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The Resurrection:
A Historically Minimal Approach
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The Historically Minimal Approach

• Resurrection is Key!
▫ (1 Corinthians 15:3-7)

• The Burden of Proof
• (1 Peter 3:15)

• Five Points

“[the historically minimal] approach considers the 
data that are so strongly attested historically that 

they are granted by nearly every scholar who 
studies the subject, even the rather skeptical ones.”

Gary Habermas, Michael Licona
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1. The Capital Punishment of Jesus
• “that [Jesus] was crucified is as sure as anything historical can 

ever be, since both Josephus, and Tacitus…agree with the Christian 
accounts on at least that basic fact.” -Jean Dominic Crossan

• Add to that Lucian, Mara-bar Serapion, the Babylonian Talmud, 
Julius Africanus (quoting Thallus), and numerous other sources

• Did it lead to death? (John 19:31-35; Mark 15:42-47)

• Explanatory power of alternative explanations is sorely lacking…
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Flavius Josephus, 
Antiquities of the Jews 18.64

“And when Pilate, at the suggestion of the 
principal men among us, had condemned him 

to the cross, those that loved him at the first did 
not forsake him; for he appeared to them alive 
again the third day, as the divine prophets had 

foretold these and ten thousand other 
wonderful things concerning him. And the tribe 

of Christians, so named from him, are not 
extinct at this day.”
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Publius Cornelius Tacitus, 
Annals 15.44

“Nero fastened the guilt [of the burning of Rome] 
and inflicted the most exquisite tortures on a 

class hated for their abominations, called 
Christians by the populace. Christus, from who 

the name had its origin, suffered the extreme 
penalty during the reign of Tiberias, at the 

hands of one of our procurators, Pontius Pilate.”
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Lucian of Samosata, 
The Death of Peregrine, xi-xiii

“The Christians ... worship a man to this day – the 
distinguished personage who introduced their novel 
rites, and was crucified on that account.... [It] was 

impressed on them by their original lawgiver that they 
are all brothers, from the moment that they are 

converted, and deny the gods of Greece, and worship 
the crucified sage, and live after his laws.”
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Julius Africanus, 
Letter to Aristides, Fragment XVIII

“On the whole world there pressed a most fearful darkness; 
and the rocks were rent by an earthquake, and many places 

in Judea and other districts were thrown down. This darkness 
Thallus, in the third book of his History, calls, as appears to me 

without reason, an eclipse of the sun. For the Hebrews 
celebrate the Passover on the 14th day according to the moon, 

and the passion of our Savior fails on the day before the 
Passover; but an eclipse of the sun takes place only when the 

moon comes under the sun. And it cannot happen at any other 
time but in the interval between the first day of the new moon 

and the last of the old, that is, at their junction: how then 
should an eclipse be supposed to happen when the moon is 

almost diametrically opposite the sun? … 
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Julius Africanus, 
Letter to Aristides, Fragment XVIII

“…Let that opinion pass however; let it carry the majority with 
it; and let this portent of the world be deemed an eclipse of the 
sun, like others a portent only to the eye. Phlegon records that, 

in the time of Tiberius Caesar, at full moon, there was a full 
eclipse of the sun from the sixth hour to the ninth — manifestly 

that one of which we speak. But what has an eclipse in 
common with an earthquake, the rending rocks, and the 

resurrection of the dead, and so great a perturbation 
throughout the universe? Surely no such event as this is 

recorded for a long period. But it was a darkness induced 
by God, because the Lord happened then to suffer.”

8

2. The Disciples’ Claim

• Stated Incorrugibly: The disciples claimed
to have seen Jesus alive after His death.

• Sources:
▫ Paul, Oral, Written
� Undisputed Epistles
� Romans, 1 & 2 Corinthians, Galatians, Philippians, 1 

Thessalonians, and Philemon
� Extra-biblical Sources: 
� Clement of Rome, Polycarp, Justin Martyr, Ignatius, 

Dionysius of Corinth, Tertullian, & Origen
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Justin Martyr, First Apology XXI
“But He spent forty days with some of His disciples down 

in Galilee, a region of Judea, instructing them in the 
doctrines they were to teach to others. Thereafter, having 
given them commission to preach the gospel through the 

world, He was encompassed with a cloud and taken up to 
heaven, — a fact more certain far than the assertions of 
your Proculi concerning Romulus…His disciples also, 

spreading over the world, did as their Divine Master bade 
them; and after suffering greatly themselves from 

the persecutions of the Jews, and with no unwilling heart, as 
having faith undoubting in the truth, at last by Nero's cruel 

sword sowed the seed of Christian blood at Rome.”
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Origen, Contra Celsum 4:454
“But a clear and unmistakable proof of the fact I 

hold to be the undertaking of His disciples, who 
devoted themselves to the teaching of a doctrine 

which was attended with danger to human 
life—a doctrine which they would not have 

taught with such courage had they invented the 
resurrection of Jesus from the dead, but were 

themselves the first to manifest their disregard 
for its terrors.”
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3. Saul’s Conversion
• His Zeal for Judaism 

• His Reason for Change

• Acts Threefold Record

• Sources: Paul, Luke, Clement of Rome, Polycarp, 
Tertullian, Dionysius of Corinth, Origen
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Tertullian, Scorpiace 15

“That Paul is beheaded has been written in their 
own blood. And if a heretic wishes his 

confidence to rest upon a public record, the 
archives of the empire will speak, as would the 

stones of Jerusalem. We read the lives of the 
Caesars: At Rome Nero was the first who 

stained with blood the rising faith. Then is Peter 
girt by another, when he is made fast to the 

cross. Then does Paul obtain a birth suited to 
Roman citizenship, when in Rome he springs to 

life again ennobled by martyrdom.”
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Dionysius of Corinth, 
Letter to the Romans

“Therefore you also have by such admonition joined in 
close union the churches that were planted by Peter 

and Paul, that of the Romans and that of the 
Corinthians: for both of them went to our Corinth, and 
taught us in the same way as they taught you when they 

went to Italy; and having taught you, they suffered 
martyrdom at the same time.”

14

4. James’ Conversion

• More difficult than Paul’s to Substantiate

• Pre-Resurrection Reaction to Jesus’ Teaching

▫ (Mark 3:21, 31; 6:3-4; John 7:5)

• The Reason and Nature of James’ Change 

▫ (1Cor. 15; Acts 15:12-21; Gal 1:19)

• Outside Sources of James’ Zeal:

▫ Josephus, Hegesippus, and Clement of Alexandria
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Flavius Josephus,
Antiquities Of the Jews 20:9

“Festus was now dead, and Albinus was but upon 
the road; so he assembled the Sanhedrin of 

judges, and brought before them the brother of 
Jesus, who was called Christ, whose name was 

James, and some others, [or, some of his 
companions]; and when he had formed an 

accusation against them as breakers of the law, 
he delivered them to be stoned…”
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Eusebius (quoting Hegesippus and Clement),
Ecclesiastical History II, 1.3-5. 

“But Clement in the sixth book of his Hypotyposes writes 
thus: ‘For they say that Peter and James and John after the 
ascension of our Saviour, as if also preferred by our Lord, 
strove not after honor, but chose James the Just bishop of 
Jerusalem.’ But the same writer, in the seventh book of the 

same work, relates also the following things concerning 
him: ‘The Lord after his resurrection imparted knowledge 

to James the Just and to John and Peter, and they imparted 
it to the rest of the apostles, and the rest of the apostles to 

the seventy, of whom Barnabas was one…’”
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Eusebius (quoting Hegesippus and Clement),
Ecclesiastical History II, 1.3-5. 

“…But Hegesippus, who lived immediately after the apostles, gives the 
most accurate account in the fifth book of his Memoirs. He writes as 

follows: ‘James, the brother of the Lord, succeeded to the government 
of the Church in conjunction with the apostles. He has been called the 
Just by all from the time of our Saviour to the present day....He was 

holy from his mother's womb; and he drank no wine nor strong drink, 
nor did he eat flesh. No razor came upon his head; he did not anoint 

himself with oil, and he did not use the bath. He alone was permitted to 
enter into the holy place; for he wore not woolen but linen garments. 

And he was in the habit of entering alone into the temple, and was 
frequently found upon his knees begging forgiveness for the people, so 

that his knees became hard like those of a camel.’” 
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5. The Empty Tomb
• The 1st Explanation

• Who Found the Tomb
▫ Géza Vermès, a scholar who rejects the 

resurrection of Jesus, said, “When every 
argument has been considered and weighed, the 
only conclusion acceptable to the historian must 
be that … The women who set out to pay their last 
respects to Jesus found to their consternation, not 
a body, but an empty tomb.” Géza Vermès, Jesus 
the Jew: A Historian’s Reading of the 
Gospels (London: Collins, 1973), 41.
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5. The Empty Tomb
• The 1st Explanation

• Who Found the Tomb

• The Tomb Was New 

• The Disciples Watched the Body

• Secured by Roman Soldiers 

• If stolen by the Jews, why not present the body?
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The Nazareth Inscription (Dated 41 AD)

“EDICT OF CAESAR: It is my decision [concerning] graves and tombs 
--whoever has made them for the religious observances of parents, 
or children, or household members --that these remain undisturbed 

forever. But if anyone legally charges that another person has 
destroyed, or has in any manner extracted those who have been 
buried, or has moved with wicked intent those who have been 

buried to other places, committing a crime against them, or has 
moved sepulcher-sealing stones, against such a person I order that 
a judicial tribunal be created, just as [is done] concerning the gods 
in human religious observances, even more so will it be obligatory 

to treat with honor those who have been entombed. You are 
absolutely not to allow anyone to move [those who have been 

entombed]. But if [someone does], I wish that [violator] to suffer 
capital punishment under the title of tomb-breaker.”
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5. The Empty Tomb
• German critic D.H. Van Daalen has said, "It is extremely difficult to 

object to the empty tomb on historical grounds; those who deny it do 
so on the basis of theological or philosophical assumptions." (D.H. Van 
Daalen, The Real Resurrection (London: Collins, 1972), 41.)

• Atheistic classicist Michael Grant says, “[The historian] cannot 
justifiably deny the empty tomb… If we apply the same sort of criteria 
that we apply to any other ancient literary sources, the evidence is 
firm and plausible enough to necessitate the conclusion that the tomb 
was indeed found empty.” (Michael Grant, Jesus: An Historian’s 
Review of the Gospels (New York City: Scribner’s, 1977), 176, 200.)

• Church historian William Wand agrees, “All the strictly historical 
evidence we have is in favor of [the empty tomb], and those scholars 
who reject it ought to recognize that they do so on some other ground 
than that of scientific history.” (William Wand, Christianity: A 
Historical Religion? (Valley Forge, Pa.: Judson, 1972), 93-94. 
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The Logical Conclusion

• Historians’ Requirements & the Bible’s Account

• Who Has Power Over Death?

• What Does that Mean to Man?

• Man’s Duty to Jesus Christ

“God has made 
Him both Lord and 

Christ, this Jesus 
whom you 

crucified…He is the 
firstfruits of the 

resurrection of all 
believers”
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The Logical Conclusion
“I am trying here to prevent anyone saying the really foolish thing that 

people often say about [Jesus]: ‘I’m ready to accept Jesus as a great moral 
teacher, but I don’t accept his claim to be God.’ That is the one thing we must 
not say. 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 the 
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 patronizing 
nonsense about his being a great human teacher. He has not left that open to 
us. He did not intend to. ... Now it seems to me obvious that He was neither a 

lunatic nor a fiend: and consequently, however strange or terrifying or 
unlikely it may seem, I have to accept the view that He was and is God.” (C.S. 

Lewis, Mere Christianity (London: Collins, 1952), 54-56.)
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