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PREFACE


When I had thyroid cancer in 2002 I read an eight-hundred-page masterwork, The Resurrection of the Son of God by N. T. Wright. It was not only an enormous help to my theological understanding but, under the circumstances, also a bracing encouragement in the face of my own heightened sense of mortality. I was reminded and assured that death had been defeated in Jesus, and that death would also be defeated for me.


Now, nearly twenty years later, I am writing my own book on the resurrection of Jesus, and I find myself again facing a diagnosis of cancer. This time I have pancreatic cancer, and by all accounts, this condition is much more serious and the treatment a far bigger challenge.


I am also writing in the midst of the worst world pandemic in a century. Many people are living in fear of sickness and death. My apartment in New York faces some of the great hospitals of the city, and especially during the height of the virus, every window blazed all night and the wailing sirens and red flashing lights came at all hours. Hopes for an early solution to the virus and a quick turnaround have been dashed again and again.


But the pandemic has brought more problems than just sickness. There may be major disruptions for the worse in nearly every sector of our society that will last for years. We may be in for unemployment unknown since the Great Depression, the failure of innumerable businesses, the painful contraction of whole industries, massive tax shortfalls jeopardizing the lives of millions who rely on government services and retirement, and crises for both private and public education. And that’s just the list that comes mind now when I am writing in the very earliest days of the crisis. There will inevitably be others that we cannot yet foresee. In any case, the most socially and economically vulnerable will pay a higher price. On top of everything else, the social isolation has brought despair and a sense of hopelessness to millions.


In the midst of skyrocketing deaths from the coronavirus, protests over a different kind of death erupted into the streets during the early summer of 2020 following the murder of George Floyd by police in Minneapolis. The demonstrations happened in over two thousand U.S. cities and around the world, drawing millions of people, making them the largest such social protests in our history, far larger than those during the civil rights movement of the 1960s under Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.


Nearly all the current protests have been focused on the ongoing racism in our society at large. But being old enough to remember the civil rights movement protests firsthand, I have been struck by a contrast. Our recent protests and calls for social justice, as encouraging as they are in so many ways, have little of the same sense of hope that that the earlier movement had.


In Dr. King’s masterpiece, his “I Have a Dream Speech,” he says:




This is our hope, and this is the faith that I go back to the South with. With this faith, we will be able to hew out of the mountain of despair a stone of hope. With this faith, we will be able to transform the jangling discords of our nation into a beautiful symphony of brotherhood. With this faith, we will be able to work together, to pray together, to struggle together, to go to jail together, to stand up for freedom together, knowing that we will be free one day.1





King’s reference to cutting a “stone of hope” out of a mountain of despair is a reference to Daniel 2:34–35,45. The chapter was a divine vision of the future, given to the king of Babylon in a dream. In that vision the idolatrous kingdoms of this world are smashed by a small rock “cut out” of a mountain “but not by human hands,” which then grows into a mountain of justice and peace that fills the earth. Christian interpreters have understood the stone as the kingdom of God, a supernatural work (“not by human hands”), starting as quite a small thing, seemingly powerless, yet eventually toppling all proud regimes that perpetuate evil and oppression. Dr. King used the image with great rhetorical skill, but the image is more than rhetorical. “The kingdom of heaven is like a mustard seed,” Jesus says in Matthew 13:31–32, “Though it is the smallest of all seeds, yet when it grows, it … becomes a tree, so that the birds come and perch in its branches.”


Dr. King did not let the financial and political powerlessness of African Americans in the U.S. dash his hopes. The hidden systemic racism and the overt racial exclusion and violence that the civil rights leaders faced in the 1950s and 1960s were enormous. But he knew that God moves in this way—from small beginnings and weakness through sacrifice and service toward change. Dr. King was not merely a sunny optimist. Read his speeches and letters and you can see anger and realistic fears about the movement, but the note of hope remains.


It has often been pointed out that the civil rights movement was led by African American pastors and Christian leaders, and so the biblical references that fill their speeches and calls to do justice were not mere grandiloquence. They were statements of faith and hope rooted in God.


Death, pandemics, injustice, social breakdown—we again desperately need a stone of hope.


And there is no greater hope possible than to believe that Jesus Christ was raised from the dead. Saint Paul says he was “crucified in weakness, yet he lives by God’s power” (2 Corinthians 13:4). If you grasp this great fact of history, then even if you find things going dark, this hope becomes a light for you when all other lights go out. That’s why Paul can add, “Likewise, we are weak in him, yet by God’s power we will live with him.”


This is a book on the resurrection of Jesus. I am not trying to do the same exhaustive work on the historical sources and evidence for the resurrection that N. T. Wright did—nor am I capable of it. Early in the volume I try to summarize much of his work, which I don’t think can be bettered at the present time. Because I am a preacher and not an academic, I am concentrating on the resurrection as a key to understanding the whole Bible and to facing all the challenges of life—suffering, personal change, injustice, moral clarity, and the uncertainty of the future.


Theoretically everyone knows that they could die at any moment. But a diagnosis of cancer or heart disease or the threat of a pandemic transfers us into the realm of those who know it as an immediate reality. During a dark time for most of the world, and for me personally, as we all long and grasp for hope, there is no better place to look than the resurrection of Jesus Christ.









INTRODUCTION




In his great mercy he has given us new birth into a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead … and so your faith and hope are in God.


—1 PETER 1:3,21
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A New Age of Anxiety


Even before the COVID-19 pandemic of 2020 and its aftermath, the Western world had been experiencing a growing crisis of hope.


For at least two centuries Western cultures had been animated by a powerful hope that history was progressive, that the human race was moving inevitably toward creating a world of greater and greater safety, prosperity, and freedom. In short, there was a strong belief that overall every generation of human beings would experience a better world than the previous generation. This is one of the legacies of the European Enlightenment, whose many figures predicted that human reason, ingenuity, and science, once freed from superstitions of the past, would inevitably bring in a better future.1


But then came the twentieth century. In 1947 W. H. Auden wrote his book-length poem The Age of Anxiety. The poem is about four persons in a bar in Manhattan talking about their lives and about life. It won the Pulitzer Prize but is seldom read. What grabbed attention was its title, which seemed to capture the cultural moment. In less than four decades the world had passed through two world wars, a pandemic, and the Great Depression and, at the time, it was heading into decades of a nuclear-armed Cold War between the West and communist nations.


Yet when the Cold War ended in 1989, the older belief in inevitable human progress seemed to revive. Some even declared “the end of history,” meaning that the lethal struggles between the great ideologies—fascism, communism, and Western-style democracy—were finally over. The fears of warfare that could bring about worldwide conflagration were diminished. International capitalism, fueled by globalization, went into high gear and many economies seemed to be thriving. The Age of Anxiety was over; the earlier optimism of the Enlightenment was rekindling. The number of people who said that children today will grow up to be better off than their parents’ generation went up to over 50 percent of the population.2


One leading thinker who has provided an empirical basis for this optimism is Steven Pinker of Harvard University. His books The Better Angels of Our Nature: Why Violence Has Declined and Enlightenment Now: The Case for Reason, Science, Humanism, and Progress assemble data to argue that across the world there is decreasing violence, warfare, and poverty, as well as lengthening life spans and improving health care.3


Pinker confines himself to empirical measures of comfort and safety, but Yuval Noah Harari makes stronger claims. In his 2017 bestseller Homo Deus: A Brief History of Tomorrow he argues that in ancient times human beings turned to God or to gods only because they did not have control over the world in which they lived. But we have that control now.




At the dawn of the third millennium, humanity wakes up to an amazing realization. Most people rarely think about it, but in the last few decades we have managed to rein in famine, plague and war. Of course, these problems have not been completely solved, but they have been transformed from incomprehensible and uncontrollable forces of nature into manageable challenges. We don’t need to pray to any god or saint to rescue us from them. We know quite well what needs to be done in order to prevent famine, plague and war—and we usually succeed in doing it.4





The title of the book Homo Deus conveys its basic conclusion. It is not merely that we no longer need God. Humanity now is God. We are our own hope for the future, our own God. We can have not just hope but confidence in a bright future because we have all the resources within ourselves to bring it about.


The Loss of Hope


Pinker and Harari, despite having many followers, are not capturing the spirit of the age as did Auden. By the middle of the first decade of the twenty-first century the numbers of people believing in a better life for their children began to decline again.5 Pessimism about the future for our children and society has only deepened over the past fifteen or twenty years, as a variety of polls and surveys show.6


There are many reasons. Some point to a polarization and fragmentation in society that goes far beyond the usual political partisanship. There is a growing tribalism that reveals a culture in which there is a vacated center, a loss of any shared idea of common public good. There is a profound loss of social trust that appears to be undermining all the institutions that have held our society together.


There is another category of threats to our future that come not from a lack of scientific and technological progress but, ironically, as the result of it. For example, pandemics may be impossible to contain because of our mobility through air travel and because of the globalization of our economies, all due to modern technology. Our polarization and loss of trust in what to believe is now acknowledged to be, to a great degree, fueled by social media. Then there is the threat of climate change and the never-ending possibility of international terrorism, both heightened by scientific advances. The very things that were supposed to save us from terrible perils have created new ones.


Andrew Sullivan points to another category of reasons for the increasing sense of anxiety and hopelessness characterizing our age. Sullivan professes to be a great admirer of Pinker, and in a review of his book Enlightenment Now, he finds no fault in any of its empirical conclusions. But Sullivan then adds: “[Pinker] doesn’t have a way of explaining why, for example, there is so much profound discontent, depression, drug abuse, despair, addiction, and loneliness in the most advanced liberal societies.” He notes: “As we have slowly and surely attained more progress, we have lost something that undergirds all of it: meaning, cohesion, and a different, deeper kind of happiness than the satiation of all our earthly needs.”7


Yuval Harari believes that people turned to God for hope in the past because of an inability to understand or control the natural environment. But religion addressed something much deeper than that. The human dilemma from time immemorial has not only been about how to control nature “out there” but—the far more difficult challenge—how to control nature “in here,” that is, the many enigmas and problems of human nature itself. We hunger for meaning and purpose. We find that things that we thought would bring us satisfaction do not. We are shocked at the evil things other human beings—and we ourselves—are capable of doing. What can we do about us? As Sullivan indicates, controlling external nature is not enough, and there is plenty of evidence in a year of the COVID-19 pandemic that we are far from having done even that.


Pinker and Harari believe that leaving religion behind is an important part of human progress. But the prominent philosopher Jürgen Habermas over the last twenty years has taken a different position. He recognizes the limits of secular reason for providing moral absolutes and motivations to sacrifice one’s selfish interests for the good of others. Habermas, though not a Christian, believes that religion can provide a basis for the sacredness of all human life and a motivation for sacrificial love in human relationships. These are things mere science cannot give us.8 The greatest threat to our hope for a better world is not the natural environment but the various evils that continually spring from the human heart. Science cannot eradicate human evil—in fact it can give it more tools to use for its own ends. And by “evil” we don’t mean only the horrendous eruptions such as the Jewish holocaust. We mean the ordinary cruelties of self-interest in business, racial bias, arrogance and pride, dishonesty and corruption, and the innumerable daily acts of selfishness that pull society downward.


The Hope of the Resurrection


One of the reasons for the remarkable rise of Christianity in its earliest centuries was that it offered resources for hope in the face of the numerous urban pandemics that were devastating the Roman world. Kyle Harper, a historian who has written on ancient pandemics, was interviewed and asked about how Christianity kept thriving and growing in the bleakness of those times. He said:




For [Christians], it was a positive program. This life was always meant to be transitory, and just part of a larger story. What was important to the Christians was to orient one’s life towards the larger story, the cosmic story, the story of eternity. They did live in this world, experience pain, and loved others. But the Christians of that time were called to see the story of this life as just one of the stories in which they lived. The hidden map was this larger picture.9





The Christian “hidden map” went far beyond ordinary religious consolations. For example, other religions spoke of the uncertain possibility of a better hereafter if our moral performance was sufficient. The Christian hope exceeded such quavering wishful thinking in every way. The biblical word elpida, translated as the weaker English word hope, means profound certainty. Christians view even the hardest circumstances as part of a history guided by God at every turn toward not merely some kind of afterlife but toward the resurrection of our bodies and souls into new, remade heavens and earth.


And all this hope centers on one explosive event—the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. That is what Christianity offers a world that has lost hope.


The Christians to whom Peter wrote had already “suffered grief in all kinds of trials” (1 Peter 1:6) and were now in the midst of a “fiery ordeal” (1 Peter 4:1). But Peter reminds them of this: “He has given us new birth into a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead so your faith and hope are in God” (1 Peter 1:3,21). The fact of the resurrection means we have a hope for the future not based on scientific advance or social progress but on God himself (1 Peter 1:21). And this is not simply an intellectual belief but, as Peter says, it is a “living hope,” a vital part of the new spiritual life that comes into Christians by the Holy Spirit through what the New Testament calls “the new birth.” Faith in the resurrection implants that hope into the root of our souls. It becomes such a part of who we are that we can face anything.


But what is this faith in the resurrection that can become a living hope, burning within us like a warming and energizing fire? And how do we get it?


Knowing the Resurrection


The first step is to believe that the resurrection of Jesus Christ really happened. The resurrection is of little use as a mere symbol. And as we will see, belief in the resurrection was as difficult for people in Jesus’s day as it is for us. Ancient and modern worldviews alike believe that resurrections from the dead simply can’t happen. The evidence for Jesus’s resurrection was formidable. It answered people’s intellectual objections then and still can do so today.


However, accepting the bare fact of the resurrection does not automatically make it a living hope for us. We must understand not only that it happened but also, just as important, what it means. Many of us will have trouble thinking of any time that we heard an extensive treatment of the resurrection from the pulpit outside of Easter Sunday. In mainline Protestant pulpits the resurrection is usually seen as a general concept, a symbol that somehow good will triumph over evil. And when the resurrection is preached in evangelical church pulpits, the sermon often consists of a lengthy argument that it really happened. Yet it is one thing to know about the resurrection, and it is another thing, as Paul says, “to know the power of his resurrection” (Philippians 3:10), to know it personally and experientially. Surprisingly, the church has not given us much guidance in that.


In my own church tradition, Presbyterian and Reformed, classic systematic theologies give far more attention to Jesus’s death on the cross than to this resurrection. Charles Hodge, the Princeton theologian, spends 127 pages on the cross and only four on the resurrection. Other theological treatments are similar.10 Sam Allberry writes that many Christians, while believing in the resurrection and rehearsing that belief every Easter Sunday, “then effectively stick it back in a drawer for the rest of the year” because they are “at a loss to know what to do with it.”11 Verses like Romans 4:25—“he … was raised for our justification”—show us that it is not just the death of Jesus but also his resurrection that saves us. Yet when most Christians give a “gospel” presentation to explain how we can be saved, they talk exclusively about the cross and make the resurrection an afterthought or leave it out altogether.


The Good Invasion


The resurrection is not a stupendous magic trick but an invasion. And the event that saved us—the movement from cross to resurrection—now remakes the lives of Christians from the inside out, by the power of the Spirit.


The cross and the resurrection together—and only together—bring the future new creation, the omnipotent power through which God renews and heals the entire world, into our present. When Christ paid the debt of sin on the cross, the veil in the temple was ripped from top to bottom (Matthew 27:51). That veil represented the separation of humanity from the holy presence of God. That presence had once made the earth a paradise and now, because of the death of Christ, that presence can come to us, and because of the resurrection of Christ, it does come to us. The risen Christ sends us the Holy Spirit, and both Christ and the Spirit are the “firstfruits” (Romans 8:23; 1 Corinthians 15:20–23), the “earnest” (Ephesians 1:13–14; 2 Corinthians 1:22,23, 5:5 KJV), a first installment, a down payment on the future triumph over death and of a new, remade material world. This renewing power from the future is only here partially, but it is actual and substantial—and has entered the present world.


The “incomparably great power” with which God raised Jesus from the dead is in us now (Romans 8:23; Ephesians 1:19–20). So we are to live in the “light” of the future “new creation” (Romans 13:11–13; Galatians 6:15; cf. 1 Corinthians 6:1–2). That is, we are to participate in that future resurrection life in the way we live now. If Jesus was raised from the dead, it changes everything: how we conduct relationships, our attitudes toward wealth and power, how we work in our vocations, our understanding and practice of sexuality, race relations, and justice.


Also, the cross and the resurrection together—and only together—give us the basic shape or pattern by which Christians now “live in light of the new creation.” The cross and resurrection is the Great Reversal. Christ saves us through weakness, by giving up power and succumbing to a seeming defeat. But he triumphs—not despite the weakness and loss of power but because of it and through it. The Great Reversal becomes “a dynamic” that “opens out onto a rhythm of life, an ethic, and a way of looking at and living in the world” and every aspect of life.12 By living this principle, death and resurrection, we renew human life here—only partially, but substantially. The “already but not yet” presence of the new creation avoids both naivete and cynicism, both utopianism and defeatism.


An Outline of the Book


This is the basic thesis of the book—that the resurrection, the Great Reversal, brings us both the power and the pattern for living life now connected to God’s future new creation.


To unfold this theme, I will begin in chapter 1 by looking at the resurrection as a historical fact. It is of course much more than that, but it is not less. Modern skepticism about the supernatural makes it difficult for people to believe in the historical, bodily resurrection of Jesus. But without the miracle of the resurrection our infallible confidence in a future triumph over evil and death vanishes. Then, in the following four chapters I will explore how the resurrection as the Great Reversal is the key for understanding the plot-line of the entire Bible, as well as the operating principle for the life of a Christian. In the sixth and seventh chapters I will examine how personal resurrection faith begins by looking at five famous case studies: Mary, John, Thomas, Peter, and Paul. In the final five chapters I will look at specific areas of life and explore how the resurrection gives us unique resources for living faithfully and distinctively in each one.


Perhaps the most ordinary, daily benefit of the resurrection is this. To follow not a dead, revered teacher but rather a risen Lord is to have him actually with us. In Revelation 3:20 Jesus says he “stands at the door and knocks” and that if “anyone hears my voice and opens the door,” he will come in and eat with them “and they with me.” It is commonly thought that this is an invitation to nonbelievers to “open their hearts to Jesus,” but in the context of Revelation 3 Jesus is speaking to the church, to Christians. To eat with someone was and is to have fellowship with them. Jesus is saying to believers that there is a potential for rich, intimate communion with him, for knowing him and knowing his love, that is generally untapped.


Because of the resurrection, he is not a deceased writer we know only through his books. He is alive and he is calling to us. “Here I am!” he says to you (Revelation 3:20). Open up and love him and listen to him. Those who do so will “awaken from despair and put away the imaginations of darkness.”13









CHAPTER 1


CERTAIN HOPE




Now, brothers and sisters, I want to remind you of the gospel I preached to you. … For what I received I passed on to you as of first importance: that Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures, that he was buried, that he was raised on the third day according to the Scriptures, and that he appeared to Cephas, and then to the Twelve. After that, he appeared to more than five hundred of the brothers and sisters at the same time, most of whom are still living, though some have fallen asleep. Then he appeared to James, then to all the apostles, and last of all he appeared to me also, as to one abnormally born. For I am the least of the apostles and do not even deserve to be called an apostle, because I persecuted the church of God. But by the grace of God I am what I am, and his grace to me was not without effect. No, I worked harder than all of them—yet not I, but the grace of God that was with me.


—1 CORINTHIANS 15:1,3–10
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The heart of the Christian faith is the gospel. “It is the power of God that brings salvation,” Paul says in Romans 1:16. The gospel is infinitely rich and can be expounded at great length, as we see in the books of Galatians and Romans. But the value of this passage in 1 Corinthians is that Paul gives us the gospel briefly, and this enables us to get a clearer view of all of its constituent aspects and points. The passage tells us that Christianity is a historical, reasonable, and gracious faith.


A Historical Faith


The gospel begins with the reporting of certain historical events. Christianity is rightly seen as a life-changing experience, but it will transform you only if you accept as facts that certain events occurred in history.


When I was in college I took courses studying the religions of the world. Looking back on my studies, it became clear than no other faith started by saying, “Above all and before everything else, you must believe that these historical events happened.” Certainly all the religions had origin stories and accounts of various heroes of the faith. But such stories were provided primarily as examples to emulate. The main message was “Live in this way and find the path of wisdom and you will find unity with the infinite.”


Christianity opens not with “Here’s how you have to live,” but “Here’s what Jesus did for you in history.” First, he died for our sins and was buried, and second, he was raised to life on the third day and he appeared to many eyewitnesses.


An Ahistorical Faith?


One reason to stress the historicity of the crucifixion and resurrection is to provide a note of caution about the ongoing effort that started two centuries ago to create a liberal Christianity that is more like other religions.


In the early part of the nineteenth century there was a movement to remove the supernatural elements from Christianity in order to align it more with modern sensibilities. Friedrich Schleiermacher taught that Christianity was not a matter of faith in historical events but rather an internal feeling of dependence on God. Albrecht Ritschl taught that we could no longer believe in miracles, and so we had to reread the reports of Jesus’s incarnate birth, death, and resurrection not as historical events but as legends and parables and examples of how to live. The basic reasoning of this movement went something like this: “There are many superstitious, miraculous elements in the Christian faith. Modern people can’t believe these things actually happened. So if we are going to appeal to the modern world, we will have to reinterpret them as fiction, but fiction that preserves the essential principles of living that are in the Christian faith.”


How did this program of modernization treat Easter, the doctrine that Christ was raised bodily from the dead? The new account went like this: “We can’t believe in a literal, physical, historical resurrection anymore. Ah, but we still have the idea of Easter. Doesn’t nature itself teach you that after winter comes spring? That even in a disaster and after death there can be new beginnings? That even in our misfortunes we can discover lessons and we can grow and we can begin afresh? That’s the principle of Easter.”


Liberal Christianity has taught that it doesn’t matter whether these events in the story of Jesus’s life actually happened. All that matters is that Christians be good, ethical people who love others and make the world a better place. This is an effort to create a non-historical faith, one that isn’t grounded in what God has actually done in history, but only in what we do and how we live. Liberal Christianity even tries to read itself back into history as the original, true Christianity. It claims that the original Jesus was simply a human teacher of justice and love. Only decades later did these miraculous, supernatural elements get introduced into the legends about his life, and only then was he presented as a Son of God who rose from the dead. In this telling, the original faith was not about miraculous historical events but rather was simply an ethic of love.


This narrative, however, is not actually an updated version of Christianity. Rather, it is the creation of a different religion altogether. Christianity’s unique message—that you are saved not by what you have to do but by what God has done—is swept away. The crushing weight of self-salvation is put squarely back onto the believer, whereas the historical gospel took that burden off of us.


The stark difference between liberal Christianity and the original faith was put famously by H. Richard Niebuhr. He described liberalism thus: “A God without wrath brought men without sin into a Kingdom without judgment through the ministrations of Christ without a Cross.”1 And, he could have added, without a resurrection. Liberal Christianity—a message of simple ethical love and hope—could never have turned anyone’s life, much less the entire Roman world, upside down.


The electrifying original message was this: God’s power has come from outside of history into this world. Jesus died for our sins in our place so that through faith we can know his love and receive a guarantee of eternal life—all by grace, as a gift. He also rose from the dead to bring into history the powers of the age to come, in which we will all be resurrected and every tear will be wiped away (Hebrews 6:5; 2 Peter 3:13; Romans 8:18–25). Because Jesus’s death for sin and resurrection happened in history, everything has changed. Everything.


In 1 Corinthians 15:14 Paul says, “If Christ has not been raised, our preaching is useless,” and the Greek word for useless is kenos, without power. Paul is saying that mere ethical exhortations—that “we need to work against injustice” or “we need to keep up hope in the face of anxiety”—as right as they are, are nonetheless impotent if Jesus hasn’t been raised from the dead in history. If he was raised, we have not only every reason in the world to work for the good, but also the actual inward power to do so. But if he was not raised, then, both the ancient philosophers and modern scientists agree, the world will eventually burn up, and no one will be around to mourn for it, and nothing anyone does will in the end make any difference.


Liberal Christianity, though now in steep demographic decline among believers, is nonetheless highly popular with the modern media, which sees it as the only viable version of the faith.2 But a non-historical faith—a non-supernatural faith—simply won’t do. It did not change lives and the world at the beginning, and it won’t do so now. As John Updike wrote:




Make no mistake: if He rose at all


It was as His body;


If the cells’ dissolution did not reverse, the molecule reknit,


the amino acids rekindle,


the Church will fall.


It was not as the flowers,


each soft spring recurrent;


it was not as His Spirit in the mouths and fuddled eyes of the


eleven apostles;


it was as His flesh; ours.


The same hinged thumbs and toes,


the same valved heart


that—pierced—died, withered, paused, and then regathered


out of enduring Might


new strength to enclose.


Let us not mock God with metaphor,


analogy, sidestepping, transcendence,


making of the event a parable, a sign painted in the faded


credulity of earlier ages:


let us walk through the door.


The stone is rolled back, not papiermâché


not a stone in a story,


but the vast rock of materiality that in the slow grinding of


time will eclipse for each of us


the wide light of day.


And if we have an angel at the tomb,


make it a real angel,


weighty with Max Planck’s quanta, vivid with hair, opaque in


the dawn light, robed in real linen


spun on a definite loom.


Let us not seek to make it less monstrous,


for our own convenience, our own sense of beauty,


lest, awakened in one unthinkable hour, we are embarrassed


by the miracle,


and crushed by remonstrance.3





A Reasonable Faith


Because Christianity is a historical faith, it is also a reasonable one, and 1 Corinthians 15 is brimming with reasons to believe. Many modern theories have been developed to explain away the claim of the resurrection, but these verses provide answers to them all.


One of the oldest theories is that the legends of Jesus’s resurrection developed only many decades after the actual events had faded from living memory. But the 1 Corinthians text is itself an important piece of evidence against that view. Verses 3–7 are now seen by most New Testament scholars as not an original Pauline composition but rather an early gospel summary used by the earliest church in its evangelism and instruction which Paul is citing. As he says in verse 3, these words were “received,” not created by him, and then “passed on” to others. Scholars also show that the vocabulary in these verses—“according to the Scriptures,” “on the third day,” “the Twelve” are not terms Paul uses elsewhere in his writings. So this was a gospel summary that was already in widespread use by Christians all around the Mediterranean world when Paul wrote. Since this letter to the Corinthians was written only fifteen or twenty years after Jesus’s death, the eminent biblical scholar James Dunn concludes that “we can be entirely confident” that this summary in 1 Corinthians 15:3–7 “was formulated … within months of Jesus’s death.”4


That disproves the theory that Jesus’s resurrection was a legend developed only after all the people who were present at his death were gone. Instead, this text demonstrates that almost instantly thousands of Jewish men and women were worshipping Jesus as the Savior and risen Lord (Acts 2:41). Unlike the Romans, the Jews “did not believe that a man might become a god. … [Such] claims [were] as stupefying as they were … repellent. … Not merely blasphemy, it was madness.”5 A growing movement of Jews who worshipped a human being as the Son of God was completely unprecedented. And it happened immediately after Jesus’s death. Something momentous must have happened to bring this about. If it was not the resurrection, what else could it have been?


Paul also says Jesus was raised “on the third day,” which undermines a second modern theory, that the earliest followers of Jesus did not literally see the resurrected Christ with their eyes but only experienced his continued presence with them in their hearts. “The third day” shows that Jesus’s resurrection was an actual event with a time stamp.


Paul then goes on at length to report that the risen Jesus appeared “to Cephas (Peter), and then to the Twelve. After that, he appeared to more than five hundred of the brothers and sisters at the same time, most of whom are still living, though some have fallen asleep. Then he appeared to James, then to all the apostles, and last of all he appeared to me also, as to one abnormally born” (1 Corinthians 15:5–7). This list challenges a third modern hypothesis, namely, that the resurrection was a hoax. The problem is not only that Peter, Jesus’s brother James, and Paul himself all claimed to have literally seen Christ back from the dead. Jesus also appeared to five hundred people at one time. There were literally hundreds of corroborating eyewitnesses.


Contemporary readers might think that in Paul’s day everyone was highly credulous and superstitious. So if you wanted to claim that the founder of your religion had risen from the dead, all you’d have to do is say, “He rose, and you must believe it because I say so.” Instead, Paul writes as if his readers would be unwilling to accept such a claim without evidence—much like people today. So over 75 percent of the words in this gospel presentation are dedicated to listing the eyewitnesses of the resurrection. When he gives their names and says “most of [them] are still living,” he is inviting anyone to seek them out and hear their eyewitness testimony for themselves. In other words, Paul is not what has been called a “fideist,” someone who says, “I have no arguments or reasons for you; you must just take a wild leap of faith in the dark and believe what I’m telling you despite the lack of evidence.”


We might ask why an ancient audience would be so slow to believe in something like the resurrection. Surely people in those days were less skeptical about claims of miracles than people are today? But in his book The Resurrection of the Son of God, biblical scholar N. T. Wright explains at length that both Greco-Roman culture and Judaism of that time had strong beliefs that made the claim of an individual bodily resurrection incredible. Jews of Jesus’s day either did not believe in resurrection at all or believed only in a general resurrection of the righteous at the end of time when the whole world was renewed. What they did not think possible at all was a single, individual resurrection in the midst of history while evil, suffering, and death continued as before.6 This then refutes a fourth modern belief, that Jesus’s followers were so grief stricken and desirous for him to be alive that they convinced themselves he was resurrected. Wright makes the strongest case that this could not have happened. Such a resurrection was too unimaginable for Jews. It was only the evidence of the empty tomb and all the eyewitness accounts that overcame their deep skepticism about the claim of resurrection.




Any first-century historian should recognize … that whatever it was that the early Christians were expecting, wanting, hoping and praying for, this was not what they said, after Easter, had happened. … Something had happened, something which was not at all what they expected or hoped for, something around which they had to reconstruct their lives.7





Paul’s Evidence for the Resurrection


In Acts 26 Paul spoke to King Agrippa and Festus, the Roman governor. He talked about Christ’s death and resurrection. In the middle of his discussion, Festus cried, “Paul, your great learning is driving you insane” (Acts 26:24). Paul’s response was respectful but surprisingly confident.




“I am not insane, most excellent Festus,” Paul replied. “What I am saying is true and reasonable. The king is familiar with these things, and I can speak freely to him. I am convinced that none of this has escaped his notice, because it was not done in a corner.”


(Acts 26:25–26)





Paul says that his faith in the resurrection is “reasonable”—a word that refers to careful, rational thought. He is not making mere assertions but is offering arguments. Paul can also say confidently to Agrippa that he knew the facts of Jesus’s death, of the empty tomb, and of the reports of the eyewitnesses to the resurrection, because these things were “not done in a corner.” They were public knowledge and so there was substantial evidence for what he was saying.


Paul is doing in 1 Corinthians 15 for all readers, present and future, what he did before Agrippa and Festus. To summarize, he provides two main arguments for the resurrection.


First, the tomb was empty. The gospel summary does not merely say that Jesus died but also “that he was buried.” That would be redundant unless to make the point that this was not a “spiritual” event, that the body was gone and the tomb empty.8 The fact of the empty tomb is accepted by most scholars, including those who don’t accept the resurrection. It was extremely important to Jews to bury people and not leave bodies out simply to decay.9 And the text of 1 Corinthians—as well as this gospel summary—proves that the very earliest Christians believed and proclaimed Jesus’s resurrection from the dead. Therefore, “it is hard to imagine belief in a risen Jesus getting very far if one could easily point to the grave in which he was still present.”10


The second main argument is that a large number of people, across a diversity of circumstances, testified that they had seen the risen Jesus. We are not talking about one single sighting, or several appearances in one remote location where they could be staged. Peter Williams gives the list:




The resurrected Jesus is recorded as appearing in Judea (Mt 28:9; Lk 24:31, 36) and in Galilee (Mt 28:16–20; Jn 21:1–23), in town (Lk 24:36) and countryside (Lk 24:15), indoors (Lk 24:36) and outdoors (Mt 28:9,16; Lk 24:15; Jn 21:1–23), in the morning (Jn 21:1–23) and the evening (Lk 24:29,36; Jn 20:19), by prior appointment (Mt 28:16) and without prior appointment (Mt 28:9; Lk 24:15,34,36; Jn 21:1–23), close (Mt 28:9, 19; Lk 24:15,36; Jn 21:9–23) and distant (Jn 21:4–8), on a hill (Mt 28:16) and by a lake (Jn 21:4), to groups of men (Jn 21:2; 1 Cor 15:5,7) and groups of women (Mt 28:9), to individuals (Lk 24:34; 1 Cor 15:5,7–8) and groups of up to five hundred (1 Cor 15:6), sitting (Jn 21:15 implied), standing (Jn 21:4), walking (Lk 24:15; Jn 21:20–22), eating (Lk 24:43; Jn 21:15), and always talking (Mt 28:9–10, 18–20; Lk 24:17–30, 36–49; Jn 20:15–17, 19–29; 21:6–22). Many are explicitly close-up encounters involving conversations. It is hard to imagine this pattern of appearances [recorded] in the Gospels and early Christian letters without there having been multiple individuals who claimed to have seen Jesus risen from the dead.11





Many have sought to explain away these eyewitness accounts. The most common theory is that they were simply made up by the New Testament writers. But here in this well-attested, early public document, Paul says that most of these witnesses were still alive and readily accessible. Such claims would have been impossible if the witnesses never existed. In addition, as is often pointed out, the gospels claim that the very first witnesses of the resurrection were women. Since women in that patriarchal culture were not allowed to give evidence in court,12 there would be no plausible reason that the gospel writers would have invented them. The only historically plausible reason that women would have been recorded as seeing the risen Christ is: they did.


As previously noted, some explain the resurrection appearances as psychological wish fulfillment or hallucinations or ecstatic visions on the part of the witnesses. But the variety of times and circumstances of the encounters makes that highly unlikely. For example, how could five hundred people have the same hallucination at once?13 And as Wright has argued, the Jewish worldview made it inconceivable that a single person could be resurrected in the middle of history. It would have neither occurred to Jesus’s disciples to make up such an idea nor to think they could get other Jews to believe it if they did. It would have required some extraordinary, impossible-to-deny, powerful evidence to get first-century Jews to overcome all they had been taught and to believe that Jesus was the resurrected Son of God. According to 1 Corinthians 15, that is exactly what they received.14


So we are left with two hard-to-refute facts: that the tomb was empty and that hundreds of people claimed to have seen the risen Christ. If we had only the empty tomb, then we could plausibly claim the body was stolen. If we only had the testimonies, we could say they had to be fantasies. Together, however, they give evidence that something extraordinary happened. N. T. Wright says that if you rule out a resurrection, you have a formidable challenge—to come up with a historically possible alternate explanation for these two facts, as well as for the birth of the church itself. He writes:




The early Christians did not invent the empty tomb and the meetings or sightings of the risen Jesus. … Nobody was expecting this kind of thing; no kind of conversion experience would have invented it, no matter how guilty (or how forgiven) they felt, no matter how many hours they pored over the scriptures. To suggest otherwise is to stop doing history and enter into a fantasy world of our own.15





The Gospels’ Evidence for the Resurrection


To these two most basic pieces of evidence we can add a third, one to which we alluded in the introduction and that comes from the gospels’ resurrection accounts themselves. We could call this category “the strangeness of the risen Jesus.” In his Gifford Lectures, John Polkinghorne says that the inability of the first eyewitnesses to recognize the resurrected Christ was remarkable. He argues that if people of that time (or ours) were to make up a story about someone resurrected, they would have drawn from the two kinds of legends about people returning from the dead, depicting him as either “a dazzling heavenly figure or a resuscitated corpse.”16 N. T. Wright agrees. There were stories in the Jewish apocalyptic tradition of figures appearing “in blinding light or dazzling radiance, or wreathed in clouds.” Daniel 12:2–3 describes the resurrected at the end of time as “shining like the brightness of the heavens.” 1 Samuel 28 tells about King Saul speaking with the ghost of the dead prophet Samuel, who appears as “a ghostly figure” (verse 13). Surely if Jewish gospel writers wanted to make up a story to teach that Jesus had risen from the dead, they could have drawn on those accounts and depicted him as too bright to look upon or as a frightening phantasm. Instead the risen Jesus appears to be completely ordinary—“as a human being among human beings.”17


On the other hand, Polkinghorne says that if the gospel writers conceived Jesus not as being divinely transformed or as a spirit but merely as resuscitated, brought back to life as Lazarus was, then surely he would have looked exactly the same. There is no indication that anyone had any problem recognizing Lazarus after he was resurrected (John 11). Yet in these resurrection narratives Jesus looks different enough that his disciples don’t recognize him—until they do. The closest analogy would be meeting a childhood friend in your fifties whom you have not seen since you were both in your teens. You would not recognize her at first, until you looked more closely. So here Jesus is being shown to have a resurrected body—very human and continuous with his former body (he still has wounds where the nails were used in his crucifixion, John 20:27)—but now transformed.


Wright adds that Jesus’s body is also “trans-physical.” It can be touched, and he can eat a fish (Luke 24:36–43), and yet twice the gospels speak of him entering through locked doors (John 20:19,26). Jesus is neither a ghost nor a dazzling apparition, nor does he have a revived, normal human body. There simply was nothing like this in Jewish and Greco-Roman literature and legend for the gospel writers to draw on. These were wholly new conceptual categories, major departures from anything any religion or culture had ever imagined before. It was an entirely new way to think of body and spirit.


Wright and Polkinghorne argue that it is extremely unlikely that anyone fabricating stories about the resurrection would have conceived of a risen Christ like this. No one could have thought this up. “This would be a strange motif to recur in stories that were merely made up,” concludes Polkinghorne. “It seems likely to me that, on the contrary, it is the kernel of a genuine historical reminiscence.”18


Finally, we can add a fourth kind of evidence for the resurrection from the history of the early church. N. T. Wright looks at the inexplicability of the early church’s resurrection faith. Modern people assume that ancient people believed that resurrections from the dead were possible “but that now, with hundreds of years of scientific research on our side, we know that dead people stay dead.” But Wright then adds that this modern way of understanding ancient people’s views “is ridiculous.” He argues: “The [historical] evidence was massive and the conclusion universally drawn Ancient paganism contains all kinds of theories, but whenever resurrection is mentioned the answer is firm negative: we know that doesn’t happen.”19


But what about Judaism? Wright says that a majority of first-century Jews believed in a bodily resurrection of the righteous at the end of time. And yet Christians’ belief in the resurrection almost overnight developed “remarkable modifications” or what he calls “mutations.” Unlike in Judaism, which contained a range of beliefs and emphases (and skepticism) about the resurrection, all Christians immediately believed in the resurrection, and it was central to their faith. Judaism had speculated that resurrected people would have a resuscitated but basically identical body. But as we have seen, Christians believed the resurrected body would be physical but have a range of new properties and powers. Judaism had also taught that if the resurrection happened, it would all happen at the end of history, but Christians insisted that it has already happened to one person in the middle of history. Finally, no Jews believed that the Messiah would die and rise again, nor that any human being could possibly be the Son of God. Yet the early Christians, most of them Jews, did believe just that.20


In all these ways the belief of the early church about resurrection was a radical departure in the history of human culture and thought. And there was no debate within the early church over this—this new belief was instant. Wright says: “These mutations are so striking in an area of human experience where societies tend to be very conservative, that they force the historian … to ask, ‘Why did they occur?’” If historians tackle that question, they will find it difficult to find a plausible explanation for Christians’ overnight break with all other beliefs including their own upbringing. Wright concludes that it is “impossible … to account for the early Christian belief in Jesus as Messiah without the resurrection.”21


Can We Know That the Resurrection Happened?


Does all this prove beyond a shadow of rational doubt that the resurrection of Jesus Christ actually occurred? As Wright and others point out, no event in past history can be empirically proven the way something can be tested in a laboratory. We can’t know that William the Conqueror invaded England in 1066 in exactly the same way we know that a compound liquefies at such and such temperature. However, once we make that distinction, we can still say we know that things in history happened if there is a great deal of historical evidence that they did.


So what about the resurrection? If you ask historians to answer the question “What explanation do you have for the rapid development of this new view of resurrection and for the explosive growth of the church?” they must answer historically. Even if they hold a philosophical presupposition that disbelieves in miracles, they still have to find some alternative explanation that is historically possible and, as Wright argues, that is not at all easy. “No other explanations have been offered, in two thousand years of sneering skepticism … that can satisfactorily account for how the tomb came to be empty, how the disciples came to see Jesus, and how their lives and worldviews were transformed.”22


What this means is that, on the one hand, the use of human reason alone cannot force us to believe in the resurrection. There is room for intellectual doubt of most any historical event. On the other hand, we can see that belief in the resurrection of Christ is not a blind leap of faith. It has left an enormous footprint, as it were, in history. This is why it “poses that kind of challenge to the larger worldview of both the historian and the scientist.” Resurrection faith is not blind belief that rejects human reason—it “transcends but includes what we call history and what we call science.”23


Indeed, almost nothing important that we base our lives on can be demonstrably proven. Our moral values, our beliefs about human nature, our beliefs about whether the material universe was its own cause or was created by God—all of these fundamental assumptions about reality come through a combination of reasoning, evidence, and faith.24 Can we know, for example, that all human beings have equal dignity and human rights? Although there is much evidence for that belief, human rights cannot be scientifically proven so that any skeptic would be forced to accept them. And can we know that the resurrection happened? Even if you come to believe, on rational grounds, that the resurrection of Jesus probably happened, you still must exercise faith to become a Christian.25


A Gracious Faith


So while Paul has emphasized the historical and rational side of Christianity, he does not mean that it is sufficient to merely give mental assent to doctrines and principles. We must appropriate these truths personally, by faith. Belief or nonbelief in the resurrection is never merely an intellectual process. We are not computers. We are flesh-and-blood human beings, and when we confront the claim of the resurrection, we address it not only with logic but with a lifetime of hopes and fears and preexisting faith commitments. And we will never be able to accept it until we see our need for God’s grace.


That is why immediately after the summary of doctrine in 1 Corinthians 15:3–8 Paul adds a testimony of how these truths changed him personally.




For I am the least of the apostles and do not even deserve to be called an apostle, because I persecuted the church of God. But by the grace of God I am what I am, and his grace to me was not without effect. No, I worked harder than all of them—yet not I, but the grace of God that was with me.


(1 Corinthians 15:9–10)





What was it that made Paul into a completely different person? Three times he uses the word grace. The man formerly known as Saul in no way thought he needed mercy and forgiveness. He was, in his mind, far more zealous for the truth and for God than anyone he knew (Philippians 3:6). But when life humbled him and he saw his flaws and insufficiency and that he needed God’s grace, that made him open to claims and truths to which he was previously closed.


Before we become Christians, most of us also think of ourselves as sincere seekers after the truth. We feel like we’re pretty good people. But most Christians, like Paul, look back on their lives and see that they had never really been sincere seekers after truth at all. They had wanted a truth and a God that fit their desire to be in charge of their own lives. And yet God came after them, found them, and graciously helped them see their own blindness and their unwarranted distrust of him.
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