Did Jesus really rise from the dead?
By Terran Williams
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wondered, with perhaps more optimism, what will happen to us when we die.
If life after death is not an option, then Russell is right: our bodies will rot and nothing else of us will
survive. No consciousness. No happiness. No hope. And, several decades of existentialist window
dressing aside, what that really means is an accidental world with no ultimate meaning.
What makes Jesus unique among religious leaders and among great leaders in general, is his
relationship with death. Leaders have met with all manner of untimely deaths - assassination, selfinflicted death, accidental death before the world was ready for them to go. But death sought and
found them nonetheless. What is not unique about Jesus is that his enemies killed him; what is
unprecedented, if the Gospels are to be believed, is that he foretold how and when it would happen
and resigned himself to it (actually chose it), stating that death had no power over him.
Theo
been raised from the dead by God, then he has the credentials and certification that no other
religious leader possesses. Buddha is dead. Mohammad is dead. Moses is dead. Confucius is dead.
2

So different and so abnormal is all this that a part of us would like to dismiss it as myth. But is the
resurrection to be relegated to a Sunday school story or is there evidence?

thoroughly investigating its foundation, I have come to the conclusion that the resurrection of Jesus
Christ is one of the most wicked, vicious, heartless hoaxes ever foisted upon the minds of men, OR it
3 Right. So which is it?

Cynics and skeptics
Not everyone is willing to fairly examine the evidence. Bertrand Russell admits his take on Jesus
4 Historian Joseph Campbell, without citing evidence,
calmly told his PBS television audience that the resurrection of Jesus is not a factual event. 5 Other
scholars, such as John Dominic Crossan of the Jesus Seminar, agree with him.6 None of these
skeptics present any evidence for their views.
True skeptics, as opposed to cynics, are interested in evidence. In a Skeptic magazine editorial
is a s
reason to any and all ideas investigation closed to the possibility that a phenomenon might be real or that a claim might be true.
7
When we say we are skeptical ,

resurrection. In this article we will hear from some of them and see how they analysed the evidence
for what is perhaps the most important question in the history of the human race: Did Jesus really
rise from the dead?
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Self-prophecy
In advance of his death, Jesus told his disciples that he would be betrayed, arrested, and crucified
a
Jesus was no entertainer willing to perform for others on demand; instead, he promised that his
death and resurrection would prove to people (if their minds and hearts were open) that he was
indeed the Messiah.
Bible scholar Wilbur Smith remarked about Jesus,
When he said that he himself would rise again from the dead, the third day after he was
crucified, he said something that only a fool would dare say, if he expected longer the
devotion of any disciples - unless He was sure he was going to rise. No founder of any world
religion known to men ever dared say a thing like that. 8
In other words, since Jesus had clearly told his disciples that he would rise again after his death,
did Jesus die before he (if he did) rose again?
What should have been the end of the story?
life were like if you watched the movie by road
warrior/braveheart Mel Gibson. If you missed parts of The Passion of the Christ because you were
shielding your eyes (it would have been easier to simply shoot the movie with a red filter on the
camera), just flip to the back pages of any Gospel in your New Testament to find out what you
missed.
As Jesus predicted, he was betrayed by one of his own disciples, Judas Iscariot, and was arrested. In
a mock trial under the Roman governor Pontius Pilate, he was convicted of treason and condemned
to die on a wooden cross. Prior to being nailed to the cross, Jesus was brutally beaten with a Roman
cat- -nine-tails, a whip with bits of bone and metal that would rip flesh. He was punched
repeatedly, kicked, and spat upon.
Then, using mallets, the Roman executioners pounded the heavy wroughtwrists and feet. Finally they dropped the cross in a hole in the ground between two other crosses
bearing convicted thieves.
Jesus hung there for approximately six hours. Then, at three in the afternoon - that is, at exactly the
same time the Passover lamb was being sacrificed as a sin offering (a little symbolism there, you
think?) - J
nt dark and an
earthquake shook the land.9
Pilate wanted verification that Jesus was dead before allowing his crucified body to be buried. So a
n taken down from the cross and buried in
sealed the tomb and secured it with a 24-hour
watch.

longer had confidence that Jesus had been sent by God. They also had been taught that God would
not let his Messiah suffer death. So they dispersed. The Jesus movement was all but stopped in its
10

All hope was vanquished. Rome and the Jewish leaders had prevailed - or so it seemed.
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Something happened

body was taken down from the cross and laid in the tomb.
In a New York Times article, Peter Steinfels cites the startling events that occurred three days after
sed from a
baffled and cowering group into people whose message about a living Jesus and a coming kingdom,
to the facts.

11

Testament:

2. The resurrection was a conspiracy.
3. The disciples were hallucinating.
4. The account is legendary.
5. It really happened.

Was Jesus dead?

Christmas Carol, the author not wanting anyone to be mistaken as to the supernatural character of
what is soon to take place. In the same way, before we take on the role of CSI and piece together
evidence for a resurrection, we must first establish that there was, in fact, a corpse. After all,
occasionally the newspapers will report on some corpse in a morgue who was found stirring and
recovered. Could something like that have happened with Jesus?
Some have proposed that Jesus lived through the crucifixion and was revived by the cool, damp air in
the tomb evidence. An article in the Journal of the American Medical Association explains why this so-called
swoon theory
ly, the weight of historical and medical evidence indicated that
Jesus was dead. The spear, thrust between his right ribs, probably perforated not only the right lung
12 But skepticism of this verdict
but also the pericardium and heart and thereby ensured h
may be in order, as this case has been cold for 2,000 years. At the very least, we need a second
opinion.
One place to find that is in the reports of non-Christian historians from around the time when Jesus
lived. Three of these historians mentioned the death of Jesus.
after 180 a.d.) referred to Jesus as a crucified sophist (philosopher).13
doer of amazing deeds. When Pilate condemned him to the cross, the leading men among us, having
14

15

This is a bit like going into the archives and finding that on one spring day in the first century The
Jerusalem Post ran a front-page story saying that Jesus was crucified and dead. Not bad detective
work, and fairly conclusive.
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In fa
death or his burial. Even Crossan, a skeptic of the resurrection, agrees that Jesus really lived and
16 In light of such evidence,
we seem to be on good grounds for dismissing the first of our five options. Jesus was clearly dead,

The matter of an empty tomb
No serious historian really doubts Jesus was dead when he was taken down from the cross.
Frank Morison initially thought the resurrection was either a myth or a hoax, and he began research
to write a book refuting it.17 The book became famous but for reasons other than its original intent,

Morison began by attempting to solve the case of the empty tomb. The tomb belonged to a member
of the Sanhedrin Council, Joseph of Arimathea. In Israel at that time, to be on the council was to be a
rock star. Everyone knew who was on the council. Joseph must have been a real person, otherwise,
the Jewish leaders would have exposed the story as a fraud in their attempt to disprove the
-known location and easily identifiable,

body, an accusation clearly predicated on a shared belief that the tomb was empty.

t the tomb in
which Jesus was buried was actually empty on the morning of the first Easter. And no shred of
18

The Jewish leaders were stunned and accused the disciples of stealing Jesu
had assigned a 24-hour watch at the tomb with a trained guard unit (from 4 to 12 soldiers). Morison
s
impossible for anyone to have slipped by the Roman guards and to have moved a two-ton stone. Yet
the stone was moved away and the body of Jesus was missing.

as a fraud. Tom Anderson, former president of the California Trial Lawyers Association, summarises
the strength of this argument:
With an event so well publicis
eye witness, one antagonist would record for all time that he had se
silence of history is deafening when it comes to the testimony against the resurrection. 19
So, with no body of evidence, and with a known tomb clearly empty, Morison accepted the evidence
eared from the tomb.
Grave robbing?

the supposed resurrection was actually a stolen body. But if so, how does one account for all the
reported appearances of a resurrected Jesus? Historian Paul Johnson, in History of the Jews, wrote,
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The tomb was indeed
s
(especially if they had been the ones who had stolen it). Something extraordinary must have
happened, for the followers of Jesus ceased mourning, ceased hiding, and began fearlessly
proclaiming that they had seen Jesus alive.

Each eyewitness account reports that Jesus suddenly appeared bodily to his followers, the women
first. Morison wondered why conspirators would make women central to its plot. In the first century,
women had virtually no rights, personhood, or status. If the plot was to succeed, Morison reasoned,
the conspirators would have portrayed men, not women, as the first to see Jesus alive. And yet we
hear that women touched him, spoke with him, and were the first to find the empty tomb.
Later, according to the eyewitness accounts, all the disciples saw Jesus on more than ten separate
occasions. They wrote that he showed them his hands and feet and told them to touch him. And he
reportedly ate with them and later appeared alive to more than 500 followers on one occasion.

people had seen the risen Jesus and that most of them were still alive (1 Corinthians 15:6ff.). It
passes the bounds of credibility that the early Christians could have manufactured such a tale and
then preached it among those who might easily have refuted it simply by producing the body of
21

Bible scholars Geisler and T
apostle Paul give such a list of supposed eyewitnesses? He would immediately lose all credibility
22

Peter told a crowd in Caesarea why he and the other disciples were so convinced Jesus was alive.
We apostles are witnesses of all he did throughout Israel and in Jerusalem. They put him to
and drank with him after he rose from the dead. (Acts 10:39-41)

23

Consistent to the end

alike is that these 11 former cowards were suddenly willing to suffer humiliation, torture, and death.
knowing they had taken the body?
The Islamic martyrs on September 11 proved that some will die for a false cause they believe in. Yet
believe to be true, though it may actually be false. They do not, however, die for what they know is a
24
ehaved in a manner consistent with a genuine belief that their leader was
alive.
No one has adequately explained why the disciples would have been willing to die for a known lie.
hey have kept the
conspiracy going for decades without at least one of them selling out for money or position?
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Former hatchet man of the Nixon administration, Chuck Colson, implicated in the Watergate
scandal, pointed out the difficulty of several people maintaining a lie for an extended period of time.
I know the resurrection is a fact, and Watergate proved it to me. How? Because 12 men
testified they had seen Jesus raised from the dead, then they proclaimed that truth for 40
years, never once denying it. Every one was beaten, tortured, stoned and put in prison. They
te embroiled 12 of the most powerful
men in the world - a
apostles could keep a lie for 40 years? Absolutely impossible.26
Something happened that changed everything for these men and women. Morison acknowledged,
- a change that
attests to the fact that Jesus had rise

27

A bad trip?
People still think they see a fat, gray-haired Elvis darting into Dunkin Donuts. And then there are
those who believe they spent last night with aliens in the mother ship being subjected to
unspeakable testing. Sometimes certain people can see
crucifixion that their desire to see Jesus alive caused mass hallucination. Plausible?
Psychologist Gary Collins, former president of the American Association of Christian Counselors,
. By their very nature only
28

experience all kinds of sensuous impressions - visual, auditory, tactual 29

Furthermore, in the psychology of hallucinations, the person would need to be in a frame of mind
where they so wished to see that person that their mind contrives it. Two major leaders of the early
church, James and Paul, both encountered a resurrected Jesus, neither expecting, or hoping for the
pleasure. The apostle Paul in fact led the earliest persecutions of Christians, and his conversion
remains inexplicable except for his own testimony that Jesus appeared to him, resurrected.
From lie to legend
Some unconvinced skeptics attribute the resurrection story to a legend that began with one or more
persons lying or thinking they saw the resurrected Jesus. Over time, the legend would have grown
ection is on a par with
Social Security will be solvent when we need it.
But there are three major problems with that theory.
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1. Legends rarely develop while multiple eyewitnesses are alive to refute them. One historian of
ancient Rome and Greece, A. N. Sherwin-White, argued that the resurrection news spread too soon
and too quickly for it to have been a legend. 30
2. Legends develop by oral tradition and
that can be verified. Yet the Gospels were written within three decades of the resurrection. 31
historically verified conviction of the apostles that Jesus was alive. 32
Why did Christianity win?

did it win, in the face
of all those odds against it?

have said
33

By all rights, Christianity should have died out at the cross when the disciples fled for their lives. But
the apostles went on to establish a growing Christian movement.

cowards cowering in an upper room one day and a few days later transformed into a company that
no persecution could silence - and then attempting to attribute this dramatic change to nothing more
34

the seed of the c
35

A surprise conclusion
With myth, hallucination, and a flawed autopsy ruled out, with incontrovertible evidence for an empty
tomb, with a substantial body of eyewitnesses to his reappearance, and with the inexplicable
transformation and impact upon the world of those who claimed to have seen him, Morison became
gan
writing a different book - entitled Who Moved the Stone? - to detail his new conclusions. Morison
simply followed the trail of evidence, clue by clue, until the truth of the case seemed clear to him.
His surprise was that the evidence led to a belief in the resurrection.
In his first chapter, The Book That Refused to Be Written, this former skeptic explained how the
man set out to cross a forest by a familiar and well-beaten track and came out suddenly where he
36
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