
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  is  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several highly accurate historical documents that attest to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 is
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 is
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  legends  is
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  is
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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“Couldn’t  Jesus’  Disciples
Have  Just  Fabricated
Fulfilled Prophecy Claims?”
First of all I’d like to thank you for helping me so much. You
have really cleared up a lot of questions I’ve had about my
faith in Christ and have given me some great answers. I have
another question for you that I have been struggling with.
Couldn’t the disciples have made it look like Jesus fulfilled
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all those prophecies, and simply fabricated them?

This may seem possible in some instances, but in many others
it becomes very difficult to believe. For example, consider
those prophecies which were fulfilled during the last week of
Jesus’ life (i.e. from the Triumphal Entry into Jerusalem
through His death by crucifixion). Quite frankly, these events
were observed by too many people for the disciples to have
fabricated them. Not only did Jesus’ loyal followers witness
these events, but so did unbelieving Jews and Romans (the very
people responsible for executing Jesus). These events are too
well-established historically for anyone to seriously suggest
that the disciples fabricated them. What the skeptic will
typically  do,  therefore,  is  simply  deny  that  such  Old
Testament texts are truly prophetic. They’ll argue that the
disciples misinterpreted these texts when they applied them to
Jesus.  It  would  be  unusual  to  seriously  argue  that  the
disciples made up stories about how Jesus fulfilled these
prophecies. In this sense, the debate really tends to be over
how these Old Testament passages should be interpreted, and
whether such texts can be fairly applied to Jesus’ life and
ministry. Although this is a technical and complicated debate,
I’m convinced that these texts do accurately prophesy certain
things about the birth, life, ministry, death and resurrection
of Jesus.

Hope this helps.

Michael Gleghorn, Probe Ministries

© 2009 Probe Ministries



“How Do We Know Eyewitnesses
to  Jesus’  Ministry  Ever
Existed?”
I  came  across  your  website  and  looking  for  first-hand
eyewitness evidence of Jesus’ ministry. I wish to quote a line
you wrote:

In the early years of the church the story of Jesus was being
told and retold by eyewitnesses of these events.

My question is, where are the original source documents that
cite (at least some of) these eyewitnesses? Many Christian
apologetics claim that there were many eyewitnesses to the
ministry of Jesus. The question is, what evidence do we have
that such eyewitnesses even existed?

Thanks  for  your  question;  it’s  a  good  one.  My  first
observation may sound a bit silly, although I don’t intend it
to  be  so.  But  when  I  think  about  it,  if  there  were  no
eyewitnesses to Jesus’ ministry, if literally no one witnessed
anything of his teachings, miracles, etc., then it seems that
we would simply have no record of these events at all (for no
one would have witnessed them). But in fact, conservative
scholars  agree  that  we  have  a  great  deal  of  eyewitness
testimony recorded in the New Testament documents themselves.
For instance, the gospels of Matthew and John were written by
two of Jesus’ original disciples. So both of these gospels are
based on eyewitness testimony. Early church tradition claims
that Mark’s gospel was based on the preaching of the apostle
Peter (another eyewitness of Jesus’ life and ministry). And
Luke’s gospel begins by noting the importance of eyewitness
testimony to the ministry of Jesus:
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Luke 1:1-4 says,

Many have undertaken to draw up an account of the things that
have been fulfilled among us, just as they were handed down
to us by those who from the first were eyewitnesses and
servants  of  the  word.  Therefore,  since  I  myself  have
carefully  investigated  everything  from  the  beginning,  it
seemed good also to me to write an orderly account for you,
most excellent Theophilus, so that you may know the certainty
of the things you have been taught.

In addition, Peter (in his second epistle) wrote: “We did not
follow cleverly invented stories when we told you about the
power  and  coming  of  our  Lord  Jesus  Christ,  but  we  were
eyewitnesses of his majesty.”

Similarly, the apostle John begins his first letter this way:

That which was from the beginning, which we have heard, which
we have seen with our eyes, which we have looked at and our
hands have touched—this we proclaim concerning the Word of
life. The life appeared; we have seen it and testify to it,
and we proclaim to you the eternal life, which was with the
Father and has appeared to us. We proclaim to you what we
have seen and heard, so that you also may have fellowship
with us. And our fellowship is with the Father and with his
Son, Jesus Christ (1 John 1:1-4 ).

Finally, Paul writes of seeing Jesus after his resurrection:
“Am I not free? Am I not an apostle? Have I not seen Jesus our
Lord? Are you not the result of my work in the Lord?” (1
Corinthians 9:1)

These are just a few examples. Others could be offered as
well. But these are sufficient (I think) to show that the
earliest records we have of the life and ministry of Jesus
claim to be solidly grounded in eyewitness testimony.



I hope this is helpful.

Shalom in Christ,

Michael Gleghorn
Probe Ministries

Thank you for your reply, and I thank you for your efforts to
answer my question. I appreciate that you took time out of
your life to answer it.

However, what I am really after is a list of non-Biblical
sources that back up the Biblical sources. If the events of
Jesus really happened, it would be logical to assume that
there would be plenty more writings of this event. Well, this
would at least appear logical in my mind.

I  know  there  were  at  least  two  historians,  Josephus  and
Tacitus, and also the Jewish writings of the Talmud.  Why did
these historians and sources only write a small amount? If
Jesus really did turn water into wine, or fed 5,000 with two
fishes, then this would attracted an incredible amount of
attention.

It appears to me, and perhaps you can shed some light on this
matter, that Christianity begun as a political movement whose
ulterior motive was social control. It is only the fear of
Hell that ultimately connects people to the Christian view,
including mine.

Anyway,  any  correspondence  would  be  appreciated.  I’m  not
trying to debate you, but seek earnestly for answers.

Good questions! I’ve written a brief article which deals with
some of the evidence you’re asking for. You can find it here.

One of the best book-length treatments that I’m aware of is
Gary Habermas’s The Historical Jesus: Ancient Evidence for the
Life of Christ..
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Other helpful resources would be Lee Strobel’s The Case for
Christ, Craig Evans’ Fabricating Jesus, and Robert Bowman and
J. Komoszewski’s Putting Jesus in His Place.

Finally, I would highly recommend the articles dealing with
the Historical Jesus by William Lane Craig, which you can find
here.

These recommendations are all of high quality (some popular,
some scholarly).

It’s important to understand that the New Testament documents
are our earliest and best sources of information about Jesus.
Many people don’t realize this, but it’s a fact that even
liberal scholars don’t dispute. The New Testament was not
originally written as a single volume. Rather, each book is an
independent  source  of  information  about  Jesus  and  early
Christianity.  In  other  words,  what  we  have  in  the  New
Testament is not one source, but rather twenty-seven sources.
Granted, many of these sources are authored by one individual
(the apostle Paul), but my point is that these documents were
originally  separate,  independent,  sources  of  information.
That’s an important point to bear in mind.

After the New Testament documents (and assuming you don’t
include  early  Christian  sources  outside  the  Bible),  the
earliest non-Christian testimony about Jesus that survives is
that of the Jewish historian, Josephus (near the end of the
first century). After Josephus, there is Tacitus (a Roman
historian) and so on. Three things must be borne in mind here:

1. Most of the written sources from the first and second
centuries are simply lost to history. Only a fraction of what
was written at this time survives to our own day. Thus, there
could have been other sources of information about Jesus which
are simply not available to us 2000 years later.

2. It’s really not strange that more non-Christian sources
don’t record information about Jesus. After all, Jesus was a

http://www.reasonablefaith.org/site/PageServer?pagename=scholarly_articles_historical_Jesus


poor  Jewish  teacher  who  spent  most  of  his  time  outside
Jerusalem. Since most non-Christian historians of that time
focused their writings on great political figures, military
leaders, etc., it’s really not surprising that they wouldn’t
mention someone like Jesus. Indeed, what’s actually surprising
is that he IS mentioned by Josephus, Tacitus, etc. My point is
this: Although Jesus is a hugely significant figure today, he
was  little  known  in  the  first  century.  The  church  is  a
worldwide phenomenon in our day, but it began as a very small
offshoot  of  the  Jewish  religion.  We  shouldn’t  think  that
Jesus’ name was a household term in the ancient world like it
is today. The spread of Christianity took place over many
centuries and continues today.

3. The Gospels (and other New Testament documents) should not
be immediately discounted as reliable historical sources of
information about Jesus. As I said, these are our earliest and
best sources about Jesus. What’s more, we have good reason to
consider  these  sources  as  reliable  sources  of  information
about  Jesus.  In  addition  to  the  resources  recommended
previously,  see  also  Craig  Blomberg’s  The  Historical
Reliability  of  the  Gospels.

Finally, I can only give a very brief response by email.
Please  be  sure  to  check  out  some  of  the  resources  I’ve
recommended above.

Michael Gleghorn
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“Woman  Caught  in  Adultery
Story  Not  Found  in  Early
Manuscripts”
I’m interested in John 8:1-11. The notes in my NIV Bible say
that these verses are not found in early manuscripts, and I
was wondering what your thoughts are on this account of Jesus
and the woman caught in adultery.

Yes; you’re correct. The earliest and best manuscripts do not
contain this story. It was almost certainly not an original
part of John’s Gospel. Could it still be historical, though?
Perhaps. It would be an unusual instance of a story passed
down  orally  (and  later  included  in  John’s  Gospel)  that
actually goes back to Jesus. Of course, I don’t think we can
be dogmatic on this point. At most, I think we can say simply
that it may be historical.

W.  Hall  Harris  has  a  good  discussion  of  this  passage  at
Bible.org.

Shalom in Christ,

Michael Gleghorn
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In Defense of History
Don  Closson  critiques  the  postmodern  notion  that  we  have
limited or no access to history, except through biased lenses.
He vies for a humble, but confident view of history as a
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scholarly pursuit, while writing in defense of history as a
bedrock of Christian truth claims.

A convenient claim of our postmodern times is that historical
truth does not exist, or, at the very least, is not accessible
to  us.  It  is  fashionable  to  believe  that  all  historical
writing  is  fiction  in  the  sense  that  it  is  one  person’s
subjective opinion. History as an enterprise is more like the
creation  of  literature,  say  some,  than  a  scientific
investigation. Because we cannot be certain about the events
of history, all perspectives must be treated as equally valid.
One historian has written, “The Postmodern view that language
could not relate to anything but itself must . . . entail the
dissolution  of  history  .  .  .  and  necessarily  jeopardizes
historical study as normally understood.”{1}

 If history is something that we create rather than
uncover  via  the  rules  of  scientific  historical
research, why do history at all? The postmodern
response  is  that  all  history  is  politically
motivated.  French  philosopher  Michel  Foucault
became  famous  for  insisting  that  power  creates  knowledge
rather  than  the  traditional  assumption  that  knowledge  is
power. He wrote that since there is no access to value-free
historical information, the need to write about history must
come  from  the  desire  to  control  the  past  for  political
purposes.  In  effect,  all  historical  writing  is  a  form  of
propaganda.

This popular way of viewing history has dramatic implications
for  Christians  who  share  their  faith.  One  of  the  first
objections  that  a  Christian  is  likely  to  encounter  when
sharing the Gospel is the denial of any confident access to
what has happened in the past. Since Christianity is a faith
that is tied to history, this creates an immediate impasse.
Paul says in 1 Corinthians 15 that if Christ has not been
raised from the dead in a real historical sense, then our
preaching is useless, our faith is futile, we are still in our
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sins, and we are to be pitied more than all men. Christian
evangelists and apologists often point to the existence of
archeological  remains,  ancient  manuscripts,  and  written
accounts of historical events in arguing that Christianity is
a reasonable faith and that the Bible is a trustworthy and
accurate account of the life of Christ. The Judeo/Christian
tradition stands on the belief that God acts in history and
that history reflects this divine incursion.

The Argument Against History
Until  recently,  students  of  history  had  two  competing
approaches  to  their  craft  to  consider.  One  approach,
represented  by  Sir  Geoffrey  Elton,  argued  that  historians
should focus on the documentary record left by the past in
order  to  find  the  objective  truth  about  what  actually
happened. These pieces of data are then used to construct a
narrative of political events which, in turn, becomes the core
of any serious historical writing. Put another way, it’s the
facts that count, and the facts should be used to understand
the actions and motivations of political leaders who determine
the paths taken by nations or kingdoms. All of this assumes
our ability to discover objective truth about history.

The other approach represented by E. H. Carr and his book What
is History? argues that history books and the people who write
them  are  products  of  a  given  time  and  place.  Therefore,
history  is  seen  and  written  through  the  lens  of  the
historians’ prejudices. This is often called the sociological
view of history where a study of the historian is just as
important as the comprehension of his writings.

Over the last three or four decades, Elton’s emphasis on facts
has been slowly losing ground. As one writer put it, “Few
historians  would  now  defend  the  hard-line  concept  of
historical  objectivity  espoused  by  Elton.”{2}  Even  worse,
Carr’s sociological view is being replaced by one that is even



further removed from seeing history as objective truth. The
arrival  of  postmodern  theory  in  the  1980s  eradicated  the
search  for  historical  truth  and  diminished  the  voice  of
professional historians to be just one discourse among many.

Historian David Harlan commented that by the end of the 1980s
most historians—even most working historians—had all but given
up  on  the  possibility  of  acquiring  reliable,  objective
knowledge about the past.{3} By the mid-1990s some historians
were saying that “History has been shaken right down to its
scientific  and  cultural  foundations.”{4}  An  Australian
academic went so far as to declare the killing of history.{5}

The denial of objective historical knowledge is impacting our
culture and the church. Individuals involved with a movement
called  the  Emergent  Church  generally  agree  with
postmodernity’s  denial  of  our  ability  to  know  objective
historical truth. They also claim that those who believe they
can be certain about the past are dangerous. But it is the
culture at large, and especially the unsaved that makes this
issue so important.

A Double Standard
A close look at this issue reveals a growing tendency to
utilize a double standard when it comes to determining what
happened in the past.

It seems that the only historical record that Western culture
is  certain  of  is  that  the  Nazis  committed  mass  genocide
against six million European Jews. The rest of history is
relegated to the uncertainties of our postmodern suspicions.
This  loss  of  confidence  has  become  so  extreme  that  some
nations, especially in Europe, have resorted to the force of
law to regulate what can and what cannot be said regarding
some historical events.

Let’s look at one example. France has made it a crime to deny
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the Holocaust and has successfully prosecuted a number of
authors who have questioned the particulars of the event. Once
a nation goes down this path of legislated historical truth,
it’s  difficult  to  turn  back.  French  lawmakers  recently
attempted to legislate away denials of the Armenian genocide
in  1915  by  the  Turkish  Ottomans.  The  problem  with  these
actions is not the historical accuracy of the position taken
by the French government (the historical evidence supports the
French view), but rather that history is being decided by
legislative acts rather than by a consensus of historians who
hold academic standards in high regard.

The temptation to legislate historical truth lures the other
side to legislate its own version. Turkey has now prosecuted
authors  for  admitting  the  possibility  that  the  Armenian
holocaust actually happened in 1915. It was decided that such
a view was un-Turkish.

If objective historical truth cannot be discerned, it doesn’t
make much sense to legislate one version of it. This Orwellian
response  to  a  loss  of  academic  confidence  only  creates
mistrust  and  a  greater  opportunity  for  the  abuse  or
propagandistic  use  of  history.

How should Christians respond to this battle over the past?

History  is  important  to  the  Christian  faith.  We  need  to
encourage high standards of academic scholarship, even when
the outcome doesn’t immediately support our biblical views. We
also need to humbly concede that the process will be inexact,
and that absolute certainty regarding any single event will
always escape our grasp. Our goal should be to find a middle
position between absolute certainty about what happened and
the complete despair that some postmodernists advocate.



Converging Lines of Evidence
Can we really know anything about history? Thus far we have
considered  some  of  the  arguments  against  what  is  called
objective historical knowledge or historical certainty. Let’s
look now at three ways of thinking about doing history that
might help restore confidence in the process.

The first method is called the converging lines of evidence
approach. How would this technique apply to the subject of the
Holocaust? The first sources of evidence would include written
documents and photographs from the period, including personal
letters,  official  papers,  and  business  forms.  German
administrators  were  highly  efficient  record  keepers,  thus
making significant amounts of data available. Another source
of evidence would be eyewitness accounts from survivors. These
have been carefully collected and recorded over the years.
Evidence from the physical remains of the concentration camps
themselves and inferential evidence from comparing European
population  counts  before  and  after  the  war  provide  more
resources. None of this information is taken at face value,
and no one line of evidence is conclusive. But as the evidence
accumulates our confidence in understanding the event rises
with it.

The second model for acquiring historical knowledge is called
the hermeneutical spiral. This method argues that every time
we ask a question regarding a topic, the research gives us
answers that bring us a little closer to understanding the
event. It also gives us new questions to research. Each pass
we make at understanding brings us a little closer to the
event itself. If applied to understanding Paul’s letter to the
church in Corinth, one might begin by reading the letter in
English and attempting to understand its purpose or message.
This would raise questions about Paul’s audience, prompting
research into the culture of the first century. Eventually one
might learn biblical Greek to better understand exactly what



Paul was trying to communicate. As D. A. Carson writes, “I
hold that it is possible and reasonable to speak of finite
human  beings  knowing  some  things  truly,  even  if  nothing
exhaustively or omnisciently.”{6}

The third approach is known as the fusion of horizons model.
Just as no two people have an identical view of the horizon,
no  two  people  will  have  an  identical  perspective  on  a
historical event. They will interpret the event differently
because of their cultural backgrounds. To overcome this, the
learner must try to step out of his or her current cultural
setting, with its beliefs and presuppositions, and then become
immersed in the language, ideas, and beliefs of the past,
attempting to step into the shoes of those participating in
the event itself.

History and Christianity
Bernard  Lewis,  perhaps  America’s  foremost  scholar  on  the
Middle East, writes that great efforts have been made, and
continue to be made, to falsify the record of the past and to
make history a tool of propaganda.{7} How does this falsifying
of history impact Christians and the church?

First, the Christian faith stands on a historical foundation.
Unlike  other  religious  systems,  a  real  person,  not  just
teachings or a life example, is at the center of Christianity.
Jesus provided a once-for-all payment for sin, and it is our
faith  in  that  provision  that  makes  salvation  possible.
Christians also believe that God has revealed himself through
the inspired writings of the Old and New Testaments. Since
their  influence  depends  on  both  their  antiquity  and
authenticity,  archeological  remains  and  ancient  manuscripts
are vital for making a defense for the authority of the Bible.

Second,  historical  knowledge  is  important  when  we  answer
critics  of  the  Christian  faith.  A  current  example  is  the



comparison of Islam and Christianity regarding tolerance and
civil rights. The myth of Islamic tolerance was created in the
seventeenth  century  when  French  Protestants  used  Islam  to
shame the Catholic Church.{8} Unfortunately, they had little
or no firsthand experience with the brutality of Islam towards
those under its rule. This tolerance myth has been utilized in
recent decades by Muslim writers in the West to continue the
misinformation. Only recently have scholars begun to speak out
and refute the tolerance myth and uncover the brutality of
worldwide jihad over the centuries. It is ironic that as this
program is being written, the president of Iran has convened a
conference to promote the idea that the Jewish Holocaust is a
myth created by the west to impose a homeland for the Jews in
the Middle East.

Whether it’s the Crusades, the Inquisition, or the slave trade
in the west, we need to be able to trust the consensus of
historians who are committed to high academic standards to get
an accurate picture of what actually happened so that we can
give a wise response to our critics. In some cases, we may
need to apologize for those who acted in the name of Christ
yet whose actions violated the teaching of Scripture. In other
cases, we may have to gently correct misconceptions about an
historical event in the media or in our schools that are the
result of inaccurate or incomplete information.

If  we  give  up  on  the  possibility  of  acquiring  historical
knowledge, we also give up an important tool for showing that
our faith is reasonable.
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Are the Essene Gospels Real?
Are the Essene gospels (Gospel of Peace) real? How can you
witness  to  someone  who  believes  these  are  truer  than  the
Bible? I have a father who says he believes in Jesus, but not
the Bible. He says a loving God will not condemn man as long
as he does mostly good. He also rejects that Christ is the
only way. I know we are saved by grace not works and that
Jesus is the way, but how do I explain and share the truth
without arguing? My referring to the Bible only aggravates him
since he rejects it as one of religion and man’s creation.

There are certainly many ancient “Gospels” that never made it
into the Bible.

You can find out more about these on sites like the following:
wesley.nnu.edu/biblical_studies/noncanon/index.htm  and
www.gnosis.org/naghamm/nhl.html.

A search on the latter site for the “Gospel of Peace” produced
no  matches  and  I’ve  actually  never  heard  of  this  one.
Regardless, however, the real questions we must ask are:

1. Who wrote these documents?
2. When were they written?
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3. Are they historically reliable or trustworthy sources of
information about Jesus and the early church?

Many  of  these  documents  were  written  by  groups  (like  the
Gnostics) who were later declared heretical by church councils
and  synods.  They  were  written  AFTER  the  time  of  the  New
Testament Gospels – sometimes by hundreds of years, sometimes
by decades. And with the exception of certain portions of the
Gnostic Gospel of Thomas, they’re generally regarded as late,
legendary, and historically unreliable sources of information
about Jesus and His early followers.

If your father doesn’t believe that the Bible is reliable, you
might  see  if  he’s  willing  to  read  some  books  which  give
evidence that it is. A very good general introduction is “A
General Introduction to the Bible: Revised and Expanded” by
Norman Geisler and William Nix. A book on the Old Testament is
“The Old Testament Documents: Are They Reliable & Relevant?”
by Walter Kaiser. And F.F. Bruce wrote, “The New Testament
Documents: Are They Reliable?” Many other good books exist,
but if your father would be willing to carefully read any of
these, it would be a great start.

Regardless of whether he’s willing to read such books or not,
however, the best thing you can do is pray for him and model
Christlike love toward him. The Lord can work wonderfully to
soften men’s hearts toward Christ and the Bible. Speak a good
word for the Lord as you have opportunity, but mainly just
pray  for  him  and  show  him  God’s  love.  It’s  a  powerful
combination.

Shalom,

Michael Gleghorn
Probe Ministries



Jonah  in  the  Whale  –  An
Actual  Event  Pointed  to  by
Jesus Christ
Probe founder Jimmy Williams considers the question: was Jonah
a real man experiencing real events or is it an allegorical
story? Upon examining Jesus’ use of the book, the testimony of
first century commentators, and the characteristics of modern
day whales and fish, he concludes that Jonah is a record of
actual events.

The book of Jonah—is it history, allegory, or romance? Was he
really swallowed by a great fish as Scripture records? Or was
he even a real person? Did he really go to Nineveh and preach
so effectively that an entire city repented and escaped divine
judgment? These are important questions that not only involve
the integrity of Scripture, but that of our Lord Jesus Christ,
who referred to Jonah as a real person.

Like  the  Sadducees  of  Jesus’  day  who  rejected  all  things
“miraculous” (Remember their question posed to Jesus about the
woman who married seven brothers one after the other and their
concern about whose wife she would be in the resurrection in
Luke 20:33?), modern scholars have had a field day with this
book. Here is an example:

The Book of Jonah is unlike any of the other prophetic books
in that it is not primarily a record of the utterances of the
prophet. Rather it is a short story, clearly fictional. The
hallmarks  of  fiction  rest  in  its  anachronisms  and  its
elements of fantasy. . . . Since the book is fiction, it
would be best to consider the “great fish” an element of
fantasy, a mythological monster, and let it go at that. . .
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.Popularly, Jonah’s fish is considered to have been a whale.

. . . If it was a whale that swallowed Jonah, then we are
left with the fact that the only type of whale with a throat
large enough to swallow a man is the sperm whale. . . . Sperm
whales are not found in the Mediterranean and, in the course
of nature, it is completely unlikely that a man should be
swallowed by one there, or still further, survive three days
and  nights  of  incarceration.  .  .  .  All  difficulties
disappear, however, if it is remembered that the Book of
Jonah is a fantasy.{1}

Always keep in mind that a large proportion of all modern
criticism  of  the  Bible  comes  from  one  philosophical
presupposition:  miracles  do  not  occur.  Locked  into  this
naturalistic  view  of  reality,  it  is  not  surprising  that
skeptical  theologians  encounter  difficulties  throughout  the
Bible. Given their premise, every miracle in Scripture must be
explained away by either tacit rejection, in in the previous
quotation,  or  by  giving  the  “miracle”  some  feasible,
naturalistic explanation. Their attempts to accomplish this
throughout  the  Bible  are  often  so  ludicrous,  varied,  and
contradictory, that we turn with relief back to the Bible,
preferring the miraculous to the ridiculous!

This always reminds me of the illustration Dr. Norman Geisler
alludes to in his many debates: A man visited a psychiatrist
to share a problem which greatly concerned him.
“Doctor, I have a terrible problem.”
“Please tell me about it,” said the doctor.
“Well, I believe that I am dead.”
“Hmmmm, that is a heavy concern. May I ask you a question?”
“Of course,” replied the man.
“Do you believe that dead men bleed?”
“Of course not. That’s preposterous,” said the patient.
The psychiatrist reached over and picked up a long hat pin,
took the man’s hand, and pricked his finger with it. As the
blood  began  to  flow,  the  man  stared  at  his  finger  and



exclaimed, “Well, what do you know! Dead men bleed after all!”

The real question is not, “Are miracles possible?” but rather,
“Does God Exist?”

The Bible declares that “With God all things are possible”
(Matthew 19:26). Those who prefer this presupposition (and
there is good reason to prefer it) acknowledge that God has,
and can activate, for His Sovereign purposes, the prerogative
to intervene, to override the natural laws of the universe
created by His Hand.

Historical Considerations
Jonah 1:1 declares, “The word of the Lord came to Jonah the
son of Amittai.”

Is there any other biblical evidence that Jonah was a real
person? Yes. In 2 Kings 14:25 we read, “He (king Jeroboam II
of Israel) restored the coast of Israel from the entering of
Hamath unto the sea of the plain, according to the word of the
Lord God of Israel, which he spake by the hand of His servant
Jonah, the son of Amittai, the prophet which was by (from)
Gath-hepher.”

Here we discover that Jonah gave a prophetic word concerning
this king, Jeroboam, the greatest and longest-reigning monarch
of  the  Northern  Kingdom,  Israel.  Substantial  archeological
data has been recovered concerning Jeroboam (II) from the city
of Samaria (the royal Capital of the Northern Kingdom) and
Megiddo, including a jasper seal by Schumacher and inscribed,
“Shema, servant of Jeroboam.”{2}

The reference in 2 Kings also informs us as to the time Jonah
lived and ministered. It is thought by some that Jonah may
have been numbered among the “schools of the prophets” and was
a contemporary of Elisha the Prophet (eighth century B.C.)

With respect to the narrative itself, there is no indication



within it, nor among any of the early Judaic traditions that
would suggest that it is not historical. Interestingly enough,
during the third century B.C., the time which most modern
critics assert the book of Jonah was composed, we discover one
of the fourteen books of the Apocrypha, the Book of Tobit,
makes  mention  of  Jonah.  The  Apocryphal  books  are  those
included  in  the  Catholic  Bible  but  not  in  the  Protestant
Bible. They were early considered “suspect” for one reason or
another  and  were  not  regarded  by  the  Jews  as  canonical.
However,  they  do  have  historical  and  literary  merit  for
biblical studies. Tobit, addressing death-bed comments to his
son, Tobias, says: “Go into Media, my child; for I surely
believe  all  the  things  which  Jonah  the  prophet  spake  of
Nineveh, that it shall be overthrown.”{3}

Two  Jewish  writers  of  the  first  century  A.D.,  Philo,  the
philosopher, and Josephus, the historian, also consider Jonah
to  be  an  historical  book.  And  one  of  the  most  prominent
biblical scenes found in the Catacombs of Rome is of Jonah and
his  Fish  .  .  .  no  doubt  for  the  hope  of  resurrection
symbolized by the book, and confirmed by Christ.

Jesus
In  Matthew  12:39-40  Jesus  says,  “An  evil  and  adulterous
generation seeketh after a sign; and there shall no sign be
given to it but the sign of the prophet Jonas; for as Jonas
was three days and three nights in the whales’s belly, so
shall the son of Man be three days and three nights in the
heart of the earth.”

Here Jesus refers to Jonah and his experience as historical.
Critics  have  offered  the  explanation,  based  on  their  “no
miracles” presupposition, that Jesus (actually aware that it
was really a myth) merely accommodated Himself to the naïve
perspective of His first century, unsophisticated hearers, as
someone might refer to King Lear or Don Quixote.



But this is not the only mention of Jonah by our Lord. He goes
on to say in Matthew 12 about Nineveh: “The men of Nineveh
shall stand up with this generation at the judgment and shall
condemn it because they repented at the preaching of Jonah;
and behold, something greater than Jonah is here” (v. 41).

Here Jesus is comparing and linking the real people listening
to  His  words  (“this  generation”)  with  the  generation  of
Jonah’s day and foresees the Day when both groups will be
evaluated and judged on the basis of how they responded to the
divine light given them in their day! The context does not
allow an inference that one generation is parabolic and the
other historical. It does not allow for the “accommodation”
theory of the modern critics. With these words in Matthew 12,
Christ clearly confirms the historicity of the book of Jonah.

Whale or Fish?
The Bible doesn’t say that Jonah was swallowed by a whale.
Only the King James Version of 1611 does that. Jonah 1:17 says
“God prepared a great fish (dag gadol),” not a great whale.
And the Matthew passage (12:40) in Greek refers to the animal
as a “sea monster” (ketos), not a whale. It may or may not
have been a whale. Let’s explore the possibilities, beginning
with  the  question  of  “Could  it  happen?”  Are  there  marine
creatures capable of swallowing a human being?

Whales

There are two basic types of whales if differentiated by their
mouth and throat structures: baleen, and non-baleen (toothed
whales).

Baleen whales are by far the most numerous species in the
oceans  and  include  the  Blue,  Gray,  Humpback,  and  Right
(Bowhead).  All  of  these  whales  are  distinguished  by  the
presence of a baleen “curtain” or “strainer” in their mouths.
They have a very small throat (like a funnel) and feed by



straining krill, plankton, and small crustaceans as they swim
through  the  water  with  their  mouths  open.  It  would  be
impossible for any of these whales to swallow a human, so they
can be ruled out.

The “toothed” whales can be given some consideration. These
include the dolphin, porpoise, Beluga, Narwhal, Orca (Killer
whale), none of which is large enough to swallow a whole human
being, and the Sperm whale, which definitely is.

The Sperm whale is the largest of the toothed whales, adult
males measuring over sixty feet in length (walk into your
garage  and  multiply  the  length  by  four!).  They  are  most
prominent  in  the  Pacific  Ocean,  but  not  unknown  in  the
Atlantic and a favorite of Norwegian whalers. This whale’s
diet consists of giant squid, large sea-bottom and mid-water
sharks, skates, and fishes.{4}

The Sperm whale has a huge capacity in its gullet to store
food.  In  his  book,  Sixty-three  Years  of  Engineering,  Sir
Francis  Fox  tells  of  a  manager  of  a  whaling  station  who
indicates that the whale can “swallow lumps of food eight feet
in diameter, and that in one of these whales they actually
found ‘the skeleton of a shark sixteen feet in length.'{5}

In the Daily Mail of December 14th, 1928, Mr. G. H. Henn, a
resident of Birmingham, England recounted the following story:

My own experience . . . about twenty-five years ago, when the
carcass of a whale was displayed for a week on vacant land in
Navigation Street, outside New Street station . . . I was one
of twelve men, who went into its mouth, passed through its
throat, and moved about in what was equivalent to a fair-
sized room. It’s throat was large enough to serve as a door.
Obviously it would be quite easy for a whale of this kind to
swallow a man.”{6}

This could only have been a sperm whale. On the coast of



England, Mr. Frank Bullen in his book, The Cruise of the
Cachalot (another name for the Sperm whale), notes that the
sperm whale always ejects the contents of its stomach when
dying. He himself witnessed such an incident and described the
huge masses of regurgitated contents, estimating their size as
about “eight feet by six feet into six feet, the total equal
to the bodies of six stout men compressed into one!”{7}

It  is  argued  that  Sperm  whales  are  not  found  in  the
Mediterranean. But who is to say that was the case 2800 years
ago? There are a lot of marine creatures not found today due
to the intense, world-wide fishing pressure of the past 300
years. If a Sperm whale beached itself on the west coast of
England in this century, who’s to say a Sperm whale might not
have found its way into the Mediterranean? We know all whales
migrate toward warm water to bear their young. One would also
suspect  that  if  a  Sperm  whale  did  find  itself  east  of
Gibraltar, it probably would not fare well in the shallower
depths  and  could  well  be  very  hungry!  [One  story  has
circulated for years about the whale ship Star of the East,
which lost a sailor named James Bartley. The story is that he
was swallowed by a large sperm whale, and found alive inside
the whale’s stomach when it was killed and brought aboard. Mr.
Bartley was found unconscious and with his skin bleached by
the whale’s gastric acid, but alive nonetheless. We have just
discovered that this is, regrettably, an urban legend, and
therefore cannot be used to support our argument. Here is a
link  to  the  debunking  of  this  urban  legend:
http://www.ship-of-fools.com/Myths/04Myth.html]

Other Prospects

Baxter also notes a more recent incident:

We have come across the following news-item in the Madras
(India) Mail of November 28th, 1946:

Bombay, November 26. — A twelve-foot tiger shark, weighing

http://www.ship-of-fools.com/Myths/04Myth.html


700 lbs., was dragged ashore last evening at the Sasson
Docks. When the shark was cut open a skeleton and a man’s
clothes were found. It is thought that the victim may have
been one of those lost at sea during the recent cyclone. The
shark was caught by fishermen thirty miles from Bombay.

The Tiger is a medium-size shark. The Great White is much
larger, over thirty feet in length and weighing four tons.
This  shark  has  attacked  swimmers  all  along  the  Atlantic
seaboard on both sides of the ocean.

Which bring us to another important point: It is possible that
Jonah  actually  did  die.  There  are  several  indications  in
chapter 2 (vs. 2, 5, 6). There are also several miracles
recorded  in  this  book:  God  preparing  the  great  fish,  the
hearts of the people of Nineveh, the gourd plant, the east
wind. If Jonah did die in chapter 2, another miracle involving
his  resuscitation  after  the  watery  sojourn  would  not  be
anymore difficult for God to perform than the other miracles
in the book. God chides Abraham when he doubts a child could
come forth from the deadness of Sarah’s womb and says, “Is
anything too difficult for the Lord?” (Gen. 18:14). In Genesis
or Jonah the answer is the same: “No.”

If Jonah actually did die, this simply records one more person
among the several in Scripture who were resuscitated for God’s
intended purpose, and it makes Jonah a still more remarkable
type of Christ and His resurrection . . . which is without a
doubt the main reason this little book is included in the
Sacred Canon!

The main personal application of the Book of Jonah is simply
this: Before God can use the prophet, He must first break the
prophet!

“And after you have suffered for a little while, the God of
all grace, who called you to His eternal glory in Christ, will
Himself perfect, confirm strengthen, and establish you. . . .



Humble yourselves, therefore, under the mighty hand of God,
that He may exalt you at the proper time.” (1 Pet. 5:10, 6).
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