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“‘I am the resurrection and the life.’ These words of Jesus in the 
Gospel of John show that resurrection is not ancillary to Chris-
tian faith, nor an optional extra that can be selected or omitted. 
In this insightful book, Jeremiah Johnston demonstrates both why 
resurrection remains core to authentic Christian faith and why 
it’s reasonable to believe in the bodily resurrection of Jesus. He 
marshals evidence and arguments that some readers may not have 
previously encountered. In the process, he carefully explains not 
only the centrality of resurrection faith for Christianity, but also 
provides a more solid basis for the reasoned support of such a 
faith. Johnston has done a great service both for those who hold to 
the Christian faith and for those who are open enquirers seeking to 
assess the merits of the truth claims of Christianity for themselves. 
All who read this book will be stimulated to ask deeper questions 
and to answer them in a more compelling manner.”

Paul Foster, professor of New Testament and early Christianity 
School of Divinity, University of Edinburgh

“With arguments both traditional and new—appealing to recent 
evidence concerning Jesus’ tomb and considerations of second-
century challenges concerning the resurrection story—Johnston 
both persuades and encourages us. He demonstrates that Jesus’ 
resurrection makes sense of life and is the centerpiece of our 
hope.”

Craig S. Keener, F. M. and Ada Thompson Professor  
of biblical studies, Asbury Theological Seminary

“Dr. Jeremiah Johnston is on the front lines of battle, ensuring a 
biblical worldview is clear and present as students, staff, teachers, 
and parents gear up to defend the Christian faith. Body of  Proof 
is a strong injection of truth around the foundational principle 
of the resurrection of Christ. This truth strengthens our faith and 
fortifies our relationship with the One who died in our place and 
rose again with the Ultimate Victory!”

Michael Goddard, EdD, superintendent  
of Prestonwood Christian Academy

“In this very important book, renowned New Testament scholar 
and my dear personal friend Dr. Jeremiah Johnston provides us 
with seven compelling reasons to believe in the resurrection of 
Jesus Christ. In a world and culture where many are struggling to 
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know what they believe and why, the profound truths in this book 
will shore up your faith and set your heart on fire.”

Sheila Walsh, bestselling author and television host

“Here’s a creative masterpiece of persuasive evidence for the pivotal 
event of human history—the resurrection of Jesus. Dr. Johnston’s 
unique and thoroughly researched approach is sure to solidify the 
faith of Christians and challenge the skepticism of doubters. His-
torical facts for the resurrection are what brought me from atheism 
to faith many years ago—and perhaps this lively and convicting 
work will transform your life as well. Read it with a highlighter 
handy!”

Lee Strobel, New York Times bestselling author,  
and founding director of the Lee Strobel Center  

at Colorado Christian University

“Body of  Proof is an important book because the resurrection of 
Jesus is the most important event in human history. Dr. Jeremiah 
Johnston knows the relevant scholarship, and he knows how to 
present it in a readable, persuasive way. Highly recommended.”

Craig A. Evans, John Bisagno Distinguished Professor  
of Christian Origins, Houston Christian University

“In every generation, new challenges and piercing questions arise in 
a culture constantly drifting away from God. Thankfully, the truth 
never changes. Our faith is anchored in the historical fact of Jesus’ 
physical resurrection. However, after pastoring for decades, I am 
burdened by the fact many believers are themselves ill-equipped 
to defend the truth of Jesus’ resurrection and indifferent to the 
transformation of a resurrection-centric life. Our own pastor of 
apologetics and cultural engagement, Dr. Jeremiah J. Johnston, 
studied and defended the resurrection of Jesus at the highest in-
tellectual levels, but with the heart of a pastor, he distills the best 
evidence for Jesus’ resurrection. Body of  Proof is a book every pas-
tor should teach and every believer read, because in enhancing our 
own understanding of the resurrection, we solidify the faith once 
and for all delivered. I’m honored to be Jeremiah’s pastor and friend 
and have a front-row seat to his relentless love for Christ and His 
unchanging Word. I heartily recommend Body of  Proof.” 

Dr. Jack Graham, Senior Pastor of Prestonwood Baptist Church
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For Justin,
my best friend and firstborn son
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In the earliest days of Christianity an “apostle” was first 
and foremost a man who claimed to be an eyewitness of 
the Resurrection . . . to preach Christianity meant pri-
marily to preach the Resurrection.

—C. S. Lewis, Miracles
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Foreword

As Dr. Jeremiah Johnston notes at the outset of this book, too 
seldom are there series of sermons or Bible studies on the res-
urrection of Jesus. Yet this event is unquestionably at the very 
center of the New Testament proclamation. Paul stated that, 
apart from this event, the very faith of his hearers was vain and 
they were still in their sins (1 Corinthians 15:17). How often 
do believers today hear words such as these?

The subject of Jesus’ resurrection occupies more than three 
hundred verses in the canonical New Testament. These texts 
typically describe either the historical testimony and facticity 
of this event or its being the very center of the gospel message 
of the deity, death, and resurrection of Jesus. But while the 
gospel teaching and the apologetic significance of this message 
are probably the most common applications of this occurrence, 
the resurrection is connected to almost every major theological 
doctrine as well as many, if not most, areas of the practical ap-
plication and practice of the Christian faith. The plethora of 
New Testament texts combine the truth and importance of the 
resurrection with each of these additional topics, spotlighting 
the attention it receives throughout.

_Johnston_BodyOfProof_AC_wo.indd   11_Johnston_BodyOfProof_AC_wo.indd   11 11/28/22   3:52 PM11/28/22   3:52 PM



12

Foreword

Dr. Johnston sets forth seven key reasons for the truth of 
Jesus’ resurrection, which contain both factual as well as 
practical applications. The initial point includes multiple 
areas of world transformation wherever the gospel message is 
embraced— that the Son of God died for the sins of the world 
and rose again, introducing the possibility of freedom and so-
cial change. Next, these historical events were dated in space 
and time, where on the third day after Jesus’ crucifixion, death 
was transformed into victory. Further, Jesus demonstrated his 
resurrection power in that, while others were reportedly raised 
to die again, Jesus was raised immortally.

Perhaps surprising to some, the Jews did not conceive of 
individuals rising bodily and immortally before the end of time, 
hence there was no reason to invent the resurrection event. 
Moreover, the available written and archaeological sources 
indicate the truth of both the empty tomb and Jesus’ post- 
resurrection appearances, including eyewitness testimony to 
the latter. Additionally, the conversions of those who were not 
previously Jesus’ followers, such as the transformation of Paul, 
changed the world. Last, that believers can share the results 
of the resurrection serves as the only ultimate answer to the 
problem of suffering. Believers are actually invited to live im-
mortally as well!

Body of  Proof closes with discussions of two final consider-
ations. Dr. Johnston refers to these as “the new frontier.” First, 
the more likely of the two most popular supposed physical loca-
tions of Jesus’ empty burial tomb is discussed in detail. And last, 
the observation is made and defended that if the early church 
invented the resurrection story, they did a terrible job of it!

All told, this text moves along promptly in setting forth a 
variety of both historical information as well as applicable les-
sons. In other words, Dr. Johnston realizes that a solid case for 
the resurrection involves both head and heart working together. 
Not only did this message throughout the New Testament move 
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into the deeper waters of careful testimonies of quite real res-
urrection appearances, but the exceptionally early proclama-
tion of this message transformed lives. Further, the proclama-
tion spread to the areas that reach human hearts, such as the 
preaching of the gospel, the transformation of the world, and 
there being a truly sustainable answer to the pithiest problem 
of human existence by offering life forever.

This is a huge task, and Dr. Johnston needs to be given credit 
for jumping in with both feet and in the process showing the 
reader how all these various tasks can be combined in order to 
bring about a truly beautiful, fully orbed answer to the ongoing 
quest for truth, meaning, beauty, and peace— even for eternity!

Gary R. Habermas, PhD  
Distinguished Research Professor  

Liberty University
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Introduction

The twentieth- century German literary giant and novelist Franz 
Kafka was fond of saying, “The meaning of life is that it ends,” 
and for most the end comes all too soon. But then what hap-
pens? “If a man dies, shall he live again?” (Job 14:14) is a deeply 
theological and practical question pondered in the earliest writ-
ings of the Old Testament. How we come to answer this ques-
tion of life after death is a game changer.

Unfortunately, far too many Christians are clumsy about 
their resurrection faith. While numerically stagnate, a majority 
of American Christians may profess belief in resurrection, but 
far fewer can, in the cultural vernacular, confidently share the 
reasons they’re confident Jesus rose from the dead. You can test 
this by asking friends in your next Bible study group meeting 
to offer more than a Because the Bible told me so answer for 
the evidence of Jesus’ resurrection.

We can look at the example of Great Britain. It’s a centuries- 
old bastion of Christian thought, yet now in modern times, 
the majority of believers flounder in their fundamental under-
standing of the resurrection. One in four people who claim to 
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Introduction

be Christians in the UK even disavow the bodily resurrection 
of Jesus completely.1

But this is incongruent with the faith we see reflected in the 
Bible. When we open the Scriptures, we see that belief in bodily 
resurrection powered the early church to turn the world upside 
down, that resurrection faith was the key to their ethics, that 
resurrection faith brought hope in moments of worldly despair, 
and that resurrection faith caused the earliest followers of Jesus 
to become the greatest force for God on planet Earth.

Indeed, a staggering three hundred verses in the New Testa-
ment address the resurrection across its 260 chapters. Author 
Lee Strobel, my dear friend of many years, often says, “Every 
single shred of evidence for the resurrection of Jesus Christ is 
also evidence for my eventual resurrection.” And in a death- 
devastating promise, Jesus guarantees the believer’s resurrec-
tion: “I am the resurrection and the life; he who believes in me, 
though he die, yet shall he live” (John 11:25 rsv).

In 1 Corinthians, the apostle Paul is crystal clear about the 
importance of resurrection faith:

If Christ has not been raised, then our preaching is in vain and 
your faith is in vain. We are even found to be misrepresenting 
God, because we testified of God that he raised Christ, whom 
he did not raise if  it is true that the dead are not raised. For 
if the dead are not raised, then Christ has not been raised. If 
Christ has not been raised, your faith is futile and you are still 
in your sins.

1 Corinthians 15:14–17 rsv

Then in a radical comparison, he challenges Christians, 
saying if  the historical fact of Jesus’ resurrection is false, they 
should “eat and drink, for tomorrow we die” (1 Corinthians 
15:32). In other words, if  Jesus didn’t rise from the dead, we 
should live however we please with no margins or guardrails. 
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And Paul also says our preaching and our faith are “empty” 
(verse 14 nkjv). Yet the truth of the resurrection of Jesus calls 
us to holiness and purity of life.

These days it’s troubling that churches rarely preach series 
on Jesus’ resurrection. Outside of a funeral or Easter service, 
believers may go weeks or even months without learning about 
or considering his resurrection. This lack of teaching, however, 
is opposite to what we see in the life of the early Christian 
church. Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John were careful to record 
“many convincing proofs” (Acts 1:3 niv) evidencing the bodily 
resurrection of Jesus. After carefully investigating everything 
from the beginning, Luke wrote it is possible for us to “have 
certainty concerning the things you have been taught” about 
our Christian faith (Luke 1:4). And the resurrection proves we 
serve a God of second chances.

History tells us something happened to Jesus on that early 
Sunday morning, something that changed the lives of the people 
who witnessed it (see Mark 16:14; Luke 24:34–43; John 20:19–
31; and Acts 1:3–4, 9:3–6 for some of these post- resurrection 
appearances, as well as a list of them in chapter 8). On Friday 
night, the day of the crucifixion, the disciples were running 
scared. A few days later they were more than willing to endure 
ridicule, imprisonment, mistreatment, and even death. And in 
the book of Acts, we see they told the Sanhedrin, “We cannot 
help speaking about what we have seen and heard” (Acts 4:20 
niv; see also 4:1–3, 18–20).

Christianity, then, is quintessentially a resurrection religion. 
Yet practically, is it possible that just one morning could have 
changed the world? Could most, if not all, of life’s problems 
be addressed by an unusual occurrence on a Sunday morning 
so long ago? Could it be that God’s answer to the injustice in 
our world is exactly what came to us over a thirty- nine- hour 
period at a Jewish criminal’s borrowed tomb in a Roman out-
post? Could it be so simple?
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In a word, yes. Furthermore, we can— and in this book, we 
will— learn the most compelling answers to these core ques-
tions: Can we be sure Jesus physically rose from the dead? and 
Does Jesus’ resurrection make any difference in our lives today? 
The resurrection of Jesus Christ has profound ramifications that 
are both simple to understand and sophisticated, and it’s the 
seminal issue for the church today even as it was that first Easter 
in the first century. Nothing is more important for a Christian 
than Jesus’ resurrection, yet it assumes a heavy burden of proof.

Unfortunately, the most important fact of the Christian 
faith is also the most misunderstood. Most followers of Jesus 
have a woefully inadequate understanding of his resurrec-
tion. They respect the bodily resurrection of Jesus, but few 
are able to articulate the evidence that supports their belief in 
his resurrection.

+ + ++ + +

Body of  Proof presupposes my earlier works and rests on 
the shoulders of first- rate scholarly mentorship and my PhD 
research.2 Just as the Corinthian Christians needed to be re-
minded of the gospel (1 Corinthians 15), my hope is that this 
book is a tool you can return to again and again, reminding 
you of the powerful evidence for the gospel and the transfor-
mational difference living a resurrection- centric life makes.

My goal and prayer for this book, then, is to illuminate your 
heart with the seven best reasons to believe in Jesus’ bodily res-
urrection. I focus on the evidence for resurrection by building a 
case supporting the Christian belief that Jesus was resurrected 
on the third day following his crucifixion. I offer a careful and 
thorough scholarly analysis of the biblical records that pertain 
to the resurrection of Jesus and conclude that those records are 
reliable in reporting the resurrection of Jesus. And I critique 
alternative theories that have been proposed to explain away the 
accuracy of the biblical narrative of the resurrection of Jesus.
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I invite you, then, to travel back in time with me to a particu-
lar weekend. Little did everyone there know it would include 
executions, an earthquake, daytime darkness, an uprising, and 
a transformational miracle the likes of which the world had 
never seen.

+ + ++ + +

A final word before we begin:
Jesus’ bodily resurrection secures our future with hope. In 

fact, the Bible teaches us that in Christ we have a “living hope” 
(1 Peter 1:3) and a “sure” hope (Hebrews 6:19).

Although I’m not from a liturgical background, I’ve always 
admired the affirmation of the “sure and certain hope of the 
resurrection” in the Committal Prayer:

In sure and certain hope of the resurrection to eternal life 
through our Lord Jesus Christ, we commend to Almighty God 
our brother____; and we commit his body to the ground; earth 
to earth, ashes to ashes, dust to dust. The Lord bless him and 
keep him, the Lord make his face to shine upon him and be 
gracious unto him, the Lord lift up his countenance upon him 
and give him peace. Amen.

While writing this book, never far from my mind was a spe-
cific family that has experienced the worst grief. My little sister, 
Jenilee, and her husband, Jeff Mullikin, experienced the tragic 
loss of their son, Wesley, stillborn at twenty- five weeks. My hope 
is that the truths offered in Body of  Proof will bring encourage-
ment to Jenilee and Jeff with the rock- solid promise that they 
will hold Wesley in their arms someday soon. Painful as it has 
been, the good-bye is only temporary, and so our family grieves 
in hope.

Perhaps you’ve experienced life- changing grief. If so, Jesus’ 
resurrection will bring you hope and healing. Or you may be 
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reeling from disappointment or discouragement. If  so, my 
prayer is that Jesus’ resurrection will strengthen your heart and 
steady your path. But like me, you may need to be convinced in 
your heart through the mind. So let me take you on this jour-
ney that will leave you intellectually stimulated and spiritually 
enlightened by the transforming truth of Jesus’ resurrection.

More, I pray that as you read, the Holy Spirit will inspire 
you with a new or renewed faith in Jesus’ resurrection— and in 
your own. May we forever praise the Lord Jesus, for he is not 
behind us in a tomb but before us on a throne.
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1
“Isn’t the Resurrection 

Imaginative Storytelling?”

The email caught me by surprise. Sam Roberts, a writer for 
the New York Times, was reaching out to a group of scholars, 
asking us to participate in a fascinating project: writing a con-
temporary, serious obituary for Jesus that could have appeared 
at the time of his death.

I was delighted to accept Sam’s invitation and add my in-
sights to those from the other scholars. And a few months later, 
the obituary was published on Easter weekend in Vanity Fair.

Jesus of  Nazareth, Whose Messianic Message  
Captivated Thousands, Dies at About 33

Jesus of Nazareth, a Galilean carpenter turned itinerant minister 
whose appeals to piety and whose repute as a healer had gal-
vanized a growing contingent of believers, died on Friday after 
being crucified that morning just outside Jerusalem, only days 
after his followers had welcomed him triumphantly to the city 
as “the anointed one” and “the Son of David.” He was about 33.
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For a man who had lived the first three decades of his life in 
virtual obscurity, he attracted a remarkable following in only 
a few years.

His reputation reflected a persuasive coupling of message, 
personal magnetism, and avowed miracles. But it also resonated 
in the current moment of spiritual and economic discontent and 
popular resentment of authority and privilege, whether wielded 
by foreigners from Rome or by the Jewish priests in Jerusalem 
and their confederates.

Still, Jesus had been preceded in recent years by a litany 
of false messiahs. He followed a roster of self- styled prophets 
who promised salvation and, with their ragtag followers from 
separatist sects, cults, and fractious rebel groups, were branded 
as bandits by the governing Romans, ostracized by the ruling 
priests as heretics in a period of pessimistic apocalyptic expec-
tation, and already lost to history.

Despite the throngs that greeted him in Jerusalem and ap-
plauded his daring assault on the Temple and his attack on the 
money changers who operate within its precincts with impunity, 
it is arguable whether the legacy of this man— whom some 
contemporaries dismissed, if guardedly, as “the one they call 
Messiah”— will be any more enduring or his followers any more 
committed than the prophets and their devotees who preceded 
him.

(Moreover, what he might have accomplished further had he 
lived is also debatable, since the average life span today is not 
much more than 40.)

Jesus seems to have been universally respected as a wise man 
whose appeal for mercy, humility, and compassion reverber-
ated powerfully. But he left no written record, and, accord-
ing to those who heard him, he sometimes preached mixed 
messages. He would bless the peacemakers, but also suggest 
that his followers buy swords. He would insist that his mission 
was solely to minister to “the lost sheep of the house of Is-
rael,” but would also direct his devotees to proselytize to other  
nations.
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Even less is known about Jesus’ youth. He was born Yeshua 
bar Joseph (his very name, “Yahweh saves,” or freedom, after 
Joshua, could be considered incitable), in all likelihood in Naza-
reth (he was known as “the Nazarean”). Some adherents, how-
ever, insist that he was born in Bethlehem, a claim that would 
polish his bona fides as an heir to King David.

His father was named Joseph, although references to him 
are scarce after Jesus’ birth. His mother was Miriam, or Mary, 
and because he was sometimes referred to as “Mary’s son,” 
questions had been raised about his paternity.

He is believed to have been the eldest of at least six siblings, 
including four brothers— James, Joseph, Judas, and Simon— 
and several sisters. He never married— unusual for a man of his 
age, but not surprising for a Jew with an apocalyptic vision.

His survivors include his mother, his brother James, and a 
number of other siblings.

His family was devoutly Jewish, probably one of a hundred 
or so Jewish families in a windswept, mostly mud- and- brick 
hilltop village in lower Galilee populated largely by peas-
ants and laborers. Although it is only an hour’s walk from 
cosmopolitan Sepphoris, the Nazareth in which he was born 
still remains unidentified on most maps, an indication of its 
insignificance.

Jesus spoke Aramaic, probably with a smattering of Hebrew 
and Greek, but although Nazareth had a synagogue, there is no 
record of his having had access to a formal education.

He grew up in a turbulent time. King Herod the Great had 
managed to pacify rival groups of Jews, Arabs, Greeks, Samari-
tans, and Syrians on behalf of the territory occupied by Rome 
for nearly six decades. But Herod’s death, roughly the same 
year that Jesus was born, and the completion of the Temple in 
Jerusalem contributed to mass unemployment, which further 
widened the gap in economic inequality that Jesus would wit-
ness growing up.

In his late 20s, Jesus was drawn to an ascetic preacher named 
John, who initiated his followers into what he believed was the 
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true nation of Israel. According to John’s custom, they repented 
their sins and purged their impurities in the Jordan River, an 
immersion ritual commonly known in Hebrew as a mikveh and 
transliterated from Greek as baptisma.

Jesus was baptized shortly before John the Baptist’s explo-
sive popularity rattled the skittish Romans, who arrested and 
executed him.

Even before that, though, Jesus had begun his own ministry, 
referring to himself as rabbi or teacher, citing the scriptures, 
which suggested he was literate, but also speaking in original 
parables.

He was accompanied eventually by a dozen disciples, mirror-
ing the 12 tribes of Israel. He was unusually receptive to women, 
and forgiving to sinners (those who flouted God’s command-
ments rather than priestly rituals) and even to reviled tax collec-
tors (despite his anti- establishment rhetoric, he acknowledged 
the right of Rome to collect taxes).

His following, of mostly Jewish and Greek heritage (he even 
converted contemptuous Samaritans) grew as word of the mir-
acles he had performed spread before him.

These miracles mirrored those performed by earlier Jewish 
prophets in the Hebrew Bible, although Jesus was said by his fol-
lowers to have outdone his predecessors. Elijah, in one instance, 
was said to have employed three prayers and some theatrics to 
raise a child from the dead; Jesus reputedly did it with just a 
word. Elisha, in another, was said to have fed 100 people with 
20 barley loaves; Jesus was credited with feeding 5,000 with 5 
loaves.

Supported largely by the hospitality of benefactors in Caper-
naum, on the Sea of Galilee, Jesus avoided large cities on his 
pilgrimage of preaching, which culminated last week in his ar-
rival in Jerusalem.

It is believed that he timed his arrival to occur on the eve of 
Passover, when the city’s population swells to celebrate a holiday 
rife with contemporary symbolism: the Jews’ salvation from 
foreign subjugation.
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After running afoul of the Jewish elite in Jerusalem for blas-
phemy and his arrest on Thursday, Jesus was sentenced to death 
by Governor Pontius Pilate. (The Jewish authorities lacked juris-
diction to impose capital punishment.) The charge, in effect, was 
treason, for claiming to be King of the Jews or “the anointed 
one” (Messiah in Hebrew and Aramaic; Christos in Greek).

After he was declared dead on Friday night, he was buried 
nearby in a cave. On Sunday, his disciples reported that the 
body was missing.1

Given the vastly different perspectives of those who contrib-
uted to Jesus’ obituary, I was unsure how Sam would conclude 
it. I was pleased he ended with a cliffhanger: On Sunday, his 
disciples reported that the body was missing. But where do we 
go from here? From the mystery about what happened next to 
the assurance that Jesus was indeed resurrected?

The Historical Test

In Sam’s query to the contributors, I especially appreciated 
his two questions: Is there enough to say? and What sources 
should I consult? This gets at a subtle but sophisticated point. 
Unlike any other religion, Christianity put itself to the histori-
cal test through explicit interaction with history in the Roman 
Empire of the first century. Many often miss this point: No 
other religion comes close to Christianity in that you can test 
it against history. My contribution to Sam’s obituary project 
was to evidentially travel back in time to that first Easter in 
first- century Jerusalem.

Dating based between Caiaphas’s removal from office as high 
priest (AD 36), Pilate’s governorship (AD 26–36), as well as on 
the annual Jewish Passover (Jewish month of Nisan) provides 
a solid evidential basis to peg the crucifixion and resurrection 
on April 7–9, AD 30 (April 3–5, AD 33, are alternative dates). 
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The Jewish calendar was based on lunar months, and the astro-
nomical calculations provide only two options for Nisan 14 
between AD 26 and AD 36. The forecast would have called 
for warmer weather. The city of Jerusalem would have been 
brimming over with Jews who had descended on the city for 
the annual Passover festival.

Jesus’ death by Roman crucifixion is the best established 
fact of the ancient world. If we can’t believe Jesus of Nazareth 
died by Roman crucifixion, we can’t believe anything about 
the ancient world. So embolden your faith knowing that in re-
searching the life of Jesus, one must appeal to Roman emperors 
to find equal documentation.

I find this point fascinating. There is a great deal of evidence 
for Jesus, both for his public life and his public execution. Only 
the Roman emperors themselves are better attested in history.2 
I often start here when talking with skeptics and seekers alike. 
The documentation is the most objective evidence we have out-
side the Bible. It is not theory or hypothesis. Everyone can weigh 
the evidence for themselves.

When we study any historical event, we look to early eye-
witness testimony. In other words, we assume the closer we get 
to the actual event, the more accurate the testimony. It turns 
out that, evidentially, we can reach back to within six weeks of 
the resurrection, which is astounding.

The apostles did not receive the gospel secondhand but “were 
eyewitnesses of the word” (Luke 1:2), which they received per-
sonally from Jesus Christ. The word eyewitnesses is from the 
Greek word autoptes, similar to our medical term autopsy. 
Luke, then, a physician, used a medical descriptor for their 
detailed examination of the risen Christ.

Indeed, Jesus’ body was missing from the tomb and the dis-
ciples were spreading the news. Soon, some of the fiercest critics 
would agree that Jesus’ resurrection was real. According to first- 
century historian Josephus, James, the brother of Jesus, moved 
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from cynic to proclaiming his belief in Jesus as the Messiah, 
martyred for that faith in AD 62. Can you imagine believing 
your brother is the Son of God? Would you be willing to die 
proclaiming your faith in the resurrected Messiah?

My pastor, Dr. Jack Graham, has said, “The day you see Jesus 
will be the best day of your life.”3 In all I’ve read and studied 
related to the resurrection, I must admit that I’d never thought 
of seeing Jesus as the best day of my life, but now I do. Dr. 
Graham is right. This changed my perspective and gave me a 
renewed energy to complete this book and continue “proclaim-
ing in Jesus the resurrection of the dead” (Acts 4:2).

Let me first take you to Oxford, England, where I defended 
my 93,000-word dissertation on the resurrection of Jesus.

“Do You Believe?”

“Do you believe the resurrection of Jesus happened? Or is it 
imaginative storytelling?”

That’s how one of the finest Bible scholars in Britain, Profes-
sor William Telford, started my viva voce— my PhD defense. 
The pressure was on. This was it. I swallowed hard, butterflies 
in my stomach. No do- overs are offered when pursuing a PhD 
in the United Kingdom, where on this December midafternoon 
the sun was already beginning to set at Oxford. It was pass or 
fail. No do- overs. Full stop.

“Professor Telford, David Hume said wise men choose prob-
abilities,” I answered, not breaking eye contact with him. “The 
evidence leads me to believe that, yes, Jesus physically, bodily 
rose from the dead.”

“I don’t see it that way,” Telford replied, responding to me 
as one with experience— made even more authoritative by his 
wearing a perfectly tied bow tie and clutching reading glasses. 
Then gently smiling as he shook his head, he said, “Let’s begin 
your viva.”
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This was not a Bible study group or a conversation at a local 
coffee shop. This was my doctoral defense. Three years earlier 
at RIS (Research Induction School), for six weeks I was taught 
it didn’t matter what I personally believed. In fact, it was ir-
relevant to my research in a British doctoral program. I was 
taught to be a dispassionate researcher. I was instructed not to 
“privilege” the text of the Bible based on my beliefs. Nobody 
cared what I believed— or so my tutors said.

Now, fast- forwarding three years, I had written a 93,000-
word doctoral thesis focused on the resurrection of Jesus, and 
the first question asked at my examination was about what I 
believed.

What did I believe?
The more we know about our faith, the calmer we are in a 

faith dialogue and the better we listen. I was generally nervous 
regarding my viva, to be sure; however, I wasn’t nervous or 
unsure about what I believed. I had studied the most strident 
arguments against the resurrection of Jesus and walked into my 
viva in Oxford more iron- fisted about following the physically, 
bodily resurrected Jesus than at any other time in my life. Yes, 
Jesus physically, bodily rose from the dead— and the evidence 
led me to a stronger belief.

When those words of affirming belief left my mouth, the 
peace of God filled my heart. I was ready for my examination. 
Professor Telford, who had the unique ability to speak Latin 
and English in the same sentence, might disagree with my per-
sonal decisions, but he would not be able to shoot down my 
arguments, methodology, and academic conclusion.

I’m thankful that my doctoral advisor, Professor Craig Evans, 
considered the finest Jesus scholar in the English- speaking 
world, agreed to fly to Oxford with me and be present to ob-
serve the viva. Professor Evans was equally surprised to hear 
Telford’s opening question. My ability and conviction to answer 
the man’s cross- examination would, in large part, determine 
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the course of my future scholarship, ministry, and personal walk 
with Christ. The stakes could not have been higher.

Three hours or so later, Professor Telford passed me with 
commendation and encouraged publication of my thesis in a 
respected academic monograph series. In a moment, I became 
Dr. Johnston. (For more about my academic path leading to 
this and other writings, see “From Oxford to Jerusalem— My 
Academic Journey” at the back of this book.)

Since earning my PhD, I’ve presented more than one hun-
dred lectures on the resurrection, and that experience has re-
vealed that I have two strikes against me whenever I present 
the evidential body of proof for the resurrection of Jesus: (1) 
I’m persuaded that the New Testament is a historical docu-
ment and we should study the resurrection of Jesus the same 
way we research any other historical event, and (2) I believe 
the historical fact of Jesus’ resurrection has the most explana-
tory power.

These two strikes are expected yet not insurmountable. But 
make no mistake about it, we’re living in a post- Christian— 
and at times even hostile to anything Jesus- related— culture. 
It’s doing its best to convince the world there’s nothing special 
about Jesus: If  he even existed, he was just a normal guy with 
a wife, kids, and the first- century equivalent to a mortgage. Or, 
Later, people who didn’t even know Jesus turned him into a 
divine being and created imaginative stories about him. These 
are popular hot takes today.

Compounding the problem is the rank Bible and history il-
literacy among many followers of Jesus who have never moved 
beyond their Sunday school understanding of his victorious 
resurrection from the dead. Easter means not much more to 
them than chocolate rabbits and decorated eggs.

If you were cross- examined about why you believe in the 
physical, bodily resurrection of Jesus, what evidence would you 
offer without flinching? If you were in my position and someone 
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asked if the resurrection was simply “imaginative storytelling,” 
how would you respond?

For any of us to give a fully formed and persuasive reply, we 
first need to review the case against Jesus’ resurrection. And 
the debaters, lawyers, professors, educators, journalists, and 
media who read this book know we must first understand the 
dissenters’ claims. That’s what we’ll explore next.
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