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When examining the life of Jesus as it is portrayed by the Gospel writers, one event more than 
any other draws attention to itself- the Resurrection.1 No other event in the Gospels has caused 
more controversy within and without “Christendom.” No other event is more alien to natural 
human existence, but at the same time more attractive to the aspirations toward immortality of 
mankind. It is not farfetched to say that Christianity (at least, one’s view of Christianity) rises or 
falls on this one event. 
 
In examining the Resurrection, our first priority must be to examine our primary historical 
sources, which are the Biblical books of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John. As we do so, we must 
look at three questions: 
 
 1. Is the Resurrection an actual, historical event, presented consistently in the Gospel  
  records? 
 
 2. If it did occur, what was the nature of the Resurrection? 
 
 3. What does the Resurrection mean, both in a historic sense and to the modern   
  Christian? 
 
In this paper, we will examine each of these questions in turn. 
 
One note should be made here regarding my basis for this paper. I regard the New Testament 
writings not only as inspired, inerrant documents, but also as historically reliable in their 
recounting of events.2 As will be seen in this paper, the views of the Resurrection depend largely 
on the presuppositional basis of their adherents, so it is only fair to disclose mine here. 
 
I. The Fact of the Resurrection 
 
If we wish to ascertain the fact of the Resurrection, it is obvious that we must go to our primary 
sources, the books of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John. Some scholars have looked at the 
narratives, seen what appear to be discrepancies, and thus worked under the assumption that not 
all that is recorded in the Gospels can be taken as fact.3 Our question, then, must be, “Are the 
accounts of the Resurrection given in the four Gospels truly discrepant, or can they be 
harmonized in a meaningful way?” 
---------- 
1. Throughout this paper, I will use the capitalized form to refer specifically to the resurrection of Jesus. 
2. For a detailed analysis of this view, see F. F. Bruce, The New Testament Documents: Are They Reliable?, 5th 
 ed. (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1960). 
3. Reginald H. Fuller, Formation of the Resurrection Narratives (New York: Macmillan, 1971), pp. 2-6. 



Certain facts can be ascertained immediately, of course, in those details on which there is either 
unanimous agreement or in which no possible conflict can be found. These facts are as follows: 
 
1. At least one woman came to the tomb (Mt.28:1; Mk. 16:1; Lk.23:55, 24:1; Jn.20:1). 
 
2. The stone was rolled away from the door (Mt.28:2; Mk. 16:4; Lk.24:2; Jn.20:1). 
 
3. Jesus’ body was not in the tomb (Mt. 26:5-6; Mk. 16:5-6; Lk.24:3; Jn. 20:2). 
 
4. At least one angel4 appeared at the tomb (Mt. 28:5; Mk.16:5; Lk. 24:4; Jn. 20:12). 
 
5. Jesus appeared to many of his followers after the Resurrection (Mt. 28:910, 16-20; Mk. 16:9-
 19; Lk. 24:13-51; Jn. 20:11-21:24; see also Acts 1:1-9; 1 Cor. 15:5-8). 
 
We see, then, much agreement in the Resurrection narratives. The controversy surrounding the 
Gospel accounts can be divided largely into four areas, as follows: 
 
 1. the time of the women’s visit and the number of women visiting, 
 
 2. the number of angels and the content of their message, 
 
 3. the question of whether or not the women told the disciples the angel’s message, and 
 
 4. the “alterations”5 found in Matthew’s account. 
 
There are some other areas of detail that could be mentioned, but these are the major ones I have 
encountered, so I will deal with these. 
 
The first area of alleged discrepancy is the number of women visiting and the time of their visit. 
John mentions only one visit by one woman, Mary Magdalene (Jn. 20:1). Matthew, Mark, and 
Luke describe two visits, but supposedly different women in the visiting groups.6 Are these 
indeed variant accounts? 
 
I would like to propose a harmony of these visits7; we can then examine it to see if it is both true 
to the gospel narratives and non-discrepant. Thus: 
 
 1. Mary Magdalene and Mary the mother of James and Joses visit the tomb on the night  
  of the crucifixion (Mt.27:61; Mk.15:47). 
 
 2. Mary Magdalene, Mary the mother of James and Joses, and Salome purchase spices  
  after the Sabbath (Mk. 16:1). 
 
---------- 
4. One might object that Mark and Luke describe only men, but such was a common reference to angelic 
 appearances in the Scriptures (Gen. 18:2, 16-17; 32:24-30; Jud.13:9, 11). 
5. Fuller, Resurrection Narratives, p. 72. 
6. Ibid., pp. 75-76, 95-96. 
7. A.T. Robertson, A Harmony of the Gospels (New York: Harper and Row, 1922), pp. 237-240. 



 3. Early Sunday morning these three go to the tomb (Mk.16:2).  
 
Where are the supposed contradictions? Some verses mention fewer women, only one or two 
instead of three, but these can be taken as matters of emphasis rather than contradiction, for 
while names are omitted, no discrepant names are added.8 Luke 23:56 refers to preparation of 
spices before the Sabbath, but it is quite possible that this was done, and that more were needed 
and thus purchased after the Sabbath.9 Some also question why the women would embalm Jesus 
a second time, and how they expected to gain access through the guards, but it is not unlikely 
that they were ignorant of these two events.10 Thus, there are feasible explanations for all these 
questions. 
 
The second area in question is the number of angels and the content of their message. If there 
was only one, Luke is in error in naming two (Lk. 24:4), but if there were two, Matthew and 
Mark are not necessarily in error in citing only one. (John is silent on this issue; that does not 
mean he did not know of the angels, but that they presumably were not essential to his rendition.) 
Quite probably only the spokesman was given attention11, but Luke, being an accurate 
historian12, gave full account of both. The angelic message can be reconstructed in much the 
same way as the message on the cross is commonly done, and can be made into one full 
statement13, of which each of the three Gospels give us a portion. 
 
Our third area of concern is whether or not the woman reported this message to the disciples. 
Mark 16:8 states that the women fled, afraid, and told no one, but Matthew, Luke, and John all 
hove them reporting to the disciples (Mt. 28:8; Lk. 24:9; Jn. 20:2). The account of Jesus’ 
appearance to the women in Matthew 28:9-10 may provide us with a clue. Perhaps the women, 
in a state of fearful confusion, were given the impetus to spread the word about the Resurrection 
when they met the Jesus they loved and realized with absolute certainty that the angel’s words 
were true.14 
 
The fourth area of question I will concern myself with here is the supposed additions made to the 
Resurrection story by Matthew, namely, the guards at the tomb and the earthquake and angels at 
the time of the Resurrection.15 Some hold these to be apologetic legends, inserted to explain  
away the post-Resurrection story of the disciples’ grave robbing.16 I believe they are on the right 
track, but that their naturalistic presuppositions have caused them to ignore the possibility 
---------- 
8. David Wenham, “The Resurrection Narratives in Matthew’s Gospel,” Tyndale Bulletin 24 (1973): 27. 
9. Kenneth Barker, ed., The NIV Study Bible (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Zondervan, 1985), p. 1587. (See note on Lk. 
 23:56.) 
10. Wenham, “Resurrection in Matthew’s Gospel”: 27-29. 
11. Barker, NIV Study Bible, pp. 1587-1588. (See note on Lk. 24:4). 
12. Donald Guthrie, New Testament Introduction. 3rd ed. (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity 
 Press, 1970), pp. 93-94. 
13. For one example, see Johnston M. Cheney, The Life of Christ in Stereo (Portland, OR: 
 Western Baptist Seminary Press, 1969), p. 206. 
14. Ibid. 
15. Fuller, Resurrection Narratives, pp. 71-75. 
16. Ibid., p. 74. 
 



that these stories are true. These particular events, peculiar to Matthew, fit in with his general 
purpose in writing his Gospel; he intended it to be an apologetic aimed at the Jews.17 Thus these 
details are not discrepant with the other Gospels, but it is only to Matthew that they have a 
purpose, so only he uses them. 
 
My conclusions in these four areas are necessarily tentative, but even so it can be plainly seen 
that the alleged discrepancies in the Gospel accounts are not a crippling problem. The only 
reason for dwelling on them, rejecting entire passages outright or ignoring potential 
harmonizations, is a failure to recognize the inerrancy of the Bible, the historicity of the 
accounts, and the reality of the supernatural.18 The stumbling block is not the Gospel accounts, 
but the naturalistic presuppositions that cause the modern scholar to reject any reference to the 
supernatural. 
 
Before moving on, let us look at two other areas of evidence for the Resurrection, First is the 
collateral evidence for the Resurrection in the New Testament. The Resurrection was an integral 
part of the original message of the Church (Acts 2:22-24; 3:13-15; 4:10). Paul stressed the fact of 
the Resurrection in his epistles (Rom. 4:24-25; 1 Cor. 15:20; Phil. 3:10). Peter also continued to 
stress the Resurrection later in his epistle (1 Pet. 1:3). All of the epistle writers also 
acknowledged the fact that Jesus was alive in heaven as they wrote (l Tim. 2:5; Heb. 8:1; Jas. 
2:1; 1 Pet. 3:18; l Jn.3:2; Jude 21). 
 
The second area is the naturalistic explanations for the Resurrection. The earliest of these is 
actually recorded in Matthew 28:13, where the soldiers are bribed to say the disciples stole the 
body. This would require the disciples to then go out, propagate great moral teaching, and 
ultimately die for what at least some knew was a lie. This is in violation of all we know about 
human nature.19 
 
All of the other naturalistic explanations suffer from one major inherent flaw. These explanations 
are as follows: 
 
 1. the women visited the wrong tomb, 
 
 2. the women never really visited the tomb, 
 
 3. the authorities (Jewish or Roman) moved the body, and 
 
 4. Joseph of Arimethea moved the body. 
 
---------- 
17. Guthrie, New Testament Introduction. pp. 25-29.  
18. Fuller, Resurrection Narratives, p. 2. 
19. Frank Morrison, Who Moved the Stone? (London: Faber and Faber Ltd., 1930: reprint ed., Downers Grove, IL.: 
 InterVarsity Press,1971), pp. 88-89. 



The difficulty with all of these explanations is the body of Jesus. No matter what the explanation, 
someone knew where the body was. It would hove been easy to verify the location, present the 
body, and end all the teaching on the Resurrection. We must conclude that since this did not 
happen, the body was truly gone, and that these naturalistic explanations do not hold up under 
scrutiny.20 
 
II. The Nature of the Resurrection 
 
Among those who hold to an actual historical Resurrection, the question of its nature is 
contested. There are only three viable options available: a physical resuscitation, a purely 
spiritual resurrection, or a resurrection in a glorified body. Obviously, only one of these can be 
true. Let us look at the Gospels, and see which is in accordance with their presentation of the 
facts. 
 
The concept of a mere physical resuscitation is often popularly called the “swoon theory”. In 
addition to the sheer logical impossibilities21 inherent in such an idea, found even by some 
skeptics of the Christian faith22, this view produces difficulties by its use of the Gospel records. 
One recent theorist simply ignored or dismissed the aspects of the Gospel accounts that did not 
suit his theory, and utilized his own interpretive principles to make his points.23 Such a cavalier 
use of Scripture may prove any point, but let us see if this swoon interpretation can be upheld 
with a literal reading of the accounts. 
 
If Jesus had only resuscitated, after lying three days in a tomb suffering from multiple gaping 
wounds while wrapped in spices and grave clothes, we would expect to find a weak, rather 
pathetic figure drawing pity from all who saw Him. This is most definitely not the picture drawn 
for us in the Gospels. Mere hours after His resurrection, Jesus is inspiring worship, not pity, from 
the women at the tomb (Mt. 28:9; Jn. 20:16). That night He is found walking seven miles away 
in Emmaus with two men who failed to notice His wounds at all (Lk. 24:13-16). Somehow He 
also appears in the middle of a group in a closed room (Jn. 20:19). It is evident that physical 
resuscitation is an inadequate explanation in light of the Gospel accounts. 
 
The second possibility is that Jesus did not rise physically at all, only spiritually. This is 
generally accepted on the grounds of 1 Corinthians 15:5-7, in which Paul, according to the 
interpretation of some scholars, is equating all the post-Resurrection appearances with his own 
experience.24 Thus, all the appearances were merely visions of the risen Christ, who had risen in 
an apocalyptic or eschatological sense, and revealed Himself in visions to those whom he had in 
mind for important services in founding the Church end its mission.25 
---------- 
20. Ibid., pp.89-103. 
21. Josh McDowell, The Resurrection Factor (San Bernardino, CA: Here’s Life Publ., 1981), pp. 97-99. 
22. David F. Strauss, The Life of Jesus Critically Examined, trans. George Eliot (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 
 1972), pp. 736-739. 
23. J. Duncan M. Derrett, The Anastasis: The Resurrection of Jesus as an Historical Event (Shipston-on-Stour, 
 England: P. Drinkwater, 1982). 
24. Fuller, Resurrection Narratives, pp. 31-34. 
25. Ibid., p. 49



Once again, we are faced with both natural and Scriptural difficulties. The natural problem is 
similar to that discussed at the end of Part I, for if the body of Jesus was still in the tomb, why 
did the authorities not produce it to crush Christianity in its infancy? However, we must look at 
the Gospel accounts to see if this theory holds up in light of what the Scriptures say. 
 
If the Resurrection was only spiritual, we would expect the visions to occur in relation to 
significant teachings or calls, and to be such that a glorified, extraordinary Christ was viewed, 
with no material body. This we do not see in the Gospels. It is true that most of the appearances 
are connected with either important teachings or commissions, but at least one, on the road to 
Emmaus (Lk. 24:13-32) seems primarily concerned with proving the Resurrection. There are 
also many descriptions of Jesus as having a material body, for He was held (Mt. 28:9), He ate 
(Lk. 24:41-43), He invited Thomas to touch Him (Jn. 20:26-27), and He served a meal (Jn. 2 
1:13). Thus, if we are to acknowledge the Gospel records at all, we must conclude the 
Resurrection was not merely spiritual. 
 
Our conclusion, therefore, must be that Jesus rose physically, but in a glorified physical state that 
we do not yet understand. The evidence given in the preceding discussion on a spiritual 
resurrection shows the physicality of Jesus’ post-Resurrection body. However, there was more to 
it than this, for He could appear in closed rooms (Jn. 20:19, 26), apparently prevent recognition 
of himself (Lk. 24:15-16), and, ultimately, ascend bodily into heaven (Lk. 24:51). The nature of 
this body is presently beyond our comprehension, but the nature of the Resurrection is plain; it 
had to be both physical and beyond physical, a true return to life, yet in a state that demonstrated 
the power of God to all who beheld the risen Christ. 
 
III. The Meaning of the Resurrection 
 
To those who hold to a mere physical revival or to a purely spiritual resurrection, the question of 
the ultimate meaning of the Resurrection is a difficult puzzle. The naturalist might propose the 
shocking appearance of the presumably dead Jesus to be the charismatic impetus that propelled 
the birth of the Church to fruition.26 The spiritualist, on the other hand, might propose that the 
visionary appearances of Christ led the early Church to proclaim a dogma of the Resurrection.27 
Neither of these, nor many other liberal explanations, takes the Bible into serious account. It 
must be there, however, that we look for our answers as to the meaning of the Resurrection. 
 
First, we must give credit to the view that the Resurrection was the motivating factor in the birth 
of the Church. It was Jesus who after the Resurrection commissioned his disciples to go and 
preach the Gospel, teaching and baptizing in the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit (Mt. 
28: 19-20; Mk. 16:15). The message of the early Church was the death and Resurrection of 
Christ (Acts 2:22-23; 3:13-15; 4:10). Without the Resurrection there would be no Church. 
 
Second, Paul asserts that the Resurrection is the foundation of our faith in 1 Corinthians 15:12-
19. If there has been no Resurrection, preaching about and faith in Jesus is useless, and worse, 
we lie about God. If there was no Resurrection, we are still in our sins, those who died died in 
their sins, and our state of futile hope is pitiable. 
---------- 
26. Derrett, The Anastasis, p. 133. 
27. Strauss, Life of Jesus, p. 744 



As we continue in this passage, in verses 20-28, we see a third aspect of meaning in the 
Resurrection. Sin entered the world through Adam, arid with sin came death. It is through the 
Resurrection of Christ that this process is overturned. He is the “firstfruits of those who have 
fallen asleep” (v. 20, NIV). If Jesus is risen from the dead, we also shall rise; if not, we shall not, 
either. 
 
John in his first epistle gives us another reason that the Resurrection has meaning for us. In 1 
John 3:2-3 we see that we have a hope that “we shall be like him, for we shall see him as he is” 
(NIV). Our hope lies both in the fact that we shall be like Him (cf. 1 Cor. 15:51-54), and that we 
shall see Him as He is - not as He was, or shall be, but is now in the presence of God. 
 
Our own hope in our future resurrection is vitally tied to the reality of Jesus’ Resurrection. In 1 
Thessalonians 4: 13-18 we read that our hope is based on the death and Resurrection of Jesus, 
and our assurance of eternal life is as well. Paul urges the Thessalonians to encourage one 
another by these words, but it is not only the future hope that is encouraging, but also the 
grounding of them in the assurance of the Resurrection of Christ. 
 
These four aspects are but highlights of the New Testament teaching on the meaning of the 
Resurrection, but even this brief study shows that the Resurrection is a fact vital to Christianity 
not only as a whole, but also as it touches individual lives. Our hope of salvation and eternal life 
is firmly rooted in the historical fact of the empty tomb. 
 
Conclusion 
 
In this short study we have looked at the reports of the Gospels concerning the Resurrection, at 
the nature of the Resurrection, and at the meaning of the Resurrection to those who witnessed it 
and to all throughout the ages to today. I posed three questions at the beginning of this paper. In 
summary, these are the answers we found: 
 
1. The Resurrection is an actual, historical event, presented by the four Gospel writers in 
 essentially complementary accounts. 
 
2. The Resurrection was physical in nature, but was not a mere resuscitation; rather, it was of a 
 physical nature beyond our present understanding. 
 
3. The Resurrection is the very foundation of historic Christianity, and is the basis for the 
 Christian’s assurance of both salvation and of his own future resurrection. 
 
I believe the Resurrection to be the single most important event in history. Without it, 
Christianity dies. With a weakened view, Christianity becomes sterile. With a vital, Biblical 
view, Christianity becomes a true, living faith of hope and assurance. Each one of us can do no 
better than to cling to the promise of Jesus in John 14:19 (NIV): “because I live, you also will 
live.” 
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