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                What Happened to this Jesus of Nazareth?
                                    

The resurrection of Jesus is either the greatest fact or the greatest myth of history.  There

are seven primary  theories concerning the supposed resurrection of Jesus Christ. Theses seven 

theories are divided up into three categories.  The fraud, swoon, and hallucination theories are 

physical denials of the resurrection.  The immaterial, allegorical, and invention theories are figu-

rative denials of the resurrection.  The miracle theory stands alone in accepting the Biblical ac-

count of the resurrection.  The seven theories of the resurrection are arranged from the least radi-

cal to the most radical.  The fraud theory claims that the disciples stole the body  of Jesus and 

then made up lies concerning His resurrection.  The swoon theory states that Jesus did not die on 

the cross but passed out and then revived in the cool of the empty tomb.  The hallucination the-

ory concludes that Jesus did not rise from the dead, but the disciples had visions of what they 

thought to be the risen Christ.  The theory of an immaterial resurrection claims that  the risen 

Christ did not have a physical body  but only a spiritual body.  The allegorical theory states that 

the resurrection has only symbolic meaning.  The invention theory concludes that the church in-

vented the resurrection instead of Christ and His resurrection inventing the church. The miracle 

theory  claims that Jesus truly  rose from the dead, making Jesus what He claimed to be  Lord of 

all.  

The importance of the resurrection cannot be overemphasized.  The Christian faith stands 

or falls on this doctrine. In I Corinthians 15:1219, Paul shows that without the resurrection, the 



apostles preaching was vain, the apostles were false witnesses, the Christians were still in their 

sins, those who had fallen asleep in Jesus had perished, and Christians are of all people most to 

be pitied (Thiessen 243).  If the resurrection did not take place, then being a Christian is of no 

eternal value or importance.  A.M. Ramsey declares, “The Gospel without the Resurrection was 

not merely a Gospel without its final chapter: it was not a Gospel at all...Christian Theism is 

Resurrection Theism” (Nash 112).  However, if the resurrection did take place, then becoming a 

Christian is the necessary and logical thing to do.  In the court of law a jury has to decide what is 

the most likely thing that has happened (Grieve 6).  In this case, the reader is the jury, and the 

reader must come to a definite conclusion.  The earliest attempt to explain away the resurrection 

was the Jewish leaders' accusation that the disciples had stolen the body of Christ (Matthew 

28:1115). There are several glaring problems with this theory.  First, how did the disciples steal 

the body of Jesus?  It is commonly accepted that the punishment for a Roman guard who fell 

asleep during watch was execution (McDowell 212).  It is hard to imagine that the entire guard 

would fall asleep, considering the sure consequences.  The disciples were small in number, and 

they  were without their leader.  As Grieve argues, "It seems inconceivable that they  could sud-

denly  become brave and daring enough to face the Roman guard at the tomb and steal the body 

of Jesus" (7). Moreover, the accusation of fraud goes against  the known moral character of the 

disciples and the teachings of Jesus.  Yet at the same time something spectacular must have hap-

pened to cause the disciples to go from cowards to fearless warriors who would lay  down their 

lives for their belief in the resurrection of Jesus.  The fraud theory is riddled with other unan-

swered questions.  What about the empty tomb?  How did the disciples get past the Roman 

guard?  Why would the disciples die for what they knew to be false?  Tertullian, AD 155-235, 



writes: 

           The grave was found empty  of all but the clothes of the buried one. But, never-
theless, the leaders of the Jews, whom it  concerned both to spread abroad a lie, 
and keep back a people tributary and submissive to them from the faith, gave it 
out that the body of Christ had been stolen by his followers (Bush 94). 

In other words, Tertullian argues that  the theft theory was started by the Jewish leaders to keep 

themselves in power.  They denied the resurrection of Jesus because it would have been devastat-

ing to them.  Life as they knew it would have had to drastically change, and that is why they 

could never accept Jesus.  

The second physical theory is the swoon theory, and it is relatively  new.   Professor 

J.N.D. Anderson states that  it  was, "first put forward by a man named Venturini a couple of cen-

turies or so ago.  It has been resuscitated in recent years by a heterodox group of Muslims called 

the Ahmadiya” Professor Anderson further writes:

          Christ was indeed nailed to the cross. He suffered terribly from shock, loss of
          blood, and pain, and He swooned away; but He didn't actually die... The
          explanation assertedly is that He was taken down from the cross in a state of
          swoon by those who wrongly believed Him to be dead, and laid in the
          sepulcher.  And the cool restfulness of the sepulcher so far revived Him that He
          was eventually able to issue forth from the grave  (McDowell 232).

Dr. Hugh J. Schonfield in his book The Passover Plot expands on this theory explaining that 

when Jesus cried, 'I thirst,' He was drugged with wine (Grieve 8).  There are several distinct 

problems with this theory.  The account declares plainly that Jesus refused the drug potion (Mat-

thew 27:34), and if Jesus was drugged, He surely would have suffocated on the cross.  He would 

have no longer been able to push Himself upward for air, and in this condition He would die 

within several minutes. The Roman solders knew their job well, and John 19:34 says that a Ro-



man solder pierced Jesus' side with a spear, "bringing a sudden flow of blood and water."  Pro-

fessor Rendle Short, late Professor of Surgery at Bristol University, claims that it is quite possi-

ble for the blood and water to flow as the Bible says and that if Jesus was not dead before He 

was speared, He surely would have died immediately following (Grieve 8).  

In addition to the medical problems related with this theory, the swoon theory also does 

not account for the huge stone that Jesus would have to move in His weakened condition, nor the 

Roman guard that He would have to have evaded.  And there is the problem of the convinced 

disciples.  David Strauss who wrote The Life of Jesus, one of the most famous desupernaturaliza-

tion rewrites of the life of Christ, readily admitted this when he said that it would be, "impossible 

for a being who had stolen halfdead...(to) give the disciples the impression that he was conqueror 

over death and the grave" (Grieve 8).  Due to the overwhelming evidence, the swoon theory  must 

be rejected.    

The last physical theory is hallucination, and according to this theory, the witnesses did 

not intentionally deceive anyone, but simply  hallucinated the whole chain of events following 

Christ's death. This theory operates on the premise that the disciples expected to see the risen 

Christ, but the disciples clearly did not expect to see Christ rise from the dead.  The disciples did 

not understand what Christ meant when He said in John 2:19, "Destroy this temple and in three 

days I will build it up."  When their leader died, all of their hopes were dashed.  The disciples 

thought that Jesus would set up his earthly kingdom while they were alive.  Grieve says, "The 

truth is that it was not the disciples who convinced themselves that Jesus was alive  it  was Jesus 

who had to convince them" (8). When the other disciples told Thomas that they had seen Jesus, 

Thomas said that he would not believe unless he saw Jesus with his own eyes and touched him 



with his own hands.  Thomas was not psychologically prepared for a hallucination.  

Hallucinations are usually seen by highly imaginative people, and hallucinations are very 

rarely seen by  more than one person at  the same time  (McDowell 249).  Yet many people 

claimed to see the risen Christ, and over five hundred claimed to see Him at one time.  Halluci-

nations are usually  restricted as to when and where they  can occur (McDowell 241), but the wit-

nesses of the resurrection claimed to see Him in many different places: a garden, on a mountain, 

by a seashore, in a room, and walking down a road, at many different times of the day.  Halluci-

nations usually  increase in intensity and occur regularly over a period of time, but here the sight-

ings of Christ stop suddenly  after forty days and do not occur again, except for Paul who claims 

to have encountered Jesus once on the road to Damascus. The apostle Paul was accused of being 

a madman by Festus in Acts 26, but Paul said:

          I am not out of my mind, most excellent Festus, but I utter words of sober truth.
          For the king (Agrippa) knows about these matters, and I speak to him also with
          confidence, since I am persuaded that none of these things escape his
          notice...King Agrippa, "do you believe the prophets? I know that you do," And
          Agrippa replied to Paul, "In a short time you will persuade me to become a
          Christian."

Paul was an intellectual, and he was taught the Jewish law from his youth.  He despised the fol-

lowers of Christ, and he desired to see them exterminated.  Paul would not be easily convinced 

of the resurrection, and it  must have taken something highly  unusual for Paul to change his mind 

about Jesus and become arguably the greatest missionary of all Christianity.  Finally, if the wit-

nesses truly were hallucinating then why did the Jewish leaders not simply produce His body? 

The hallucination theory must be rejected on the grounds that it does not meet the standard re-

quirements that true hallucinations must meet, and it does not answer any  of the questions about 



the empty tomb or the Roman guard.

The first figurative theory is that of an immaterial resurrection.  This theory  has its begin-

nings in the late second and early third centuries.  Origen (AD 185254) believed that Jesus came 

in the flesh, but transformed into an invisible spiritual body at  the time of His resurrection (Geis-

ler 81).  The Jehovah's Witnesses also believe in the immaterial resurrection.  "So the King 

Christ Jesus was put to death in the flesh and was resurrected an invisible spirit creature" (Geis-

ler 83).  When Jesus appeared to His followers, His Spirit  showed itself in order to give a mes-

sage to the disciples.  According to the New Age writer Levi Dowling, who wrote the Aquarian 

Gospel of Jesus the Christ, the soldiers, "saw the body of the Nazarene transmute; they saw it 

change from mortal to immortal form, and then it disappeared" (Geisler 84).  The new age Jesus 

states, “My human flesh was changed to a higher form by love divine and I can manifest in flesh, 

or in the higher places at will.”  And, “ what I can do all men can do.  Go and preach the gospel 

of the omnipotence of man.”  One purpose of the immaterial theory  is to show that Jesus is the 

next step  in the evolution of man.  The clear testimony of His disciples is that Jesus resurrected 

into a perfected physical body with supernatural characteristics.  In Luke 24:39 Jesus Himself 

claimed not to be a ghost, "Look at my hands and my feet.  It is I myself!  Touch and see; a ghost 

does not have flesh and bone, as you see I have.”  George Ladd writes, “It is the body  and not the 

soul which was buried and raised again” (Henry 275).  The most obvious problem is the empty 

tomb.  If Jesus’ resurrection was strictly spiritual, then what happened to his earthly body?  The 

immaterial theory must be rejected because it contradicts the eye and ear witness accounts of the 

disciples.  They would have no reason to claim that Jesus’ resurrection was physical if it  was 

truly immaterial.



The second figurative theory  is that of allegory, and this theory states that  the resurrection 

of Jesus was not a historical, space-time event, but only a symbol of the saving power of God.  

The allegorical way of thinking is not new.  It was begun by the Greeks and passed on to the Al-

exandrian Jews.  The Alexandrian Jews used the story  of Abraham as an allegory.  They  claimed 

that Abraham’s journey to Palestine is really the figure of a Stoic philosopher who leaves Chal-

dea to become enlightened, and to marry Sarah is to marry abstract wisdom (Ramm 24-28).  This 

school of thought moved its way into the post apostolic Christian church, “and largely dominated 

exegesis until the Reformation” (Ramm 28).  In recent times, allegorism has been used to empty 

the resurrection of the physical body content.  Edward Schillebeeckx, who wrote Jesus: An ex-

periment in Christology, states, “In the oldest strata of the early Christian son of man tradition 

there is no explicit reference to the resurrection, but there is reference to Jesus’ being exalted to 

the presence of God and his coming Parousia”(Geisler 89).  The third day does not have any his-

torical value for Schillebeeckx.  Instead, it “is charged with immense saving implications.  It  tells 

us nothing about a chronological dating of the resurrection qua event (as, for instance, three days 

after Good Friday)” (Geisler 89).

The biggest problem for Schillebeeckx and others like him is hermeneutics.  “Hermeneu-

tics is the science and art of Biblical interpretation” (Ramm 1).  The foremost need of hermeneu-

tics is “to ascertain what  God has said in Sacred Scripture; to determine the meaning of the Word 

of God” (Ramm 2)” “The second great need for a science of hermeneutics is to bridge the gap 

between our minds and the minds of the Biblical writers” (Ramm 4).  In order to accomplish this 

goal, the interpreter must have a proper knowledge of the language, culture, geography, and his-

tory (Ramm 5,6).  “...hermeneutics gives us the rules for the interpretation of the books; exegesis 



The last figurative theory is the invention theory, which claims that the early church in-

vented the resurrection of Christ; this contradicts the idea that Christ and His resurrection created 

the church.  There are several types or reasoning that proponents of this theory use, they include: 

form criticism, which includes theories of theological editing.  In Tradition to Gospel, M. 

Dibelius claims that the early  preachers developed traditions based on the missionary need.  In 

essence what he means is that the earliest Kergyma (preaching) developed traditions of baptism 

and communion and myths of Jesus’ virgin birth, resurrection, and transfiguration.  Gerd Luede-

mann in his book, The Resurrection of Jesus, states that, “We can no longer think of the resurrec-

tion in a literal way...and about the fate of Jesus’ corpse: did it decay?  At any rate I regard this 

conclusion as unavoidable” (180).

Luedemann and his predecessors (Rudolf Bultmann, H. Conzleman, W. Marxsen) use 

form criticism as their method for coming to this conclusion.  They make several assumptions in 

form criticism.   They believe that the traditions were passed down orally, and this is true.  But, 

the apostles were the eyewitnesses that told everyone else about what Christ did, and then they 

is the application of these rules to the books; and Biblical theology is the result” (Ramm).  

Schillebeeckx does not follow the rules of proper hermeneutics; therefore, his exegesis is faulted, 

and his Biblical theology turns out to be not Biblical at all.  What Schillebeeckx has is eisegesis, 

which is reading meaning into Scripture instead of drawing meaning out of Scripture (exegesis).  

Schillebeeckx completely  rules out the historicity of the Bible.  By doing this his interpretation 

immediately becomes faulted.  The allegory theory must be rejected because the disciples wrote 

historical accounts of what they experienced, and these historians stated that the resurrection of 

Jesus was real and physical.



themselves wrote down the accounts.  They  also claim that the passion narratives were isolated 

units, and that the gospels are independent  of each other.  For example, it is accused that because 

the gospels have different accounts of what Jesus said in each gospel, the traditions contradict.  

However, when all four gospels are compared, the gospels prove themselves to be complemen-

tary  with intertwined and interactive sequences.  Vincent Taylor states, “It is on the question of 

eyewitnesses that form criticism presents a very vulnerable front.  If the form critics are right, the 

disciples must have been translated to heaven immediately after the Resurrection” (Black 180).  

In addition, form critics claim that there is no value in the chronology or geography mentioned in 

the Bible, and that all of the miraculous events must be stripped from the Scripture if they are to 

have any  value.  David Guthrie writes, “Very few of these assumptions can be considered valid, 

at least in the form that form critics use them’ (189).

There are several other problems that face form critics.  First they ignore all of the physi-

cal evidence mentioned in the first of the three theories.  Second, whether or not the alleged wit-

nesses made up  the stories, there just is not enough time for an invention to take place.  Third, 

why would the earliest preachers or general members of the church community be willing to die 

for what they knew to be a lie?  Fourth, the parabolic teachings of Jesus add credibility  to the 

authenticity  of the Bible.  If the early church invented such things as Jesus’ teachings, resurrec-

tion, ascension, and other events, then why are parables only used by  Jesus?  Why are there no 

parables in the letters that  are claimed to be written to different individuals and churches as doc-

trines?  When put to the test, the idea that the early  church invented Jesus’ resurrection does not 

accord with the facts. 



According to the miracle theory, Jesus truly died on the cross; He was placed in a tomb; 

the tomb was sealed and guarded by Roman solders; He miraculously arose on the third day; an 

angel moved the stone; the guard was struck down and put to sleep by  the angel; Jesus appeared 

to the disciples, a crowd of over fivehundred witnesses, and others before ascending to heaven.  

Major arguments against the miracle theory  include scientific and historical reasoning. Benedict 

Spinoza, 16321677, claimed that since miracles are violations of natural laws, and natural laws 

are "immutable," and it is impossible for immutable laws to be broken, therefore miracles are 

impossibilities (Geisler 67).  David Hume, 17111776, expounded on this by stating that, "we may 

summarily reject all miracles, prophecies, narratives of angels and demons, and the like, as sim-

ply impossible and irreconcilable with the known and universal laws which govern the course of 

events"  (Geisler 68).  Bultmann continued this reasoning, “an historical fact which involves a 

resurrection from the dead is utterly inconceivable” (Bultmann 39).  Spinoza, Hume, and Bult-

mann argue scientifically against miracles because miracles are not repeatable regularities, and 

the "myth" of the resurrection is a singularity and therefore is not a scientific possibility.  Since 

the resurrection is not a scientific possibility, it cannot be a part of history.  Yet these same men 

and their followers do accept the beginning of the universe and life (spontaneous generation) as 

onetime events.  Agnostic Astronomer Robert Jastrow argues that the universe came into being at 

one particular point in time (Geisler 70).  How can they  reject the resurrection of Jesus on a sci-

entific basis when they too believe in one time extraordinary events?  Just because a miracle is 

not a part  of the physical world does not mean it cannot occur in this world at a particular time 

and place in history.  Once the possibility of a miracle is accepted, then the other evidence for the 

miraculous resurrection should  be examined.   There is a large amount of compelling evi-



Other circumstantial evidence includes the changed lives of the disciples, the changed 

day of worship, and the New Testament.  The cowardly  men were transformed after the resurrec-

tion into mighty  men of courage.  As far as is known, not one of these men recanted their faith, 

and it is known that  many  of them endured immense pain at the time of their martyrdom.  During 

the trial of Jesus, Peter denied that  he even knew Jesus, yet just fifty  days later Peter risked his 

life by openly proclaiming that Christ had risen from the dead.  William Tenney writes, "tradition 

uniformly asserts that Peter went to Rome...and there in his old age suffered martyrdom under 

Nero (642).  Another evidence is that  these devout Jews and keepers of the Sabbath suddenly 

changed their day  of worship  to Sunday and called it "The Lord's Day."  They kept the ordinance 

of communion that Jesus left them, and it continues to this day.  The New Testament itself is a 

witness to the resurrection; without  the resurrection the New Testament would never have been 

written.  C.S. Lewis said, "The first fact  in the history  of Christendom is a number of people who 

say they have seen the resurrection.  If they had died without making anyone else believe this 

dence that the miracle solution is true.  In addition to the evidence cited to disprove the other 

theories, there is the direct evidence of the disciples.  "We are witnesses of these things," was 

their claim.  These disciples wrote accounts independent of each other, yet they are remarkably 

similar.  Through the centuries these accounts have been faithfully transmitted. There are over 

five thousand three hundred ancient manuscripts of the New Testament.  The science of textual 

criticism proves them to be over ninetynine percent accurate as opposed to the ninety percent 

accuracy  of the Hindu Mahabharata and the ninetyfive percent accuracy of Homer's Iliad (Geis-

ler 73).  The remaining one percent does not affect any major point of understanding.  The New 

Testament has been proven to be more accurate than any other ancient writings of its time.  



'gospel' no gospels would have ever been written" (Lewis 149).  These facts are very substantial 

evidences for the physical resurrection of Jesus Christ.

The fraud, swoon, delusion, immaterial, allegorical and invention theories have success-

fully  been proven to be highly unlikely.  When all of the evidence is examined, the only  logical 

conclusion that can be obtained is the miracle of the resurrection of Jesus.  The apostles’ preach-

ing was not in vain, and they  were not false witnesses.  Christians are not still in their sins, and 

they  are not to be pitied.  A person who honestly looks at all of the evidence and comes to the 

verdict that the physical resurrection is true must change.  The reality  of the resurrection causes a 

belief in the other claims of Jesus.  In particular, His claim to be Savior.  Only by trusting in Je-

sus for personal salvation is the resurrection made of any positive consequence to the individual.  

To the individual who does not believe, the reality of the resurrection becomes their condemna-

tion.
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