Q&A 14: What do we say to those who reject the resurrection of Christ?
A: Our starting point for these considerations

Here are some of the starting assumptions and defining conditions:

· The New Testament documents, when assessed according to the three classical tests of historiography
, easily meets or exceeds the marks of historical veracity of that for any other ancient document.  This distinction is most substantially pronounced regarding the number and time proximity of the New Testament documents  compared to any other ancient document.
· The events and claims of the Gospels, the book of Acts and the New Testament epistles were made within a span of history in which the events, facts, personalities, and elements of geography were all immediately or reasonably verifiable by anyone within the eastern Mediterranean region.  Further, the events were recorded entirely by men who were familiar with the relevant geographical regions, and had spent some to all of their lives in those very locations.
· Any statement to the effect that Christ’s resurrection is simply a myth or a legend does not hold up to a broad spectrum of comparison studies regarding the development of real world myths and legends. In fact, such a claim falls short of typical times for the development of myths and legends by centuries.  The apostles’ approach to history is not consistent with a claim to mythology or legend.
  
Given the above constraints to the timeframe, historic veracity and historical context                of the New Testament, the balance of our considerations will now turn to the known obstacles to any proposal that the New Testament’s claims to the resurrection of Christ are false, or even mistaken.

The disciples’ expectations

The record of the disciples’ expectations of the character of Christ was in stark contrast to what had actually taken place, as recorded in the New Testament.  Christ was not simply fulfilling long-standing and deep-seated desires of the disciples.  This statement holds true for several authors of the New Testament, and for the time before, during and                even shortly after the resurrection of Christ.

The Gospels repeatedly record the nature of the expectations among the disciples as                 to who Christ was, and that record was not consistent with Jesus’ death, burial and resurrection, nor even the range of possibilities the disciples were considering immediately prior to His ascension.  This was true in spite of the many warnings                    that Jesus gave about what was going to take place.   

Matthew 16:21, 22

From that time Jesus began to show His disciples that He must go to Jerusalem, and suffer many things from the elders and chief priests and scribes, and be killed, and be raised up on the third day. 22 Peter took Him aside and began to rebuke Him, saying, "God forbid it, Lord! This shall never happen to You."

See also Matthew 17:22-23; 20:17-19,28; 26:1,2,51-56; Mark 8:31-33; 9:31,32; 10:32-45; Luke 9:20-22, 43-45; 18:31-34; 24:1-11; John 20:24-28; Acts 1:1-11.  So Jesus Christ, in His death, burial and resurrection, clearly was not simply fulfilling expectations of what either the disciples specifically or the Jews in general, were expecting.
  Typical of the character of Jewish writing regarding those in pivotal spiritual positions, the disciples also did not tailor the content of the documents to make themselves appear artificially insightful, courageous, or having any of the usual admirable marks of character.

The disciples’ radically changed character

The disciples’ character changed radically from what was pictured in the gospels to what we see pictured in the book of Acts and in the New Testament epistles.  While we must note that there was a process of learning conveyed over the course of the three decades that span the time recorded in the book of Acts, the character of the disciples changed radically even from the day of Christ’s crucifixion to the day of Pentecost.  

Matthew 26:31-35 (see also Mark 14:27-31 & John 16:32)

Then Jesus said to them, "You will all fall away because of Me this night, for it is written, 'I WILL STRIKE DOWN THE SHEPHERD, AND THE SHEEP OF THE FLOCK SHALL BE SCATTERED.'
  32 "But after I have been raised, I will go ahead of you to Galilee."  33 But Peter said to Him, "Even though all may fall away because of You, I will never fall away." 34 Jesus said to him, " Truly I say to you that this very night, before a rooster crows, you will deny Me three times."  35 Peter said to Him, " Even if I have to die with You, I will not deny You." All the disciples said the same thing too. 

Matthew 26:56

"But all this has taken place to fulfill the Scriptures of the prophets." Then all the disciples left Him and fled.

To these quotes, we could add the narrative regarding Peter’s falsified denials and evident cowardice in the courtyard of Caiaphas (Luke 22:54-62; John 18:25-27).  Once Christ had been resurrected and ascended, the disciples, from Acts 2 on, displayed a radically different character than that seen in the gospels:

Acts 4:13-20

Now as they [the Sanhedrin] observed the confidence of Peter and John and understood that they were uneducated and untrained men, they were amazed, and began to recognize them as having been with Jesus. 14 And seeing the man who had been healed standing with them, they had nothing to say in reply. 15 But when they had ordered them to leave the Council, they began to confer with one another, 16 saying, "What shall we do with these men? For the fact that a noteworthy miracle has taken place through them is apparent to all who live in Jerusalem, and we cannot deny it. 17 "But so that it will not spread any further among the people, let us warn them to speak no longer to any man in this name." 18 And when they had summoned them, they commanded them not to speak or teach at all in the name of Jesus. 19 But Peter and John answered and said to them, " Whether it is right in the sight of God to give heed to you rather than to God, you be the judge; 20 for we cannot stop speaking about what we have seen and heard." [emphasis added]

Acts 4:27-31

"For truly in this city there were gathered together against Your holy servant Jesus, whom You anointed, both Herod and Pontius Pilate, along with the Gentiles and the peoples of Israel, 28 to do whatever Your hand and Your purpose predestined to occur. 29 "And now, Lord, take note of their threats, and grant that Your bond-servants may speak Your word with all confidence, 30 while You extend Your hand to heal, and signs and wonders take place through the name of Your holy servant Jesus." 31 And when they had prayed, the place where they had gathered together was shaken, and they were all filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak the word of God with boldness.  [emphasis added]

One can read through the book of Acts how these men changed from scattering cowards who denied even knowing Christ, to men who boldly proclaimed His death, burial and resurrection even to the point of proclaiming it at the cost of their lives.   

The disciples’ individual backgrounds

Though some points of commonality can be made about the disciples, the disciples were of varying individual backgrounds that would have been a serious obstacle to their friendly cooperation, even before any considerations of possible collusion.  The most ideologically at odds would have been Matthew, a tax collector, and Simon, a zealot.  

Matthew, also known as Levi, was a tax collector, who collected customs tax from a booth, and gave Jesus a large reception that included other tax collectors and those categorized as sinners.  Given that tax collectors were part of the deeply hated Roman tax collection system, Jewish loyalists would loathe them.  Jewish moralists would place them alongside other immoral people as symbols of the worst of moral character.  See Matthew 9:9-11; 10:3; Mark 2:14-16; Luke 5:27-30 for references to Matthew (aka Levi) as a tax collector.  See Matthew 5:46; 9:10, 11; 11:19; 21:31,32; Mark 2:15, 16; Luke 3:12; 5:29,30; 7:29-34; 15:1 for the use of “tax collectors” as a primary term for the morally worst of society. 

Simon the Zealot, on the other hand, was part of a group which was – at that time - most radically dedicated to the overthrow of the Roman government.  See Matthew 10:4; Mark 3:18; Luke 6:15 and Acts 1:13 for the identification of Simon as a Zealot.  Zealots would be the most extreme wing of the Pharisees, having originated (per Josephus
) at the 6 AD revolt over the tax census that corresponds to Acts 5:37, similar to the Roman census recorded in Luke 2:1-3.

Matthew and Simon, based on the New Testament records, would have been in severe conflict with each other, of a kind that later developed the Jewish extremist group, the Sacarii (the “assassins” of Acts 21:38, spoken of in that verse about 57 AD), and eventually the Jewish revolt of 66 AD.  Based upon the known course of events in Israel between 30 and 70 AD, the conflict between Matthew and Simon, based upon the severe ideological conflict between Roman tax collectors and the Zealots, would have gotten worse over time.  The underlying motivation of Simon as a Zealot would have been to kill Matthew, Zaccheus, and the other tax collectors with whom Jesus associated from time to time.  This conflict, being the worst of the polarizations within the disciples, would tend to preclude cooperation and collusion in anything less than a genuine spiritually-based cause which held priority over such ideological extremes.  Also,                other fundamental conflicts of ideology may have existed of which we are unaware.

The cost of the disciples’ claims

The disciples persisted in their claim to the death, burial and resurrection of Christ in the face of great opposition (see quotes from Acts on page 3).  We have the death of James, the brother of John, recorded in Acts 12:1,2, by order of Herod Agrippa.  So far as we know, only James’ brother John died a natural death.  All the other apostles, from any documentation that we have, died claiming the resurrection of Christ, and specifically             for their proclamation of the gospel.  In summary, it is contrary to all known human motivations to endure torture and persecution to the point of death for a fraud or doubtful event.  The universal nature of the apostles’ persistent and consistent claims at the cost of their lives underscores the magnitude of the obstacle that this one point places in the way of any proposal that the apostles were simply mistaken or concocted a fraudulent account of the events they claimed as actual history.
The ability to readily verify the disciples’ claims

Certainly, regarding the apostles’ claims to those living in Israel, the truth or falsehood of their historic claims was easily and entirely verifiable.  Even those who traveled to Jerusalem for pilgrimages (as many had done for Pentecost, as recorded in Acts 2) could verify the claims of the apostles.  The kinds of verification available in the area of Jerusalem would be:

· The testimony of Jewish and Roman forces who arrested Jesus and were involved in some aspect of the trials (Matthew 26:47-27:32; Mark 14:43-15:20; Luke 22:47-23:23; John 18:1-19:16).

· The testimony of eyewitnesses to the crucifixion, including the chief priests, Roman soldiers, Simon of Cyrene and the women (Matthew 27:31-56; Mark 15:20-41; Luke 23:23-49; John 19:13-37).

· The testimony of those who had carried out Jesus’ burial (Joseph of Arimathea and Nicodemus and possibly unnamed others, including their servants) as well as the testimony of the women who observed where Jesus was buried (Matthew 27:57-61; Mark 15:42-47; Luke 23:50-56; John 19:31-42)

· The testimony of the 4-16 Roman soldiers who guarded the tomb, which was sealed with Pilate’s seal (Matthew 27:62-66; 28:11-15; compare Daniel 6:17; Acts 12:1-19)

· The testimony of the women and disciples who saw the empty tomb (Matthew 28:1-10, 16-20; Mark 16:1-8; Luke 24:1-12; John 20:1-18)

· The testimony of the 500+ people who saw Christ resurrected (Matthew 28:8-10; 16-20; Mark 16:1-20: Luke 24:1-53; John 20:1-29; Acts 1:3; 2:29-32; 3:15; 4:33; 5:30-32; 10:39-41; 1 Corinthians 15:3-7)

· The testimony of the disciples who saw Christ ascend (Mark 16:19; Luke 24:50-51; Acts 1:1-11)

· The Roman legal documents regarding the sentence of death and the crucifixion and possibly also the sign over Jesus head, as ordered by Pilate (Matthew 27:37; Mark 15:26; Luke 23:38; John 19:19-22, which indicates that the sign’s contents were there by Pilate’s written order).

· The Jewish legal documents, including the genealogies of Jews (including Christ), which were kept at the temple in Jerusalem until its destruction in 70 AD (see Matthew 1:1-16; Luke 3:23-38 for the New Testament record).

· The ability to visit the sites of the Last Supper, the Garden of Gethsemane, the places of trial, including Caiaphas’ home and the Fortress Antonia, the crucifixion, the empty tomb, and the paths traveled between each of these locations. Visiting of sites is done by modern investigators, judges and even juries at times, in order to place the other evidence and testimony in context.  Site visits would afford confirmation of testimony regarding physical proximity, the setting, and other relationships (example: Mark 14:15; 22:12; Luke 23:33,48,49; Acts 1:13; John 19:41-42).  Luke is the one New Testament author who, likely not having been present at the time of the original events, did this kind of on-site investigation (Luke 1:1- 4, especially verse 3; Acts 23:25-30; see also subsequent coverage in this elective of Dr. Luke as a historian).

While on the surface, all of the above were potentially available evidence and witnesses for verifying the disciples’ claims, it must be recognized that some would serve as hostile witnesses, that is, the Jewish and Roman officials who stood in opposition to Jesus would likely be generally obstructive to the testimony and revelation of documents in support of His resurrection.  That having been said, one would expect that these opponents of Christ would be eager to present any testimony or documentary evidence that would discredit the disciples’ claims of Christ’s resurrection.  This leads to the next topic of consideration.

The lack of viable objections

Given the ability to verify numerous details of the events, places and persons, from the arrest through the ascension of Christ, through multiple and redundant means, it would be expected that anyone who found a proof of falsehood or even a real discrepancy in the apostles’ claims had ample opportunity to bring such evidence to the public.  We find no such evidence either in the written record within the New Testament nor in any existing secular document of the first century, in spite of the apostles’ appeals to the people and evidence at hand (Acts 2:32; 3:13-15; 4:20; 5:32; 10:38-43; 13:28-31).  

Both Jews and Romans would have had motivation to discredit the apostles’ claims, had any contrary evidence been available. The magnitude of the evidence available in Jerusalem within the first three decades after Christ’s ascension would easily discredit the apostles’ claims, were anyone able find such evidence.  The total absence of the contrary evidence within those times speaks volumes.

The records by and about the witnesses

The primary records by and about the witnesses to Christ’s death, burial and resurrection are:

· The gospel of Matthew, one of the disciples (Matthew 9:9; 10:3)

· The gospel of Mark, likely a witness (Mark 14:52), and an associate of Barnabas (also his relative: Colossians 4:10), Paul and Luke (Colossians 4:10; Philemon 24) and Peter (1 Peter 5:13)

· The gospel of Luke, an associate of Paul (see Dr. Luke’s use of “we” and “us” when writing about Paul’s journeys and actions in Acts 16:10-17; 20:5-15; 21:1-28:16)

· The gospel of John, one of the disciples (Acts 1:13)

· The book of Acts, written by Luke, an associate of Paul

· 1 Corinthians 15:3-7, written by Paul

· Numerous other references in the epistles by the apostles Paul, Peter, John and other direct associates of the apostles

So the documents that we have are all either written by direct eyewitnesses of                the facts, or by those who had direct and substantial contact with those who were eyewitnesses.  Each author of the above also had a substantial opportunity to be or become familiar with the specific places at issue, to cross-check testimony among numerous witnesses, and to study, verify, and assess the contents of various public and private documents, as well as inscriptions.  

The nature of Jewish burial practices

Jewish burial practices in the first century had several characteristics which bear upon the veracity of the death, burial and resurrection of Christ as conveyed in the New Testament:

· The Jews, by Mosaic Law, and its extensions according to tradition, had to bury a body by the sundown marking the start of the Sabbath, and the Roman centurion in charge was recorded as testifying to the fact that Jesus was in fact dead, allowing Joseph of Arimathea and Nicodemus bury the body of Jesus (Mark 16:42-46; John 19:38-42).  Deuteronomy 21:22-23 required immediate burial of one who had been hanged, and crucifixion
·  was considered to fall under “being hanged”.

· The body was prepared for burial by use of a substantial amount of myrrh, aloes, and then wrapping the body in linen burial cloths (also Mark 16:42-46; John 19:38-42; estimates are on the order of 100 pounds).  Burial was traditionally done within 24 hours of the death, since warm weather and a lack of preservation techniques did not typically allow for any further delays in burial.

· Burial was usually on a stone shelf carved into the rock, with there being a means           of sealing the entrance to prevent disturbance, mostly with the intent of preventing animals from entrance, but at times also preventing entry by other humans, in which case extraordinary measures were taken (Matthew 27:60, 66; 28:2; Mark 15:43; 16:3,4; Luke 24:2; John 11:38-41; 20:1).  In the case of Jesus’ burial, it was noted that the stone over the entrance to the tomb was extremely large (Mark 16:4),     which might be expected of a rich man’s tomb (Matthew 27:57).  

· From about 10 AD to 60 AD
, within the environs of Jerusalem, the Jews buried their dead initially in a tomb, then placed the bones a year later in a stone box, called an ossuary (possibly referenced indirectly in Matthew 8:21-22; Luke 9:59-60).  This practice placed a focus upon careful and ongoing identification of the remains from death to initial burial to placement in the ossuary (more well-known examples are those of Caiaphas and James, the brother of Jesus, though the authenticity of the particular ossuary has been contested by some and supported by others). 

· Jewish tradition held that a person was certainly dead after three days (Mark 9:31; 10:34; John 2:19), which would explain the view of Martha and others upon the  death of Lazarus (John 11:17, 39). 

The character of the Roman military

There are several respects in which the standard practices of the Roman military serve as obstacles to some of the proposed objections to the resurrection of Christ.  In addition to the standard practices of the Roman military, the gospels provide some particulars that further constrain the range of possibilities:

· Scripture indicates that there were four Roman soldiers assigned the task of crucifying Christ and those either side of Him (John 19:23).  One of those four was a Roman centurion (Matthew 27:54; Mark 15:39).  Their assignment was to carry out the crucifixion so as to bring about the maximum fear among the populace, standing guard to assure that the crucified man (or woman) was not rescued prior to death.

· Death by crucifixion would normally take some days, since death was not by loss of blood or by direct injury to essential organs, but by suffocation, resulting from the exhaustion of the thigh muscles and the extreme tension on each arm.  But to the surprise of the Romans Jesus died within six hours of His crucifixion (Mark 15:25, 34-37).  The soldiers tested the apparent death of Christ by piercing His side with a spear (John 19:34).  The centurion testified to Pilate that Jesus was indeed dead (Mark 15:44, 45).
· When the Jewish leaders, concerned that something might happen to the body of Jesus, appealed to Pilate to have the tomb of Jesus guarded, he authorized a guard (kustodia, derived from Latin, only used here in the entire New Testament: Matthew 27:65,66 and 28:11).  These would typically be at least four but up to 16 soldiers, under a centurion, as with the crucifixion.  These were to guard the sealed tomb, killing any who sought to break the seal, guarding the seal and tomb with a level of attention which was intensified by knowing that their own penalty for failure quite possibly would be death (Matthew 27:62-66; 28:11-15; compare Acts 12:1-19).

Additional resources:

PAMPHLET: Evidence for the Resurrection, www.rose-publishing.com
· John Warwick Montgomery (historian & lawyer), History & Christianity, 1965

· JND Anderson (lawyer), Christianity, The Witness of History, 1969

· William Lane Craig, A Reasonable Faith, 1984, pgs. 255-298

· Gary R. Habermas & Anthony G.N. Flew, Terry L. Miethe, editor, Did Jesus Rise From the Dead? 1987
· Norman Geisler & Thomas Howe, When Critics Ask, 1992, pgs 325ff 

· Lee Strobel, The Case for Christ, 1998, pgs, 198-257

www.Christian-Thinktank.com/topix.html:

Could the resurrection appearances be a case of GROUP Hallucination? (21k) 

Do the Resurrection accounts HOPELESSLY contradict one another? (88k) 

Did John invent the story of the raising of Lazarus?! (4k) 

Women, stones, spices, empty tombs (9k) 

http://www.tektonics.org/lp/nowayjose.html:

Offers 17 reasons why Christianity could not have survived in the ancient world unless it had indisputable evidence of the resurrection of Jesus.

http://www.tektonics.org/lp/pricer06.html
http://www.tektonics.org/lp/pricer07.html
http://www.christiananswers.net/q-eden/edn-t008.html
� See HHBC Apologetics elective, “05 History: How do we know what we know?”


� See HHBC Apologetics elective, “10 & 11 The Bible: Just a collection of myths?             Parts I & II”


� Glenn Miller, Messianic Expectations in 1st Century Judaism, � HYPERLINK "http://www.christian-thinktank.com/messiah.html" ��http://www.christian-thinktank.com/messiah.html� 





� Zechariah 13:7, et al.





� Zealotry, from Wikipedia, � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Zealots" ��http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Zealots�: “The Zealots were opposed to Roman rule and sought to eliminate it by violent means. Their activities included raids on Jewish settlements and eliminating Jewish collaborators, as well as inciting the Jews to fight Rome and each other if necessary. � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Josephus" \o "Josephus" �Josephus� paints a very bleak picture of their murderous activities as they instituted a "reign of terror" in the build-up to the Temple's destruction.”





� With lesser frequency of the practice from about 30 BC to 10 AD, and from 60 to 70 AD.
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