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Module 7
Learning Guide
Historical Challenges to Christianity 2
Rising Christ, and the Rise of His Church
Before you start...






Post your response to last week’s forum question onto Moodle and interact on social media
Consider this week’s forum question, then complete 2 hours pre-reading from recommended
and optional sources on Moodle (cf. Resource boxes below), to help answer this question
From the reading, come prepared to share a question, challenge, implication & application
Download this learning guide (and the associated powerpoint pdf), and have it open on your
computer ready to edit if you are a class-based student
Optional: Bring along something for show & tell, re: current examples of people questioning
the plausibility, credibility and/or relevance of Jesus’ resurrection and the rise of the Church

1. INTRODUCTION
This module we complete our exploration of Historical Challenges to Christian Belief, in particular the
existence of Jesus, his status as the Christ, his literal physical resurrection, and the subsequent emergence
of the church. In the first session, we will practice one minute “big story” answers to tough questions, pray
for non-Christian friends, and debrief the pre-reading for this module’s focus. In the second session of the
lecture, we will set up an activity centred around the booklet “JC* on Trial”. Each student, as part of a team,
will both defend a particular Christian claim concerning Jesus and his contemporary relevance, alongside
“prosecuting” other teams by adopting a sceptical stance. In the third session we will participate in this
trial, and debrief the style and substance of arguments, giving additional focus to the emergence of the
church. Distance students will consider this same evidence, but unpack a scripted dialogue.
Next week we continue in Section B of the course, exploring “Critiques of Christian Faith”. Having
addressed historical issues surrounding the Bible, Jesus and the church, we turn to behavioural challenges
to Christianity, in particular psychological critiques emerging from behaviourism and Freudianism.
OBJECTIVES
The objectives of this module are to:
 Consider contemporary historical challenges to Christian belief as related to Jesus and the church.
 Form a cogent response to one or more central challenges, drawing on a range of apologetic
approaches.
OUTCOMES
On completion of this module, students should be able to explain the main historical challenges posed by
sceptics of early Christianity, and offer a simple but multifaceted reply.
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Aligned with the Unit Guide Outcomes, students should be able to:
Knowledge (know and understand):
A3. Critiques of the Christian faith
A5. Strategies to defend and commend Christian faith
Skills (be able to):
B2. Assess critiques of Christianity from a Christian perspective
B4. Engage in Christian apologetics
B5. Present an analytical evidence-based argument or perspective
Application (be in a position to):
C3. Defend and commend the truth claims of the Christian faith
SESSION FLOW (lecture runs 6:15-9:00pm, breaks from 7:05-7:10pm, and 7:55-8:05pm)
6:15 “One Solitary Life” activity (10 minutes) + Big Story responses + debrief the readings (30 minutes)
+ Different apologetic approaches to commending Jesus (10 minutes)
7:10 Prepare your defense and prosecution for Jesus on Trial (25 minutes) + Questions 1-2 (20 minutes)
8:05 “Jesus on Trial” Questions 3-6 (40 minutes) + “Life after death” resurrection defense (10 minutes)
+ closing song and prayer “In Christ Alone” (5 minutes)
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2. BIG STORY “CAUGHT OUT” RESPONSES + READING REVIEW
Before we get into this module’s topic, we need to reconnect our head and our heart. Remember,
theology (and apologetics therein) serves doxology: all we learn should be directed toward praise.
We may argue about Jesus, but as followers of Christ,
our primary stance should be to worship Him.
Toward this end, watch the brief youtube.com clip
“One Solitary Life”. Who is this Jesus?

Michael Frost (author of such books as Re-Jesus and Road to Missional) recalls once
addressing a large gathering of Christian Surfers. He asked if they knew anything about
Kelly Slater. All kinds of random facts came out. “Sure, born in 1972 … America’s best
surfer … World Champion 11 times … Five consecutive titles from 94-98.” Trivia flowed
freely. But it wasn’t merely about facts to these surfers. They revered the man: his style
and competitive prowess. This was praise. … So, Frost continued: “Now, tell me about
Jesus.” It took time to warm up the crowd. “Son of God … split the calendar … King of
Kings … virgin birth … miracle worker … died and rose again.” It’s all true. And these
guys did revere Jesus. BUT. … gone was the passion and freely flowing praise of their
surfing idol, Kelly Slater.
Who do we love? Only when we are as crazy about Jesus as these surfers were about Kelly Slater, will the
world sit up and pay attention … that we can’t help but bring Him into every conversation, to revere His life
and worship His name. In every conversation we should naturally bring to mind stories of Jesus, parables,
wise words, and rightly be known as a lover of Jesus. Is that us?
So, as Dr. S.M. Lockridge’s “That’s My King”(or, if you prefer, the song “Jesus, what a beautiful name”)
plays, let’s FILL THE WHITE-BOARD WITH PRAISE … maybe pictures, or sayings of Jesus, parables, stories,
titles, or simply what you admire. May we truly be those God has elect—called out—to declare His praise.
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“The big story is that God designed us all for good, but
through our bad choices we’ve been damaged by evil.
But, through Jesus’ life, death on the cross, and
resurrection, we’ve been restored for better. If you’re
humble enough to admit to God that you fall short, and
ask Him to forgive you for the wrong you’ve done,
putting God first, then you can connect with life to the
full—what God always intended for you. Then you can
join other Christ-followers, empowered by God’s Spirit,
sent together to heal a hurting world, waiting for the day
when God will set everything right by judging all the evil
and restoring the whole universe.”

Class Activity 7.1—10 minutes
Using the post-it-notes from module one, two students will each select one of the five circles from
“The Big Story”, then randomly choose a paper slip from that circle. Each student will take up to 1 minute
to respond to this question or objection, as if in conversation with the person who posted the slip.
Afterward, the class can unpack what did/didn’t work in this response, and other ways to dialogue.
(Wanting some encouragement evangelistically in “Answering Tough Questions”? See Benson 2010.)

Class Activity 7.2—30 minutes
Whether as a whole class, or in smaller groups, share your response to the pre-reading for this module:
-a question—something you don’t get, or want to clarify
-a challenge—something you disagree with, or want to nuance
-an implication—“so what” for our apologetic practice
-an application—something useful right now in your context
Consider how these readings relate to your life and witness in general and ministry context in particular.
… This is the ideal time to bring up whatever is confusing, or questions you have in regards to the
course material, so don’t be shy!
If time permits, feel free to discuss the forum question from last module, or get a jump start on the
question for this module: Respond to one of the following statements:
(a) “Dead people don’t come back to life. Jesus’ resurrection may have been convincing to ignorant
ancients, but it’s impossible for people today to believe”; or
(b) “Jesus is a poignant myth, a model of love’s power in the face of oppression, but nothing more”
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3. DIFFERENT APOLOGETIC APPROACHES TO COMMENDING JESUS

Resource 7.1: Jesus and His Church
While there is significant overlap with last module’s resources on the Bible as a whole, this resource box
focuses in on the trustworthiness of the Gospel accounts, the existence—particularly the death and
resurrection—of Jesus, and (in a later resource box) the emergence of the church. The following sources
should give you a solid path into this huge field of debate. Turn to the reference list at this Module’s end
for hyperlinks for the books/talks in their entirety.
Try these “recommended readings” first:
It’s best to start with the manuscript and/or 1 hour mp3 from my talk, “Confronting the Powers”
(Benson and White 2009). The centre of this talk is a defence of the resurrection of Jesus,
however it is framed within and book-ended by an argument for the relevance of the
resurrection to an apathetic and troubled world today. It shows, particularly through the model
of the early church, how Jesus’s “standing up”, overcoming death, gives us courage and power
to “stand up” to the powers of our age. For a more traditional though highly accessible defense
of the resurrection, see Benson and Sargent’s “Resurrection: Clarity on the Cross” (2006b;
includes sermon, mp3 and powerpoint).
For chapter length arguments for the resurrection, coming from a range of apologetic angles
though mostly evidentialism, see Strobel (1998), Williams (2008) and Foster (2010) as two
Australian lawyers making a case, and Habermas and Licona (2004—this is expressed in lay
terms as a model for budding apologists, with an outline of their most comprehensive
argument). For a highly readable and short response to a secularist detractor (Rutherford 2009),
see N. T. Wright’s one page op-ed in the UK Newspaper The Guardian (Wright 2009). William
Lane Craig (nd) has also penned an excellent and brief summary for his evidential argument.
Dan Paterson (2015a) has put together a helpful booklet on “Why Trust the Gospels”, which
undergirds his brief blog and longer excellent debate/mp3 on both the existence of Jesus
(2015b) and the historicity of the bodily resurrection of Jesus (2015). He draws heavily on
leading resurrection scholar Gary Habermas and his “minimal facts” approach (2012 1hr20min
lecture [also 2012 here, 2013 apologetics lecture here, and 2015 50 minute church address
here] and 2013 video interview).
Beyond defending the resurrection of Jesus historically, another prong of modern and
postmodern challenge to Christian belief comes from the study of competing myths. Mithra,
Osiris, Horus: is Jesus just a recycled Saviour from Egyptian stories, as some would have us
believe? On this, see Koukl (2009—a recommended reading), Strobel’s The Case for the Real
Jesus (2009), and four catchy videos, “Horus Ruins Christmas” (Lutheran Satire 2013), “Jesus vs.
Horus” (Inspiring Philosophy 2016), “Jesus vs. Mithra” (Inspiring Philosophy 2016), and another
“Jesus vs. Horus” (Red Rebuttal 2015). For my own response to “The DaVinci Code”
phenomenon, see Benson and Sargent (2006a—speakers notes and mp3). (This also touches on
the early church and various councils discerning Jesus’s divinity.)
For academically detailed treatments of the resurrection, see Wright (2002; 2004; 2014; 2007
youtube lecture here), and Licona (2010). An interesting angle on arguing for the resurrection is
offered by McDowell (2016) as he explores martyrdom and The Fate of the Apostles.
Getting into the details of the trustworthiness of the Gospel accounts, the existence of Jesus,
and addressing the genre and minor differences between various Gospel writers, see Barnett
(2009), Bruce (2003), Dickson (2006; 2010), Licona (2016a; 2016b), Keener (2016), McDowell
(2017 [1999]), McGrew (2017), Roberts (2005), Wallace (2013), and the important work of both
Craig Blomberg (2007; 2011; and with Stewart 2016) and Richard Bauckham (2017 [2006]).
Exploring the nature and implications of the death and resurrection of Christ, see Wright (2014;
2016) and my short blog piece “Good News for Cutters, Old and New” (Benson 2012)
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► How do you typically go about pointing people to Jesus? Which apologetic type(s) do you use?

► John Piper was asked, “Can We
Trust the 66 Books of the Bible?”.
How would you characterise and
categorise John Piper’s approach?
With what audiences might this
argument be most or least effective?

As Boa and Bowman (2001) explore, and I summarise below, there are many ways of commending Christ.

3.1

Classical Apologetics: “Jesus, the alternatives”
(1) Jesus’ claim to deity excludes him as a mere man
(2) Quantilemma: Legend, lama, liar, lunatic, Lord?




The Quantilemma (Peter Kreeft, based on Lewis’ Tri-lemma—Lord, Liar, or Lunatic) lays out all
possibilities for who Jesus was, then systematically uses the gospel reports and systematic logic to
dismiss all options bar that Jesus was who He claimed to be—Lord and God.
LEGEND: However, the authenticity (Bible is unchanged and accurate to its original form) and
reliability (the eyewitnesses had full access to the subject of what they wrote, and all wrote by
70AD) show the Biblical sources to be credible. Additionally, extra-biblical sources support Christ’s
death, claimed Lordship, and supposed resurrection. The time period is too short for a legend to
form, and antagonistic eye-witnesses would have easily dismissed the Apostle’s teaching.
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3.2

The gospel authors are often questioned for credibility/believability, however they report as
historical fact (they want to be believed), and archaeological and secular testimony support their
writings. Within a theistic world-view, there is nothing incredible about the miracle accounts in the
Gospels.
LAMA: Claim that Jesus meant He was God in a pantheistic/Eastern sense—“we’re all part of God.”
However, being a Jew, this is impossible! Jesus’ teachings are in stark contrast to those of Eastern
traditions—He taught a public faith in a personal Creator who could be known because He had
taken the initiative and revealed Himself. Numerous lines of argument contradict this position.
Now, we are reduced to the Tri-lemma—Lord, Liar, or Lunatic.
“A man who was merely a man and said the sort of things Jesus said would not be a great moral
teacher. He would either be a lunatic—on a level with the man who says he is a poached egg—or
else he would be the Devil of Hell. You must make your choice. Either this man was, and is, the Son
of God: or else a madman or something worse. You can shut Him up for a fool, you can spit at Him
and kill Him as a demon; or you can fall at His feet and call Him Lord and God. But let us not come
with any patronising nonsense about His being a great human teacher. He has not left that open to
us. He did not intend to.” (C.S. Lewis, pp129-130, from Mere Christianity.)

Evidential Apologetics: “Jesus, the evidence”
(1) Jesus’ resurrection can be ‘proved’ historically
(2) False dilemma: Jesus of history or Christ of faith











The resurrection of Christ forms the basis of belief in Christ as God—
vindicating His claim.
Without the resurrection, the origin and history of the church would
make no sense
People should believe in Jesus because He is who He claimed to be as
verified by the resurrection
First, the evidentialist establishes a set of “core” facts (cf. Habermas in
reference list on “minimal facts”) that are rarely denied by any
modern scholar (i.e. good evidence exists for each claim, and little/no
evidence exists to the contrary—such that it is a metaphysical
assumption or faith that lies at the core of any rejection):
1) Jesus was publicly executed and died on a Roman cross
2) Jesus was buried in a tomb
3) Jesus’ tomb was discovered empty the Sunday after His burial
4) Jesus’ followers had no basis for hoping that He would be raised from the dead
5) Women friends of Jesus had experiences of seeing Jesus alive from the dead
6) Jesus’ apostles had experiences of seeing Jesus alive from the dead
7) The first Christians proclaimed in Jerusalem just weeks after Jesus’ death a literal resurrection
8) Paul (a X’n persecutor) converted to faith after an experience seeing Jesus alive from the dead.
Second, they dismiss objections to these established facts (esp. re: empty tomb & appearances)
Third, naturalistic explanations are dismissed as less factually based than the resurrection
Fourth, the positive argument from these facts is given to the conclusion of the resurrection of
Jesus as the best explanation of the facts, thus being a probable historical event.
Fifth, evidentialists demonstrate that rejection of this conclusion (in step 4) is not in response to the
evidence, but anti-Christian assumptions (e.g. God doesn’t exist)
Lastly, evidentialists find the significance of the resurrection within Christ’s teaching, verifying His
claim to deity (utilising biblical passages to support His claim to deity—e.g. forgiving sins, accepting
worship as God, claiming God’s attributes and names “I Am”, etc.). From this point, the whole of
the Bible and the Christian faith can be defended.
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 Montgomery considers each argument against Christ’s resurrection, and highlights that
legal reasoning operates on probabilities, not possibilities (i.e. just because something is
possible, doesn’t make it probable, and thus the best explanation). There is no/minimal
evidence to support that Christ didn’t die on the cross, or that his body was stolen
(motive?), thus by elimination, Christ must have been raised from the dead. Jesus’
resurrection establishes the truth of His claims to deity, as His resurrection was not in a
vacuum—Jesus Himself provided the significance for what happened, thus it also becomes
evidence for God’s existence

3.3

Reformed Apologetics: “Jesus, the self-attesting Christ of Scripture”
(1) Jesus is the self-attesting Christ of Scripture
(2) Jesus should be believed because He is God






3.4

“We do not ‘know with certainty’ that God raised Jesus from the dead because we have studied the
historical evidence inductively. We know it with certainty because if we were to deny it, we would
implicitly be denying the Christian theistic revelation, apart from which we have no coherent basis
for knowing anything in history.” (Boa & Bowman 2001, 306).
Thus, Christ is “self-attesting,” and the only way we come to know who He is, is by reading the selfattesting Scriptures to see the testimony He gave concerning Himself, the basis on which we are to
believe in Him.
“The Christian offers the self-attesting Christ to the world as the only foundation upon which a man
must stand in order to give any ‘reasons’ for anything at all.” (Boa & Bowman 2001, 337).

Fideist Apologetics: “Jesus, the Christ of faith”
(1) Jesus is the self-attesting Christ as witnessed in Scripture
(2) Jesus is someone no human could invent








To the question “Why should I believe in Jesus Christ?” the fideist answers
simply, “Get to know Him and you’ll see” (Boa & Bowman 2001, 431).
The life of Jesus is self-interpreting and self-validating.
Rather than offering arguments for Christ’s existence, the seeker is urged to
meet Jesus themselves as they read about Him in the New Testament, and by
(in faith) talking to Christ. This precedes forming a personal relationship with
Christ. This involves the challenge to live/walk in the way of Jesus as the
pathway to experiencing God—a way in which God makes God’s self known.
Jesus as God is a paradox, and as such no human author would ever invent
such a story, so it must be inspired by God … “A person who wanted to make
up a story would make up something much more plausible!”
(Boa & Bowman 2001, 431).
Karl Barth contends that we should “be content to simply present Jesus Christ as He has revealed
Himself to us and to explain what Christians believe about Christ. Ultimately Jesus Christ by the
Spirit is the one who convinces us and others that He is who He claims to be” (Boa & Bowman 2001,
432-433). Our transformed life is Exhibit A in proving Christ’s existence and saviour-status, not our
verbal witness (Phil. 1:6; Matt. 5:16).
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 Becoming a Christian is not simply exchanging one worldview for
another. Jesus did not say that His worldview was the way, the truth
and the life, as He should have “if Christianity is a worldview and
conversion to Christianity is a conversion to a Christian worldview”
(Boa & Bowman 2001, 397; cf. Bell 2005, 72-92). Rather, Jesus’
words call us to convert “from a worldview philosophy to Jesus …
the best case for Christianity, then, is not the coherence and
comprehensiveness of its worldview. Jesus Himself is the most
persuasive case for Christianity.” It is through the testimony of
the Holy Spirit (experience) as one steps out in faith that
confirms the faithfulness and reality of Christ, as revealed
through the Scriptures (also trusted by faith).
 “No amount of historical knowledge derived from those
who did receive faith first hand from the God-man will make
faith reasonable, because its absurdity completely absorbs
minor matters. What matters is the humanly unbelievable,
paradoxical fact that God became a man, not the relatively
believable facts of the circumstances surrounding His coming … it is
nonsense that the significance of historical details should be decisive with respect to faith
in Him who is present with one and with whom one speaks daily and to whom one turns. … Yet
Christ is actually treated as if He were merely a historical figure who lived 1,800 years ago. … it
certainly does not help me to pray to Socrates: what I am to know about him I must learn from
history or shape it out of my own head. But Christ is present in an entirely different way.”
(Boa & Bowman 2001, 408).

3.5

Integrated Apologetics: “Jesus, the answer”





Classical Apologetics (immanent aspect): Jesus as Lord—the divine Christ (John)
Reformed Apologetics (transcendent aspect): Jesus as Lord—the biblical Christ (Matthew)
Evidentialism (situational perspective): Jesus as Saviour—the risen Christ (Luke)
Fideism (existential perspective): Jesus as Saviour—the crucified Christ (Mark)

n.b. Just as the four Gospels present complementary portraits of Jesus Christ, so the four approaches
emphasize complementary truths about Jesus that can be used to persuade people to believe.
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Class Activity 7.3—10 minutes
Watch Steve Baso give a 6 minute response arguing for the historicity of the resurrection (from Benson
2011, 6 minute video excerpt, and transcript in the discussion guide pp. 19-20, more detail pp. 32-40)

Discuss:
► How would you characterise Steve’s response: which apologetic types are represented?
► Put yourself in the shoes of a non-Christian friend. What aspects are most, or least convincing?
► If you were asked the same question, what tack would you take, and what would you change?

Reflection Activities 7.1-7.2—Distance Students
In place of class discussion, online/distance students are required to complete a series of reflections—
four per week. For each reflection activity/question, journal at least 30 (meaningful!) words, and tick off
the related boxes in the middle of the Unit Guide.
#7.1 Which apologetic approach do you least use (e.g. reformed, or fideist)? In your own words, what
might you say that draws on this approach, if asked by a friend “Why do you believe in Jesus?”
#7.2 Critique Steve Baso’s defense of the resurrection of Jesus. What was strongest, or
weakest/missing in his response? What one thing would you change if asked to answer the same qn?
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4. JESUS ON TRIAL
Have you read Lee Strobel’s most famous book, The Case for Christ (1998)? It details the story of Strobel’s
conversion from sceptical investigative journalist to Christian apologist, by way of trial-like interviews with
many experts (1hr11min video here). In short, he promises to “follow the evidence where it leads”. And
where it lead, for him, was to trust in Jesus as Saviour, and submission to the risen Christ as Lord of all.

With a big screen adaptation of his story released in 2017 (trailer here), it’s high time for us to follow suit
and put Jesus on trial. The following class activity (7.4) is based directly on the booklet “Jesus On Trial”,
found under Moodle, Module 7 (directly below Forum 7). Distance students are encouraged to download
and read this, as it is the basis for Reflection activities 7.3 & 7.4. But first, here are some key resources.

Resource 7.2: Debate and Cumulative Case Analysis
It’s one thing for Christians to have intramural discussions, lectures and role plays about the historicity of
New Testament Christianity. It’s quite another to come face-to-face with detractors, especially when
they are academic heavy hitters.
I have already highlighted Dan Paterson’s debates in Brisbane, on the existence of Jesus (2015b) and the
historicity of the bodily resurrection of Jesus (2015). As we get into our own “trial”, it’s also worth rerecommending Lee Strobel’s “cumulative case” approach in classics such as The Case for Christ (1998),
The Case for Faith (2000), and The Case for the Real Jesus (2009).
At times, our dialogue partner may be another journalist who has made some strong (and often
uninformed) claims about the history of Christianity. We need good models of how to directly but
winsomely respond in the public square, such as to Andrew Bolt’s dismissal of the virgin birth (Dickson
2012), author Reza Aslan’s (2017) radical reconstrual of Jesus as a merely human revolutionary to claims
questioning the virgin birth (Dickson 2013, 2014; debating with Anthony Le Donne 2013 here), Philip
Pullman’s (2014) gnostic and literary separation of a human Jesus from a mythical Christ in The Good
Man Jesus and the Scoundrel Christ (countered by O’Collins 2010), and Rutherford’s (2009) all-too-easy
dismissal of dead people rising again (Wright 2009).
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And yet, there’s also a place for serious interaction and debate with the heavy hitters, whether they be
older modern establishment “Jesus Seminar” (here and here) liberals like Borg and Crossan, emerging
postmodern scholars like Crossley and Pagels who emphasise the diversity of extra-biblical Gospels and
Christianit-ies for the early church(es), or sceptical agnostics and hard edged atheists like Ehrman and
Carrier who doubt the Gospel accounts and Jesus’ divinity entirely, Carrier even denying the very
existence of Jesus.
Marcus Borg, debating with N. T. Wright on the bodily resurrection of Jesus (Borg and Wright
2007) and on youtube debating with William Lane Craig here
John Dominic Crossan (1993, 1999, 2009, with a 1995 7 minute youtube excerpt of a talk on
“[Jesus’] Death in Jerusalem” here and a 13 minute youtube interview with Crossan on “The
Historical Jesus” here), debating with N. T. Wright here (2006 full transcript here) with extra
youtube post-debate analysis by William Lane Craig (2005)
James Crossley, debated by and in dialogue with Gary Habermas here and here
Elaine Pagels (interviewed by Stephen Colbert here), debated by Mike Licona here
Bart Ehrman (2005a, 2005b, 2009, 2015, 2017; 2014 7m45s interview on his “Personal Beliefs”
here; 2011 18 minute interview with Beliefnet on “Lost Christianities” here, and a 2014 14
minute interview on “How Jesus Became God” here), debating with William Lane Craig on
“Evidence for the Resurrection” (2006; full transcript and argument breakdown here) and in
book form taken to task by Michael Bird (2014)
Less respectably (trying to deny Jesus’ very existence) but more cantankerously, consider
Richard Carrier, debating with William Lane Craig on “Did Jesus Rise from the Dead” (2015),
Mark Goodacre on “Did Jesus Exist” (2012), and David Marshall on “Was Jesus Created As An
Ancient Myth?” (2017)
In this module, we haven’t given much specific attention to the rise of the church. And yet, most of these
detractors make much of the internal diversity among Christians and Scriptures (cf. MacCulloch 2010),
and amplify a narrative that what we now call “orthodox” only won out because of conspiring with the
Roman establishment to secure power, in turn decimating diversity through suppression.
Answering this narrative, see the following:
“The Da Vinci Code: Seek the Truth” talk
(Benson and Sargent 2006a—speakers
notes and mp3); White and White (2012)
with their apologetics talk on “Christmas
Cross Examined” … this addresses both
the historicity of the Christmas narrative,
and the massive difference it has made
globally downstream of the incarnation; and “What Difference Does This Baby Make?” (2010)
Worth a separate mention, Benson and White’s talk “What If Jesus Had Never Been Born”
(2009) explores the positive impacts of Christianity historically, with the discussion guide
including numerous articles from Christianity Today’s “Where Would Civilization Be Without
Christianity” Project (including “The Gift of Mission” 25-27, “The Gift of Dignity” 28-29, “The Gift
of Science” 30-31, “The Gift of Humility” 32-33, “The Gift of Literacy” 34-35), and a compilation
of evidence for “How and Why Christianity Changed Humanity” (2009, 36-57), also addressing
“The Christian Liberation of Women” (58-67) and “Selected Stories on Jesus’ Legacy” (68-72).
This is invaluable research compiled in one place. See also CPX’s (The Centre for Public
Christianity) 2017 video project, “For the Love of God: how the church is better and worse than
you ever imagined” (overview/sneak peek here; website here)
For academically detailed explorations of how the early church grew by means of evangelism
and care of the outcast and women, see Green (2003) and Rodney Stark’s amazing corpus of
work (in particular, see The Rise of Christianity [1996], and The Triumph of Christianity [2011]

Historical Challenges II: Jesus & His Church

Module #7-12

PE420/620-D

Class Activity 7.4—100 minutes
In this activity, each person receives approximately 4 slips of paper, each with the same symbol:






Each slip of paper represents one exhibit that contributes toward a solid answer to one of the following six
questions, as part of a court case (all based upon resource 7.2 “Jesus on Trial”, downloadable on Moodle):
 Q1) Did Jesus Even Exist—and can we trust the Bible & other sources of evidence?
 Q2) Did Jesus believe He was God—and was He Right or Crazy?
 Q3) Was Jesus the MESSIAH (Saviour of the World)—predicted in the Bible even before He was born?
 Q4) Did Jesus really Die on the Cross—or did He just fake it?
 Q5) Did Jesus come back to life (the resurrection) after being killed?
 Q6) Even if this is all true, isn’t it irrelevant in today’s modern society? (draw in early church history)
Your task—after finding the other group members with the same symbol exhibits—is two-fold:
(1) Prepare your team’s defense relating to your particular question and exhibits
(drawing also on your own study and understanding of these matters);
(2) Prepare some solid prosecuting questions for the other teams when they are on trial.
You have 25 minutes (7:10-7:35pm) to do so. At this point, each team in order will spend 10 minutes on
the stand as expert witnesses on their particular question. The discussion is driven by the prosecutors,
with the defense drawing upon various evidences and exhibits as appropriate.
At the end of the activity, the best defense team, and the best prosecuting team,
will be awarded prizes for their superior efforts.
Preparation: 7:10-7:35
Q1: 7:35-7:45 Q2: 7:45-7:55 Q3: 8:05-8:15 Q4: 8:15-8:25 Q5: 8:25-8:35 Q6: 8:35-8:45
Prizes for the best defense and best prosecution will be handed out at 8:45pm.
The class will close at 8:55 with worship, reflecting on the incomparable Christ as we sing “In Christ Alone”

Reflection Activity 7.3—
Distance Students
In place of class discussion, online/distance
students are required to complete a series of
reflections—four per week. For each reflection
activity/question, journal at least 30 (meaningful!)
words, and tick off the related boxes in the middle
of the Unit Guide.
#7.3 Choose one of the questions from class
activity 7.4, and offer a brief but solid response
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Simon Greenleaf (1783-1853) was the founder of Harvard Law School, a celebrated American lawyer
whose Treatise on the Law of Evidence (3 vols., 1842-1853) remained a
standard textbook in American law throughout the Nineteenth century.
In 1846 he wrote The Testimony of the Evangelists Examined by the Rules of
Evidence Administered in Courts of Justice, in which he scrutinized the
Gospels and the life of Jesus using accepted juridical standards:
“The credit due to the testimony of witnesses depends upon,
firstly, their honesty; secondly, their ability;
thirdly, their number and the consistency of their testimony;
fourthly, the conformity of their testimony with experience;
and fifthly, the coincidence of their testimony
with collateral circumstances” (p. 28).
“In examining the evidence of the Christian religion, it is essential to the
discovery of truth that we bring to the investigation a mind freed, as far as
possible, from existing prejudice, and open to conviction.”
Greenleaf’s final conclusion concerning the resurrection was thus:
“The foundation of our religion is a basis of fact—the fact of the birth, ministry, miracles, death,
resurrection by the Evangelists as having actually occurred, within their own personal knowledge.” …
Greenleaf came to the conclusion that the witnesses were reliable, and the resurrection happened.
"All that Christianity asks of men on this subject, is, that they would be consistent with themselves; that
they would treat its evidences as they treat the evidence of other things; and that they would try and judge
its actors and witnesses, as they deal with their fellow men, when testifying to human affairs and actions, in
human tribunals. Let the witnesses be compared with themselves, with each other, and with the
surrounding facts and circumstances; and let their testimony be sifted, as if it were given in a court of
justice, on the side of the adverse party, the witnesses being subjected to a rigorous cross-examination. The
result, it is confidently believed, will be an undoubting conviction of their integrity, ability and truth ...
Either the men of Galilee were men of superlative wisdom, and extensive knowledge and experience, and
of deeper skill in the arts of deception, than any and all others, before or after them, or they have truly
stated the astonishing things which they saw and heard” (pp. 46 and 53).
+++++++++++++++

But, what is your verdict?
Let the case begin—Jesus Christ Superstar is officially on Trial. . . .
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5. FURTHER EXPLORATION OF JESUS’ LIFE, DEATH, & RESURRECTION
5.1

A Brief Argument for Jesus’ Resurrection

As above, from “Afterlife: Christian Hope in the Face of Death”, by Steve Baso. (View video here.)
Qn. Christianity is not about some generic hope in the afterlife. It’s built on the radical claim that an
historical person, Jesus of Nazareth, died and rose again. Let’s get real—every dead person I’ve ever
known stays dead. And I’m guessing the same goes for everyone here. How can anyone believe in
resurrection in the 21st century? Steve, you’re a criminal prosecutor by profession … surely this requires
extraordinary evidence.
Absolutely it does. And as a non-Christian, the resurrection was a huge stumbling block for me. But then I
took the time to actually investigate it.
The resurrection then is more than just one of Christianity’s core claims. Our faith stands or falls on
whether it happened. If Jesus supernaturally came back to life, it vindicates His claims to be God, and that
His followers will also be resurrected one day and live on forever.
The resurrection isn’t a case of a Near Death Experience, where someone who is medically dead gets
resuscitated. The resurrection claim is that three days after He died, Jesus was returned to life by God and
granted a whole new resurrection body that could exist forever, free from the effects of death.
There are four key historical facts that undergird the resurrection. These facts are accepted by the majority
of critical New Testament scholars regardless of their background or beliefs… so that includes atheists,
agnostics and other non-Christians.
Fact one: Dead Body. Jesus was crucified and was
taken down from the cross, dead. The eyewitness
accounts we have of Jesus’ crucifixion fit what we
know about how crucifixions occurred. Things like
the description of water and blood flowing out of
Jesus’ side after a spear was thrust into it… that
accords with modern medical knowledge. In
addition, crucifixion was something reserved for
traitors and common criminals. It was so
embarrassing for the early church that their leader
was crucified, that historians overwhelmingly accept
it must have happened.
Fact two: Empty Tomb. The tomb Jesus was buried in
was discovered empty. The Gospel of Mark records
that Joseph of Arimathea, a member of the Jewish court that condemned Jesus, buried Jesus in his own
tomb. Most scholar’s date Mark’s Gospel as being written within 30 years of Jesus death. This makes it one
of the earliest sources about Jesus’ death and resurrection. It’s simply too early to pass the burial tradition
off as being a legend that developed over time.
Because the account is so early, when it was written the people involved were still alive. Imagine if
someone claimed Campbell Newman was the Qld Premier during the floods in January… in 100 years
someone might believe it, but you could never convince someone who lived through it, because they know
what happened. (It’s now a matter of public record, easily corroborated with contradictory accounts
dismissed.) In the same way, Joseph of Arimathea must have been real, because if he wasn’t, everybody
would have known. Since Joseph was real, the location of his tomb would have been known. So when the
disciples proclaimed Jesus’ resurrection, the Jewish leaders could have killed the whole movement by
opening the tomb and pointing to the body. But they couldn’t, because the body wasn’t there.
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Fact three: Multiple Witnesses. In the days following Jesus’ death, large numbers of people claimed to have
seen him alive …. In 1 Corinthians 15, Paul recounts a creed he was taught which lists the people who saw
Jesus alive after his death… and the list includes friends, sceptics and enemies alike.
1 Corinthians is estimated by most scholars to be written within about 25 years of Jesus’ death. The creed is
one Paul himself received when in Jerusalem as a new Christian, within 3-5 years of Jesus death. So we
have a second, very early account, being circulated at a time when people involved were still alive. Paul
even writes that if anyone doesn’t believe him, they can go and ask one of the people who saw Jesus and
ask them about it.
Fact four: Lives Transformed. Imagine this: you leave your job, follow someone for three years, then He’s
arrested, unjustly tried and killed as a common criminal. You flee; you’re scattered, hiding. Then suddenly,
you become bold, fearless. You take the message of your leader’s resurrection all over the world. You
endure trials, torture. Many of you die for claiming this resurrection happened. Something happened to
bring about this change. What was it? The disciples’
answer—the resurrection.
You asked about extraordinary evidence… we’ve got a
dead body, an empty tomb, multiple witnesses and
transformed lives. Any explanation has got to account
for each of these pieces of evidence. How do you
explain this?
Some sceptics argue anyone who claimed to see Jesus
alive was hallucinating. That doesn’t explain the empty
tomb. Other claim the disciples stole the body and lied
about the resurrection. That doesn’t explain their
transformed lives.
From my own study, I came to the realisation that the
best explanation for these facts is that God raised Jesus from the dead. It explains all of the evidence. And
that was a key moment for me; it led me to faith. But what’s your explanation? Take the time to do what I
did; research the resurrection, consider the evidence and decide for yourselves.

5.2

An Evidential Dialogue About Jesus (Boa & Bowman 2001 §5.2)

In this dialogue, a Christian named Joe becomes involved in a discussion with Sarah and Murali
while riding a city bus. Joe is a researcher in the city’s police crime lab. He has read a lot about,
and talked with people of, various different religions, and is especially interested in the New Age
movement. Joe likes a variety of apologetics authors, including John Warwick Montgomery.
When he boards the bus, he sits in front of Sarah and Murali, who are already deep in
conversation about a devastating earthquake that has been in the news.
Murali: In India, where I come from, most people believe that things like this happen because of karma.
The people who died in the earthquake were meant to die, and they will come back in reincarnation to
live again.
Sarah: Some people here in America believe that, too, but I don’t. I don’t think there’s any life after death.
When you die, that’s it.
Murali: You may be right, although I hope not. I don’t know what I think about this anymore. I don’t think
anybody really knows. Our religions help us feel better about life, and they may be right about there being
life after death, but no one knows for sure.
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Joe: Excuse me—I couldn’t help overhearing what you were talking about. My name is Joe. May I say
something?
Murali: Of course. I am Murali, and this is Sarah.
Joe: I think it is possible to know about life after death.
Murali: How?
Joe: Well, suppose someone died and then came back to life, and he was able to tell you about what lies
beyond death and how we need to prepare for it. That would be one way to know.
Sarah: Yeah, but no one has ever done that.
Joe: Actually, someone has. Jesus Christ died and rose from the dead, and he has told us all about God and
how we can live forever in God’s presence.
Sarah: Oh, no. You’re one of those Bible-thumping Christians. Murali, you gotta watch out for these guys.
They’re always going around saying that you have to believe in Jesus.
Joe: Guilty as charged, although I promise not to thump you with my Bible. I did bring one, though.
Murali: I have heard this before, of course, that Jesus rose from the dead. It is a beautiful story, but you
don’t take it literally, do you?
Joe: Again, guilty as charged. I certainly do take it literally. Jesus is not a mythical character. He was a real,
flesh-and-blood man who lived almost two thousand years ago in a real place.
Murali: Yes, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to suggest that Jesus never lived. That is obvious. But the story of his
coming back to life—why would you take that literally?
Joe: Well, for one thing, because the people who first told this “story” said
that it really happened. They specifically denied that it was a made-up
story.
Murali: When did they say that?
Sarah: Now you’ve gone and done it. He’s going to start quoting the
Bible at you.
Joe: You’re right, Sarah, but I won’t ask you or Murali to take the Bible’s
word for anything. In fact, I encourage you to examine the evidence to
see whether what the Bible writers say about Jesus is true or not.
Murali: That seems fair.
Joe: In 2 Peter 1:16 the apostle Peter wrote, “For we did not follow
cleverly devised tales when we made known to you the power and
coming of our Lord Jesus Christ, but we were eyewitnesses of His
majesty.” You see, Peter is saying that the stories they told about
Jesus were not made-up myths or fairy tales, but were eyewitness testimony.
And you find this kind of statement throughout the New Testament.
Sarah: But everyone knows that these things were written down long after Jesus had died. Scholars say the
Gospels were written about a hundred years after Jesus.
Joe: I’m curious about those scholars. But before I say anything about that, can we agree at least that the
New Testament claims that the resurrection of Jesus is not a myth, but is an historical fact told to us by
eyewitnesses?
Murali: That does seem to be what it claims, yes. At least in that one verse that you read to us.
Sarah: Well, I’m not convinced. How do you know that the Gospels claim to be historical fact?

Historical Challenges II: Jesus & His Church

Module #7-17

PE420/620-D

Joe: A fair question. Let me give you a couple of easy examples. In Luke 1:1-4, Luke tells us that there were
“those who from the beginning were eyewitnesses and servants of the word,” and that these
eyewitnesses had “handed down” to us what had happened. And Luke says that he “investigated
everything carefully from the beginning” before writing it down, “so that you might know the exact truth
about the things you have been taught.” In other words, Luke says his Gospel is based on eyewitness
testimony, and that he did historical research in order to write an accurate account. Now in the Gospel of
John, it tells us that soldiers stabbed Jesus on the cross with a spear to make sure he was dead. The
author then says in John 19:35, “And he who has seen has borne witness, and his witness is true; and he
knows that he is telling the truth, so that you also may believe.” So, the author of the Gospel of John
claims to have been an eyewitness to the death of Jesus, as well as to many other things, of course.
Sarah: All right, I guess the Gospels, or at least those two Gospels, claim to be telling historical fact. But
how can we be sure about anything they tell us? Like I said, they were written about a hundred years after
the fact.
Joe: You did say that. But Sarah, the fact is that no biblical scholar says the Gospels were written a hundred
years later. Jesus died in A.D. 33. The latest dates given by scholars put the Gospel of Mark around the
year 70, about forty years after Jesus’ death, and the Gospel of John around the year 100, or about
seventy years after Jesus’ death. And some biblical scholars, including the radical theologian John A. T.
Robinson, have argued that all of the Gospels were written before the year 70. I have some literature on
this subject that I can get for you if you’re interested.
Murali: You seem to know what you’re talking about. But even forty years is a long time. Isn’t it possible
that the story of Jesus developed over the years into the story we now have?
Joe: I don’t see how, if John was himself an eyewitness, as he says he was. Besides, the Gospels aren’t the
earliest books of the New Testament. The epistles of the apostle Paul were written between about the
years 50 and 65. In other words, Paul was writing about Jesus’ resurrection less than twenty years after it
happened. And Paul himself saw Jesus alive after his death.
Sarah: It’s my understanding that some of those epistles weren’t even written by Paul.
Joe: That is the opinion of many scholars today, but by no means all of
them. But I’ll tell you what. I’ll stick to the epistles that all biblical
scholars agree were written by Paul. For example, in Galatians, which
was one of Paul’s first epistles, he writes at length about the fact that
he was a persecutor of the church until Jesus appeared to him and
called him to be an apostle. And in 1 Corinthians 15, Paul says he and
the other apostles all had the same message, which was that Jesus
had died, had been buried, had been raised from the dead, and had
appeared to them and to many others. So here we see proof that
Christians had been proclaiming Jesus’ resurrection as an historical
fact from the very beginning of the church. It wasn’t a myth that
developed gradually over many years.
Murali: This is very interesting. I have never heard these facts before.
But tell me, Joe: Are you saying that Paul and these other apostles
actually saw Jesus alive from the dead? Could it be that what they
experienced was some sort of vision? Perhaps they had a vision of
Jesus in a higher state of consciousness, and they gained comfort and
encouragement from that vision.
Joe: That’s a good question. I think Paul is very clear about what he means. Let me read 1 Corinthians 15:34 to you. It says “that Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures, and that He was buried.” Now,
let me stop right there. Why do you suppose Paul mentioned Jesus’ burial? Why would that be important?
Murali: Now it is your turn to ask a good question. I don’t know. Perhaps he mentioned it to make the point
that Jesus was really dead?
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Joe: Excellent! I think you’re exactly right. Now, the next thing Paul says is “that He was raised on the third
day according to the Scriptures, and that He appeared.” Let me stop there again. Paul says that Jesus died,
and then he points to Jesus’ burial as proof of that fact. Paul then says that Jesus was raised, and he points
to Jesus’ appearances as proof of his resurrection. When you take it all together, it’s clear that Paul is
talking about Jesus being raised physically from the grave. That’s the whole point of mentioning Jesus’
burial between his death and resurrection. Remember, Paul was a Pharisee, a Jewish rabbi, who had
become a Christian. In his vocabulary, for a man to be buried and then to have been raised meant just one
thing: the man’s grave was empty and he was alive from the dead.
Sarah: You may be right; that may have been what Paul was saying. But why should we believe him? Why
should we take his word for it?
Joe: What are the alternatives? If Jesus wasn’t raised from the dead, why do you suppose Paul would say
that he had been? Was he lying?
Sarah: No, I don’t think he was lying. Maybe Paul had some kind of hallucination and thought he saw Jesus.
Joe: What about all of the others who saw Jesus? Paul mentions that Jesus appeared to Peter, the other
apostles, and to more than five hundred people at one time. Were they all hallucinating?
Sarah: Well, I don’t know if I take that five hundred number seriously.
Joe: I don’t know why not. But let’s leave them aside, if you like. Do you really think that Peter, James, and
the other apostles all had hallucinations of Jesus? That doesn’t seem very likely, does it?
Sarah: It seems much more likely than the idea that a dead man came back to life.
Joe: Normally, Sarah, I’d agree with you. But in this case, the idea that Jesus came back to life is much more
likely to be true than that over a dozen men, some of whom loved Jesus, some of whom hated Jesus, all
had hallucinations of Jesus alive from the dead. You see, if we heard that your aunt Edna or my cousin
Jasper had died and come back to life, we’d probably dismiss the idea out of hand. After all, why should
Aunt Edna or Cousin Jasper rise from the dead? There’s no rhyme or reason to it. But with Jesus, there is a
very good reason. Jesus claimed to be the Messiah. He claimed to have come to overcome sin and death
for all humanity, and to bring eternal life. He is reported to have performed many miracles, including
resuscitating people who had died. He was executed on Passover, a Jewish feast that celebrated God’s
deliverance of his people from bondage. Given all that we know about Jesus, his being raised from the
dead makes perfect sense. God raised him from the dead to vindicate him as the Messiah and to bring to
us the promise of eternal life if we trust in him.
Murali: You make an interesting case. But what you just said bothers me. You are saying, if I understand
you correctly, that one must believe in Jesus to have eternal life. But I cannot accept the idea that God
loves Christians but does not love Hindus or Buddhists or Muslims. Throughout the world for centuries
people have killed each other because they were of a different religion. This intolerance is so destructive.
Joe: I certainly agree with you that it is terribly wrong to kill people because they are of a different religion.
In fact, my religion considers such killing to be a grievous sin. We believe that God loves people of all
nations and races, and it is our duty to tell them the good news of God’s love for them in Jesus Christ.
Murali: But why must they believe in Jesus to have God’s love? Surely God already loves them.
Joe: In a sense, you’re right, of course. But there is a problem. We human beings—all of us, of whatever
religion, or of no religion—are sinners.
Sarah: That’s so judgmental.
Joe: Not at all. I’m not saying anything about you or anyone else that doesn’t also apply to me. I’m a sinner,
too. None of us is morally perfect, and all of us are alienated from God until we come to faith in Jesus
Christ.
Murali: This idea of sin is difficult for me. But I see that my stop is coming up. I must go.
Sarah: Me, too. It’s been interesting, Joe.
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Murali: Yes, very.
Joe: Let me give you my phone number and e-mail address and you can contact me at your convenience if
you decide you’d like to continue this discussion.
Murali and Sarah: Okay!

Reflection Activity 7.4 – Distance Students
In place of class discussion, online/distance students are required to complete a series of reflections—
four per week. For each reflection activity/question, journal at least 30 (meaningful!) words, and tick off
the related boxes in the middle of the Unit Guide.
# 7.4 From the above dialogue, at which point might you have taken things in a different direction,
using your preferred apologetic style to answer their comments? What would you have said?

5.3


Key Passages from N. T. Wright’s Resurrection of the Son of God
Wright is a respected historian and a premiere scholar in the area of the Greek and Jewish context at
the time of Jesus’ life. He also deals with the issue of how history should relate to
theology, and whether history can speak to the miraculous (pp3-31, 683-738).

He distinguishes the “senses of ‘history’” (12-15), then addresses
objections to historically studying the resurrection—no direct access to the
event (15); no analogy in our experience to resurrection (16-18); no real
evidence (18-20); no other starting point (i.e. we shouldn’t study the
resurrection, pp20-23)—concluding that these objections to “the study of
Easter as a historical phenomenon … will not hold water” (20) … he places the
resurrection well within first century context (Jewish, Graeco-Roman) and
explores its validity. … he hopes that his explanation is “sufficient to show that
several reasons frequently advanced for not considering the resurrection as a
historical problem are not in themselves cogent … at the end of the day the
historian can and must ask why Christianity began, and why it took the shape
it did … The historian cannot, then, be debarred from asking whether or not it
is true that Jesus was raised from the dead” (28).



His conclusions in study: “When the early Christians spoke of Jesus being raised from the dead, the
natural meaning of that statement, throughout the ancient world, was the claim that something had
happened to Jesus which had happened to nobody else. A great many things supposedly happened to
the dead, but resurrection did not. The pagan world assumed it was impossible; the Jewish world
believed it would happen eventually, but knew perfectly well that it had not done so yet. Jew and nonJew alike heard the early Christians to be saying that it had happened to Jesus. They did not suppose
the Christians were merely asserting that Jesus’ soul had attained some kind of heavenly bliss or special
status.” (83)—i.e. a unique event in all of history [thus worthy of investigation]



“The world of Judaism had generated, from its rich scriptural origins, a rich variety of beliefs about
what happened, and would happen, to the dead. But it was quite unprepared for the new mutation
[Christ’s bodily resurrection in this life, before final judgment/vindication, all together] that sprang up,
like a totally unexpected plant, within the already well-stocked garden” (206).



“The question any historian must ask, discovering such a nest of intricate ideas, at once so Jewish and
so unlike anything any Jew had said before, is obvious: what caused these developments-from-within,
these newly articulated resurrection-beliefs? Paul himself would have answered: it was Jesus’ own
resurrection.” (373) … “Paul’s many and varied statements about future and present resurrection thus
pose a historical question to which the only satisfactory answer, for him and for the historian, is his firm
and sharply delineated belief in a past event, the resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth” (374).
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“The worldview questions, when posed to the early Christians, elicit a set of resurrection-shaped
answers. Who are we? Resurrection people.” (581) … “Jesus’ resurrection … vindicated or validated his
Messiahship; and if he was Messiah, he was the world’s true Lord … The Christians believed that ‘the
resurrection’ had already begun, and that the one person to whom it happened was the lord at
whose name every knee would bow” (583).



Concerning the genesis of the Gospel accounts, how they break with previous resurrection
interpretations, vary from each other, yet roughly confirm the same events, he says: “I cannot
understand … either why anyone would develop that theology and exegesis unless there were stories
like this [Jesus’ resurrection] to generate the puzzle … The very strong historical probability is that,
when Matthew, Luke and John describe the risen Jesus, they are writing down very early oral tradition,
representing three different ways in which the original astonished participants told the stories. These
traditions have received only minimal development, and most of that probably at the final editorial
stage, for the very good reason that stories as earth-shattering as this, stories as community-forming as
this, once told, are not easily modified. Too much depends on them” (611) … “This is not [yet] an
argument for the historical accuracy of the Gospel accounts … It is an argument for the accounts being
chronologically as well as logically prior to the developed discussions of the resurrection which we find
in Paul and many subsequent writers” (612). … “I suggest, in fact, that the stories must be regarded as
early, certainly well before Paul; and that, when placed side by side, they tell a tale which, despite the
multiple surface inconsistencies, succeeds in hanging together” (614). … “These stories too, of course,
provide evidence not directly for what happened but for what several different people thought had
happened. (I do not wish to retreat from the critical realist position … I am simply concerned to be
absolutely sure, here of all places, that I do not appear to smuggle into my historical argument anything
more than it will bear.) The stories are, at this moment in our enquiry, answers to the question: why did
early Christianity begin, and why did it take this shape? The answer is: because the early Christians
believed that something had happened to Jesus after his death, something to which the stories in the
four canonical Gospels are as close as [615] we are likely to get. I propose, in short, that the four
canonical resurrection accounts, granted the presence in all of them of editorial features … almost
certainly go back to oral traditions which provide the answer to the question of the origin and shaping
of Christianity. The question which this then poses is, of course, the crucial one: what caused the
earliest Christians to believe that something like this happened, and to tell this sort of story?” (614-615)
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 “There can be no doubt that each evangelist has told the story in his own
way.” (679) … “though each evangelist has told the story in such a way as to
ground a particular understanding of Christian life and particularly Christian
mission to the world …, the basic stories themselves, of the empty tomb and
the appearances of Jesus, show no signs of having been generated at a later
stage. … If you were a follower of a dead Jesus, in the middle of the first
century, wanting to explain why you still thought he was important, and why
some of your number had (inexplicably) begun to say that he had been
raised from the dead, you would not have told stories like this. You would
have done a better job. We are left with the conclusion that both the
evangelists themselves, and the sources to which they had access, whether
oral or written, which they have shaped to their own purposes but without
destroying the underlying subject-matter, really did intend to refer to
actual events which took place on the third day after Jesus’ execution. The
main conclusion that emerges from these four studies of the canonical
evangelists is that each of them, in their very different ways, believed that they were writing
about events that actually took place … the stories they told, and the way they crafted them (each so
differently, yet in this respect the same) as the deliberate and climactic rounding-off of their whole
accounts, indicates that for reasons of narrative grammar as well as theology they must have intended
to convey to their readers the sense that the Easter events were real, not fantasy; historical as well as
historic” (680).


In summing up his survey of “the entire corpus of writing about Jesus and his resurrection in the first
two centuries, setting it within the framework of beliefs about life after death in the ancient worlds of
paganism and Judaism” (681), Wright found that “early Christian resurrection-belief has a remarkable
consistency despite varieties of expression, and that this consistency includes both the location of
Christianity at one point on the spectrum of Jewish belief (bodily resurrection) and four key
modifications from within that point: (1) resurrection has moved from the circumference of belief to
the centre; (2) ‘the resurrection’ is no longer a single event, but has split chronologically into two, the
first part of which has already happened; (3) resurrection involves transformation, not mere
resuscitation; and (4) when ‘resurrection’ language is used metaphorically, it no longer refers to the
national restoration of Israel, but to baptism and holiness” (681).



“Throughout it all we have seen the obvious but important point, that those who held the complex
but remarkably consistent early Christian view gave as their reason that Jesus of Nazareth had
himself been raised from the dead. And we have now seen what they meant by this: that on the third
day after his execution by the Romans, his tomb was empty, and he was found to be alive, appearing
on various occasions and in various places both to his followers and to some who, up to that point, had
not been his followers or had not believed, convincing them that he was neither a ghost nor a
hallucination but that he was truly and bodily raised from the dead. This belief about Jesus [682]
provides a historically complete, thorough and satisfying reason for the rise and development of the
belief that he was Israel’s Messiah and the world’s true Lord. It explains the early Christian conviction
that the long-awaited new age had been inaugurated, opening new tasks and possibilities. Above all, it
explains the belief that the hope for the world in general and for Jesus’ followers in particular consisted
not in going on and on for ever, not in an endless cycle of death and rebirth as in Stoicism, not in a
blessed disembodied immortal existence, but in a newly embodied life, a transformed physicality. And
we have now seen that the central stories upon which this belief was based, though they have been
skillfully shaped and edited by the four evangelists, retain simple and very early features, features
which resist the idea that they were made up decades later, but which serve very well to explain the
developments from Paul onwards. We are now in a position to face the question: what historical
reasons can be given for the rise of this belief?” (681-682).



“The empty tomb and the ‘meetings’ with Jesus, when combined, present us with not only a
sufficient condition for the rise of early Christian belief, but also, it seems a necessary one. Nothing
else historians have been able to come up with has the power to explain the phenomena before us.
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This remains, of course, unprovable in logical or mathematical terms. The historian is never in a
position to do what Pythagoras did … With history it is not like that. Almost nothing is ever ruled out
absolutely; history, after all, is mostly the study of the unusual and unrepeatable. What we are after is
high probability; and this is to be attained by examining all the possibilities, all the suggestions, and
asking how well they explain the phenomena. It is always possible that in discussing the resurrection
someone will come up with the skeptical critic’s dream: an explanation which provides a sufficient
condition for the rise of early Christian faith but which, by fitting into post-Enlightenment
epistemological and ontological categories, or even simply mainstream pagan ones, causes no fluttering
in the critical dovecotes. It is worthy of note that, despite the somewhat desperate attempts of many
scholars over the last two hundred [707] years (not to mention critics since at least Celsus), no such
explanation has been found. The early Christians did not invent the empty tomb and the ‘meetings’ or
‘sightings’ of the risen Jesus in order to explain a faith they already had. They developed that faith
because of the occurrence, and convergence, of these two phenomena. Nobody was expecting this
kind of thing; no kind of conversion-experience would have generated such ideas; nobody 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 to enter into a fantasy world of
our own, a new cognitive dissonance in which the relentless modernist, desperately worried that the
post-Enlightenment worldview seems in imminent danger of collapse, devises strategies for shoring it
up nevertheless. In terms of the kind of proof which historians normally accept, the case we have
presented, that the tomb-plus-appearances combination is what generated early Christian belief, is
as watertight as one is likely to find” (706-707).


“The answer [that Christ truly was resurrected, as an historical event] is blindingly obvious … the
obvious answer to the question seems such a bold affront to the principles of post-Enlightenment
historical epistemology that it looks as though the only way to affirm it is by shutting both eyes and
flailing around in the dark. To say, as the early Christians did, that the tomb was empty, and that the
‘meetings’ with Jesus took place, because he had indeed been bodily raised from the dead, seems to
require the suspension of all our normal language about how we know things about the past … If we
were faced with some other historical problem which had brought us to a secure and interrelated pair
of conclusions, and if we were looking for a fact or event to explain them both; and if we discovered
something which explained them as thoroughly and satisfyingly as the bodily resurrection of Jesus
explains the empty tomb and the ‘meetings’; then we would accept it without a moment’s hesitation.”
(710). … “The fact that dead people do not ordinarily rise is itself part of early Christian belief, not an
objection to it. The early Christians insisted that what had happened to Jesus was precisely something
new; was, indeed, the start of a whole new mode of existence, a new creation. The fact that Jesus’
resurrection was, and remains, without analogy is not an objection to the early Christian claim. It is part
of the claim itself” (712). It forces “any who insist on being post-Enlightenment historians [to] look in
the mirror and ask some hard methodological questions” (712).



“What if the moratorium on speaking on Jesus’ bodily resurrection, which has been kept in place until
recently more by the critics’ tone of voice than by sustained historical argument (‘surely,’ they imply on
the edge of every discussion of the subject, ‘you cannot be so impossibly naïve as to think that
something actually happened?’), should itself turn out to be part of that intellectual and cultural
hegemony against which much of the world is now doing its best to react? What if the resurrection,
instead of (as if often imagined) legitimating a cosy, comfortable, socially and culturally conservative
form of Christianity, should turn out to be, in the twenty-first century as in the first, the most socially,
culturally and politically explosive force imaginable, blasting its way through the sealed tombs and
locked doors of modernist epistemology and the (now) deeply conservative social and political culture
which it sustains?” (713) … “Indeed, the holding apart of the mental and spiritual on the one hand from
the social, cultural and political on the other, one of the most important planks in the Enlightenment
platform, is itself challenged by the question of Jesus’ resurrection” (713).
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“One cannot say ‘Jesus of Nazareth was
bodily raised from the dead’ with … minimal
[self] involvement. … If it happened, it matters.
The world is a different place from what it
would be if it did not happen. The person who
makes the statement is committed to living in
this different world, this newly envisioned
universe of discourse, imagination and action”
(714). However Wright argues that to say Jesus
didn’t rise is equally self-involving.
 “The actual bodily resurrection of Jesus
(not a mere resuscitation, but a transforming
revivification) clearly provides a sufficient
condition of the tomb being empty and the ‘meetings’ taking place. Nobody is likely to doubt that.
Once grant that Jesus was really raised, and all the pieces of the historical jigsaw puzzle of early
Christianity fall into place. My claim is stronger: that the bodily resurrection of Jesus provides a
necessary condition for these things; in other words, that no other explanation could or would do. All
the efforts to find alternative explanations fail, and they were bound to do so” (717).


“Many will challenge this conclusion, for many different reasons. I do not claim that it constitutes a
‘proof’ of the resurrection in terms of some neutral standpoint. It is, rather, a historical challenge to
other explanations, other worldviews. Precisely because at this point we are faced with worldview
level issues, there is no neutral ground, no island in the middle of the epistemological ocean, as yet
uncolonized by any of the warring continents … Saying that ‘Jesus of Nazareth was bodily raised from
the dead’ is not only a self-involving statement; it is a self-committing statement, going beyond a
reordering of one’s private world into various levels of commitment to work out the implications. We
cannot simply leave a flag stuck on a hill somewhere and sail back home to safety.” >> thus, like with
the problem of evil, we can’t know all the answers … but the life of Christ—and definitely his
resurrection—give solid warrant for trusting him even without certainty … to believe that Christ truly
does provide the path to life (John 14:6).



“It is, of course, perfectly possible to say that one cannot decide [re: the resurrection, its historicity].
[718] But for those who prefer not to live on such a knife-edge for ever, but who do not want to solve
the jigsaw puzzle by putting Jesus’ bodily resurrection in the middle of it, the challenge is: what
alternative account can be offered which will explain the data just as well, which can provide an
alternative sufficient explanation for all the evidence and so challenge the right of the bodily
resurrection to be regarded as the necessary one? The standard alternative theories have been ruled
out, explicitly or implicitly, as we have made our way through this book” (717-718). … “Historical
argument alone cannot force anyone to believe that Jesus was raised from the dead; but historical
argument is remarkably good at clearing away the undergrowth behind which skepticisms of various
sorts have been hiding. The proposal that Jesus was bodily raised from the dead possesses unrivalled
power to explain the historical data at the heart of early Christianity” (718)



n.b. FOOTNOTE: “Jesus’ resurrection … is sometimes seen as an immoral doctrine, because it appears
to legitimate Christianity over against all other religions. It appears to be a triumphalist doctrine,
clinging for security to the idea of an omnipotent god who can intervene in the natural world at any
point and sort things out, but who apparently chooses not to in most cases. How very undemocratic of
god, or God, people think (without realizing that this idea itself is a local, almost tribal, westernEnlightenment view). Surely he, or it, should treat all people just the same. The idea of Jesus as a
representative, has been screened out both from the ‘meaning’ which is here under attack and from
the critiques which, in demolishing this meaning, have felt obliged to demolish the resurrection along
with it.” … Wright notes that this was well outside any frame of reference for the early Christians, thus
whilst it deserves to be addressed, it should not influence our effort to find what significance the
resurrection, and language about Jesus as the “Son of God”, had for those particular people in first
Century context. Projection should be barred.
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What is the significance of the resurrection of Jesus? “The resurrection means that Jesus is the
messianic ‘son of God’; that Israel’s eschatological hope has been fulfilled; that it is time for the nations
of the world to be brought into submission to Israel’s God” (726). … “Jesus, as the ‘son of God’, is the
agent of the creator God in accomplishing precisely this task, of ridding the world of evil and
ultimately of death itself” (728)—thus of unique status, and our path to life. “The early Christians saw
Jesus’ resurrection as the act of the covenant god, fulfilling his promises to deal with evil at last.
Declaring their faith in his resurrection was a self-involving act in the sense that the world of meaning
within which they made sense of Easter was the new world in which sins, their own included, had
been forgiven. … Jesus’ crucifixion had been a victory rather than a defeat.” … In Jesus, “the creator’s
covenant plan, to deal with the sin and death that has so radically infected his world, has reached its
long-awaited and decisive fulfilment” (728). “Death is the ultimate weapon of the tyrant; resurrection
does not make a covenant with death, it overthrows it. The resurrection, in the full Jewish and early
Christian sense, is the ultimate affirmation that creation matters, that embodied human beings matter”
(730).



“This, then, is the second level of meaning. The resurrection constitutes Jesus as the world’s true
sovereign, the ‘son of God’ who claims absolute allegiance from everyone and everything within
creation. He is the start of the creator’s new world: its pilot project, indeed its pilot” (731).



Even more, Jesus is God in human form revealed → ultimate word as to how we get to God … I and the
Father are One … Referring to Jesus as the “Son of God”, “they meant it in the sense that he was the
personal embodiment and revelation of the one true god. Paul’s Christology, and perhaps also that
which was expressed in [732] creedal formulae before he was writing the extant letters, indicates that
from very early on in the Christian movement this God and this Jesus were being referred to as ‘father’
and ‘son’ within contexts that clearly put them together on the ‘divine’ side of the equation” (731-732).
… cf. Phil. 2:10f., using Isa. 45:23; I Cor. 8:6, using Dt. 6:4; 1 Cor. 15:25-8, using Ps. 110.1 … i.e. still in a
strongly monotheistic context. Wright says in all these relations of Jesus to being God, the resurrection
is never far away, e.g. Rom. 5:10; 8:14-17, 29, 32. “For if, being enemies, we were reconciled to God by
the death of his son, how much more, being reconciled, shall we be saved by his life ….” … “To send
someone else [other than His Son/Self, re: God in sacrifice] is hardly an ultimate proof of self-giving
love” (732) … his resurrection from the dead marked out Jesus as Messiah, Lord, God’s Son (733,
quoting Romans 1:1, 3f.) … “The resurrection, in other words, declares that Jesus really is God’s Son”
(733) … i.e. “the resurrection declared that this had [always] been the case” (733).



“Of course our arrows of historical enquiry are all earthbound, subject to the epistemological
equivalent of the law of gravity. The historian qua historian cannot mount an argument from first
principles and end up proving God. Christian faith, however, has always declared that earth—gravity
and all!—is where the Son of God made his home, pitching his tent, as John puts it, in our midst. And
that declaration was the consequence, not the cause, of the belief that on the third day God raised
Jesus from the dead” (736).
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6. PREPARATION FOR THE NEXT CLASS

Forum Activity Module 7
For each of modules 1 through 12 of the course, please submit a forum post, comprising:
(a) A 250 word first-person response to the set question/comment, tailored for explaining your
beliefs to a twenty-something Australian who is post-Christian in attitude but pre-Christian in
understanding. Note that when options are available, indicate to which of the statements you are
responding. Additionally, this response must demonstrate a sound grasp of underlying
course/Module content, and interaction with at least one (PE420) or two (PE620) pre-readings,
whether recommended or optional (reference these). Across modules 1-6, and then 7-12, you
must demonstrate a range of apologetic approaches, defending and commending the plausibility,
credibility, and relevance of Christian belief. Post this to Moodle *before* the following class.
(b) Interaction with at least one other person that advances the conversation, perhaps through a
comment or question. Note that this interaction can be with other students on the Moodle forum,
but may also be through the “Australian Apologetics & Evangelism” facebook group or your own
social media site, as people interact with your posted response. Interaction isn’t in the word count.
Group five of the first six forum posts, and the interaction with others, into one word.doc for
submission via the Moodle assessment tab by March 28 for assessment requirement 1a, and then
a further five posts from module 7-12 by May 23 for requirement 1b.
For each Moodle Module, I’ve set up a forum bubble.

THIS WEEK’S forum question/comment awaiting your response, before next class, is this:
Week 7: Respond to one of the following statements: (a) “Dead people don’t come back to life.
Jesus’ resurrection may have been convincing to ignorant ancients, but it’s impossible for people
today to believe”; or (b) “Jesus is a poignant myth, a model of love’s power in the face of
oppression, but nothing more”
You will have time to discuss your responses to this forum question in your small group during the first
session of our next class together.

All students respond on the Moodle Forum (250 words)

Preparation for Next Week …
 Forum post work (as per the unit guide assessment requirement) both addressing the set
question, and interacting with others. Post this to Moodle before next class.
 2 hours pre-reading from recommended and optional readings on Moodle.
Come ready to share on each of the following:
-a question—something you don’t get, or want to clarify
-a challenge—something you disagree with, or want to nuance
-an implication—“so what” for your our apologetic practice
-an application—something useful right now in your context, to help your holistic witness
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Significance for Christian theology, life and thought...
What difference can the story of Jesus make? Rather than share my testimony, let’s hear Lee Strobel.
Lee Strobel describes his life as “the story of one modern skeptic’s journey to faith.” Born in 1952, Strobel
was always the “skeptical sort”; his childhood admiration of “aggressive and tough-minded” journalism
propelled him toward an award-winning career as a legal reporter with The Chicago Tribune. Strobel’s
parents pushed him through Sunday school, but his persistent questions were neither appreciated nor
answered: “While many of the other students seemed to automatically accept the truth of the Bible, I
needed reasons for trusting it.”
This was the first of three experiences paving Strobel’s path to atheism. The second and most decisive
experience was as a fourteen-year-old student in biology class. In Strobel’s thinking, evolution’s undirected
process “put God out of a job.” Furthermore, this reduced the Bible’s account of origins to mythology,
casting doubt over the Scriptures as a whole: “In short, you don’t need the Bible if you’ve got The Origin of
Species.”
The final experience cementing Strobel’s atheism was a college course on “the historical Jesus.” The New
Testament, and the resurrection accounts therein, was discredited as “irreparably flawed” and distorted
after the fact, merely a case of “legend and wishful thinking.” Strobel had never thoroughly examined the
Bible. Nevertheless, rejecting its contents freed him to reject its moral code. The evidence was sufficient to
convince him that the biblical case for Christ was closed.
Strobel mocked all things spiritual until his wife, Leslie, came to Christ in 1979—the same year Strobel
completed his masters degree at Yale Law School. Her transformation softened Strobel to attend church,
where he accepted a challenge to re-open the case for Christ. Thus began a two-year investigation.
Suspending his prejudice to the best of his ability, Strobel made a commitment to “go wherever the answers
would take me.” He used his legal training to “cross-examine” arguments offered by respected historians—
both for and against Christianity; his hard-edged journalistic style also helped with “ferreting out facts.” In
November, 1981, he reached a verdict: “Christianity had not been absolutely proven. . . . But when I
weighed the facts, I concluded that the historical evidence clearly supports the claims of Christ beyond any
reasonable doubt.” Strobel committed himself to following Christ.
Here is what Lee wrote, in response to hearing Bill Hybels preach a sermon on Jesus:
“I was intrigued by both the message and his concession that some people needed to go through a
discovery process before they could make an informed decision about Christ. While I didn't believe the
Gospel was true, he had convinced me that if it were the truth, it had tremendous implications for my life.
So as I walked out of the theater that morning into the brisk air, I made a decision. I vowed to check out the
Christian faith. I'd separate mythology from reality and see what remained. After all, that's what I did every
day as a journalist—I'd take a nugget of information and investigate to see whether it's true. Why not put
Christianity to the same test?” … Lee describes his investigative journey in “the Case for Christ”:
“I visualized this process as if I were putting together a giant jigsaw puzzle in my mind. Every time I
confirmed another item of evidence or a question was answered, it was like a puzzle piece being put into
place. I didn't know what the final picture was going to look like—that was the mystery—but each fact I
uncovered brought me one step closer to the solution.”
“There was plenty of emotion involved. . . . But it seemed as if everywhere I turned was more confirmation
of the reliability of the biblical account of the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ. . . . I sorted
through the evidence for a year and nine months, until Sunday, November 8, 1981, after I had returned
home from church. I was alone in my bedroom, and I concluded that the time had arrived to reach a verdict.
Christianity had not been absolutely proven. If it had, there would be no room for faith. But when I weighed
the facts, I concluded that the historical evidence clearly supports the claims of Christ beyond any
reasonable doubt. In fact, based on what I had learned, it would have taken more faith to remain an atheist
than to become a Christian! So, after I had put the last piece of my mental jigsaw puzzle into place, I
figuratively stepped back to see the picture I had been systematically piecing together in my mind for almost
two years. It was a portrait of Jesus Christ, the Son of God. Like the former skeptic Thomas, I responded by
declaring: ‘My Lord and my God!’”
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