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Introduction 

The resurrection of Jesus Christ has been a controversial topic since the death of Christ 

on or around 30-33AD. From that time to this, many have written about and debated the question 

where Jesus did rise from the dead and if it was a physical, bodily resurrection or simply a 

spiritual or phantasmal resurrection. One of the key portions of Scripture that strongly 

emphasizes that Christ died, was buried, and rose from the dead comes from 1 Corinthians 15, 

where Paul emphatically states that Christ experienced a real death, truly was buried and 

remained buried for three days, after which he rose from the dead (1 Corinthians 15:1- 34 

specifically). Paul also declares in this chapter on the resurrection that if Christ has in fact not 

been raised, Christianity is a wasted and useless religion (1 Corinthians 15:17).  

Although, Paul, in 1 Corinthians 15 deals not only with the resurrection of Christ but the long-

term view of the resurrection of all believers; this paper will seek to focus in on the specific point 

of Christ’s resurrection. This paper will consider the explosive growth of the early church after 

the resurrection of Christ and the importance that Paul himself places on Christ’s bodily 

resurrection. These two areas taken together make it evident that Christ truly did die and rose 

from death and was, as he claimed the Son of God. 

Theories Formed Against Christ’s Resurrection 

     There have been many theories set against the resurrection of Christ throughout history. 

Paul’s statement in 1 Corinthians 15 about the supreme vitality of the resurrection easily explains 

why- if Christ has been raised, Christianity is true and if Christianity is true, then everything 

Christ said is true. In order to invalidate Christianity, one must seek to first invalidate the 

resurrection. This is why Cabal states: “The historically verifiable, bodily resurrection of Jesus 

the Lord must be defended in every generation—a perennial responsibility with great privilege as 



part of Gospel proclamation. Christian leaders have done so from antiquity, and the Church now 

enjoys a wealth of resources for the challenge” (Cabal, p. 116). Cabal then also reiterates the 

necessity for the resurrection when he reminds his readers: “Since the resurrection of Jesus is the 

sine qua non of Christianity (1 Cor 15:17-19), it necessarily has been defended throughout the 

history of the Church” (Cabal, p. 116).  

The first detractors from the belief in the bodily resurrection of Christ came by way of the 

Gnostics. They believed, and purported the belief, that Christ didn’t have a risen body, but 

instead, simply a risen spirit. Those who then saw him appear saw his ghost, rather than his 

actual body. After the Gnostics, one of the other early disparagers of the resurrection was Celcus, 

who lived around the year AD 180. During this time, the canon was still be officially developed 

and the early church was growing exponentially. In order to seek to undermine her growth, 

Celcus put forth what he titled: “The True Doctrine”. He sought to attack the most vital part of 

Christendom and the reason for which the church was exploding; namely the resurrection of 

Christ. His main attack against the resurrection came by way of the idea of “delusion”. Cabal 

states: “For instance, Celsus suggests that Jesus’ post-mortem appearances may have been due to 

day-dreaming or hallucinations produced by “wishful thinking.”’ (Cabal, p. 119). Celcus was 

widely known for this view as Allison reminds us: “Celcus proposed that the alleged appearances 

of the risen Christ were nothing but dreams of the products of a wild imagination” (Allison, 

2011, p. 413). 

     This view continued on for centuries and even holds sway in many today who seek to 

invalidate or disprove the resurrection. N.T. Wright argues that this argument against the 

resurrection has morphed from its original “dreams and imaginations” into what phycologists 



call “cognitive dissonance”. The imaginary view is still in play, but phycologists now have a 

diagnosis to help strengthen this particular argument. Wright states: 

“The first type of alternative frequently encountered, though, not perhaps quite so 
often as a few decades ago. This is the theory that the disciples were suffering 
from ‘cognitive dissonance’; the hypothetical state, studied within social 
psychology, in which individuals or groups fail to come to terms with reality, but 
live instead in a fantasy which corresponds to their own deep longing. This theory 
became popular in the 1950s and thereafter through the work of Leon Festinger. 
Its implicit force in the Easter discussion is obvious; the disciples wanted so badly 
to believe in Jesus that instead of facing the fact of his death they claimed he was 
alive” (Wright, 2003, p. 697). 

 

     As Wright notes, this theory is not as strong as it has been throughout history, yet it is 

still a very real view against the resurrection today. As Cabal reminded us, the burden of 

defending the resurrection has been and will always be prevalent. Allison, the church historian, 

takes us to the eighteenth century and the newly strengthened arguments against the resurrection. 

“The eighteenth century marked the beginning of the quest for the historical Jesus 
by liberal protestants…Proponents of this quest offered numerous challenges to 
the resurrection and ascension; as a small sample follows. Herman Samuel 
Reimarus is credited with initiating the quest when he alleged a discrepancy 
between the good news preached by Jesus and the proclamation of the apostles 
about spiritual salvation through Christ. He explained this transformation of 
messages by insisting that the disciples stole the body of the dead Jesus and later 
announced his resurrection and ascension” (Allison, 2011, p. 420). 

 

     The view that the disciples stole the body had been a defense against the resurrection 

since the resurrection of Christ, yet found popularity in the eighteenth century through these 

claims by Herman Samuel Reimarus. There is much historical evidence that disproves this 

theory, which will be dealt with later. Yet, despite the historical proof against such a view, it is 

still widely accepted as a true defense against the resurrection. 



    Another popular view that was birthed in the eighteenth century and is still quite prevalent in 

today’s anti-resurrection rhetoric is what is known as the “swoon theory”. Allison reminds us of 

the genesis of this theory. 

“Karl Bahrdt and Karl Venturini pioneered the modern idea that Jesus did not 
indeed die but instead faked his death and then proclaimed his resurrection. 
H.E.G. Paulus popularized this theory, claiming that Jesus only appeared dead 
when he was taken from the cross and laid in the tomb, where the cool 
temperature, careful wrapping of his body in spices and oils, the earthquake, and 
other factors caused him to resuscitate” (Allison, 2011, p. 422). 

 

     This theory attacks the very foundation of the Christian faith; namely Christ’s death. The 

Christian belief is that the death of Christ was the atoning sacrifice for the sins of humanity. 

Without his actual death, there is no atonement and therefore no salvation. Erickson helps frame 

this Christian, theological belief: “The resurrection is particularly significant, for inflicting death 

was the worst thing that sin and the powers of sin could do to Christ. In the inability of death to 

hold him is symbolized the totality of his victory. What more can the forces of evil do if 

someone whom they killed does not stay dead?” (Erickson, 2004, p. 246). Many scholars and 

anti-resurrection promoters still hold onto this as a valid theory, yet as we will see, it is quite a 

difficult theory to both prove or believe. This view has been renewed in our century by Hugh 

Schonfield. Allison states: “The Passover Plot, by Hugh Schonfield, renewed a centuries-old 

hypothesis that Jesus plotted with his followers to fake his death and deceive the world” (Allison, 

2011, p. 425). 

    David Hume, who was a Scottish philosopher in the eighteenth century also attacked the 

resurrection by way of attacking all miracles. When discussing miracles in his book Enquiry 

Concerning Human Understanding stated:  

 



“For first, there is not to be found, in all history, any miracle attested by a 
sufficient number of men, of such unquestioned good-sense, education, and 
learning, as to secure us against all delusion in themselves; of such undoubted 
integrity, as to place them beyond all suspicion of any design to deceive others; of 
such credit and reputation in the eyes of mankind, as to have a great deal to lose in 
case of their being detected in any falsehood; and at the same time, attesting facts 
performed in such a public manner and in so celebrated a part of the world, as to 
render the detection unavoidable: All which circumstances are requisite to give us 
a full assurance in the testimony of men” (Hume, 1902, p. 88). 

 

     Hume’s main argument then is that no miracle has been corroborated by wise, fully 

educated, non-delusional men. Without this type of evidentiary support from trusted sources, 

there could then be no miracle. Hume would continue on with three other points of argument for 

the lack of proof for miracles, such as the resurrection of Christ. Those arguments, shortened are: 

humanity likes surprise and wonder, which makes them more prone to believe miracles; 

uneducated, barbaric men are the main proponents of miracles or passed down from generation 

to generation beginning in a barbaric era; if one were to look hard enough, they would find a 

reasonable scientific reason for any reported miracle (thoughts comprised from chapter 10 in 

Hume’s book). 

     Hume’s idea has continued on and the main thrust of thought against miracles, and in 

particular the resurrection today, is that there has to be some scientific or philosophical 

explanation for the reasons many believed the resurrection to be true. These detractors believe 

the followers of this belief are deluded or lying. 

Countering the Detractors 

        Christian scientists, scholars, philosophers, and apologists have dealt with these 

centuries-old arguments against the resurrection. The resurrection must be defended and upheld 

because it truly is the foundation of faith in the Christian religion. Paul himself declares this 

when he stated: “And if Christ has not been raised, your faith is futile and you are still in your 



sins. Then those also who have fallen asleep in Christ have perished.  If in Christ we have 

hope in this life only, we are of all people most to be pitied (1 Corinthians 15:17-19 ESV).  

     Origen made great efforts to defend the resurrection against the attacks of Celcus and his 

idea of deluded followers. Origen would ultimately point to the changed lives of the disciples 

(Cabal, p. 120). In effect, Origen would ask how and why certain men, could change so 

drastically. Origen would take pains to point out that the disciples were scared and looking for 

anything but Christ to be alive again. They were huddled together in a locked room (John 20:19 

ESV), not plotting the theft of a body. They were scared and in hiding. This then became the 

strength of Origen’s argument.  

     The changed lives of the disciples have been at the epicenter of the cause for the 

resurrection being a literal fact. Erickson makes a strong case for this. 

“We do find, however, two types of evidence. First, the tomb in which Jesus had 
been laid was empty, and the body was never produced. Second, a great variety of 
persons testified that they had seen Jesus alive. The most natural explanation of 
these testimonies is that Jesus was indeed alive again. Moreover, there is no other 
(or, at least, better) way of accounting for the transformation of the disciples from 
frightened, defeated persons to militant preachers of the resurrection” (Erickson, 
2004, p. 247). 
 

    Many scholars, including N.T. Wright, conclude that one of the more telling transformations is 

of James, the brother of Jesus. Wright discusses this in his book The Resurrection of the Son of 

God. 

“It is, of course, common knowledge that James, the brother of Jesus, became the 
central leader in Jerusalem in the mid-century, while Peter and Paul and others 
were traveling around the world. Since he had probably not been a disciples of 
Jesus during the latter’s public career, it is difficult to account for his centrality 
and unrivaled leadership unless he was himself known to have seen the risen 
Jesus” (Wright, 2003, p. 325). 

 



     James was not an original follower of Jesus, although he was his blood relative. Why 

then would he change his mind and be a leader of his brothers' band of followers? To N.T. 

Wright and many others, the answer boils down to the truth of what Paul declared: “Then he [the 

resurrected Christ] appeared to James…” (1 Corinthians 15:7 ESV). Marion Soards, a 

commentator on the book of 1 Corinthians again strengthens this point on James when he stated: 

“But the facts of James’s coming to leadership in the early church cut two ways: That James did 

not believe before and without this appearance is a direct proof that there was nothing he knew 

from the family or from his acquaintance with Jesus that compelled him to believe in Jesus” 

(Soards, 2011, p. 319-320)! Finally, Fee gives one of the strongest statements on James and his 

seeing of Christ when he states: 

 “This James is the Lord’s brother, who, along with his other brothers, “did not 
believe in him” during Jesus’ earthly ministry (John 7: 2-9) but who appear with 
the disciples after the Resurrection. At some early stage, he became a leader in the 
church in Jerusalem. Paul’s first contact with him occurred on his first brief visit 
to Jerusalem as a Christian (Gal. 1: 19), in which passage he also refers to James 
as an “apostle” (Fee, 2014, p. 811). 

 

     The Gnostics would agree with this change in the lives of the disciples and attribute it to 

a “spiritual sighting” of Christ, rather than a bodily sighting. The problem with this theory is that 

it has many holes. First of all, Paul, in his long explanation on the resurrection purposefully 

utilizes the Greek word horáō, which is most commonly used as in being seen. When looking at 

the Greek word horáō, which is the Strong’s number G3708, it is evident that the word means 

much more than “appeared” as it is worded in the chosen passage from 1 Corinthians. Seeing it 

as being seen then indicates that the word is a physical word, not a phantasmal word. It is not 

“appeared” as in an apparition, but rather a real, live seeing. Fee helps to strengthen this view 

when he states: 



“Just as line 2 functions to warrant line 1, so this line warrants line 3 and thereby 
also emphasizes the objective reality of the Resurrection. He “was raised” and he 
“was seen.” This is so crucial for the present argument that Paul will append four 
more appearances to these first two (vv. 6-8). The resurrection of Jesus from the 
dead was not a form of “spiritual” existence. Just as he was truly dead and buried, 
so he was truly raised from the dead bodily and seen by a large number of 
witnesses on a variety of occasions” (Fee, 2014, p. 808). 

 

Paul makes certain to mention this Greek word horáō because even at the beginning of 

the movement these false teachings were coming against the truth of Christ’s resurrection. Paul 

also ensures belief by declaring that over five-hundred people at one time saw the risen Christ 

and not just simply the disciples. Wayne Grudem reminds us that the Gospels themselves sought 

to make this point plain: “The fact that Jesus had a physical body that could be touched and 

handled after the resurrection is seen (Matt. 28:9; Luke 24:15-18;28-29; John 20:15; John 21:12-

13 etc.)” (Grudem, 2000, p. 610). The idea of resurrection was hard for the Greek mind to 

comprehend and may have been the whole idea behind Paul’s long discussion in 1 Corinthians 

15. Winter reminds us of this fact when he says: “He [Paul] frames his argument against the 

Corinthian Christians’ belief that there was no resurrection of the body” (Winter, 2001, p. 98). 

Winter would later argue for the importance of holy living in the body today due to the reality of 

a physical resurrection. Essentially, for Winter, Paul needed to show the Corinthian church that it 

mattered what they did in their bodies now, because of their body then. 

In his book The Resurrection of the Son of God, Wright puts the right perspective on the 

early church's view on the actual, bodily resurrection of Christ. 

“If by Jesus’ ‘resurrection’ the early church had meant that they believed 
he had attained a new state of glory with God, a special kind of non-bodily 
post-mortem existence, it is difficult to see why there should have been 
any interval at all; why should he have had to wait? If, however, the early 
church knew from the first that something dramatic had happened on the 
third day (counting inclusively) after the Friday when Jesus died, then not 
only the appeal to Hosea 6:2 and the wider tradition thereby represented 



but also the shift represented by Christian use of Sunday and ‘the lords 
day’ is fully explained…we find unambiguous evidence that the earliest 
Christians believed both that Jesus had been bodily raised and that this 
event fulfilled scriptural stories” (Wright, 2003, p. 322). 

 

Paul, then, had the audacity to declare that all believers would one day be raised to life 

just as Jesus had. This idea was a difficult thing for the Corinthians Christian to grapple with, 

and so Paul sought to prove their resurrection by proving the resurrection of Christ. This was for 

the Greek mind, because, according to several scholars, the Jewish mind had already developed a 

resurrection theology. N.T. Wright and Trundinger help make this understanding clear. 

Trundinger states: “It is clear from Paul's own statement in I Corinthians 15:13, that the 

traditional apocalyptic Jewish understanding of the resurrection, that is, 'the general resurrection' 

takes precedence over any specific incidence of it” (Trudinger, 2005, p. 191). Then, N.T. Wright 

explains it further: “The early Christian belief in resurrection remains emphatically on the map of 

first-century Judaism rather than paganism, but from within the Jewish theology of monotheism, 

election, and eschatology, it opened up a whole new way of seeing history, hope and 

hermeneutics” (Wright, 2008, p. 51).  

Due to the strong refutation by the Gnostics, this Jewish understanding many times gets 

lost. Bodily resurrection then, was not a new idea, but an expected one in some sense. The 

resurrection of Christ took the disciples and the world by surprise because it wasn’t thought to be 

a “messiah” issue, but rather an eschatological one. Yet, the fact remains that Paul, the disciples 

and historians alike have a difficult time getting around the issue of bodily resurrection. N.T. 

Wright boldly challenges any scholar to empirically prove that Christ did not raise bodily. N.T. 

Wright in the book Surprised by Hope never waivers from the importance of the resurrection. He 

states: “We may note at this point, as an aside but an important one, how impossible is it to 



account for the early Christian belief in Jesus as Messiah without the resurrection” (Wright, 

2008, p. 48). Essentially, the resurrection is the only way to account for the exponential growth 

of the early and even the now modern church. It has to be true, declares Wright.  

This powerful evidence of the real, bodily resurrection as proven through history and 

Christendom’s explosion, is also changing the minds of many modern scholars. Cabal gives 

insight in his article when he states: “Scholarly general consensus finds surprising amounts of 

historically accurate data in the NT, especially 1 Corinthians 15:1-20. Habermas estimates that a 

3:1 ratio of these scholars conclude in favor of the view that Jesus was actually raised from the 

dead either bodily or in some sort of spiritual body” (Cabal, p. 123). We can also see in history 

that the proof was pretty convincing, even in the earliest times of criticism, that even Josephus, 

the great Jewish historian had to admit: “‘…On the third day, he appeared to them restored to 

life, for the prophets of God had prophesied these and countless other marvelous things about 

him. And the tribe of the Christians, so called after him, has still to this day not disappeared’” 

(Allison, 2011, p. 412). 

Despite all of the evidence that has been laid out through history, there is still a highly 

held to objection against the resurrection, which is the swoon theory, pioneered by Karl Bahrdt 

and Karl Venturin. As previously highlighted, this theory essentially boils down to the idea that 

Jesus did not actually die, but merely passed out. We see some similar ideas as early as the time 

of the church Father Ignatius (around AD 90-100), Allison reminds us: “Ignatius affirmed that 

Jesus Christ “truly suffered just as he truly raised himself—not as certain unbelievers say, that he 

suffered in appearance only…” (Allison, 2011, p. 412).  Paul made the case early in his 

discussion on the resurrection, that Christ died and was buried. This was a purposeful act to 

prove that his death was real and was an atoning sacrifice for all believers and their sins. 



Thiselton, in his short commentary, helps one to understand why the phrase “he was buried” is so 

essential. 

“The purpose of this clause is twofold. It demonstrates the undeniable reality of 
the death of Jesus; and it excludes any notion of a "docetic" Christ, namely, one 
whose flesh and blood were merely "what appeared to be the case" but were 
illusory "clothing" for a being of pure spirit. Such a view rested upon the Greek 
notion that a flesh-and-blood body would have been an unworthy vehicle for a 
heavenly Christ figure. But apart from its false assumption about the body, such a 
view would deny the reality of the suffering and death of Jesus Christ. Hence "He 
was buried" became an important early article of Christian belief” (Thiselton, 
2011, p. 257). 

 

Gordon Fee also adds much to this small phrase.     

“… ‘and that he was buried,’ functions to verify the reality of the death.  In the 
present context, it emphasizes the fact that a dead corpse was laid in the grave so 
that the resurrection that follows will be recognized as an objective reality, not 
merely a “spiritual” phenomenon. Therefore, even though the point is incidental 
to Paul’s own concern, this very early expression of Christian faith also verifies 
the reality of the empty tomb stories. (Fee, 2014, p. 805). 

 

     One major oversight in the view of the swoon theory is the science of death that Rome 

had perfected by the time of Christ. One quick glance into history and one will see that Romans 

were first to study the human body in deep detail (as recorded). They knew how to bring death in 

battle and how to cause the most painful death to transpire. They knew when a man was dead 

and would not have allowed the body of Christ to be taken down without incontrovertible proof 

that he was in fact dead. This very fact is proven through the spear through Christ’s side (John 

19:34). Finally, to the swoon theory as well as to the theory of the disciples having 

hallucinations, there has been no explanation as to why several men would literally die for a lie. 

James, the brother of Christ, who as far as is known, was not a follower prior to the resurrection, 

dies himself declaring that Christ had risen. The martyrdom of these men brought about a wave 



of belief, rather than the death of a movement. These facts cannot be explained away by weak 

these weak theories. 

Conclusion 

    This paper has considered the explosive growth of the early church after the resurrection of 

Christ and the importance that Paul himself places on Christ’s bodily resurrection. Paul spent a 

great amount of time explaining the truth of the resurrection and his statement still assists in 

defusing arguments against the resurrection. As the church grew, so did its opposition as was 

seen by the many theories brought up against the resurrection itself. Yet, the evidence is stacked 

against those who hold to such theories. With that said, Cabal reminds us “It matters little that 

these attacks are short on solid evidence and long on philosophy and theological speculation, 

they are nonetheless influential” (Cabal, p. 116). Defending the resurrection is essential to the 

Christian apologetic and that is why Paul took an entire chapter to prove Christ’s resurrection 

and explain the impact this has on both the present and the future of the Christian. 

     William Lane Craig, a Christian apologist, in a debate in 2006 “begins the debate by 

simply laying out his argument. He contends four historical facts must be explained: Jesus’ 

burial, his empty tomb, his post-mortem appearances, and the disciples’ resurrection belief. Craig 

states that the best explanation for these four facts is Jesus’ resurrection from the dead. (Cabal, p. 

125). N.T. Wright would make a similar argument in his tome of the resurrection, where even at 

the beginning he declares:  

“First, Jesus’ tomb was found to be empty. Second, several people, 
including one, if not perhaps more, who had not previously been followers 
of Jesus, claimed to have seen him alive in a way for which the readily 
available language of ghosts, spirits and the like was inappropriate, and for 
which their previous beliefs about life after death, and resurrection, in 
particular, had not prepared them. Take away either of these historical 
conclusions, and the belief of the early church becomes itself 
inexplicable” (Wright, 2003, p. 10). 



    Therefore, the very explosion of the early church, as well as the current existence of the 

modern church, is far and away the strongest evidence for the reality of a bodily resurrection of 

Christ. No evidence in thousands of years has ever been developed that can come close to 

shaking this foundational bedrock to the Christian faith. If someone were to convincingly 

disprove the resurrection, the faith would crumble, as Paul eludes to. Since the faith has not yet 

crumbled, it must be determined that the resurrection stands on solid ground. 
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