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Evidence for Jesus
Is there evidence for Jesus: for his existence, divinity, and his resurrection, and does it really matter?  For the writers of the New Testament it mattered enormously.  The apostle Paul wrote that “if Christ has not been raised, then our preaching is vain, your faith also is vain…if Christ has not been raised, your faith is worthless; you are still in your sins. Then those also who have fallen asleep in Christ have perished. If we have hoped in Christ in this life only, we are of all men most to be pitied." (1 Co 15:14, 17-19, NASB95; also see Acts 2:29-36; 3:12-26; 5:29-32; 10:34-43; 13:16-41; 17:18, 22-31).  Because the truth of the Christian message stands or falls on this fact, it is an area of research that should be close to every Christian’s heart. 
The case for Jesus begins in the fact of his existence.  No serious Biblical, even skeptical, scholar today doubts that Jesus actually existed.  This fact is attested to not only in the New Testament, but in numerous ancient Christian, non-Christian, and Jewish sources:  Tacitus, Mara Bar Serapion, Josephus, several Jewish sources, Suetonius, Pliny the Younger, and various papyri found such as the Egerton Papyrus 2, Oxyrhynchus Papyri 1, the Nag Hammdi library, just to name a few.  Not only that, but the New Testament itself as a witness to Jesus has shown remarkable reliability when compared to other ancient records and archaeology, e.g. Luke’s gospel and Acts show incredible attention to historical detail.  Not only are they reliable, but they carry on a tradition of first-hand accounts of Jesus’ life and death that were recorded extremely close (by historical standards), even as short as 7 years, to the time of the events themselves (oral: 6 month – 1 year).  Few, if any, ancient events have such textual support as the N.T. provides for Jesus’ life and death. That Jesus actually claimed he was the son of God is the message that pervades the New Testament, and since other supposed miracle-workers existed in the 1st century, only such a radical self-understanding as this would warrant his crucifixion.  That Jesus was tried, convicted, and crucified is also documented outside the New Testament. There is even ancient reference made to the earthquake and the darkening of the sun after his death outside of the Bible (Julius Africanus).  
If no serious New Testament scholar would doubt the bulk of the evidence listed above, then how did Christianity explode into popularity in the first century following Jesus’ death, if in fact the nature of Jesus’ message died with its founder?  There are at least 12 arguments that testify to a miraculous turning point in Jesus’ ministry, an event that stunned even Jesus’ closest companions: his physical resurrection from the dead. The 12 arguments for this are: Jesus appeared to his followers after his death, the account of his appearances were early accounts, the tomb in which he was placed was empty and no Jewish authority could produce Jesus’ body though it was guarded by a Roman soldier who faced death for laxity, his followers were transformed from a band of disillusioned ex-disciples into a driving force to change the world with the good news of his resurrection, even Jesus’ enemies including Paul and skeptics such as James were radically transformed from Jesus’ appearances, the fact that the resurrection was the center of early preaching would invite enemies to disprove the entire message, the fact that Sunday worship began in response to this early message of the resurrection and continues to this day, and finally that Jesus’ resurrection was actually predicted ahead of time.  As amazing as it sounds, these are facts, most of which can be admitted by even today’s most skeptical scholars.
Regarding the empty tomb alone we have a powerful case for the resurrection. But, how do we know the tomb was empty? For the following reasons: Jesus was buried by a well-known historical figure, Paul’s writings (1 Cor. 15) imply the empty tomb, the empty tomb account came even before Mark’s gospel, the language used to discuss the tomb is old, the story itself is simply and lacks legendary development, the tomb was discovered by women (an unlikely story for a 1st century Christian to cook-up), it would have been impossible to preach Jesus raised in Jerusalem if there was no empty tomb in Jerusalem, and Jews even took for granted the tomb was empty (Mt. 28:11-15).  But even if the tomb was empty, how do we know Jesus actually resurrected?  We know because Jesus appeared after his death to multitudes of people for an extended period of time.  How do we know this?  For the following reasons: Paul testifies to the risen Jesus appearing to many people, the gospel accounts are historically reliable on at least this matter, and the appearances were bodily and physical appearances.  
If the evidence weren’t powerful, why would Christianity’s critics from the earliest of times devote so much time and effort in attempting to disprove it?  In fact, regarding the empty tomb, at least 5 major theories exist which attempt to explain away Jesus’ resurrection: the disciples stole the body (Mt. 28), Mary thought the gardener stole the body, the disciples experienced only a hallucination of the risen Jesus (Lk. 24:36), the resurrection story was actually a legend (Lk. 24:11), Jesus never really died on the cross, but only passed-out (Mark 15), so to speak, and lastly, perhaps the women went to the wrong tomb.  In response, however, to say the disciples stole Jesus body would implicate them and thus make inconceivable the fact that they would go on to die martyrs deaths for a resurrection they knew was a lie (Josephus, Clement, Eusebius, Acts 12).  In addition, it is both morally and psychological inconceivable, and contradicts the sincerity of the disciples.  Second, to say the body was stolen by the gardener cannot explain multiple appearances of Jesus after his death.  Third, anyone who has seen the Passion of the Christ will recognize the severity of crucifixion, and given that Jesus was stabbed with a spear and the gospels record the flow of blood and water indicating pericardial rupture, who could seriously believe that he could have revived in the coldness of the tomb and then appear as good as new to his followers, only days later, before ascending into heaven.  Not only physically and religiously impossible, but to intentionally deceive the disciples is completely contrary to Jesus’ nature as we know him from the gospels.  Fourth, to say the women went to the wrong tomb involves selectively reading of the gospels in an unfair way, and in addition would be easily refutable upon the disciples or even opponents inspection of the real tomb.  Finally, even if one objects to the appearances of Jesus to others after his resurrection as being authentic, the only real basis for doing so would be to say that the disciples saw a hallucination.  However, the hallucination theory cannot account for the following: the physicality of the appearances, the number and various types of appearances to individuals as well as groups of people, the disciples’ belief in his resurrection, and finally in light of the full scope of evidence is simply becomes highly improbable.  Even if one of these skeptical theories had any plausibility one would still have to explain the origin of the disciples’ shared belief in a dying and rising Jewish Messiah.  There are only 3 possibilities: either from Christian influences, pagan influences, or Jewish influences.  Since Christianity didn’t exist yet, it cannot be Christian influences!  In Pagan literature there really is no parallel story in the 1st century to a literal, historical, dying and rising individual.  Finally, the Jewish conception the resurrection was radically different than the early disciples’ experience.  The Jewish concept of resurrection involved a resurrection at the end of time and for all people at once.  Finally, if we imagine that Jesus’ body was stolen by some unknown person, that the women and disciples stumbled upon the empty tomb, and just happened to group hallucinate an appearance, given their Jewish background, they wouldn’t have group hallucinated a dying and bodily risen Messiah, they would have hallucinated a Messiah sitting at the right hand of the father.  This belief in such a literal, individual resurrection simply did not exist in Jewish thought at that time.  
But even if one grants all the argument made above, couldn’t one still argue that miracles are simply not possible, and so any evidence for a resurrection must be ruled out from the start?  And what about supposed miracles from other religions?  First, to assume that miracles are impossible would be to say something like they contradict the whole of human experience which makes up the basis for natural laws.  However, this would mean that any claim that is out of ordinary would have to be ruled out, e.g. anyone winning the lottery! And this would also mean that we shouldn’t believe a miracle even if one actually occurred!  Because of this, this theory is unfalsifiable, and any reasonable theory has to be able to be proven false.  The only way could still object to the miraculous is to say that God could not violate the laws that he created (which seems absurd), or else there simply is no God to violate the laws of nature.  But, there if there are good reasons to be believe Christianity is true or even that God exists (and there are), then there can be no good reason to object to the possibility of the miraculous occurring.  That we could identify miracles occurring is unproblematic as well, since all we have to do is investigate such an event like any other scientifically observable event (or else the testimony of those who observed them.)  What about miracles in other world religions?  Well, many world religions rule out the miraculous from the start, such as forms of Buddhism, Hinduism, polytheism, and Confucianism.  Regarding other world religions: just because some miracles are fake, doesn’t mean all are or that none have or could occur, and Jesus was unlike any magician in that he never did miracles for show.  To determine the genuineness of a miracle one simply has to: determine the character of the miracle, the reliability of a document and/or witnesses reporting the miracle, and whether any other evidence can corroborate the miraculous event.  That is precisely what we have done in looking at the evidence for the miracle of the resurrection, and Jesus’ resurrection stands out as a miracle that is powerfully supported by the evidence.  And if Jesus rose from the dead, then all that he stood for and taught was verified as true, and Jesus conquered death and is able to transform lives even to this day.  So, is there evidence for Jesus? Yes.  Does it matter to us today? Without a doubt.
Questions:
1. Why is the resurrection central and vital to Christianity?

2. What will you say to the next person who says that it is a myth that Jesus even existed or that he was just another false miracle worker or magician like many today?
3. What evidence for the empty tomb do you find to be the most powerful?

4. If you were a skeptic about Jesus’ resurrection, what argument, even if you believe it false, do you think has the most plausibility, against the resurrection?

5. How would you respond to someone who says that miracles are impossible?

6. How does this evidence strengthen your faith and motivate you toward evangelism?
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