
Historical Case for the Person and Resurrection of

Jesus Christ
WHAT CRITERIA OR METHOD IS USED TO DETERMINE ACCURATE HISTORY?
LAST TIME…
We examined the case for miracles by considering (1) what a miracle is, (2) summarized three major arguments against miracles by “naturalists”, (3) gave an argument for miracles, (4) and lastly, asked ourselves how we should live in view of miracles.  The reason why it is important to consider the case for miracles is that if miracles don’t have evidential value, then there is no objective, historical evidence to support the claims of historic, orthodox Christianity (e.g., Jesus Christ historically and factually rose bodily from the grave).   Our basic response to the person who doubts that miracles did (and do) occur, is that if God exists, then miracles are possible.
THIS TIME…

We are going to examine the historical case for the person and resurrection of Jesus Christ using a historical apologetic method.  The importance for making a historical case for the person and bodily resurrection of Jesus Christ is important for the following reason.  If we use the same or standard methods historians use to account for the reality of any historical person or event and apply it to the case of Jesus Christ, then we have a powerful argument for the historicity of the person and bodily resurrection of Jesus Christ.  

 We will begin this evening by focusing on (1) on criteria used by historians to evaluate a historical claim, event, or person, and then (2) apply that same criteria to the person and bodily resurrection of Jesus Christ.
  
1.  HISTORICAL METHODOLOGY
A.
Consider…what determines when an event may be termed “historical”? When are we justified in concluding that something actually occurred in history? Are there ways to confirm or validate that we have arrived at a sufficient amount of evidence to declare something to have actually happened.  How can these conclusions be known with any degree of assurance or certainty? 
B. What are the tools used by historians?  To be sure there is not unanimous agreement (e.g., revisionists…people for example who rewrite history for various reasons, e.g., The European Holocaust never happened).  Nevertheless, here are some standard tools that have been used by those who take seriously the science and art of historical methodology (historiography).  In fact, we are going to build a case from the historical nature of Christian events based upon what we call a “minimal facts” approach.  The “minimal facts” are facts that either are accepted or recognized by critics or facts that would be ridiculous for critics to deny.
C.
Essentially there are four distinguishable aspects of historical evidence historians typically use to learn about past events:   (1) apparent memories, (2) the testimony of others (either oral or written (e.g., eyewitnesses, primary and secondary documents), (3) physical traces left behind that may point to the event in question (e.g., archeology), and (4) the application of scientific principles or the application of critical interaction.

a. The historian gathers data from these above sources.

b. The historian then applies an array of criteria to help him or her to ascertain what actually occurred in the past (to be sure, certain criteria is considered more valuable than others):
(1)
Early evidence is needed for a case to be well-established
(2) 
Eyewitnesses of that event is preferred (“best relevant evidence” or “the rule of immediacy.”).

                          (3) 
Multiple independent sources significantly strengthen the case. 
(4)
Details are enhanced by the principle of embarrassment, surprise, or negative reports whereby the writer (who has a friendly vested interested) makes painful remarks concerning an event, person, and/or himself/herself.
(5)
Antagonistic person or party recognizes the event or person investigated.

(6)
The event coheres with other attested historical events, events, persons, and situational setting.
(7)
Finally, the explanation proposed is scrutinized in order to see if the explanation sheds light on other known phenomena or investigated claims.

D.
Coupled with this criteria to examine historical data, the minimal approach places importance upon, first and most of all, remarkably or extraordinarily well-attested documents on several distinct grounds and, second, whether the material is classified as historical by the majority of critical scholars.  
E.
Additionally, let’s keep in mind a complimentary and helpful tool offered by the atheist David Hume.  In order to test the credibility of witnesses, Hume writes, “We entertain suspicion concerning any matter of fact when the witnesses contradict each other, when they are but few or of a doubtful character, when they have an interest in what they affirm, when they deliver their testimony with hesitation, or with too violent asseverations [declarations].”
  We can outline Hume’s concerns into four questions:

a. Do the witnesses contradict each other?

b. Are there a sufficient number of witnesses?

c. Were the witnesses truthful?

d. Were they non-prejudicial?

Thus, let’s be mindful of this skeptic’s criteria as we use the minimal approach to demonstrate the historical person and bodily resurrection of Jesus Christ.

2.  MINIMAL FACTS REGARDING JESUS CHRIST:
Having examined the nature or “how to do” historical inquiry, let’s study the evidence for the person and bodily resurrection of Jesus Christ using the same criteria historians use.
   

Why apply this historical criterion to the person and bodily resurrection of Jesus Christ?
Romans 10:9-10:  “…that if you confess with your mouth the Lord Jesus and believe in your heart that God has raised Him from the dead, you will be saved.  10 For with the heart one believes unto righteousness, and with the mouth confession is made unto salvation.”
1 Corinthians 15:1-7:  “Moreover, brethren, I declare to you the gospel which I preached to you, which also you received and in which you stand, 2 by which also you are saved, if you hold fast that word which I preached to you-unless you believed in vain.  3 For I delivered to you first of all that which I also received:  that Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures, 4 and that He was buried, and that He rose again the third day according to the Scriptures, 5 and that He was seen by Cephas, then by the twelve.   
 After that He was seen by over five hundred brethren at once, of whom the greater part remain to the present, but some have fallen asleep. 7 After that He was seen by James, then by all the apostles.  8 Then last of all He was seen by me also, as by one born out of due time.”
A.
Exceptionally Early Evidence & Contemporary Eyewitnesses:
1. 1 Corinthians 15:1-7:

Scholars generally date Paul’s reception of this report from A.D. 33-38.  Since it is widely accepted by critical and conservative scholars that 1 Corinthians was written by A.D. 55 or 56.  This is less than a quarter century after the crucifixion in 33.  Interestingly, Paul speaks of more than 250 eyewitnesses who were still alive when he wrote 1 Cor. 15:6.  Specifically mentioned are the twelve apostles and James the brother of Jesus.

a.
The book repeatedly claims to be written by Paul (1:1, 12-17, 3:4, 6, 22; 16:21).                                                                                             

b.
There are parallels with the Book of Acts.

c.
Paul states that 500 people had seen Christ with most still alive.

d.
The contents harmonize with what has been learned about Corinth during that era.

e.
There is also outstanding external evidence attesting to an early dating of 1 Corinthians:

1.
Clement of Rome’s Epistle to the Corinthians (A.D. 95)


2.
The Epistle of Barnabas (A.D. 130-138).

3.
Shepherd of Hermas (A.D. 115-140).

4.
Nearly 600 quotations of 1 Corinthians from early church father such as Irenaeus (A.D. 130-202), Clement of Alexandria (A.D. 150-215), and Tertullian (A.D.160-220).
B. The early attestation of the Book of Acts presents a very early testimony regarding the death & resurrection of Jesus Christ.  If Acts was written approx. A.D. 60-64, and Luke was written before Acts, then Luke-Acts were written less than forty years of the death of Jesus.  This is also contemporary to the generation who witnessed the events of Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection.  In fact, this is precisely what Doctor Luke claims in the prologue to his Gospel in Luke 1:1-4:

1 Inasmuch as many have taken in hand to set in order a narrative of those things which have been fulfilled among us, 2 just as those who from the beginning were eyewitnesses and ministers of the word delivered them to us, 3 it seemed good to me also, having had perfect understanding of all things from the very first, to write to you an orderly account, most excellent Theophilus, 4 that you may know the certainty of those things in which you were instructed.

Additionally, if Acts was written by Luke, a dear companion of the apostle Paul, we have a historian who was closely associated with the apostles who participated in the events reported.
    C.
     Multiple, independent sources for the Resurrection of Jesus Christ:



    1.
  Gospel of Matthew (Approx. A.D. 50-60).


    2.
  Gospel of Mark (Approx.  A.D. 64, yet prior to A.D. 70).


    3.
  Gospel of John (Approx. AD. 85-95).

    4.
  Early Patristic Sources (A.D. 70-150).

    5.        Anti-Nicene Patristic Fathers (A.D. 150-300).


    6.        Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers A.D. 300-430).

The patristic citations of Scripture give overwhelming support to the existence of the twenty-seven authoritative books of the New Testament canon.   Second, the quotations are so numerous and widespread that if no manuscripts of the New Testament were extant, the New Testament could be reproduced from the writings of the early Fathers alone. These evidences account for an incredible amount of early manuscript evidence:  AD 70-430.
Sir David Dalrymple’s curiosity was aroused on this subject when once he was asked, “Suppose that the New Testament had been destroyed, and every copy of it lost by the end of the third century, could it have been collected together again from the writings of the Fathers of the second and third centuries?” Having given himself to research on this question, he was later able to report, “Look at those books. You remember the question about the New Testament and the Fathers? That question roused my curiosity, and as I possessed all the existing works of the Fathers of the second and third centuries, I commenced to search, and up to this time I have found the entire New Testament, except eleven verses[Mark 16:9-20]. 

	Writer
	Gospels
	Acts
	Pauline

Epistles
	General

Epistles
	Revelation
	Totals

	J. Martyr

Irenaeus

Clement Alex.

Origen

Tertullian

Hippolytus

Eusebius
	268

   1,038

1,017

9,231

3,822

734

3,258
	10

194

44

349

502

42

211
	43

499

1,127

7,778

2,609

387

1,592
	6

23

207

399

120

27

88
	3

(266

65

11

165

205

188

27
	330

allusions)

1,819

2,406

17,922

7,258

1,378

5,176

	Grand Totals
	19,368
	1,352
	14,035
	870
	664
	36,286


                                                                                                                                        

4. Ancient Roman Sources:
a. Roman historian Cornelius Tacitus (A.D. 55-120) who lived through the reigns of over a half dozen Roman emperors.
b. Seutonius, who was chief secretary to Emperor Hadrian (reign from 117-138).

c. Historian Flavius Josephus (A.D. 37/38-97), a Jewish revolutionary who changed allegiance to the Romans in the Jewish revolt in order to have his life, worked under Emperor Vespasian.

d. Thallus (A.D. 52).
e. Pliny the Younger, a Roman author and administrator under the Emperor Trajan approx. A.D. 112.
f. Hadrian (ca. 265-339).
	Comparison of Manuscript Evidence:
	
	
	
	
	

	Author/
Book
	Date
Written
	Earliest
Copies
	Time
Gap
	No. of
Copies
	Percent
Accuracy

	Hindu

Mahābhārata
	13th cent. b.c.
	
	
	
	90

	Homer,

Iliad
	800 b.c.
	
	
	643
	95

	Herodotus

History
	480-425 b.c.
	c. a.d. 900
	c. 1,350 yrs
	8
	?

	Thucydides,

History
	460-400 b.c.
	c. a.d. 900
	c. 1,300 yrs
	8
	?

	Plato
	400 b.c.
	c. a.d. 900
	c. 1,300 yrs
	7
	?

	Demosthenes
	300 b.c.
	c. a.d. 1100
	c. 1,400 yrs
	200
	?

	Caesar,

Gallic Wars
	100-44 b.c.
	c. a.d. 900
	c. 1,000 yrs
	10
	?

	Livy,

History
of Rome
	59 b.c. -

a.d. 17
	4th cent. (partial)

mostly 10th cent.
	c. 400 yrs

c. 1,000 yrs
	1 partial

19 copies
	?

	Tacitus,

Annals
	a.d. 100
	c. a.d. 1100
	c. 1,000 yrs
	20
	?

	Pliny

Secundus,

Natural History
	a.d. 61-113
	c. 850
	c. 750 yrs
	7
	?

	New

Testament
	a.d. 50-100
	c. 114 (fragment)

c. 200 (books)

c. 250 (most of N.T.)

c. 325 (complete N.T.)
	±50 yrs

100 yrs

150 yrs

225 yrs
	5366

[Manuscript evidence is now 5,700 according to 2004 figures]
	99+


~ Chart above adapted from Norman Geisler & William Nix
 
5. Jewish sources:

a.
Talmud (compiled between A.D. 70-200).
   b.         Toledoth Jesus, an anti-Christian document, compiled in the 5th  century.

6. Gentile sources:

   a.
Lucian of Samosata, 2nd Century Greek writer.
   b.       Mara Bar-Serapion.  A Syrian, Mara Bara-Serapion wrote a letter to   his son Serapoin sometime between the late 1st and early 3rd centuries.

   7.
Gnostic sources:

   a.
The Gospel of Truth, second century book written by Valentinus in AD. 135-160.

   b.
The Apocryphon of John, a 2nd Century work.
   c.
The Gospel of Thomas (A.D. 140-200).

   d.
The Treatise on Resurrection, a late 2nd Century work.

   8.
Other sources:  

 a.
Acts of Pontius Pilate (before A.D. 150).

        b.        Phlegon, a freed slave of Emperor Hadrian (ca. 80).

Therefore, Jesus’ appearances are recorded in more than one source. 

D.
Embarrassing confessions:
1. Gospels repeatedly assert that Jesus’ friends such as Thomas did not believe He had been resurrected despite the testimonies of those who had seen Him.  Their unbelief persisted until after He had appeared to them.
E.
Antagonistic Testimony:

1. Antagonistic testimony is given by Jewish sources that confess the empty tomb,   even though they try to explain the data naturalistically.

2. Conversion of Saul to Paul.

3. The brother James.

F.
Critical Interaction:

1. Realizing that historical data must be subjected to critical interaction:

a.
Resurrection is not best explained on purely natural grounds.
b.   Initially, the effort to dismiss the resurrection because of its incredibility is      
before the evidence is assessed is presumptuous.  
c. If it is even possible that God exists, such an event is also possible, no matter how unlikely it may seem. 
d.
No one hypothesis is capable of explaining all of the data.
G.
Conclusion:  A strong defense for the person and bodily resurrection of Jesus Christ is very well substantiated by the minimal historical facts method alone.  We are able to defend the historicity of Jesus Christ by appealing to remarkable and well-attested documents from multiple, independent sources that are both friendly and antagonistic.  By using criteria for historical accuracy that is recognized by leading historians for any historical account, we have been able to perform two major apologetic tasks:  
1. Refute major naturalistic hypotheses;

2. Provide powerful evidences for the person and bodily resurrection of Jesus Christ.  
“Even David Strauss, the bitterest of all opponents of the supernatural elements of the Gospels, whose works did more to destroy faith in Christ than the writings of any other man in modern times-even Strauss, with all his slashing, brilliant, vicious criticisms and his sweeping denials of everything that partaking of the miraculous, was forced to confess, toward the end of his life, that in Jesus there is moral perfection.  “This Christ…is historical, not mythical; is an individual, no mere symbol…. He remains the highest model of religion within the reach of our thought; and no perfect piety is possible without His presence in the heart.”
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