down from the cross alive. He then revived in 

the tomb and came out alive to appear to his disciples.

• Why is this not a good theory? 

• Explanatory Power: A half-dead Jesus would not make the disciples believe 

that he rose from the dead. 

• Implausible: From a medical perspective (and given what we know about 

the insistence of the Jewish leadership that Jesus be killed), the Romans 

surely killed Jesus.



Hallucination Theory

• Hallucination Theory:

• Jesus’s disciples, in their grief, saw hallucinations of Jesus                   that 

caused them to believe that he appeared to them

• Why is this not a good theory?

• Implausible/Lacks Exp. Power:  Hallucinations occur only in one’s mind and are 

not experienced by groups.

• Lacks Exp. Scope: Does not explain the empty tomb

• Lacks Exp. Power: Does not explain the appearances well (Jesus physically

eating, touching, etc.; giving new info; appearing to skeptics) or the origin of the 

disciples’ belief (hallucinating un-Jewish ideas)



Wrong Tomb Theory

• Wrong Tomb Theory:

• The women and disciples went to the wrong tomb and             mistakenly 
thought Jesus was gone from the tomb.

• Why is this not a good theory?

• Explanatory Scope: Does not account for the appearances or 
the conversion of skeptics like James and Paul

• Explanatory Scope: Burial by Joseph of Arimathea
means burial site known to all

• Implausible: Easy for opponents to refute (go to the right tomb and produce 
the body)



Legend Theory

• Legend Theory:

• The resurrection is a legend and never happened at all. The story was later 
embellished and became a legendary tale.

• Why is this not a good theory? 

• No exp. power OR scope: Does not explain the empty tomb, the 
appearances, or the disciples’ sincere belief/origin of Christianity

• Early dating of the material: written during lifetime of the eyewitnesses who 
could refute legend; 1 Cor 15:3-8 creed is within 5 years of Jesus

• It takes at least two generations before legend can wipe out history.



Twin Theory

• Twin Theory:

• Jesus had an unknown identical twin who appeared to people after Jesus 

died and claimed to be the risen Jesus.

• Why is this not a good theory?

• Explanatory Scope: Does not account for the empty tomb. The crucified 

Jesus would still be in the tomb.

• Explanatory Power: Doesn’t explain well how James the brother of Jesus 

would become convinced. Paul had a supernatural encounter.

• Implausible: EVERYONE was unaware of the twin?



Resurrection Theory

• Explains powerfully why all of the minimal facts would be true

• It is plausible so long as one thinks it is reasonable that God 

may exist

• It is not ad hoc, as it fits with the radical personal claims of 

Jesus and the religious context of His life



Resurrection Theory

“The proposal that Jesus was bodily raised 

from the dead possesses unrivaled power 

to explain the historical data at the heart 

of early Christianity.”

– N. T. Wright



Resurrection Theory

• Conclusion: We are reasonable in believing that Jesus is the 

Lord! God raised Jesus from the dead!


