The Resurrection: Fact or
Fiction? — A Real Historical
Event

Dr. Pat Zukeran presents strong evidence discounting the most
common theories given against a historical resurrection. The
biblical account and other evidence clearly discount these
attempts to cast doubt on the resurrection. Any strong
apologetic argument 1is anchored on the reality of the
resurrection of Jesus Christ as an historical event.

Introduction

The most significant event in history is the Resurrection of
Jesus Christ. It is the strongest evidence that Jesus is the
Son of God. This event gives men and women the sure hope of
eternal life a hope that not only gives us joy as we look to
the future but also provides us with powerful reasons to live
today.

Throughout the centuries, however, there have been scholars
who have attempted to deny the account of the Resurrection.
Our schools are filled with history books which give
alternative explanations for the Resurrection or in some
cases, fail even to mention this unique event.

In this essay we will take a look at the evidence for the
Resurrection and see if this event is historical fact or
fiction. But, first, we must establish the fact that Jesus
Christ was a historical figure and not a legend. There are
several highly accurate historical documents that attest to
Jesus. First, let’s look at the four Gospels themselves. The
authors Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John recorded very specific
facts of the events surrounding the life of Jesus, and
archaeology has verified the accuracy of the New Testament.
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Hundreds of facts such as the names of officials, geographical
sites, financial currencies, and times of events have been
confirmed. Sir William Ramsay, one of the greatest geographers
of the 19th century, became firmly convinced of the accuracy
of the New Testament as a result of the overwhelming evidence
he discovered during his research. As a result, he completely
reversed his antagonism against Christianity.

The textual evidence decisively shows that the Gospels were
written and circulated during the lifetime of those who
witnessed the events. Since there are so many specific names
and places mentioned, eyewitnesses could have easily
discredited the writings. The New Testament would have never
survived had the facts been inaccurate. These facts indicate
that the Gospels are historically reliable and show Jesus to
be a historical figure. For more information on the accuracy
of the Bible, see the essay from Probe entitled Authority of
the Bible.

Another document that supports the historicity of Jesus is the
work of Josephus, a potentially hostile Jewish historian. He
recorded Antiquities, a history of the Jews, for the Romans
during the lifetime of Jesus. He wrote, “Now there was about
that time Jesus, a wise man, if it be lawful to call him a
man.” (1) Josephus goes on to relate other specific details
about Jesus’ life and death that correspond with the New
Testament. Roman historians such as Suetonius, Tacitus, and
Pliny the Younger also refer to Jesus as a historically real
individual.

Skeptics often challenge Christians to prove the Resurrection
scientifically. We must understand, the scientific method 1is
based on showing that something is fact by repeated
observations of the object or event. Therefore, the method is
limited to repeatable events or observable objects. Historical
events cannot be repeated. For example, can we repeatedly
observe the creation of our solar system? The obvious answer
is no, but that does not mean the creation of the solar system
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did not happen.

In proving a historical event like the Resurrection, we must
look at the historical evidence. Thus far in our discussion we
have shown that belief in the historical Jesus of the New
Testament is certainly reasonable and that the scientific
method cannot be applied to proving a historical event. For
the reminder of this essay, we will examine the historical
facts concerning the Resurrection and see what the evidence
reveals.

Examining the Evidence

Three facts must be reckoned with when investigating the
Resurrection: the empty tomb, the transformation of the
Apostles, and the preaching of the Resurrection originating in
Jerusalem.

Let us first examine the case of the empty tomb. Jesus was a
well-known figure in Israel. His burial site was known by many
people. In fact Matthew records the exact location of Jesus’
tomb. He states, “And Joseph of Arimathea took the body and
wrapped it in a clean linen cloth and laid it in his own new
tomb” (Matt. 27:59). Mark asserts that Joseph was “a prominent
member of the Council” (Mark 15:43).

It would have been destructive for the writers to invent a man
of such prominence, name him specifically, and designate the
tomb site, since eyewitnesses would have easily discredited
the author’s fallacious claims.

Jewish and Roman sources both testify to an empty tomb.
Matthew 28:12 13 specifically states that the chief priests
invented the story that the disciples stole the body. There
would be no need for this fabrication if the tomb had not been
empty. Opponents of the Resurrection must account for this. If
the tomb had not been empty, the preaching of the Apostles
would not have lasted one day. All the Jewish authorities



needed to do to put an end to Christianity was to produce the
body of Jesus.

Along with the empty tomb is the fact that the corpse of Jesus
was never found. Not one historical record from the first or
second century is written attacking the factuality of the
empty tomb or claiming discovery of the corpse. Tom Anderson,
former president of the California Trial Lawyers Association
states,

Let’s assume that the written accounts of His appearances to
hundreds of people are false. I want to pose a question.
With an event so well publicized, don’t you think that it’s
reasonable that one historian, one eye witness, one
antagonist would record for all time that he had seen
Christ’s body? . . . The silence of history is deafening
when it comes to the testimony against the resurrection.(2)

Second, we have the changed lives of the Apostles. It 1is
recorded in the Gospels that while Jesus was on trial, the
Apostles deserted Him in fear. Yet 10 out of the 11 Apostles
died as martyrs believing Christ rose from the dead. What
accounts for their transformation into men willing to die for
their message? It must have been a very compelling event to
account for this.

Third, the Apostles began preaching the Resurrection in
Jerusalem. This is significant since this is the very city in
which Jesus was crucified. This was the most hostile city in
which to preach. Furthermore, all the evidence was there for
everyone to investigate. Legends take root in foreign lands or
centuries after the event. Discrediting such 1legends 1is
difficult since the facts are hard to verify. However, in this
case the preaching occurs in the city of the event immediately
after it occurred. Every possible fact could have been
investigated thoroughly.

Anyone studying the Resurrection must somehow explain these



three facts.

Five Common Explanations

Over the years five explanations have been used to argue
against the Resurrection. We will examine these explanations
to see whether they are valid.

The Wrong Tomb Theory

Proponents of this first argument state that according to the
Gospel accounts, the women visited the grave early in the
morning while it was dark. Due to their emotional condition
and the darkness, they visited the wrong tomb. Overjoyed to
see that it was empty, they rushed back to tell the disciples
Jesus had risen. The disciples in turn ran into Jerusalem to
proclaim the Resurrection.

There are several major flaws with this explanation. First, it
is extremely doubtful that the Apostles would not have
corrected the women’s error. The Gospel of John gives a very
detailed account of them doing just that. Second, the tomb
site was known not only by the followers of Christ but also by
their opponents. The Gospels make it clear the body was buried
in the tomb of Joseph of Arimathea, a member of the Jewish
council. If the body still remained in the tomb while the
Apostles began preaching, the authorities simply would have to
go to the right tomb, produce the body, and march it down the
streets. This would have ended the Christian faith once and
for all. Remember, the preaching of the Resurrection began in
Jerusalem, fifteen minutes away from the crucifixion site and
the tomb. These factors make this theory extremely weak.

The Hallucination Theory

This second theory holds that the Resurrection of Christ just
occurred in the minds’ of the disciples. Dr. William McNeil
articulates this position in his book, A World History. He
writes,



The Roman authorities in Jerusalem arrested and crucified
Jesus. . . . But soon afterwards the dispirited Apostles
gathered in an upstairs room’ and suddenly felt again the
heartwarming presence of their master. This seemed
absolutely convincing evidence that Jesus’ death on the
cross had not been the end but the beginning. . . . The
Apostles bubbled over with excitement and tried to explain
to all who would listen all that had happened. (3)

This position is unrealistic for several reasons. In order for
hallucinations of this type to occur, psychiatrists agree that
several conditions must exist. However, this situation was not
conducive for hallucinations. Here are several reasons.
Hallucinations generally occur to people who are imaginative
and of a nervous make up. However, the appearances of Jesus
occurred to a variety of people. Hallucinations are subjective
and individual. No two people have the same experience. In
this case, over five hundred people (Corinthians 15) have the
same account. Hallucinations occur only at particular times
and places and are associated with the events. The
Resurrection appearances occur in many different environments
and at different times. Finally, hallucinations of this nature
occur to those who intensely want to believe. However, several
such as Thomas and James, the half brother of Jesus were
hostile to the news of the Resurrection.

If some continue to argue for this position, they still must
account for the empty tomb. If the Apostles dreamed up the
Resurrection at their preaching, all the authorities needed to
do was produce the body and that would have ended the
Apostles’ dream. These facts make these two theories extremely
unlikely.

The Swoon Theory

A third theory espouses that Jesus never died on the cross but
merely passed out and was mistakenly considered dead. After
three days He revived, exited the tomb, and appeared to His



disciples who believed He had risen from the dead. This theory
was developed in the early nineteenth century, but today it
has been completely given up for several reasons.

First, it is a physical impossibility that Jesus could have
survived the tortures of the crucifixion. Second, the soldiers
who crucified Jesus were experts in executing this type of
death penalty. Furthermore, they took several precautions to
make sure He was actually dead. They thrust a spear in His
side. When blood and water come out separately, this indicates
the blood cells had begun to separate from the plasma which
will only happen when the blood stops circulating. Upon
deciding to break the legs of the criminals (in order to speed
up the process of dying), they carefully examined the body of
Jesus and found that He was already dead.

After being taken down from the cross, Jesus was covered with
eighty pounds of spices and embalmed. It is unreasonable to
believe that after three days with no food or water, Jesus
would revive. Even harder to believe is that Jesus could roll
a two-ton stone up an incline, overpower the guards, and then
walk several miles to Emmaeus. Even if Jesus had done this,
His appearing to the disciples half-dead and desperately in
need of medical attention would not have prompted their
worship of Him as God.

In the 19th century, David F. Strauss, an opponent of
Christianity, put an end to any hope in this theory. Although
he did not believe in the Resurrection, he concluded this to
be a very outlandish theory. He stated,

It is impossible that a being who had stolen half-dead out
of the sepulchre, who crept about weak and ill, wanting
medical treatment, who required bandaging, strengthening,
and indulgence, and who still at last yielded to his
sufferings, could have given the disciples the impression
that he was a Conqueror over death and the grave, the Prince
of life, an impression that would lay at the bottom of their



future ministry. (4)
The Stolen Body Theory

This fourth argument holds that Jewish and Roman authorities
stole the body or moved it for safekeeping. It 1is
inconceivable to think this a possibility. If they had the
body, why did they need to accuse the disciples of stealing
it? (Matt. 28:11 15). In Acts 4, the Jewish authorities were
angered and did everything they could to prevent the spread of
Christianity. Why would the disciples deceive their own people
into believing in a false Messiah when they knew that this
deception would mean the deaths of hundreds of their believing
friends? If they really knew where the body was, they could
have exposed it and ended the faith that caused them so much
trouble and embarrassment. Throughout the preaching of the
Apostles, the authorities never attempted to refute the
Resurrection by producing a body. This theory has little
merit.

The Soldiers Fell Asleep Theory

Thus far we have been studying the evidence for the
Resurrection. We examined four theories used in attempts to
invalidate this miracle. Careful analysis revealed the
theories were inadequate to refute the Resurrection. The fifth
and most popular theory has existed since the day of the
Resurrection and is still believed by many opponents of
Christianity. Matthew 28:12 13 articulates this position.

When the chief priests had met with the elders and devised a
plan, they gave the soldiers a large sum of money telling
them, “You are to say, his disciples came during the night
and stole him away while we were asleep.'”

Many have wondered why Matthew records this and then does not
refute it. Perhaps it is because this explanation was so
preposterous, he did not see the need to do so.



This explanation remains an impossibility for several reasons.
First, if the soldiers were sleeping, how did they know it was
the disciples who stole the body? Second, it seems physically
impossible for the disciples to sneak past the soldiers and
then move a two-ton stone up an incline in absolute silence.
Certainly the guards would have heard something.

Third, the tomb was secured with a Roman seal. Anyone who
moved the stone would break the seal, an offense punishable by
death. The depression and cowardice of the disciples makes it
difficult to believe that they would suddenly become so brave
as to face a detachment of soldiers, steal the body, and then
lie about the Resurrection when the would ultimately face a
life of suffering and death for their contrived message.

Fourth, Roman guards were not likely to fall asleep with such
an important duty. There were penalties for doing so. The
disciples would have needed to overpower them. A very unlikely
scenario.

Finally, in the Gospel of John the grave clothes were found
“lying there as well as the burial cloth that had been around
Jesus’ head. The cloth was folded up by itself separate from
the linen” (20:6 7). There was not enough time for the
disciples to sneak past the guards, roll away the stone,
unwrap the body, rewrap it in their wrappings, and fold the
head piece neatly next to the linen. In a robbery, the men
would have flung the garments down in disorder and fled in
fear of detection.

Conclusion: Monumental Implications

These five theories inadequately account for the empty tomb,
the transformation of the Apostles, and the birth of
Christianity in the city of the crucifixion. The conclusion we
must seriously consider is that Jesus rose from the grave. The
implications of this are monumental.



First, if Jesus rose from the dead, then what He said about
Himself is true. He stated, “I am the Resurrection and the
life; he who believes in me shall live even if he dies” (John
11:25). He also stated, “I am the way, and the truth, and the
life; no man comes to the father , but through me” (John
14:6). Eternal life is found through Jesus Christ alone. Any
religious belief that contradicts this must be false. Every
religious leader has been buried in a grave. Their tombs have
become places of worship. The location of Jesus’ tomb is
unknown because it was empty; his body is not there. There was
no need to enshrine an empty tomb.

Second, Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 15:54, “Death has been
swallowed up in victory.” Physical death is not the end;
eternal life with our Lord awaits all who trust in Him because
Jesus has conquered death.
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