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● 1 Peter 3:15 
○ Our hope is in a person and an event. 
○ The person is Jesus. The event is the resurrection. 
○ 1 Corinthians 15:12-20a 

■ Contains the earliest source in our NT. The creed Paul is passing down, 
some date to originate 8 months – 8 years after the events of the 
resurrection. 

○ Acts 17:1-4, 16-18, 30-34 
■ If someone says “apologetics is not in the Bible,” go here. This is the 

clearest picture of apologetics, done by Paul, in different settings. You 
see apologetics towards the religious, done with Scripture. You see 
apologetics toward pagans, with quotations of Greek philosophers and 
appeals to natural law. 

● The most important question of all time, that has the greatest consequences, that must 
be answered by all people, is, “Did Jesus rise from the dead?” 

● Gary Habermas has completed the most comprehensive investigation to date on what 
scholars believe about the Resurrection. 

○ He has collected more than 1,400 of the most critical scholarly works on the 
Resurrection written from 1975 to 2003. 

○ Habermas reports that virtually all scholars from across the ideological spectrum 
- from ultra-liberals to Bible-thumping conservatives - agree that the following 
points concerning Jesus and Christianity are actual historical facts: 

■ Jesus died by Roman crucifixion. 
■ He was buried, most likely in a private tomb. 
■ Soon afterwards the disciples were discouraged, bereaved, and 

despondent, having lost hope. 
■ Jesus’ tomb was found empty very soon after his interment. 
■ The disciples had experiences that they believed were actual 

appearances of the risen Jesus. 
■ Due to these experiences, the disciples’ lives were thoroughly 

transformed. They were even willing to die for their belief. 
■ The proclamation of the Resurrection took place very early, from the 

beginning of church history. 
■ The disciples’ public testimony and preaching of the Resurrection took 

place in the city of Jerusalem, where Jesus had been crucified and buried 
shortly thereafter. 

■ The gospel message centered on the preaching of the death and 
resurrection of Jesus. 

■ Sunday was the primary day for gathering and worshipping. 
■ James, the brother of Jesus and a skeptic before this time, was converted 

when he believed he also saw the risen Jesus. 
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■ Just a few years later, Saul of Tarsus (Paul) became a Christian believer, 
due to an experience that he also believed was an appearance of the 
risen Jesus. 

○ Despite all of these confirmed events, the skeptic still has one last out 
■ Perhaps the New Testament writers were deceived. 
■ Perhaps the New Testament writers were wrong about what they 

thought they saw. 
■ Perhaps they really believed that Jesus had risen from the dead - and 

that’s why they paid with their lives - but they were mistaken or fooled. 
■ Perhaps there are natural explanations for all the miracles they think they 

saw. 
○ The minimal consensus of all scholars is that the disciples believed that Jesus 

rose from the dead. 
■ For the eyewitnesses and contemporaries of the events to be wrong, 

there must be some other explanation for the Resurrection and the other 
miracles recorded in the NT. 

○ So, how do skeptics explain away the Resurrection? 

 

NOTE: Each skeptical theory must explain away two things: 

1) The empty tomb 
2) The appearances 

 

SKEPTICAL THEORIES OF THE RESURRECTION 

● Hallucination Theory 
○ Perhaps the eyewitnesses sincerely thought they had seen the risen Christ but 

instead were really experiencing hallucinations. 
○ This theory has a number of fatal flaws. 

■ Hallucinations are not experienced by groups but only by individuals. 
● Nobody says, “Wow, what a great dream we had last night!” 
● If rare psychological conditions exist, an individual may have a 

hallucination, but his friends will not. And even if they do, they 
will not have the same hallucination. 

■ The hallucination theory doesn’t work because Jesus did not appear once 
to just one person - he appeared on a dozen separate occasions, in a 
variety of settings to different people over a forty-day period. 

● He was seen by men and women. He was seen walking, talking, 
and eating. He was seen inside and outside. He was seen by many 
and a few. A total of more than 500 people saw this risen Jesus. 
They were not seeing a hallucination or ghost because on six of 
the twelve appearances Jesus was physically touched and/or he 
ate real food. 
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■ The existence of the empty tomb is that second fatal flaw with the 
hallucination theory. 

● If the 500-plus eyewitnesses did have the unprecedented 
experience of seeing the same hallucination at twelve different 
times, then why didn’t the Jewish or Roman authorities simply 
parade Jesus’ body around the city? That would have ended 
Christianity once and forever. They couldn’t, because the tomb 
really was empty. 

● Wrong Tomb Theory 
○ Maybe the disciples went to the wrong tomb and then assumed that Jesus had 

risen. 
○ This theory has two fatal flaws. 

■ If the disciples had gone to the wrong tomb, the Jewish or Roman 
authorities would have gone to the right one and paraded Jesus’ body 
around the city. 

● The tomb was known by the Jews because it was their tomb 
(Joseph of Arimathea, a Jewish Sanhedrin). And the tomb was 
known by the Romans because they placed guards there. 

● As William Lane Craig points out, the wrong tomb theory assumes 
that all of the Jews and the Romans had a permanent kind of 
“collective amnesia” about what they had done with the body of 
Jesus. 

■ Even if the disciples did go to the wrong tomb, the theory does not 
explain how the risen Jesus appeared twelve different times. The 
appearances must be explained. Not just the empty tomb. 

● The empty tomb did not convince most of the disciples. 
● It was the appearances of Jesus that turned them from scared, 

scattered, skeptical cowards into the greatest peaceful missionary 
force in history. 

● This is especially true of Paul and James. 
● Even if one could explain the empty tomb naturally, this would 

not be enough to disprove the Resurrection. Any alternative 
theory of the Resurrection must also explain away the 
appearances of Jesus. 

● Swoon Theory 
○ Perhaps Jesus didn’t really die on the cross but merely swooned. In other words, 

he was still alive when he was placed in the tomb, but he somehow escaped and 
convinced his disciples that he had risen from the dead. 

○ There are numerous fatal flaws to this theory. 
■ Enemies and friends alike thought Jesus was dead. 

● The Romans were professional executioners. 
○ They didn’t break his legs because they knew He was dead. 
○ Pilate even checked to be sure He was dead (Mark 15:44-

45) 
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● Jesus’ death was the reason the disciples had lost all hope. 
● Not only did they at the time of Jesus think He was dead, but 

modern medical doctors also believe Jesus actually died. 
● Writing in the March 21, 1986 edition of the Journal of the 

American Medical Association, three medical doctors, including a 
pathologist from the Mayo Clinic, concluded, 

○ “Clearly, the weight of historical and medical evidence 
indicates that Jesus was dead before the wound to his side 
was inflicted and supports the traditional view that the 
spear, thrust between his right rib, probably perforated 
not only the right lung but also the pericardium and heart 
and thereby ensured his death, Accordingly, 
interpretations based on the assumption that Jesus did not 
die on the cross appear to be at odds with modern medical 
knowledge.” 

■ Jesus was embalmed in 75 pounds of bandages and spices. It is highly 
unlikely that they would have embalmed a living Jesus. 

■ How would a badly injured and bleeding man still be alive 36 hours later? 
He would have bled to death in that cold, damp, dark tomb. 

■ Even if He did survive, how could he unwrap himself, move the 2-ton rock 
up and away from the inside of the tomb, get by the elite Roman guards 
(who would be killed for allowing the breach of security)? 

■ How would the bloodied and barely alive Jesus convince the scared, 
scattered, skeptical cowards that he had triumphed over death? They 
would not have worshipped Him, they would have tried to help him. 

■ It also cannot explain away the appearance to Paul on the road to 
Damascus, which changed a persecutor of the church to its greatest 
evangelist. 

■ Several non-Christian writers affirmed that Jesus had died by crucifixion. 
● Josephus, Tacitus, Thallus, and the Jewish Talmud. 

● Stolen Body Theory 
○ Perhaps Jesus’ disciples stole his body. 
○ This theory turns from the disciples being deceived to the disciples being the 

ones who did the deceiving. 
○ This position makes the disciples out to all be liars. 
○ Matthew 28:11-15 
○ The disciples had no motive or ability to steal the body. 

■ For some reason, they stole the body in order to get themselves beaten, 
tortured, and martyred. 

● Chuck Colson, former aide to President Nixon and founder of 
Prison Fellowship, went to prison over the Watergate scandal. 
Comparing his experience to that of the apostles, he writes, 

○ “Watergate involved a conspiracy to cover up, perpetrated 
by the closest aides to the President of the United States - 
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the most powerful men in America, who were intensely 
loyal to their president. But one of them, John Dean, turned 
state’s evidence, that is, testified against Nixon, as he put 
it, “to save his own skin” - and he did so only two weeks 
after informing the president about what was really going 
on - two weeks! The real cover-up, the lie, could only be 
held together for two weeks, and then everybody else 
jumped ship in order to save themselves. Now, the fact is 
that all that those around the president were facing was 
embarrassment, maybe prison. Nobody’s life was at stake. 
But what about the disciples? Twelve powerless men, 
peasants really, were facing not just embarrassment or 
political disgrace, but beatings, stonings, execution. Every 
single one of the disciples insisted, to their dying breaths, 
that they had physically seen Jesus bodily raised from the 
dead. Don’t you think that one of those apostles would 
have cracked before being beheaded or stoned? That one 
of them would have made a deal with the authorities? 
None did.” 

○ James was stoned. Paul was beheaded. Peter was crucified 
upside down. 

■ How did the disciples get past the elite Roman guards who were guarding 
the tomb with their lives? 

■ If Jesus never rose from the dead,  who appeared to Paul, James, and the 
other eyewitnesses? 

○ The fact that the Jews were spreading this theory is proof that the tomb actually 
was empty. 

■ Why would the Jews concoct an explanation for the empty tomb if Jesus’ 
body was still in there? 

● Substitute Theory 
○ Perhaps a substitute took Jesus’ place on the cross 
○ This is the explanation offered by many Muslim 

■ The Qur’an states, “They killed him not, nor crucified him, but so it was 
made to appear to them, and those who differ therein are full of doubts, 
with no (certain) knowledge, but only conjecture to follow, for of a surety 
they killed him not: Nay, Allah raised him up unto Himself; and Allah is 
Exalted in Power, Wise.” (Sura 4:157-158) 

○ There are several problems with this theory 
■ There is no evidence to back it up. 

● This Muslim assertion comes more than 600 years after the 
lifetime of Jesus. How can it be considered more authentic than 
the eyewitnesses and the non-Christian early sources? 

■ How did the followers of Jesus and his mother not recognize that it was 
not him on the cross? 
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■ How were the Romans mistaken about who they killed? 
■ If Jesus wasn’t killed, then why was the tomb of the man who really was 

killed found empty? Are we to believe the substitute rose from the dead? 
● The Disciples’ Faith Led to Their Belief in the Resurrection 

○ John Dominic Crossan, from the Jesus Seminar, brought up this theory in a 
debate with William Lane Craig. 

○ Crossan offered the theory that the disciples made up the Resurrection story 
because they “searched the Scriptures” after his death and found that 
“persecution, if not execution, was almost like a job description of being God’s 
elect.” 

■ The entire two-hour debate turned on Craig’s response. He said, “Right. 
And that came after they experienced the resurrection appearances...the 
faith of the disciples did not lead to the resurrection appearances, but it 
was the appearances which lead to their faith; they then searched the 
scriptures.” 

○ Crossan cannot account for the appearances to over 500 people (AND Paul) 
○ He cannot account for the empty tomb or the Jewish attempt to explain it 

■ The Jews knew the disciples were claiming that the Resurrection was a 
real historical event, not a mere product of their faith. 

● Pagan Myth Theory 
○ This theory asserts that the NT is not historical because NT writers merely copied 

pagan resurrection myths. 
○ Skeptics are quick to cite supposed resurrections of mythical characters like 

Marduk, Adonis, and Osiris. Is the NT just another myth? 
■ The NT is anything but mythological, as a literary form. 
■ The NT is loaded with eyewitnesses and real historical figures and is 

corroborated by outside sources 
■ C.S. Lewis, a writer of myths himself, has commented that the NT stories 

do not show signs of being mythological. 
● “All I am in private life is a literary critic and historian, that’s my 

job. And I’m prepared to say on that basis if anyone thinks the 
Gospels are either legends or novels, then that person is simply 
showing his incompetence as a literary critic. I’ve read a great 
many novels and I know a fair amount about the legends that 
grew up among early people, and I know perfectly well the 
Gospels are not that kind of stuff.” 

■ This theory cannot explain the empty tomb, the martyrdom of the 
eyewitnesses, or the testimony of the non-Christian writings. 

■ Ancient non-Christian sources knew that the NT writers were not offering 
mythical accounts, but rather historical claims. 

■ No Greek or Roman myth spoke of the literal incarnation of a 
monotheistic God into human form, by a virgin, followed by his death and 
physical resurrection. 
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■ The first real parallel of a dying and rising god does not appear until A.D. 
150, more than 100 years after the origin of Christianity. 

● The only known account of a god surviving death that predates 
Christianity is the Egyptian cult god Osiris. 

○ In this myth Osiris is cut into 14 pieces, scattered around 
Egypt, then reassembled and brought back to life by the 
goddess Isis. However, Osiris does not actually come back 
to physical life but becomes a member of the shadowy 
underworld. 

■ Even if there were myths that predate, it does not mean the NT writers 
copied the myths. 

● Star Trek predates the U.S. Space Shuttles program, but it doesn’t 
mean it copied Star Trek. 

 

● Christians need to put the burden of proof on the skeptic. It is one thing to concoct an 
alternative theory to the Resurrection. It is another thing to come up with real evidence 
for it. 

● No one from the ancient world - not even the enemies of Christianity - has offered a 
plausible alternative explanation for the Resurrection. 

○ Many of the theories from the past 200 years stem from an anti-supernatural 
bias. 

● Those who present alternative theories need to be asked, “What evidence do you have 
for your theory?” 

● Not only do we lack a natural explanation for the empty tomb, but we have positive 
evidence for the Resurrection. 
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from “I Don’t Have Enough Faith To Be An Atheist” 


