The Resurrection of Christ: Part I

Our starting point for these considerations

Having covered a few relevant points impacting upon the truth or falsehood of the resurrection of Christ up to this point, these will allow us to focus our attention on the remaining considerations.  Those relevant points that have already been covered are:

· History: How do we know what we know?

· The Bible: How did we get it? Part I

· The Bible: How did we get it? Part II

· Evidence for Christianity outside of the Bible

· The Bible: Just a collection of myths?

The considerations covered in these and our prior gatherings constrain the realm of questions to any that might be raised within the following defining conditions:

· The New Testament documents, when assessed according to the three classical tests of historiography, easily meets or exceeds the marks of historical veracity of that for any other ancient document.  This distinction is most substantially pronounced regarding the number and time proximity of the New Testament documents compared to any other ancient document

· The events and claims of the Gospels, the book of Acts and the New Testament epistles were made within a span of history in which the events, facts, personalities, and elements of geography were all immediately or reasonably verifiable by anyone within the eastern Mediterranean region.  Further, the events were recorded entirely by men who were familiar with the relevant geographical regions, and had spent some to all of their lives in those very locations

· Any statement to the effect that Christ’s resurrection is simply a myth or a legend does not hold up to a broad spectrum of comparison studies regarding the development of real world myths and legends. In fact, such a claim falls short of typical times for the development of myths and legends by centuries.  The apostles’ approach to history is not consistent with a claim to mythology or legend.  Furthermore, there are other obstacles to the claim that Christ’s resurrection is a myth or legend that will be examined shortly

Given the above constraints to the timeframe, historic veracity and historical context of the New Testament, the balance of our considerations will now turn to the known obstacles to any proposal that the New Testament’s claims to the resurrection of Christ are false, or even mistaken.

The disciples’ expectations

The record of the disciples’ expectations of the character of Christ, in comparison to what they expected Him to be, was in stark contrast to what had actually taken place, as recorded in the New Testament.  Christ was not simply fulfilling long-standing and deep-seated desires of the disciples.  This statement holds true for several authors of the New Testament, and for the time before, during and even shortly after the resurrection of Christ.

The Gospels repeatedly record the nature of the expectations among the disciples as to who Christ was, and that record was not consistent with Jesus’ death, burial and resurrection, nor even the range of possibilities the disciples were considering immediately prior to His ascension.  This was true in spite of the many warnings that Jesus gave about what was going to take place.   

Matthew 16:21,22

From that time Jesus began to show His disciples that He must go to Jerusalem, and suffer many things from the elders and chief priests and scribes, and be killed, and be raised up on the third day. 22 Peter took Him aside and began to rebuke Him, saying, " God forbid it, Lord! This shall never happen to You."

See also Matthew 17:22-23; 20:17-19,28; 26:1,2,51-56; Mark 8:31-33; 9:31,32; 10:32-45; Luke 9:20-22, 43-45; 18:31-34; 24:1-11; John 20:24-28; Acts 1:1-11.  So Jesus Christ, in His death, burial and resurrection, clearly was not simply fulfilling expectations of what either the disciples specifically or the Jews in general, were expecting.
  Typical of the character of Jewish writing regarding those in pivotal spiritual positions, the disciples also did not tailor the content of the documents to make themselves appear artificially insightful, courageous, or having any of the usual admirable marks of character.

The disciples’ radically changed character

The disciples’ character changed radically from what was pictured in the gospels to what we see pictured in the book of Acts and in the New Testament epistles.  While we must note that there was a process of learning conveyed over the course of the three decades that span the time recorded in the book of Acts, the character of the disciples changed radically even from the day of Christ’s crucifixion to the day of Pentecost.  

Matthew 26:31-35 (see also Mark 14:27-31 & John 16:32)

Then Jesus said to them, "You will all fall away because of Me this night, for it is written, 'I WILL STRIKE DOWN THE SHEPHERD, AND THE SHEEP OF THE FLOCK SHALL BE SCATTERED.'
  32 "But after I have been raised, I will go ahead of you to Galilee."  33 But Peter said to Him, "Even though all may fall away because of You, I will never fall away." 34 Jesus said to him, " Truly I say to you that this very night, before a rooster crows, you will deny Me three times."  35 Peter said to Him, " Even if I have to die with You, I will not deny You." All the disciples said the same thing too. 

Matthew 26:56

"But all this has taken place to fulfill the Scriptures of the prophets." Then all the disciples left Him and fled.

To these quotes, we could add the narrative regarding Peter’s falsified denials and evident cowardice in the courtyard of Caiaphas (Luke 22:54-62; John 18:25-27).  Once Christ had been resurrected and ascended, the disciples, from Acts 2 on, displayed a radically different character than that seen in the gospels:

Acts 4:13-20

Now as they [the Sanhedrin] observed the confidence of Peter and John and understood that they were uneducated and untrained men, they were amazed, and began to recognize them as having been with Jesus. 14 And seeing the man who had been healed standing with them, they had nothing to say in reply. 15 But when they had ordered them to leave the Council, they began to confer with one another, 16 saying, "What shall we do with these men? For the fact that a noteworthy miracle has taken place through them is apparent to all who live in Jerusalem, and we cannot deny it. 17 "But so that it will not spread any further among the people, let us warn them to speak no longer to any man in this name." 18 And when they had summoned them, they commanded them not to speak or teach at all in the name of Jesus. 19 But Peter and John answered and said to them, " Whether it is right in the sight of God to give heed to you rather than to God, you be the judge; 20 for we cannot stop speaking about what we have seen and heard." [emphasis added]

Acts 4:27-31

"For truly in this city there were gathered together against Your holy servant Jesus, whom You anointed, both Herod and Pontius Pilate, along with the Gentiles and the peoples of Israel, 28 to do whatever Your hand and Your purpose predestined to occur. 29 "And now, Lord, take note of their threats, and grant that Your bond-servants may speak Your word with all confidence, 30 while You extend Your hand to heal, and signs and wonders take place through the name of Your holy servant Jesus." 31 And when they had prayed, the place where they had gathered together was shaken, and they were all filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak the word of God with boldness.  [emphasis added]

One can read through the book of Acts how these men changed from scattering cowards who denied even knowing Christ, to men who boldly proclaimed His death, burial and resurrection even to the point of proclaiming it at the cost of their lives.   

The disciples’ individual backgrounds

Though some points of commonality can be made about the disciples, the disciples were of varying individual backgrounds that would have been a serious obstacle to their friendly cooperation, even before any considerations of possible collusion.  The most ideologically at odds would have been Matthew, a tax collector, and Simon, a zealot.  

Matthew, also known as Levi, was a tax collector, who collected customs tax from a booth, and gave Jesus a large reception that included other tax collectors and those categorized as sinners.  Given that tax collectors were part of the deeply hated Roman tax collection system, Jewish loyalists would loathe them.  Jewish moralists would place them alongside other immoral people as symbols of the worst of moral character.  See Matthew 9:9-11; 10:3; Mark 2:14-16; Luke 5:27-30 for references to Matthew (aka Levi) as a tax collector.  See Matthew 5:46; 9:10, 11; 11:19; 21:31,32; Mark 2:15, 16; Luke 3:12; 5:29,30; 7:29-34; 15:1 for the use of “tax collectors” as a primary term for the morally worst of society. 

Simon the Zealot, on the other hand, was part of a group who was – at that time - most radically dedicated to the overthrow of the Roman government.  See Matthew 10:4; Mark 3:18; Luke 6:15 and Acts 1:13 for the identification of Simon as a Zealot.  Zealots would be the most extreme wing of the Pharisees, having originated (per Josephus
) at the 6 AD revolt over the tax census that corresponds to Acts 5:37, similar to the Roman census recorded in Luke 2:1-3.

Matthew and Simon, based on the New Testament records, would have been in severe conflict with each other, of a kind that later developed the Jewish extremist group, the Sacarii (the “assassins” of Acts 21:38, spoken of in that verse about 57 AD), and eventually the Jewish revolt of 66 AD.  Based upon the known course of events in Israel between 30 and 70 AD, the conflict between Matthew and Simon, based upon the severe ideological conflict between Roman tax collectors and the Zealots, would have gotten worse over time.  The underlying motivation of Simon as a Zealot would have been to kill Matthew, Zaccheus, and the other tax collectors with whom Jesus associated from time to time.  This conflict, being the worst of the polarizations within the disciples, would tend to preclude cooperation and collusion in anything less than a genuine spiritually-based cause which held priority over such ideological extremes.  Also, other fundamental conflicts of ideology may have existed of which we are unaware.

The cost of the disciples’ claims

The disciples persisted in their claim to the death, burial and resurrection of Christ in the face of great opposition (see quotes from Acts on page 3).  We have the death of James, the brother of John, recorded in Acts 12:1,2, by order of Herod Agrippa.  So far as we know, only James’ brother John died a natural death.  All the other apostles, from any documentation that we have, died claiming the resurrection of Christ, and specifically for their proclamation of the gospel.  In summary, it is contrary to all known human motivations to endure torture and persecution to the point of death for a fraud or doubtful event.  The universal nature of the apostles’ persistent and consistent claims at the cost of their lives underscores the magnitude of the obstacle that this one point places in the way of any proposal that the apostles were simply mistaken or concocted a fraudulent account of the events they claimed as actual history.
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