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The Passion:  Did Jesus Rise from the Dead?
Characteristic:  Faith
Big Idea:  If He’s not risen, he’s just religion.  If He is risen, He reigns.
Introduction:
(Transitional, animated Passion sequence with soundtrack goes here, right after worship ends.)
A.
Good morning and welcome.  It’s good to be together this Easter.  Just as Easter marks a certain culmination in the story of Jesus, so this Sunday marks the culmination of a series of messages relating to questions skeptics may have arising from the movie, The Passion of the Christ.  Along the way, I’ve proposed answers to certain questions.  Did Jesus exist?  Was Jesus God’s Son?  Is Jesus the only way to God?  And, why didn’t everyone recognize Jesus as Messiah?  Transcripts for these messages are all available on our Moon Valley website, and free audiotapes are available in the lobby.
Our question for today is this:  Did Jesus rise from the dead?  But before I deal with that question directly, I want to take a little detour.  The detour may seem at first bizarre and irrelevant to our question.  But hang with me.  I think you will in short order find it to be very relevant to our topic.

B.
I realize that this is a very unorthodox way to begin an Easter sermon, but I have a confession to make.  It appears as though my wife Cathy has gone off the deep end.  Here’s a fairly recent photo of her so you can sort of be on the lookout out for her.  This was taken last October, at my daughter’s wedding.  Maybe the trauma of marrying off our first child explains some things.  I don’t know.

Perhaps I should have seen it coming.  She’s been attending a state university, and you know, those state universities can challenge your faith.  Last semester, Cathy had to write a paper in which she had to define and explain religion.
Here is Cathy’s definition of religion.  She says, “Religion is an evolving human construct to make life seem meaningful and manageable.”  That’s her definition.  She calls herself a Christian.  She’s a pastor’s wife.  She cashes my paychecks.  And that’s her definition!
Cathy’s professor knows she is a pastor’s wife, and was therefore shocked by her definition.  In the margin of her paper, the professor wrote, “Wow, you surprised me with this cogent statement.  ‘Human construct’?  ‘Seem’?  Fairly agnostic stance.”
That’s not all.  It gets worse.  In her paper, Cathy continues to explain what she means by this definition.  She says,
Religion is a human construct in that it is created in the human mind. . . . Because humans create religion, it is relative; there are no religious absolutes. . . . 

The word, “seem” is significant.  Religion is not grounded in objective reality.  Rather, it is a coping mechanism to make life seem meaningful in the midst of pain. . . . 
Although religion is ostensibly spiritual, it is fundamentally practical.  It is a way to make life work.
Religion, as it has been defined, amounts to a human mind game—a placebo that brings some imagined relief to the human condition. . . .
C.
So there you have it.  A pastor’s wife writes stuff that could be posted on an atheistic website.  My wife could be the poster child for infidels.com.  What do you think?  Is she beginning to grow horns?
Here’s what I think.  I think she’s absolutely correct.  I agree with every word.  She’s right.
I deliberately left out an important clarifying point for the sake of suspense.  The clarifying point that Cathy ultimately makes is that true, historic, orthodox Christianity is not really a religion—at least not as she has defined it.  True Christianity does not fit the definition.  It’s not a human construct because it is not conceived by humans.  And it doesn’t evolve because it is unchanging in its truth.  True Christianity is set apart.  True Christianity is not primarily mystical; it’s historical.  True Christianity does what no other religion dares to do; it puts all its eggs into a single, verifiable, historical Easter basket.  The basket into which Christianity puts all its eggs is this:  Jesus physically rose from the dead and He physically appeared alive to many people.  If this really happened, then all religion, in contrast to true Christianity, is simply the fashioning of false gods.  If it didn’t happen, Christians are the most miserable people in the world.

Some may argue that this presses the resurrection point too hard.  “Even if Christ is not risen,” they say, “Christianity works for me.”  I contend that if Christ is not risen, then Christianity is reduced to the level of every other religion; it becomes a pathetic placebo.
Here’s how Cathy arrives at it.  She says,
Is it possible, however, that religion actually exchanges the truth for a lie?  Is it possible that God has revealed Himself to all of us, and our religion is simply an attempt to fashion a god we like better?  Perhaps this accounts for how and why a person’s understanding of religion changes.  If religion is an evolving construct—if this religion is a placebo—if this religion is the fashioning of a god we like better, then an ever-changing array of diverse religious viewpoints is a logical result.  A placebo produces hope, and the allure of a better hope compels constant revision of the formula. . . .

. . . Is anyone getting closer to the truth?  Religion says no.  Even a “new and improved” placebo is still a lie.

But is the placebo helpful?  Is false hope better than no hope at all?  Ask the widow who was absolutely convinced that her beloved husband would be healed.  She says no.  And the Apostle Paul says no. As a case in point, he addresses people who are entrusting their lives to a risen Jesus Christ.  He says they are the most miserable people in the world—he says their faith is worthless if it is not grounded in the nonreligious, objective reality of a single, historical event in which God revealed Himself:

NLT 1 Corinthians 15:17 And if Christ has not been raised, then your faith is useless, and you are still under condemnation for your sins. . . . 19 And if we have hope in Christ only for this life, we are the most miserable people in the world.
Tying his faith to the objective reality of a single, historical event, Paul breaks with religion.  He points to something outside the human mind as the object of his faith.  It’s a simple proposition open to objective investigation.  If Jesus is risen, there is something to this; if he is not, there isn’t.  This is a break from religion because it starts from outside the human mind.  In fact, if Jesus is indeed risen, this is not religion at all because it is not a human construct.
Did Jesus rise from the dead?  . . . if Jesus is risen, then God has revealed Himself.  And if God has revealed Himself, then [this class] may be at its root a study in contrasting responses:  faith in [the risen] Jesus, or the fashioning of gods we like better.
D.
So, the question before us is this:  Did Jesus rise from the dead?  The concluding scene in the movie, The Passion of the Christ shows that Jesus rose from the dead and walked out of the tomb.  Is this true or false?
This is a matter of faith.  But not blind faith.  It is subject to historical investigation.  And the Jesus crux is this—here’s the big idea about Jesus:  If He’s not risen, he’s just religion.  If He is risen, He reigns.  If Jesus is not risen from the dead, then Christianity is nothing more than a pitiful religious placebo.  If He is risen, then He is the King of kings and Lord of lords, and we are accountable to Him and Him alone.
E.
In weighing these options this morning, I draw significantly on the very recent research and ideas presented by two scholars whom I would like to credit.
1.
The first is Dr. Gary Habermas.  Habermas is a Distinguished Professor of Apologetics and Philosophy at Liberty University.  He holds an M.A. in philosophical theology from the University of Detroit, a D.D. in theology from Emmanuel College, Oxford, and a Ph.D. in history and philosophy of religion from Michigan State University.
He is the author of many scholarly articles and over 20 books, many on the resurrection of Jesus, including his most recent, The Risen Jesus & Future Hope, published in 2003.

2.
The second is Dr. N.T. Wright.  Wright is bishop of Durham and was formerly Canon Theologian of Westminster Abbey and dean of Lichfield Cathedral.  He taught New Testament studies for twenty years at Cambridge, McGill, and Oxford Universities.  He was educated at Sedbergh and Oxford University.  He holds M.A., D.Phil, and D.D. degrees.  He is the author of many scholarly articles and over thirty books, including his most recent, The Resurrection of the Son of God, published in 2003.  It is 817 pages long and is described as, “the most monumental defense of the Easter heritage in decades . . . [it] marches through a clearly organized case that confronts every major doubt about Easter, ancient and modern” (Ostling, Associated Press, from the title page).
F.
My message comes in two basic sections.  First, I will present the historical data we have surrounding the resurrection story.  Second, I will cover some theories that have been offered to explain the data.

I.
First, the data.  What are the historical data we have concerning the alleged resurrection of Jesus?
A.
Gary Habermas just concluded a two-year study of scholarly published sources on the resurrection of Jesus written in German, French, and English from 1975 to 2003 (Habermas, vii).  The study included more than 1,400 texts, written by many different scholars from divergent viewpoints.  Christian and nonChristian.   Conservative and liberal.  Those who believe the Bible is the inspired and inerrant word of God, and those who do not.

From the study, Habermas produced a list of 12 facts that are accepted as historical by virtually all the scholars who have researched the resurrection of Christ, regardless of their background or beliefs (Habermas, 9-10).  This list is provided on the sermon outline inside your bulletin.  Habermas says there is broad consensus that . . .
1.
“Jesus died by Roman crucifixion.”
2.
“He was buried, most likely in a private tomb.”

3.
“Soon afterward, the disciples were discouraged, bereaved, and despondent, having lost hope.”

4.
“Jesus’s tomb was found empty very soon after his interment.”

5.
“The disciples had experiences that they believed were actual appearances of the risen Jesus.”

6.
“Due to these experiences, the disciples’ lives were thoroughly transformed, even being willing to die for this belief.”

7.
“The proclamation of the resurrection took place very early, at the beginning of church history.”
8.
“The disciples’ public testimony and preaching of the resurrection took place in the city of Jerusalem, where Jesus had been crucified and buried shortly before.”
9.
“The Gospel message centered on the death and resurrection of Jesus.”
10.
“Sunday was the primary day for gathering and worshipping.”
11.
“James, the brother of Jesus and a former skeptic, was converted when, he believed, he saw the risen Jesus.”
12.
“Just a few years later, Saul of Tarsus (Paul) became a Christian believer due to an experience that he believed was an appearance of the risen Jesus.”
B.
Notice that these data are not a list of religious beliefs.  They are matters of historical fact established by historical research.  They are the points on which virtually all disinterested, neutral observers would agree, taking everything into account—ancient biblical and nonbiblical sources, ancient Christian and nonChristian sources.  The facts do no require you to believe in Jesus.  They do not even require you to believe in the Bible.  They simply require you to believe in well-known and widely-used methods of historical research by which all history is established.  Habermas says of the list,
While scholars do not necessarily take the same approach to them, the near unanimity is simply amazing.  With the exception of the empty tomb, which is still accepted by a majority of scholars, it is virtually unanimously thought that these are historical facts (Habermas, 10).
By the way, all of these historical facts happen to be fully consistent with what the Bible says, but they do not present a complete picture of what the Bible says.  For example, there is no mention of Romans soldiers at the tomb of Jesus who were there to carefully guard it.  It’s in the Bible, but some scholars who do not hold a high view of the Bible argue that it never really happened (Craig, quoted by Strobel in The Case for Christ, 211-212).  So, it didn’t make the list because there’s not a clear consensus.  The point is, the list represents historical facts on which just about every scholar agrees, regardless of religious perspective.
II.
Given this set of historical data, we are left to determine the theory that best explains the data.  To be sure, I can’t cover every theory.  But I want to put in place a basic model for testing any theory, even one of your own.  In order to accept a theory as a matter of historical fact or at least very high probability, N.T. Wright explains that the theory must present conditions that are both sufficient and necessary to explain all the data (See Wright, 687).  To be sufficient means that the theory surely accounts for and harmonizes all the historical data.  To be necessary means that the theory is the only one that does it; it’s the only one that makes sense; the data cannot be reasonably explained by any other theory.
This makes it easy for the skeptic and hard for the Christian.  The Christian must demonstrate that the bodily resurrection of Jesus both explains all the data and excludes all other alternatives as unreasonable.  All the skeptic must do is think up a single reasonable alternative to the bodily resurrection that explains and harmonizes all the data.
Seems like Christians are at a disadvantage here in making the case for the resurrection.  Let’s see how this plays out.

A.
I mentioned earlier that the historical data are completely consistent with what the Bible says.  And, if Jesus truly did rise from the dead and then appear to people in bodily form, that would certainly be an event sufficient to explain and harmonize all the historical data.  That the resurrection is sufficient is relatively easy to see and widely accepted.  I don’t know anyone who seriously disputes the sufficiency of the resurrection to explain the data.

B.
The tougher question is this:  Is the resurrection necessary?  Is it the only reasonable theory?  The only way to evaluate this is to look at the alternatives that have been proposed to see if any of them are sufficient.
1.
First, let me quickly present a few theories that reputable scholars no longer hold.  I present them because they are sometimes still debated in popular circles, but not in scholarly ones.
a.
First, there’s the swoon theory.  It’s the idea that Jesus didn’t really die on the cross.  He just passed out for a while, then came to in the tomb.

Point Number 1 of our historical data refutes this.  Scholars agree that Jesus died; He didn’t just swoon.  Therefore the swoon theory is not sufficient to explain the data.

I would like to point out here that I could marshal other points of historical data to discredit this and other theories, but there is really no need.  Just one clear inconsistency is enough to kill a theory.

b.
Then, there’s the conspiracy theory.  It’s the idea that the disciples’ stole Jesus’s body and thus faked the resurrection.
(1)
Point Number 6 refutes this.  A person might be willing to die for what they believe to be true, but many people aren’t going to die for what they know to be false.  Many of the disciples were martyred for their belief in the resurrection.

(2)
Moreover, Point Number 5 clearly states that the disciples truly believed that Jesus had risen.  Scholars overwhelmingly believe that the early disciples were sincere.  Therefore, the conspiracy theory is not sufficient to explain the data.
c.
Then there’s the wrong tomb theory.  It’s the idea that the women who first went to the womb went to the wrong one.

This is refuted by Point Number 8.  All this happened in Jerusalem where Jesus was crucified.  Jerusalem was filled with people who were against Jesus.  Upon hearing of an empty tomb, Jesus’s opponents would have been eager to correct the mistake made by the first women.  They would have simply found the correct tomb, produced the body, and quelled the Christian movement right then.  So, even if the women did go the wrong tomb, this theory still cannot explain the data.  That’s why the scholars say in Point Number 4 that it was Jesus’s tomb that was empty, not someone else’s.  So, the wrong tomb theory is not sufficient.
2.
Scholars have basically abandoned all these theories.  Skeptics are left with one basic alternative theory that has a number of variations.  It’s the theory that the resurrection of Jesus is merely a legend.  It was manufactured in the minds of the disciples—disciples who sincerely believed, but were sincerely deluded.

a.
There are many variations on this idea.
(1)
Some say that the disciples wanted to resurrection to happen so badly that they began to believe it.  It was, they say, a matter of cognitive dissonance (See Wright, 697f).  Initially, there was dissonance between what they wanted to be true—that Jesus would be risen—and what they knew to be the fact—that Jesus was dead.  In order to reduce the dissonance, they tried to convert people to believe what they wanted to be true.
(2)
Some say that the legend grew over time like a sincerely held, but untrue remembrance of a loved one.  Over time, the people began to glorify the deceased Jesus with stories that were flattering but false.
(3)
Others say that maybe the first followers weren’t talking about a literal resurrection at all, but just a mystical resurrection of Jesus in their hearts.  So, they didn’t make up the story of a literal, bodily resurrection, we did.
b.
Although these variations on the legend theory are in some ways creative and though-provoking, they too fail to explain the data.

(1)
First of all, the resurrection cannot be wishful thinking because it’s not what the disciples wished.  Point Number 3 says that the disciples were despondent and lost hope immediately after the crucifixion.  Why?  Because they weren’t expecting Jesus to die and they weren’t expecting Him to rise—not in this life.  Scholar William Lane Craig explains,

First, in Jewish thought the resurrection always occurred after the end of the world. . . . For a Jew the resurrection always occurred after the end of history.  He had no conception of a resurrection within history.

Second, in Jewish thought, the resurrection was always the resurrection of all the righteous or all the people.  They had no conception of the resurrection of an isolated individual (Craig, Reasonable Faith, 290-291).
So, the disciples weren’t expecting Jesus to rise again in this life.  N.T. Wright brings the point forcefully:  “Nobody, after all, believed that the Messiah would be raised from the dead; nobody was expecting any such thing” (Wright, 700).  This discredits the idea that cognitive dissonance produced the legend.  You see, cognitive dissonance involves a refusal to come to terms with the fact that you’ve been wrong.  The disciples did just the opposite.  In proclaiming the resurrection of Jesus, they confessed that they had been wrong all along.  Wright explains it this way:
They were not refusing to come to terms with the fact that they had been wrong all along.   On the contrary, they were indeed coming to terms with, and reordering their lives around, dramatic and irrefutable evidence that they had been wrong (Wright, 700).

This also explains Point Number 6, that the lives of the disciples were thoroughly transformed, not gradually, but immediately after they believed the risen Jesus had appeared to them.  This also discredits the legend theory.
(2)
The legend theory similarly fails to explain Points 11 and 12:  the conversion of James and Paul who did not believe before Christ’s crucifixion.

Take Paul for an example.  If there is anybody who didn’t wish for the resurrection, it was Paul.  Paul was a Jewish Pharisee—a highly educated, zealous persecutor of those Christians who were proclaiming the resurrection.  Paul claims that, in the very process of persecuting Christians, the risen Jesus appeared to him.  His life was radically changed.  How or why did he rationalize this if it weren’t true?  How could this be the product of wishful thinking or just a mystical resurrection?
James also discredits the legend theory.  He was the brother of Jesus who was neither a follower nor a believer in Jesus before the crucifixion.  Afterwards, he claims that the resurrected Jesus appeared to him and he then became a leader in the early Christian church.  This is not a likely product of hallucination or delusion.
(3)
Also, the idea that the resurrection was a legend that grew over time does not hold water.  According to Point Number 9, the good news of the disciples centered on the claim that Jesus died and rose again.  And, according to Point Number 7, “the proclamation of the resurrection took place very early, at the beginning of church history.”  How early is early?  Let’s consider a timeline of events.

(a)
There is very good evidence that Jesus was crucified in AD 33 (Wayne House, Chronological and Background Charts of the New Testament, 129, reflecting Hoehner’s chronology).

(b)
Within a very short period of time—a matter of weeks—the apostles began preaching that Jesus rose from the dead.  This news was heralded by Matthew, Mark, Luke, John, and ultimately Paul in the New Testament.  Let’s look at when they wrote (House, 16-17).

1)
The Gospel of Mark, the first gospel to be written, was penned in the 50s or 60s.  Mark was a disciple of the apostle Peter, and Mark records Peter’s firsthand accounts of what he saw and heard.

2)
The Gospel of Luke was written in AD 60.  Luke wrote his gospel based on interviewing those who were with Jesus.

3)
The Gospel of Matthew was written in the 60s.  Matthew was himself an eyewitness to the things Jesus said and did.

4)
The Gospel of John, the last to be written, was penned in the 80s or 90s.  John was an eyewitness to the things Jesus said and did.

5)
Paul wrote his epistles from the late 40s to the early 60s.  And specifically, he wrote 1 Corinthians in AD 54.  In 1 Corinthians 15:3-6, he refers back to a creedal statement or saying that scholars believe was circulated among Christians within the first few years after Christ’s crucifixion.  Paul says,
NLT 1 Corinthians 15:3 I passed on to you what was most important and what had also been passed on to me—[now here’s the creed that he is reciting] that Christ died for our sins, just as the Scriptures said. 4 He was buried, and he was raised from the dead on the third day, as the Scriptures said. 5 He was seen by Peter and then by the twelve apostles.
That’s the ancient creed, in Verses 3-5, that was probably recited by Christians within the first few years of Christ’s crucifixion.  To this creed Paul adds more evidence in Verse 6, saying,

NLT 1 Corinthians 15:6 After that, he was seen by more than five hundred of his followers at one time, most of whom are still alive, though some have died by now.
(c)
Some scholars quibble about all these dates, but there is broad consensus that all these things were written well within the lifetime of Jesus’ contemporaries (Kreeft, “Why I Believe Jesus is the Son of God,” in Why I Am a Christian, edited by Geisler & Hoffman, 232).

(d)
You say, “So, what?  Who cares when this stuff happened?”  Well, if these disciples preached and wrote well within the lifetime of those who knew Jesus firsthand, then there would be plenty of people around to refute or confirm their miraculous claims.  There was not enough time for a legend to develop.
Moreover, it is remarkable that Paul points to so many witnesses who were still alive at the time of his writing.  Cambridge University scholar, C.H. Dodd explains, “There can hardly be any purpose in mentioning the fact that most of the five hundred are still alive, unless Paul is saying, in effect, ‘The witnesses are there to be questioned’” (quoted by Hanegraff, Resurrection, 41).
Any one of the witnesses could have denied the truthfulness of the resurrection story.  None did.  This is particularly noteworthy because the Roman government and the Jewish leaders who had Jesus crucified would have wanted to falsify the claim of His resurrection.  The resurrection spelled nothing but trouble for them politically, religiously, and socially.  They could have completely discredited the Christian claim by simply getting some witnesses to recant.  They could not.
The legend theory fails.  It is not sufficient to explain the data.
3.
In opposition to the bodily resurrection of Christ, skeptics have been unable to propose a single alternative theory that explains the data.  And they’ve been trying for 2,000 years.  Therefore, it appears that the supernatural, bodily resurrection of Jesus stands as both a sufficient and necessary explanation of the data.  Wright explains it this way:
The claim can be stated once more in terms of necessary and sufficient conditions.  The actual bodily resurrection of Jesus . . . clearly provides a sufficient condition of the tomb being empty and the “meetings” taking place.  Nobody is likely to doubt that. . . . 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 (Wright, 717).
4.
A skeptic may persist and say, “Even though the alternative theories aren’t that great, it is still irrational and closed-minded to believe that Jesus rose from the dead.”

To this we must ask, “Who is really being irrational and closed-minded?”  The one who, upon investigation of the historical data, goes to the resurrection, where the facts lead him?  Or the one who won’t go there because he has made up his mind beforehand that it just can’t happen?
To say, “it just can’t happen” in the face of all the evidence to the contrary has more to do with faith than reason.  It comes right back around to the core issue:  faith in the risen Christ, or the fashioning of gods we like better.
If He’s not risen, he’s just religion.

If He is risen, He reigns.
I don’t know about you, but I’m believing in the risen Christ.  Jesus is risen to show that He is the Forgiver of sin for all who simply believe Him for it.  Jesus is risen to show the He is the Giver of eternal life to all who simply believe Him for it.  Jesus is risen to show that the Father offers adoption into His forever family to all who simply believe Him for it.  His resurrection seals the deal.

If you too have been persuaded, if you too have believed, I’d like to encourage you.  By faith alone in the risen Christ, you have received forgiveness; you have received eternal life; and you have been adopted into God’s forever family.  If you find yourself believing for the first time this morning, I’d like to invite go right through those double doors on my left and proceed to Room 14, which is just outside.  There will be some people there to encourage you, to answer your questions, to pray for you, and to give you a little more information about your new life that starts today.
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