
Was Jesus really raised from the dead? 

 
     The evidence that Jesus is a real, historical figure is so overwhelming that very few 
skeptics try to say Jesus never existed.  Still, since Jesus could not have been raised 
from the dead unless He was an actual historical figure, it seems necessary to briefly 
discuss whether or not Jesus is a fictional character (some skeptics have likened Him to 
Santa Claus).  The gospels, which are highly regarded historical documents, say that 
Jesus lived, but they are by no means the only source. 
     Proof for Jesus being a real person is found in the writings of Josephus, a first 
century Jewish historian who said:  “He convened a meeting of the Sanhedrin and 
brought before them a man named James, the brother of Jesus, who was called the 
Christ, and certain others.  He accused them of having transgressed the law and 
delivered them up to be stoned” (Josephus, The Antiquities 20:200).  This historical 
reference not only proves that Jesus lived, it is especially noteworthy because Jesus 
and Josephus were so different.  Jesus encouraged people to pay taxes and 
encouraged people to submit to the government.  Josephus was mainly interested in the 
Jews’ struggle against Rome and political matters (his philosophy was the very opposite 
of Jesus’ teaching).  In spite of these two very different philosophies, Josephus does 
refer to Jesus and says people “called” Him the “Christ.”   
     Another reference to Jesus is found in the writings of Tacitus, a premier first century 
Roman historian.  Tacitus said, “Nero fastened the guilt and inflicted the most exquisite 
tortures on a class hated for their abominations, called Christians by the populace.  
Christus, from whom the name had its origin, suffered the extreme penalty during the 
reign of Tiberius at the hands of one of our procurators, Pontius Pilatus, and a most 
mischievous superstition, thus checked for the moment, again broke out not only in 
Judaea, the first source of the evil, but even in Rome….Accordingly, an arrest was 
made of all who pleaded guilty:  then, upon their formation, an immense multitude was 
convicted, not so much of the crime of firing the city, as of hatred against mankind” (The 
Annals, book XV, chapter 44).  The gospels, Josephus and Tacitus all verify that Jesus 
really lived, but evidence for Jesus’ existence also comes from Jesus’ enemies (those 
who opposed the Lord actually help prove that He was a real person). 
     Skeptics and believers often find basic agreement on the fact that Jesus really did 
live.  Believers and unbelievers also sometimes find some basic points of agreement 
regarding Jesus’ death and burial (many will concede that Jesus died on the cross and 
was buried).  There can even be basic agreement on one more point:  After three days 
one of two things was true:  Jesus’ body was still in the tomb or it was not.  If His body 
was no longer in the grave (and most agree it was not), it had to be somewhere else.  
Believers say the tomb was empty because of the resurrection.  Unbelievers have many 
different explanations for the empty tomb, including the following. 
     Some believe Jesus’ body was still in the grave, but people forgot where the tomb 
was.  Since the tomb could not be found, the disciples claimed Jesus had been raised 
from the dead.  Others claim Jesus’ body was thrown into a mass grave and never 
found, even though people searched for it.  Both of these explanations cannot be 
harmonized with several facts, eight of which are these: 
 



1. The accuracy of the gospel writers has been repeatedly proven (their testimony 
is as historically credible as Josephus and other ancient writers).  Since these 
authors affirmed that people went to the correct tomb (compare Mk. 16:6; Jn. 
19:41; 20:1, 12), their testimony must be accepted or discredited.  As of this 
writing the information in the gospels has never been successfully rebutted. 

 
2. Joseph of Arimathaea, the owner of the tomb, surely knew where this grave was 

located (Mt. 27:59-60). 
 

3. The disciples were familiar with the place where Jesus was laid (see the 
references under point 1). 

 
4. The Jewish and Roman officials knew where Jesus’ body was taken (Mt. 27:64-

66).  
 

5. Jesus’ adversaries could have quickly denounced all resurrection claims by 
producing His body.  If the Lord had been laid in a mass grave, this site could 
have been found, the body could have been recovered, and the resurrection 
story could have been proven false once and for all. 

 
6. The tomb was “sealed” with a Roman seal (Mt. 26:66) and watched by guards 

(Mt. 28:4).  Certainly the guards would have been familiar with the place they 
were guarding, especially since this was a “high profile case.” 

 
7. This grave belonged to a wealthy member of the Jewish council (Mt. 27:57-60).  

Would the location of a rich person’s grave simply be forgotten? 
 

8. After the resurrection Jesus appeared to the “apostles” (Acts 1:2) for a period of 
“40 days” and offered “many proofs” (Acts 1:3).  How could these men who had 
traveled with Jesus for years have been fooled for more than a month? 

 
     Since the theories about people having difficulty finding Jesus’ tomb or the Lord 
being buried in a mass grave are not convincing, skeptics have sometimes turned to 
other ideas to explain away the resurrection.  It has been claimed that Jesus was 
supposed to be put into a specific tomb, but His body was mistakenly put elsewhere and 
the resulting confusion led people to conclude He had been raised from the dead.  This 
is an interesting idea, but it also fails to account for what happened. 
 
     1.  Mary was able to actually see where the body had been (Jn. 20:11-12). 
 

2. If this theory was true, it would mean that many who really wanted to find the 
body (the disciples, the Jews, and the Romans) were unable to locate a recently 
used tomb. 
 

3. What about the Roman guard?  Did these men seal the wrong tomb and guard 
the wrong grave? 



 
4. How do we account for all the eyewitness resurrection testimony described in the 

preceding commentary? 
 

     Since the foregoing theory is not credible, some have suggested that the 
resurrection is a legend (this story was circulated several years after Jesus’ death).  
This idea is also too flawed to be true. 
 

1. Over 500 people saw Jesus in His resurrected state “at one time” (1 Cor. 15:6).   
 
2. The story of the resurrection was told early (soon after the crucifixion) and it was 

told in Jerusalem, the absolute worst place to perpetuate a false story about a 
resurrection (compare Jn. 11:53-54). 

 
     Since the legend theory cannot be true, some have claimed Jesus experienced a 
“spiritual resurrection.”  In other words, Jesus was “raised in His Spirit,” but His physical 
body suffered decay and remained in the tomb.  This explanation is also unacceptable 
for at least two reasons.  
 

1. The 500 witnesses described in 1 Cor. 15:6 did not visit with a Spirit.  
 
2.  Three days in the tomb was not enough time for Jesus’ body to experience any 

significant decay.  Why didn’t the Jews or Romans bring out the dead but still 
identifiable corpse and show it to people? 

 
     Another popular denial of the resurrection is found in the hallucination theory.  This 
idea says those who claimed to witness the resurrection hallucinated; people thought 
they saw Jesus, but they were actually deluded. 
     There are situations in life where people are deluded or hallucinate, but, as shown by 
the following points, those who witnessed the resurrection did not experience these 
things.  

1. Certain conditions must exist before people hallucinate.  Two of the most 
common things that cause hallucinations are taking some type of drug or 
depriving the body of what it needs.  There is no evidence that these or any of the 
other conditions that cause hallucinations were associated with those who 
claimed to be with Jesus before, during, or after His time in the tomb.   

2. Hallucinations are common with people who have schizophrenia and (or) 
psychosis.  Were the more than 500 people who saw Jesus on a single occasion 
all prone to schizophrenic or psychotic behavior or tendencies?  The chance of 
this happening, to so many people who came from many different backgrounds, 
would be greater than the resurrection itself. 

3. The chance that more than 500 people in a single setting, plus all the other 
resurrection witnesses described in the previous bulleted points, would have the 
exact same hallucination, at the same time, and describe their experience in 
precisely the same way, is not credible to those who have knowledge of 



psychology.  Neither can such be believed by those who possess even a little 
common sense.  Hallucinations are relatively rare occurrences and they happen 
to people on an individual basis (i.e. it is not possible for one person to somehow 
induce a hallucination in someone else).    

 
4. Hallucinations do not sit down to dinner with people and invite them to have a 

closer look at things (Lk. 24:38-42).   
 

5. Hallucinations occur in the minds of people who have hope and expectancy, but 
Jesus’ disciples were fearful, doubtful, and in a state of despair after the 
crucifixion.  These men were the worst possible candidates for a hallucination. 

 
6. How likely is it that Saul, who we usually describe as the apostle Paul, would 

become convinced of the resurrection and turn his back on a very successful 
Jewish career (Phil. 3:4-8) because of a hallucination? 

 
     Some have seen the problems with all the preceding arguments and have concluded 
it is better to say that Jesus’ tomb really was empty.  These skeptics do not believe in 
the resurrection; they believe the tomb had no body because Jesus’ disciples stole it 
and then proclaimed that He had returned from the dead.  This attempt is far from new; 
it was tried by people in the first century (Mt. 28:11-14) and it also is an insufficient 
answer to the empty tomb.  In addition to failing to account for Jesus’ many resurrection 
appearances, this explanation also does not account for the following points. 
 

1. Consider the Roman guard.  Suggesting that these soldiers were bribed or 
sleeping is so unrealistic that Matthew did not bother to refute this idea (Mt. 
28:14-16).  Matthew apparently mentioned this point to let us know that some 
tried to deny the resurrection by using this idea, but first century people knew this 
explanation could not be true. 

2. The fearfulness of the disciples (they fled when Jesus was arrested) and the 
fierceness of the Roman soldiers cannot be reconciled with the disciples stealing 
Jesus’ body.   

3. If this theory is true, how do we know it was the disciples who stole Jesus’ body?  
If the guards were sleeping, how do we know who entered into the tomb? 

4. The guards at the tomb were Roman soldiers, battle-hardened men that people 
didn’t interfere with (compare Mt. 27:65).  

5. A huge stone (“exceeding great”) covered the entrance to the tomb (Mk. 16:3-4).  
Instead of being pushed aside, this stone was actually moved away from the 
tomb entrance (see the commentary on Mk. 16:1-4 in section 47 of this author’s 
commentary on the Gospels).  How could men continue to sleep when a rock 
estimated to have weighed some 2 tons was lifted up and set somewhere else?  
McDowell (The Resurrection Factor, pp. 53-54) indicates that 20 men were 
needed to move a boulder of this size.   



6. John (11:7-8) says:  “Then after this he saith to the disciples, Let us go into 
Judaea again.  The disciples say unto him, Rabbi, the Jews were but now 
seeking to stone thee; and goest thou thither again?”  The disciples knew how the 
religious officials hated Jesus.  If these men made up a story about Jesus being 
raised from the dead, or they tried to steal His body, they would have been doing 
things that would have resulted in the full wrath of the Jewish officials (i.e. arrest, 
imprisonment, beatings, and possibly death).  Why would these men subject 
themselves to great risk and terrible suffering if there was no resurrection?  
Moreover, why didn’t the apostles simply tell the Jewish officials they were lying 
about the resurrection when they began to face severe persecution?  Why not 
deny the resurrection and stop the persecution? 
     If the disciples suffered for a lie or they endured suffering for a prank, there is 
no parallel to their actions in the history of the world.  Certainly there was no 
earthly incentive for these men to take Jesus’ body or proclaim that He had been 
raised from the dead if the resurrection was untrue.  There was no earthly 
mansion waiting for them on the Mediterranean and no cushy political job if they 
lied about the resurrection.  The disciples believed and publicly proclaimed their 
belief in the resurrection because Jesus had shown Himself “alive by many 
proofs” (Acts 1:3).  

7. If the disciples took the body, why didn’t Jewish authorities or even the Romans 
use this explanation?  Why was it necessary to give the soldiers “much money” 
(Mt. 28:12) to say Jesus’ body had been stolen by the disciples while they (the 
guards) slept (Mt. 28:13)? 
 

     Since the theories about the disciples taking the body are inadequate to explain 
away the resurrection, some have said the authorities took Jesus’ body.  This 
explanation is also indefensible.  The last thing the authorities wanted to do, especially 
the Jewish authorities, was to have an empty tomb on the day Jesus was supposed to 
have been raised.  Why do the very thing Jesus had predicted!?  The Bible says the 
authorities wanted to keep the Lord’s tomb intact (Mt. 27:65-66) and they wanted to 
know where Jesus’ body was (Mt. 27:62-64).  Having the Lord’s body disappear, or 
giving people any opportunity to claim He had been raised, were the very things the 
authorities wanted to avoid. 
     When skeptics realize all the preceding arguments cannot explain the resurrection, 
they sometimes appeal to the “resuscitation theory” (this is also known as the “swoon 
theory”).  In the 18th century this view had many adherents and it is still somewhat 
popular in the United States, especially on some university campuses.  Proponents of 
the swoon theory say Jesus suffered shock, pain, blood loss and dehydration, but these 
things only led to His fainting—not His death on the cross.  After Jesus collapsed, His 
lifeless body was removed from the cross and taken to a cool tomb.  The coolness of 
the tomb revived Him and then He began to appear to people.  It is further alleged that 
He was able to fool people because first century people lacked the medical knowledge 
we now possess.  This theory also says Jesus’ disciples were shocked at His recovery, 
but they masked their surprise by inventing the resurrection story.  This is another 
creative theory, but it is just as inadequate as all the preceding attempts to explain away 
the resurrection. 



     Jesus went through six different trials and finally experienced a “scourging” (Jn. 
19:1).  This beating was a legal precursor to crucifixions and it was so bad that some 
men died from it.  In fact, Jesus’ beating was so terrible that the Greek text in 1 Pet. 
2:24 literally says we are healed by Jesus’ “stripe” (the singular indicates Jesus’ wounds 
were so many or terrible that they all ran together and looked like a single injury).  
Strobel (The Case For Christ, p. 261) offered this description of the Roman scourgings:  
“‘Roman floggings were known to be terribly brutal.  They usually consisted of thirty-nine 
lashes but frequently were a lot more than that, depending on the mood of the soldier 
applying the blows.   
     “‘The soldier would use a whip of braided leather thongs with metal balls woven into 
them.  When the whip would strike the flesh, these balls would cause deep bruises or 
contusions, which would break open with further blows.  And the whip had pieces of 
sharp bone as well, which would cut the flesh severely. 
     “‘The back would be so shredded that part of the spine was sometimes exposed by 
the deep, deep cuts.  The whipping would have gone all the way from the shoulders 
down to the back, the buttocks, and the back of the legs.  It was just terrible.’”  A 
“physician who has studied the Roman beatings said, ‘As the flogging continued, the 
lacerations would tear into the underlying skeletal muscles and produce quivering 
ribbons of bleeding flesh.’  A third century historian by the name of Eusebius described 
a flogging by saying, ‘The sufferer’s veins were laid bare, and the very muscles, sinews, 
and bowels of the victim were open to exposure’” (ibid). 
     Jesus was so weak after the scourging that He needed help carrying the cross (Lk. 
23:26).  We also should not forget that a “crown of thorns” was placed on His head (Mt. 
27:29) and a “reed” (Mk. 15:19) was used to hit Him on the head.  After these things 
Jesus was crucified (Lk. 24:39-40).  The Bible says the Lord was on the cross for six 
hours (Mk. 15:25, 34) and then “soldiers” (Jn. 19:32) verified that He was “dead” (Jn. 
19:33).  These men were experts in their trade and they knew Jesus’ physical life had 
ended.  Nevertheless, one of these men “pierced” Jesus side and “blood and water” 
came from this additional wound (Jn. 19:34.  Many believe the spear pierced Jesus’ 
lungs, heart, or some other vital body part).  After these things about 100 pounds of 
spices were used on the Lord’s body (Jn. 19:39).  Jesus’ corpse would have been 
wrapped with a gummy substance.  He was finally placed into a tomb that was sealed 
by a large rock, the weight of which has been estimated at two tons (compare Mk. 16:3-
4). 
     In spite of all the preceding information, some claim Jesus was able to free Himself, 
move the stone away from the tomb, fight off the guards and somehow sufficiently 
recover from all His wounds.  He then appeared to people and acted as if He was full of 
life and zest—the peak of health.  Even if someone could have done all these things, he 
would hardly be in a position to inspire his “disciples to go out and proclaim that he’s the 
Lord of life who had triumphed over the grave….After suffering that horrible abuse, with 
all the catastrophic blood loss and trauma, he would have looked so pitiful that the 
disciples would have never hailed him as a victorious conqueror of death; they would 
have felt sorry for him and tried to nurse him back to health” (The Case For Christ, 
Strobel, p. 271). 
     The other natural explanation for an empty tomb is known as the “Passover Plot.”  
This idea is related to the swoon theory, but it has an unusual twist.  This plot 



explanation says Jesus was very familiar with the Old Testament and He decided to 
fulfill the Old Testament prophecies on His own.  Stated another way, the Passover Plot 
says Jesus was a master pretender. 
     In order to carry out His plan, Jesus took Joseph of Arimathea and an unnamed 
young man into his confidence.  Jesus arranged to fake His death on a cross by taking 
a drug (this was slipped to Him in the vinegar that was offered).  This drug was 
supposed to render Him unconscious and Joseph was to take the Lord to the tomb 
where He intended to wake up and then proclaim He had been raised from the dead.  
This plan did not go as scheduled because of the soldier who pierced His side with a 
spear (Jn. 19:34).  This tale says Jesus did regain consciousness, but He later died and 
His remains were removed from the grave.  Mary eventually went to the tomb and she 
mistook the young man (the Lord’s confidant) for Jesus (Mk. 16:1-5).  Even the disciples 
mistook this young man for the Lord because they, just like Mary, were in a state of 
emotional turmoil.  Of course, Joseph of Arimathea “knew the truth” and kept this entire 
incident secret (i.e. Joseph never told anyone that Jesus had really died and the 
resurrection was false).  Witnesses certainly did see someone, but it was not Jesus. 
     This theory faces many of the same problems associated with the previous ones (it 
fails to account for the eyewitnesses, some of whom saw Jesus for a period of 40 days, 
Acts 1:2-3).  It does not account for the Roman guard and how 1-2 people could move a 
2 ton stone away from the tomb.  It does not explain where the body was taken or how 
Jesus performed a variety of miracles prior to His death, one of which was the raising of 
Lazarus, a man who had been dead for four days (Jn. 11:39-44).  The Passover Plot 
view makes Jesus both a pretender and a liar.   
     If anyone could have disproven the resurrection it would have been the first century 
Jews who were hostile to Jesus and His teaching.  Many tried to discredit Jesus and His 
claims (including the resurrection), but these efforts were futile.  Instead of discrediting 
the Christian faith, thousands of Jewish people became Christians.  On the day of 
Pentecost about 3,000 embraced the Lord (Acts 2:41) and this number steadily 
increased (Acts 4:4).  Also, rather than continue to follow the Sabbath—a day that 
Jewish people had been clinging to for thousands of years—those who became 
Christians began to assemble on the “first day of the week” (Acts 20:7; 1 Cor. 16:2), the 
day on which Jesus was raised from the dead (Mk. 16:9).  For more information on the 
first day of the week see the commentary on 10:16; 11:20b; the Introduction to 16:2 and 
the “first day of the week”; and the commentary on 16:2.  
     Compelling testimony for the resurrection is certainly seen in 1 Cor. 15:6.  Although 
Paul said more than 500 people saw Jesus in a single setting, consider what happens if 
we round this number down to just 500 and we say Jesus appeared to this group for just 
six minutes.  Based on this extremely conservative estimate, Jesus offered more than 
50 hours of eyewitness testimony on this one occasion.  If an attorney introduced 50 
hours of eyewitness testimony from a group of 500 people, and the testimony from 
these 500 eyewitness all said the same thing, would a jury be convinced by this 
evidence?  God has given us this evidence plus much, much, more. 
     Some have said Jesus “only appeared to believers,” but this claim is untrue.  Jesus 
appeared to one of the most hostile unbelievers of all time, Saul of Tarsus (Acts 9:22, 
26-27).  Saul was so convinced by Jesus’ resurrection appearance that he turned from 
persecutor to preacher!  In fact, the Bible specifically says the turning point for Saul was 



seeing the resurrected Lord (Acts 9:5, 20-22).  Skeptics cannot offer a good explanation 
for Paul’s conversion, but the resurrection does fully explain Paul’s radical conversion.  
In addition to Paul, there was also some initial unbelief among the disciples (Lk. 24:9-11 
and compare Lk. 24:25).  Readers may also wish to read Jn. 20:25. 
     Schaff (History of the Christian Church, 1:307-315) lists many of the common 
explanations that skeptics have given to explain Paul’s conversion, but none of the 
proposed ideas adequately explain what caused Saul to quickly turn from persecutor to 
preacher.  In fact, after considering the “rationalistic and natural interpretations” for 
Paul’s conversion Schaff said all the rationalistic and natural explanations “turn out to be 
irrational and unnatural” (1:315) and the resurrection is “the most rational and natural” 
(ibid).  Stated another way, without the resurrection, Paul’s “conversion would have 
been impossible, and on the other hand the conversion of such a man and with such 
results is one of the strongest proofs of the resurrection” (1:297).  Since Paul was “on 
his way to Damascus” (Acts 9:3) and he was “breathing threatening and slaughter 
against Christians” (Acts 9:1) only something as stupendous as seeing the resurrected 
Christ could have caused him to immediately change from persecutor to believer.  In 
spite of all the “suddenness and radicalness of the transformation there is nevertheless 
a bond of unity between Saul the Pharisee and Paul the Christian.  It was the same 
person with the same end in view, but in opposite directions” (1:301).  Paul engaged in 
evangelistic efforts that spanned “more than a quarter of a century” and this “has no 
parallel in the annals of history, and affords an unanswerable proof of the sincerity of his 
conversion and the truth of Christianity” (1:303).   
     The resurrection also “furnishes the only key for the solution of the psychological 
problem of the sudden, radical, and permanent change in the mind and conduct of the 
disciples; it is the necessary link in the chain which connects their history before and 
after that event.  Their faith in the resurrection was too clear, too strong, too steady, too 
effective to be explained in any other way.  They showed the strength and boldness of 
their conviction by soon returning to Jerusalem, the post of danger, and founding there, 
in the very face of the hostile Sanhedrin, the mother-church of Christendom” (Schaff, 
1:177).  
     The word “asleep” (koimaomai) in 6b is used in other parts of the New Testament.  In 
most places this term describes physical death (see this illustrated in Mt. 27:52; Jn. 
11:11; 1 Cor. 15:18).  When Bible writers used this word to describe death, they always 
applied it to the saved (people who were in a right relationship with God).  The word 
sleep suggests that saved people are in a satisfied and peaceful state when they die 
(Lk. 16:25).  This peaceful state is not, however, experienced by the unsaved (Lk. 
16:23-24).   
 
--Brad Price 


