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Christian Apologetics Study Series: Lesson #9 

The Resurrection of Jesus Christ 
Craig B. Esvelt, D.Min 

 
 
Introduction:  As noted in the last lesson, Jesus Christ was the most unique 
person in history; certainly the claims of deity that he made about himself 
stand apart from any other great religious leader. But with all of his 
uniqueness, if Christ had died like any other man, been buried, and decayed 
to ashes, he would have forever remained just one of a number of great 
individuals throughout history, such as Buddha, Mohammed, Zoroaster, and 
the like. But Jesus Christ substantiated his remarkable claims by doing what 
no other man has ever done--he rose from the dead, and in doing so, 
convincing many of his followers that he was indeed who he claimed he was--
incarnate God. The resurrection of Jesus Christ is the "proof of the pudding" 
that validates who Jesus was, and it is the hook upon which the whole of 
Christianity hangs. But is the resurrection fact or fable? The answer to that 
question is crucial, because so far as mankind is concerned, no other 
historical event has so much significance! 
 
 

The Significance of the Resurrection 

- It Is Unique Among Religions - 
No other founder of any other of the world's major religions has 
ever been ascribed a resurrection. 

 Buddha, Mohammed, Moses, Confucius, etc. are all dead 
and buried in their tombs, and their followers 
acknowledge them as such! Jesus alone predicted his 
own resurrection (Matt. 17:9, 22-23; John 2:18-22) and 
Christianity alone proclaims an empty tomb for its Savior. 

 Some critics have made the claim that the early 
Christians borrowed certain ideas--including the 
resurrection--from pagan "mystery religions" of the 
ancient world. For example, the ancient religion of 
Mithraism is purported by some to have had its own Son 
of God who was a savior with a virgin mother, along with 
twelve disciples, a crucifixion and resurrection. But 
Mithraism is based in myth, not history, and many such 
assertions as above are found to be baseless, without 
credible references or documentation. 
o The primary deity, Mithras, in fact, was the Sun God, 

not the "Son of God" 
o The roots of Christianity are clearly Judaism, not 

pagan religions. Given the exclusivist nature of both 
Judaism and Christianity, any borrowing from other 
religions is highly speculative. 

o Although the cult had its origin in Iran prior to 
Christianity, there is no evidence of its presence in  

 

Additional Notes 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
"I have come to the conclusion that the 
resurrection of Jesus Christ is one of the 
most wicked, vicious, heartless hoaxes ever 
foisted upon the minds of men, or it is the 
most fantastic fact of history." - Josh 
McDowell, Evidence That Demands a 
Verdict (Campus Crusade, 1972), p. 185 
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the Roman Empire during the first century, nullifying 
any potential influence. 

o Greek historian Ronald Nash has noted that such 
critics of the Bible have their chronology wrong, 
because most such "mysteries" flourished after the 
New Testament period, so it would be more accurate 
to say these cults were influenced by Christianity, not 
the other way around. 

 
- It Is the Basis of the Christian Faith - 
Christianity stands or falls on the bodily resurrection of Jesus 
Christ. The apostle Paul stated emphatically, ". . If Christ has not 
been raised, your faith is futile; you are still in your sins . . . If only 
for this life we have hope in Christ, we are to be pitied more than 
all men." (1 Cor. 15:17, 19) 

 Liberal theologians take a non-literal view of the 
resurrection, i.e., that Jesus did not literally, bodily, rise 
from the dead. They downplay the event and instead 
focus on the "message" of the resurrection. 

 Orthodox theologians, on the other hand, have 
historically held to a literal bodily resurrection. The issue 
is important because: 
o By the resurrection Christ is shown to be the unique 

Son of God (Rom. 1:4) 
o The Scripture is clear that the resurrection of Christ--

and corresponding belief in it--is vital to a person's 
salvation (Rom. 4:25, 10:9-10) 

o Christ's resurrection insures our own future 
resurrection (1 Cor. 15:20-23, 1 Thess. 4:14) 

 

The Circumstances of Christ's Death, Burial, and 
Resurrection 

The resurrection of Christ cannot be "proved" scientifically, since 
it is an unrepeatable event. However, in the same way that a 
man can be "proven" guilty or innocent in a courtroom, 
circumstantial evidence can provide a satisfactory and accurate 
explanation of what really happened. 
 
- Before the Resurrection - 

 The events surrounding Christ's death 
o He endured a sleepless night without food 
o He was whipped with a flagrum (cat-o'-nine-tails), a 

lash consisting of several rawhide strands with pieces 
of bone and metal embedded in them. Forty lashes 
would have lacerated his skin and veins and exposed 

 
 
 
 
Ronald Nash, Christianity and the 
Hellenistic World, 
See also his article, "Was the New 
Testament Influenced by Pagan Religions?" 
http://www.equip.org/free/DB109.pdf 
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muscle and sinew. Some died from the shock alone. 
o He carried a heavy, rough wooden cross on his 

lacerated back part of the way to Golgotha. 
o He suffered a tortuous death by crucifixion. This was 

usually accompanied by dizziness, cramps, inflamed 
wounds, and swollen arteries. The arms became 
dislocated  from their sockets and death usually came 
in one to three days from slow suffocation. 

There was confirmation of his death by Roman soldiers 
who were familiar with the signs of death; a spear was 
thrust into his side and water followed by blood emerged 
(John 19:34), indicating a ruptured heart. 

 The body of Jesus Christ and his tomb 
o His body was taken to a tomb hewn out of solid stone 

belonging to a rich man (Luke 23:53) 
o As per Jewish custom, his body was wrapped in linen 

and about 75 lbs. of gums and spices (John 19:39), 
forming a stiff "cocoon" around him, the gum spices 
acting as a glue and preservative. 

o That Jesus' body was indeed laid in a tomb and not 
merely discarded is evidenced by the placing of a 
Roman guard at the site and visits by the women 
(Matt. 27:65ff) 

 The Roman guard 
o The chief priests convinced the governor to station a 

guard at the tomb, knowing Jesus' predictions of his 
resurrection and fearing that his disciples might steal 
his body (Matt. 27:62-69). 

o The governor had a Roman seal placed on the tomb; 
to break such a seal was a capital offense. 

o A Roman guard consisted of from 4 to 16 highly 
trained and disciplined soldiers--the best in the world 
at that time. Any negligence or desertion on a 
soldier's part was punishable by death. 

 The stone over the tomb 
o As was customary, a heavy disc of rock was rolled 

into a depression at the entrance to the tomb. 
o Such a stone usually required several men to move it; 

the two women gave evidence to its size as it was too 
big for them to move (Mark 16:3). 

 
- Evidences of the Resurrection 

 The empty tomb: a historical fact! 
o There is no evidence of Jesus' followers or early 

Christians every paying homage at the site of his 

 
 
 
 
 
In order to draw a breath, the victim would 
have to push up on the spike driven 
through his feet to allow his lungs to 
expand from the slouched position. 
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tomb, as is commonly done with other religious 
leaders. 

o If Jesus had remained in the tomb, the disciples' 
claims of his resurrection could have been easily 
silenced by a visit to the tomb, and Christianity would 
have been squelched. The fact that the Jews and the 
Romans could not produce the body of Jesus which 
they had taken great pains to secure--and they would 
have loved to do so--indicates the body had vanished 
from their grasp. 

 The empty grave clothes convinced the apostle John that 
Jesus had risen from the dead (John 20:3-9). 
o The Scripture indicates the linen grave clothes were 

lying undisturbed and empty, i.e., a cocoon affair 
somewhat collapsed without a body. 

o John evidently concluded that the body of Jesus rose 
through the grave clothes, since the linen and binding 
substances could not have been unwound and 
rewrapped in the same form. 

 The position of the stone--rolled away! 
An angel rolled the stone away (Matt. 28:2), not to let  
Jesus out (he could have passed through the stone) but 
to let the men in to see that the tomb was empty. 

 The post-resurrection appearances of Jesus Christ 
He was seen by his disciples (Luke 24:36-43, John 20:26-
29), the women returning from the tomb (Matt. 28:8-10), 
and a multitude of 500 people on a Galilean mountain (1 
Cor. 15:60) as well as others. 

 The silence of his enemies, who could not refute his 
resurrection 
o As mentioned earlier, the Romans or Jews would 

have had merely to produce the dead body of Jesus 
to snuff out the early Christian faith. 

o The facts of Christ's death and resurrection were not 
unknown among the populace (Acts 26:24-26) 

 The transformed lives of the disciples--perhaps the 
greatest testimony of all! 
o The disciples, in fear, had deserted Jesus before his 

trial; on the day of his crucifixion they were filled with 
sadness and hopelessness, and after his death they 
were in hiding (John 20:19). 

o Something caused a fantastic transformation in these 
men; from a band of leaderless, hopeless individuals 
to men of unflinching courage, they turned the 
Roman world upside down! Only seeing the 

 
 
 
 
Historian Arnold Toynbee said, "Find the 
body of that Jew and Christianity 
crumbles!" 
 
"It passes the bounds of credibility that the 
early Christians could have manufactured 
such a tale and then preached it among 
those who might easily have refuted it 
simply by producing the body of Jesus." - 
John Warwick Montgomery, History and 
Christianity. 
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resurrected Christ could have had such a pronounced 
effect on them. 

o People will sometimes give up their lives for a cause 
that they believe is right and true, but certainly not 
for a cause they know is a hoax! Yet nearly all of 
these men died because of their testimony of seeing 
the risen Christ when they could have saved 
themselves by renouncing their faith if they knew it 
was a lie! 

 

False Theories and Their Refutation 
 
 - The Swoon Theory - 
This view states that Christ never actually died on the cross, but 
only fainted and then revived later in the tomb, then departed. 
However, such a view ignores the following facts: 

 There were obvious indications that Jesus had, in fact, 
died (mentioned earlier). But even if he had not died on 
the cross, three days in a cold tomb, without food, water, 
or medical attention would surely have killed him. 

 But even if he had survived the cross and the tomb, how 
could he--in his weakened condition--unwrap himself 
(then rewind the bandages!), roll the huge stone disc 
away all by himself, overcome trained Roman soldiers, 
walk several miles to Jerusalem on pierced feet, then 
(weak, sick and wounded) give his disciples the 
impression that he was the Conqueror over death?! 
 

- The Theft Theory - 
This view states that the disciples stole Jesus' body, and the 
authorities bribed the soldiers to tell a lie (see Matt. 28:11-15). 
This position also has some insurmountable problems: 

 First of all, it must be acknowledged that Jesus' enemies 
personally had no motive to remove his body; it was to 
their advantage to keep him in the tomb (hence, the 
guard). 

 Strong measures were taken to guard the tomb against 
theft. It is ridiculous to assume that the same group of 
hopeless disciples who had fled in fear at Jesus' arrest, 
then hidden, would suddenly become so bold as to 
overcome a trained guard of Roman soldiers. 

 Some have suggested that the soldiers were asleep at 
their post, allowing thieves to steal the body. 
o But this was a capital offense in the military! 
o But even if they had, the sound of the stone being 

 

 
 
 
 
Note the drastic change of the apostle Paul 
who was once a persecutor of the Church 
but became one of the greatest of Christ's 
followers. Only an encounter with the 
resurrected Christ could have caused such a 
180 degree turn in Paul! (see Acts 9) 
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rolled away would have awakened them. 
o But even if they had slept through it, how could they 

assert they knew the disciples had stolen the body? 

 Finally, even if the disciples had managed to steal the 
body, there is no logical reason that this would have 
transformed them into men of courage, willing to face 
persecution and death for a lie about their slain leader! 

 
- The Hallucination Theory - 
This view (also known as subjective vision) maintains that all of 
Christ's post-resurrection appearances  were only hallucinations 
by some people. This idea, however, contradicts certain 
principles which psychiatrists say are characteristic of 
hallucinatory visions. 

 Generally, only particular kinds of people tend to have 
hallucinations (high strung, highly imaginative). Could all 
the eyewitnesses have had the same psychological 
makeup? 

 The appearances of Christ were seen by many people at 
different times and in various places and circumstances.  
Could eleven disciples (or, better yet, the 500 witnesses 
on the mountainside), at the same time and place, be 
affected by the same psychological state and have the 
same highly subjective vision? 

 Hallucinations usually require in people a spirit of 
hopeful anticipation, desiring a fulfillment of a wish. But 
the disciples had no such expectation (Luke 24:9-11, 17-
26), and the women came to the tomb expecting to 
anoint a dead body. 

 
Conclusion: He is risen indeed! 
The resurrection of Jesus Christ validates his claims of being 
uniquely divine and the sole Savior of mankind. It is not because 
of any insufficiency of evidence but in spite of its sufficiency that 
men and women still reject the resurrection and deity of Christ. 
The real basis of skepticism, unbelief, or apathy is the sinful 
human heart which is at enmity with God (Jer. 17:9, Psalm 14:1-
3). Unbelief, therefore, is not a matter of the mind but of the 
will; it is not that one cannot believe but rather that one chooses 
not to believe. This is why prayer (for God to change the heart), 
along with apologetics, is a necessary tool of effective "pre-
evangelism." 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
"A person who rejects Christ may choose to 
say that, 'I do not accept it.' He may not 
choose to say, 'There is not enough 
evidence.'" - Simon Greenleaf, late Royall 
Professor of Law at Harvard University, 
who converted to Christianity when he 
examined the evidence for the resurrection 


