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The Resurrection 

By 

Christopher J. Moore 

 

The resurrection of Jesus Christ is one of the central tenets of the Christian 

faith, for as St Paul puts it, ‘if Christ has not been raised, your faith is 

pointless’ (1 Corinthians 15:17). In order to examine this doctrine of the 

resurrection, it is necessary to scrutinize the events leading up to it, namely 

the death of Jesus and his burial, and then to analyze the evidence for his 

resurrection through his subsequent appearances. It is important for 

Christians to consider the Quest for the Historical Jesus in order to know 

Jesus better and though him God. The investigation that follows considers 

some of the approaches of those involved in the Quest for the Historical 

Jesus and suggests means by which the historical Jesus and the Christ of 

Faith may be drawn together to produce evidence for the resurrection that 

would be acceptable to Christians. 

 

One approach for undertaking this investigation is to consider the evidence 

of those who recorded the events of Jesus’ life, namely the authors of the 

three synoptic Gospels, Matthew, Mark and Luke and also the Gospel of 

John. A prosecutor considering evidence to prove a criminal offence will 

ponder the evidence of the witnesses and explore those elements in an effort 

to corroborate the facts. This was a method used by Norman Perrin, known 
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as ‘Multiple Attestation’ where he argued that any material found in all or 

most of the synoptic Gospels could be considered reliable.
1
 

 

Before his passion and death, the Gospels record predictions by Jesus about 

the nature of his death and its timing. ‘It will be the Passover, as you know, 

in two days’ time, and the Son of man will be handed over to be crucified.’ 

(Matthew 26:2) and ‘You will not always have me’ (Matthew 26:11; Luke 

14:7; John 12:8). The betrayal is also reported, ‘I say to you, one of you will 

betray me’ (Matthew 26:21; Mark 14:18; John 13:21). Finally, after the 

institution of the Eucharist, Jesus says ‘I shall never drink again wine until 

the day I drink the new wine with you in the kingdom of my Father’ 

(Matthew 26:29; Mark 15:25; Luke 22:18). Using Perrin’s methodology, 

few would argue that Jesus was able to predict his forthcoming execution.  

 

As predicted Jesus was subsequently arrested and sentenced to death by 

crucifixion. Some like Karl Friedrich Bahrdt argue that Jesus did not die on 

the cross but that with the support of a secretive group called the Essene 

Order, Jesus’ death was stage-managed using drugs. Karl Venturini argues 

slightly differently that Jesus had indeed expected to die but a rich aristocrat 

by the name of Joseph of Arimathea intervened, removing him from the 

cross before he died. Examination of the biblical texts provides reliable 

evidence to the contrary.  
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All four Gospels recall events after the last supper where Jesus went to 

Gethsemane and prayed whilst the disciples slept until he was arrested. He 

was taken before Annas, the high priest and examined before he was 

delivered to Pontius Pilate, the Roman prefect of Judea from A.D. 26 to 36. 

Pilate found ‘no crime in this man’ (Luke 23:4; John 18:38) but he had him 

scourged (Matthew 27:27-31; Mark 15:16-20; John 19:1-2). In Roman times 

scourging was often a precursor to execution and could bring the criminal 

close to the point of death. Jesus was then required to carry the crossbeam to 

the site of execution, suffering the combined effects of hunger, fatigue, 

blood loss and severe shock. He was so weak that the Romans were 

concerned that he might die before he was crucified so they forced a 

stranger, Simon of Cyrene into service to carry the cross (Matthew 27:31; 

Mark 15:21; Luke 23:26).
2
  

 

Despite falling three times on the journey to Golgotha, Jesus survived the 

exertions long enough to be crucified with two criminals. All four 

evangelists recount Jesus’ cry that he was thirsty and the incident of the 

vinegar being offered to him. The synoptic Gospels recall the cry of Psalm 

31 in which Jesus is heard to call out ‘Eli, eli, lama sabachthani’ which 

means ‘My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?’ And finally, all 

state that Jesus died (Matthew 27:45-54; Mark 15:33-39, Luke 23:44-48, 

John 19:28-30). There were many witnesses to this: the Roman soldiers 

themselves who were experts at conducting public crucifixions, the Jewish 
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officials, the women who had followed Jesus, his friends and ordinary Jews 

traveling past the place of execution along the road just outside the walls of 

Jerusalem. In addition John notes that ‘the disciple whom he [Jesus] loved 

was near the cross with the women’ (19:26). Whilst there is much scholarly 

debate over the identity of this disciple and it is credible that he may be the 

writer of the Gospel of John (21:24), he was certainly an eyewitness.   

 

The Sabbath was nearing and the Jews requested Pilate to break the legs of 

those crucified. This would hasten their death which could otherwise last 

many days. When the soldiers came to Jesus, ‘they saw that he was already 

dead, so instead of breaking his legs, one of the soldiers pierced his side 

with a lance, and immediately there came out blood and water’ (John 

19:34). This episode is only reported in the Gospel of John who has a 

tendency to include more details than the synoptic Gospels, supporting the 

argument earlier that this is potentially an eyewitness account. However, 

this event fulfills the earlier prophesy that ‘living water symbolic of the 

Spirit’ would flow from the side of Jesus (John 7:37-39) and ‘(since the 

bones of the paschal lamb were not to be broken), that he was the Lamb of 

God (John 1:29).
3
  

 

It is reported in Mark that when the request was made to Pilate to have the 

body of Jesus removed, Pilate ‘astonished’ that Jesus should be dead so 

soon sought assurance from the centurion that the report was accurate. It 
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was only after receiving confirmation of the truth that he agreed to release 

the body (Mark 15:44-45). 

 

The evidence proved beyond reasonable doubt the fact Jesus did die and 

was not as some contend, subjected to a drug induced coma which allowed 

the Jews to deceive Pilate into handing them the unconscious body so he 

could be revived sometime later. There is also considerable evidence about 

the burial of Jesus in all four Gospels. The evangelists testify that Joseph of 

Arimathea, a member of the Sanhedrin and a believer was given permission 

to take away the body, embalm and wrap it in a shroud and place it in the 

tomb. He was assisted by another member of the council Nicodemus. The 

important detail to note here is that neither of these men was an apostle 

(Matthew 27:57-61; Mark 15:42-47; Luke 23:50-56; John 19:38-42). The 

women, Mary Magdalene and another Mary also saw where Jesus was laid, 

but it was the Sabbath so they rested. Matthew recalls that the Chief Priests 

and the Pharisees implored Pilate to set a guard reminding him of Jesus’ 

prediction that after 3 days he would rise from the dead. So the stone was 

sealed and soldiers were put on guard for 3 days. 

 

It is my contention that there is ample evidence to substantiate that Jesus 

was tortured, crucified, died and was buried and that soldiers were set to 

guard the tomb to prevent the body from being removed and thus deprive 

the disciples any opportunity to claim that Jesus had risen from the dead. 

The next part of this essay will examine the writings of some of the scholars 
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involved in the quest before considering the evidence of the resurrection and 

especially the appearances after his death contained in the Gospels 

 

Venturini claims that the Order of Essenes removed Jesus from the tomb, 

leaving two of their brethren behind and it is these two who are mistaken for 

the angels. Jesus then appeared to various people and groups over the next 

forty days but Venturini does not venture to explain how Jesus was able to 

recover from his wounds in such a short period of time. Heinrich Paulus 

also claims Jesus did not die and claims his appearances were a series of 

optical illusions.  

 

All the evangelists document the discovery of the empty tomb and except 

for Luke, specifically names Mary Magdalen as being in attendance. All 

record the fact that the stone had been rolled away and all but John declare 

the presence of at least one man dressed in white who ‘dazzled’ or ‘amazed’ 

them and all bar Mark reveal that those who found the empty tomb ran to 

tell the disciples (Matthew 28:1-8; Mark 16:1-8; Luke 24:1-12; John 20:1-

13). Whilst Luke mentions that the disciples believed it was idle gossip, 

John has Peter and the other apostles running to the tomb to establish the 

facts for themselves. I aver that there is little doubt the tomb was empty and 

the body of Jesus was no longer present. However, what has been disputed 

by scholars is the concept of the resurrection, that Jesus was actually raised 

from the dead in bodily form. The Gospels contain many references to the 

resurrection and post-death appearances. Matthew writes that the angel in 

the tomb told the women that Jesus had risen and urged them to inform the 
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disciples (Matthew 28:1-8). On their way back Jesus appears to and greets 

the women telling them that he would meet his brethren in Galilee (Matthew 

28:8-10). Mark confirms that Jesus first appeared to Mary Magdalene and 

adds that the disciples did not believe the women even after he had appeared 

to two of them (16:9-11). Luke records the appearance to the two disciples 

on the road to Emmaus, where the disciples failed to recognize Jesus until 

he re-enacted the breaking of bread at the last supper. (Luke 24:13-35).  

 

The next appearance is to the 11 remaining apostles which is evidenced in 

all four Gospels albeit there is a slightly different version in John 

concerning the absence on the first occasion of ‘doubting’ Thomas 

(Matthew 28:16-20; Mark 16:14-18; Luke 24:36-43; John 20:19-19). In his 

epilogue, John records a further appearance to the disciples on the shore of 

the Sea of Tiberius. Like the appearance on the road to Emmaus, the 

disciples do not recognize him immediately. Yet they obey his instructions 

and pay out their nets to be rewarded with a great catch of fish. Only when 

Jesus broke bread, did Peter recognize him (John 21:1-12). This episode 

reflects the earlier incident in Luke where Jesus first recruited the apostles 

as they fished in the Lake of Gennesaret (5:1-11). 

 

St Paul also provides evidence of the resurrection and cites a number of 

appearances by Jesus after his death. The first was to Cephas (an Aramaic 

word meaning rock, which in Greek is Petra, suggesting this was Petros, that 

is Peter the Apostle) and then to the twelve. Then he appeared to more than 

five hundred brethren at one time ‘most of whom are still alive’, then to 
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James, then to all the apostles, ‘last of all he appeared to me too, as though I 

was a child born abnormally’ (1 Corinthians 15:3-8). Here then is a most 

powerful eye witness account of Jesus risen from the dead, appearing to 

large groups of people as well as individual witnesses. Perhaps most 

astonishing is the appearance to Paul, a Pharisee who persecuted the 

Christians until God revealed himself to him as the Messiah on the road to 

Damascus. 
4
 

 

The early missionary church relied on its own witnesses to the bodily 

resurrection. If this story was invented by the early Christians, it would have 

been reasonable to expect them to assert that it was the disciples who first 

reported it and not Mary Magdalen or other women, as women of that time 

and culture were ‘disqualified as valid witnesses’. These appearances (apart 

from Paul’s) were perfectly ordinary; they do not occur during dreams or at 

night, nor do they reveal the glory of the transfiguration, there is no attempt 

to exaggerate them in order to convince potential believers.
5
   

 

Furthermore, the Gospel narratives of the resurrection, whilst apparently 

containing some areas of conflict are absolutely clear in two other aspects. 

First, Jesus appears in a physical body that has extraordinary supernatural 

powers. He is able to eat and drink on the sea shore and Thomas is able to 
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put his hands in the wounds whilst at the same time, Jesus has the ability to 

enter locked rooms. The point here is that Jesus has neither a physical body 

that was resuscitated after being brought down from the cross, nor total 

abandonment of the physical body, it is a ‘transformation into a new mode 

of physicality’. The second feature is that the appearances of Jesus did not 

continue beyond the forty days between his resurrection and ascension into 

heaven. Therefore, the resurrection could not have been an invention of the 

early Church but must relate closely to early memories of those who 

witnessed the events.
6
 

 

The conspiracy theory that the disciples removed the body of Jesus from the 

tomb and claimed that he had risen does not pass the evidential test when 

judged against the many witnesses who claim to have seen Jesus after his 

death. The Gospel account that the guards informed the chief priests that the 

body was missing and they in turn were bribed to perpetrate this rumour 

(Matthew 28:11-15) is the likely source of this conspiracy. It served as a 

means of self preservation following the guards’ apparent dereliction of 

duty and to protect the chief priests who had condemned Jesus. 

 

The final question to consider is whether the crucified Jesus was the divine 

son of God. Here it is interesting to note a certain irony that commences 

during the hearing before Pilate, where the chief priests declare ‘We have no 

king except Caesar’ (Luke 19:15). Thereafter, Pilate wrote a notice that was 

fastened to the cross which read ‘This is the king of the Jews’ (Luke 23:38). 
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In John, the Jewish chief priests question Pilate about the wording of the 

inscription and Pilate responds ‘What I have written, I have written’ (John 

19:21-22). The chief priests and Pilate have each changed sides, in which 

the chief priests no longer acknowledged God as their king and replaced 

him with Caesar whilst Pilate recognized that Jesus was indeed the divine 

king of the Jews. Finally, the centurion present at the crucifixion 

acknowledges the truth that ‘this man was son of God’ (Matthew 27:54; 

Mark 15:39; Luke 23:47). 

 

The depictions in the four gospels of the death and burial of Jesus together 

with his many appearances during the forty days after the first Easter 

provide ample evidence for the resurrection of Jesus Christ. The skeptical 

approaches of the Enlightenment scholars and those who followed thereafter 

in the historical quest for Jesus fail to convince the believer that this pivotal 

event either did not occur, or was invented by the early Christians for even 

the centurion at the foot of the cross and Pilate, who was forced to condemn 

Jesus out of fear, recognized him for who he was, true God and true man.  

 

(2529 words) 
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