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Verifying the Resurrection 
Six Evidences 

  
James Montgomery Boice 

  

If the resurrection of Jesus Christ demonstrates the points covered in the 
preceding chapter it is obviously the best news the world has ever heard. But we 
ask, "Can any news that good be believed?" That question leads to an 
investigation of the evidences for the resurrection. 

Some modern theologians maintain that we have no need for historical 
evidences for the resurrection of Jesus Christ or evidences of any other point of 
Christian belief for that matter. Such things are supposed to be authenticated by 
the logic of faith alone. There is, of course, a sense in which that is true. 
Christians know that their faith rests not on their ability to demonstrate the 
truthfulness of the biblical narratives but rather on supernatural activity of the 
Holy Spirit within their hearts leading them to faith. Yet many come to faith 
through the various evidences for the resurrection, and the substance and form 
of the Christian faith rests upon those evidences. Apart from them our 
experiences of Christ could be mystical and even quite wrong. 

We have every right to investigate the evidences, for the Bible itself speaks of 
"many infallible proofs" of the resurrection (Acts 1:3 KJV). We want to look at six 
of them in this chapter. 

  
I. The Resurrection Narratives 

A first important evidence for the resurrection of Jesus Christ is that of the 
resurrection narratives themselves. There are four of them, one in each Gospel; 
they are more or less independent. Yet they are also harmonious, and that 
suggests their reliability as historical documents. 

That the accounts are basically independent is evident from the considerable 
variations of detail. Of course there might be some overlap simply be-cause 
reports of a given incident would have been circulating throughout the Christian 
church when these books were being written. An account could have been told 
by different people at times in nearly identical language. But the four writers 
obviously did not sit down together and conspire to make up the story of Christ's 
resurrection. If four people had sat down together and said, "Let's invent an 
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account of a resurrection of Jesus Christ" and had then worked out the details of 
their stories, there would be far more agreement than we find. We would not find 
the many small apparent contradictions. Yet if the story were not true and they 
had somehow separately made it up, it is impossible that we should have the 
essential agreement we find. In other words, the nature of the narratives is what 
we would expect from four separate accounts prepared by eyewitnesses. 

Here are two examples. First, there is the variety of statements about the 
moment at which the women first arrived at the tomb. Matthew says that it was 
"toward the dawn of the first day of the week" (Mt. 28:1). Mark says that it was 
"very early on the first day of the week ... when the sun had risen" (Mk. 16:2). 
Luke says that it was "at early dawn" (Lk. 24:1). John says that "it was still dark" 
(Jn. 20:1). These phrases are the kind of thing the authors would have 
standardized if they had been working on their accounts together. But they are in 
no real contradiction. For one thing, although John says that it was "still dark," he 
obviously does not mean that it was pitch black; the next phrase says that Mary 
Magdalene "saw that the stone had been taken away from the tomb." 
Presumably, the women started out while it was yet dark but arrived at the 
garden as day was breaking. 

A second example of variation in detail in the midst of essential harmony is the 
listing of the women who made the first visit to the garden. Matthew says there 
were two Marys, "Mary Magdalene and the other Mary" (Mt. 28:1). Mark writes, 
"Mary Magdalene, and Mary the mother of James, and Salome" (Mk. 16:1). Luke 
refers to "Mary Magdalene and Jo–anna and Mary the mother of James and the 
other women with them" (Lk. 24:10). John mentions only "Mary Magdalene" (Jn. 
20:1). Actually, one reference throws light on the others. Mark and Luke, for 
example, explain who Matthew's "other Mary" was. When we put them together 
we find that on that first Easter morning, when it was still dark, at least five 
women set out for the tomb: Mary Magdalene (who is mentioned by each of the 
writers), Mary the mother of James, Salome, Jo-anna, and at least one other 
unnamed woman (who fits into Luke's reference to "other women," which 
includes Salome). The purpose of their trip is to anoint Christ's body. They 
already know of the difficulty they face, for the tomb had been sealed by a large 
stone and they have no idea how they can move it. It begins to lighten a bit as 
they travel, so when they finally draw close to the tomb they see that the stone 
has been moved. That is something they were not expecting; so, although it suits 
their purpose, they are nevertheless upset and uncertain what to do. Apparently, 
they send Mary Magdalene back to tell Peter and John about the new 
development, which John himself records, although he does not mention the 
presence of the other women (Jn. 20:2). As the women wait for her to return, the 
morning grows lighter; eventually, emboldened by daybreak, the women go 
forward. Now they see the angels and are sent back into the city by them to tell 
the other disciples (Mt. 28:5-7; Mk. 16:5-7; Lk. 24:4-7). 



In the meantime, Mary Magdalene has found Peter and John, who immediately 
leave her behind them and run to the tomb. John records their view of the 
graveclothes and points out that it was at this moment that he personally 
believed (Jn. 20:3-9). Finally, Mary Magdalene arrives back at the tomb again 
and is the first to see Jesus (Jn. 20:11-18; compare Mk. 16:9). On the same day 
Jesus also appears to the other women as they are returning from the tomb, to 
Peter, to the Emmaus disciples, and to the others as they are gathered together 
that evening in Jerusalem. 

Two other factors also strongly suggest that these are accurate historical 
accounts. The first is is that they leave problems for the reader that would have 
been eliminated were they fictitious. For example, there is the problem, repeated 
several times over, that the disciples did not always recognize Jesus when he 
appeared to them. Mary did not recognize him in the garden (Jn. 20:14). The 
Emmaus disciples did not know who he was (Lk. 24:16). Even much later, when 
he appeared to many of the disciples in Galilee, we are told that "some doubted" 
(Mt. 28:17). From the point of view of persuasion, the inclusion of such details is 
foolish. The skeptic who reads them will say, "It is obvious that the reason why 
the disciples did not immediately recognize Jesus is that he was actually 
someone else. Only the gullible believed, and that was because they wanted to 
believe. They were self-deluded." Whatever can be said for that argument, the 
point is that the reason why such problems were allowed to remain in the 
narrative is that they are, in fact, the way the appearances happened. 
Consequently, they at least provide strong evidence that these are honest 
reports of what the writers believed to have transpired. 

Another example of a problem is Christ's statement to Mary that she was not to 
touch him because he was "not yet ascended to the Father" (Jn. 20:17). Yet 
Matthew tells us that, when Jesus appeared to the other women, presumably 
within minutes of his appearance to Mary, they "took hold of his feet and 
worshiped him" (Mt. 28:9). In the whole history of the Christian church no one 
has given a thoroughly convincing explanation of that anomaly. But it is allowed 
to stand because, whatever the reason, that is what happened. 

Finally, the accounts evidence a fundamental honesty and accuracy through 
what we can only call their natural simplicity. If we were setting out to write an 
account of Christ's resurrection and resurrection appearances, could we have 
resisted the urge to describe the resurrection itself-the descent of the angel, the 
moving of the stone, the appearance of the Lord from within the recesses of the 
tomb? Could we have resisted the urge to recount how he appeared to Pilate and 
confounded him? Or how he appeared to Caiaphas and the other members of 
the Jewish Sanhedrin? The various apocryphal Gospels (the Gospel according to 
the Hebrews, the Gospel of Peter, the Acts of Pilate and others) contain these 
elements. Yet the Gospel writers include none, because either they did not 
happen or else the writers themselves did not witness them. The Gospels do not 
describe the resurrection because no one actually witnessed it. It would have 



made good copy, but the disciples all arrived at the tomb after Jesus had been 
raised. 

  
II. The Empty Tomb 

A second major evidence for the resurrection of Jesus Christ is the empty tomb. 
We might deny that an actual resurrection took place, but we can hardly deny 
that the tomb was empty. The disciples began soon after the crucifixion and 
burial to preach about the resurrection, at a time when those to whom they 
preached could simply walk to the tomb to see if the body of the supposedly 
resurrected Lord still lay there. 

The empty tomb has been so formidable an argument for the resurrection 
throughout history that unbelievers have invented a number of theories to 
account for it. One theory is that the women and later the disciples went to the 
wrong place. It is conceivable that in the dark the women might have made such 
an error. But, as we have seen, it was not entirely dark, and besides they had 
been there earlier and thus were acquainted with its location. Again, we cannot 
suppose that John and Peter and then all the others would make an identical 
error. 

Another theory is the so-called swoon theory. According to that view, Jesus did 
not die on the cross but rather swooned––as a result of which he was taken for 
dead and then buried alive. In the cool of the tomb he revived, moved the stone, 
and went forth to appear as resurrected. But that explanation has numerous 
problems. There are the difficulties in believing that a Roman guard entrusted 
with an execution could be fooled in such a manner; or that the spear thrust into 
Christ's side would not have killed him even if he had been swooning; or that a 
weak, barely surviving Christ could have had the strength to move the large 
stone and overcome Roman guards. Further, one would have to suppose that a 
Christ in such a condition could convince his disciples that he had overcome 
death triumphantly. 

Finally, there are the views that someone either stole or simply moved the body. 
But who? Certainly not the disciples, for if they had removed the body, they 
would later hardly have been willing to die for what they knew to be a fabrication. 
Nor would the Jewish or Roman authorities have taken the body. We might 
imagine that they could have moved it initially in order better to guard it––for the 
same reasons they sealed the tomb and posted a watch: "We remember how 
that imposter said, while he was still alive, 'After three days I will rise again.' 
Therefore order the sepulchre to be made secure until the third day, lest his 
disciples go and steal him away, and tell the people, 'He has risen from the 
dead'" (Mt. 27:63-64). If that had happened, they would certainly have produced 
the body later when the disciples began their preaching. The authorities hated 
the gospel and did everything in their power to stop its spread. They arrested the 



apostles, threatened them and eventually killed some of them. None of that 
would have been necessary if they could have produced the body. The obvious 
reason why they did not is that they could not. The tomb was empty. The body 
was gone.1 

 
III. A Not Quite Empty Tomb 

According to John, the tomb was not quite empty. The body of Jesus was gone 
but the graveclothes remained behind. The narrative suggests that there was 
something about them so striking that at least John saw them and believed in 
Jesus' resurrection. 

Every society has its distinct modes of burial, and that was true in ancient 
cultures as today. In Egypt bodies were embalmed. In Italy and Greece they 
were often cremated. In Palestine they were wrapped in linen bands that 
enclosed dry spices and were placed face up without a coffin in tombs generally 
cut from the rock in the Judean and Galilean hills. Many such tombs still exist 
and can be seen by any visitor to Palestine. 

Another aspect of Jewish burial in ancient times is of special interest for 
understanding John's account of Jesus' resurrection. In a book called The Risen 
Master (1901), Henry Latham calls attention to a unique feature of Eastern 
burials, which he noticed when in Constantinople during the last century. He says 
that the funerals he witnessed there varied in many respects, depending upon 
whether the funeral was for a poor or rich person. But in one respect all the 
arrangements were identical. Latham noticed that the bodies were wrapped in 
linen cloths in such a manner as to leave the face, neck and upper part of the 
shoulders bare. The upper part of the head was covered by a cloth that had been 
twirled about it like a turban. Latham concluded that since burial styles change 
slowly, particularly in the East, that mode of burial may well have been practiced 
in Jesus' time. 

Luke tells us that when Jesus was approaching the village of Nain earlier in his 
ministry, he met a funeral procession leaving the city. The only son of a widow 
had died. Luke says that when Jesus raised him from death two things 
happened. First, the young man sat up, that is, he was lying on his back on the 
bier without a coffin. And second, he at once began to speak. Hence, the 
graveclothes did not cover his face. Separate coverings for the head and body 
were also used in the burial of Lazarus (Jn. 11:44). 
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1963), pp. 113-16; James Orr, The Resurrection of Jesus (London: Hodder and 
Stoughton, n.d.), pp. 111-39; and others. 



It must have been in a similar manner that Joseph of Arimathea and Nicodemus 
buried Jesus Christ. The body of Jesus was removed from the cross before the 
beginning of the Jewish sabbath, was washed, and then was wrapped in linen 
bands. One hundred pounds of dry spices were carefully inserted into the folds of 
the linen. One of them, aloes, was a powdered wood like fine sawdust with an 
aromatic fragrance; another, myrrh, was a fragrant gum that would be carefully 
mixed with the powder. Jesus' body was thus encased. His head, neck and upper 
shoulders were left bare. A linen cloth was wrapped about the upper part of his 
head like a turban. The body was then placed within the tomb where it lay until 
sometime on Saturday night or Sunday morning. 

What would we have seen had we been there at the moment at which Jesus was 
raised from the dead? Would we have seen him stir, open his eyes, sit up, and 
begin to struggle out of the bandages? We must remember that it would have 
been difficult to escape from the bandages. Is that what we would have seen? 
Not at all. That would have been a resuscitation, not a resurrection. It would have 
been the same as if he had recovered from a swoon. Jesus would have been 
raised in a natural body rather than a spiritual body, and that was not what 
happened. 

If we had been present in the tomb at the moment of the resurrection, we would 
have noticed that all at once the body of Jesus seemed to disappear. John Stott 
says that the body was" 'vaporized,' being transmuted into something new and 
different and wonderful."2 Latham says that the body had been "exhaled," 
passing "into a phase of being like that of Moses and Elias on the Mount."[3We 
would have seen only that it was gone. 

What would have happened then? The linen cloths would have collapsed once 
the body was removed, because of the weight of the spices, and would have 
been lying undisturbed where the body of Jesus had been. The cloth which 
surrounded the head, without the weight of spices, might well have retained its 
concave shape and have lain by itself separated from the other cloths by the 
space where the neck and shoulders of the Lord had been. 

That is exactly what John and Peter saw when they entered the sepulcher, and 
the eyewitness account reveals it perfectly. John was the first at the tomb, and as 
he reached the open sepulcher in the murky light of early dawn he saw the 
graveclothes lying there. Something about them attracted his attention. First, it 
was significant that they were lying there at all. John places the word for "lying" at 
an emphatic position in the Greek sentence. We might translate it, "He saw, lying 
there, the graveclothes" (Jn 20 5) Further the cloths were undisturbed. The word 
that John uses (keimena) is used in the Greek papyri of things that have been 
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carefully placed in order. (One document speaks of legal papers saying, "I have 
not yet obtained the documents, but they are lying collated." Another speaks of 
clothes that are "lying [in order] until you send me word.") Certainly John noticed 
that there had been no disturbance at the tomb. 

At that point Peter arrived and went into the sepulcher. Undoubtedly Peter saw 
what John saw, but in addition he was struck by something else. The cloth that 
had been around the head was not with the other cloths. It was lying in a place 
by itself (Jn. 20:7). And what was more striking, it had retained a circular shape. 
John says that it was "wrapped together" (KJV). We might say that it was "twirled 
about itself." And there was a space between it and the cloths that had 
enveloped the body. The narrative says, "Then Simon Peter came, following him 
and went into the tomb he saw the linen cloths lying, and the napkin, which had 
been on his head not lying with the linen cloths but rolled up in a place by itself" 
(20 6 7) Finally John too entered the sepulcher and saw what Peter saw. When 
he saw it he believed. 

What did John believe? He might have explained it to Peter like this "Don't you 
see, Peter, that no one has moved the body or disturbed the graveclothes? They 
are lying exactly as Nicodemus and Joseph of Arimathea left the eve of the 
sabbath. Yet the body is gone. It has not been stolen. It has not been moved. 
Clearly it must have passed through the clothes, leaving them as we see them 
now. Jesus must be risen." Stott says, "A glance at these graveclothes proved 
the reality, and indicated the nature, of the resurrection."4 

  
IV. The Post Resurrection Appearances 

A fourth evidence for the resurrection is the obvious fact that Jesus was seen by 
the disciples. According to the various accounts he appeared to Mary Magdalene 
first of all, then to the other women who were returning from the tomb, afterward 
to Peter, to the Emmaus disciples, to the ten gathered in the upper room, then (a 
week later) to the eleven disciples including Thomas, to James, to five hundred 
brethren at once (1 Cor. 15:6, perhaps on a mountainside in Galilee), to a band 
of disciples who had been fishing on the lake of Galilee, to those who witnessed 
the ascension from the Mount of Olives near Jerusalem, and last of all to Paul, 
who claimed to have seen Christ in his vision on the road to Damascus. During 
the days following the resurrection, all these persons moved from blank, 
enervating despair to firm conviction and joy. Nothing accounts for that but the 
fact that they had indeed seen Jesus. 

During the last century a well-known critic of the Gospels, Ernest Renan, wrote 
that belief in Christ's resurrection arose from the passion of a hallucinating 
woman, meaning that Mary Magdalene was in love with Jesus and deluded 

                                                 
4 Stott, Basic Christianity, p. 53. 



herself into thinking that she had seen him alive when she had actually only seen 
the gardener. That is preposterous. The last person in the world that Mary (or 
any of the others) expected to see was Jesus. The only reason she was in the 
garden was to anoint his body. Moreover, even if Mary had believed in some sort 
of resurrection through the power of love, there is no evidence that the disciples 
could have been so deluded or that they anticipated anything of the kind. Many 
despaired; some, like the Emmaus disciples, were scattering. Thomas, for one, 
was adamant in his disbelief. Yet we find that within a matter of days after the 
Lord's alleged resurrection, all of them were convinced of what beforehand they 
would have judged impossible. And they went forth to tell about it, persisting in 
their conviction even in the face of threats, persecution and death. 

One clear example of unbelieving disciples being convinced of the resurrection 
solely by the appearance of Jesus is that of the Emmaus disciples. One of them 
is identified. He is Cleopas (Lk. 24:18). If he is to be identified with the Clopas 
(slight variation in spelling) mentioned in John 19:25, then we know that his wife's 
name was Mary, that she was in Jerusalem, had witnessed the crucifixion along 
with the other women and was therefore probably the one returning to Emmaus 
with him on the first Easter morning. 

The importance of this identification lies in the fact that Mary, and perhaps 
Cleopas too, had witnessed the crucifixion and therefore had not the slightest 
doubt that Jesus was dead. Mary had seen the nails driven into Christ's hands. 
She had seen the cross erected. She saw the blood. Finally, she saw the spear 
driven into his side. Afterwards Mary undoubtedly went back to where she was 
staying. The Passover came, and Mary and Cleopas observed it like good Jews. 
They waited in sadness over the holidays––from the day of the crucifixion until 
the day of the resurrection––for the same sabbath restraints on travel that had 
kept the women from going to the sepulcher to anoint the body would also have 
kept Cleopas and Mary from returning home to Emmaus. The morning after the 
Saturday sabbath finally came. It is possible that Mary is one who went to the 
tomb to anoint the body. If that is the case, she saw the angels, returned to tell 
Cleopas about it, and then––look how remarkable this is––joined him in 
preparing to leave. So far from their thinking was any idea of the literal truth of 
Christ's bodily resurrection! 

What is more, during the time that Cleopas and Mary were getting ready to leave, 
Peter and John set out for the sepulcher. They entered the tomb. Right then John 
believed in some sense, although he may not have understood all that the 
resurrection meant. Peter and John returned, told Cleopas, Mary and the others 
what they had seen. And then––again this is most remarkable––Cleopas and 
Mary went right on packing. As soon as they were ready, they left Jerusalem. Did 
that Palestinian peasant couple believe in Christ's resurrection? Certainly not. 
Did they come to believe, as they eventually did, because of their own or 
someone else's wishful thinking or a hallucination? No. They were so sad at the 
loss of Jesus, so miserable, so preoccupied with the reality of his death, that they 



would not even take twenty or thirty minutes personally to investigate the reports 
of his resurrection. 

If someone should say, "But surely they must not have heard the reports; you are 
making that part of the story up," the objection is answered by the words of 
Cleopas. When Jesus appeared to them on the road and asked why they were 
so sad, Cleopas answered by telling him first about the crucifixion and then 
adding, "Moreover, some women of our company amazed us. They were at the 
tomb early in the morning and did not find his body; and they came back saying 
that they had even seen a vision of angels, who said that he was alive. Some of 
those who were with us [Peter and John] went to the tomb, and found it just as 
the women had said; but him they did not see" (Lk. 24:22-24). 

What accounts for a belief in the resurrection on the part of Christ's disciples? 
Nothing but the resurrection itself. If we cannot account for the belief of the 
disciples in that way, we are faced with the greatest enigma in history. If we 
account for it by a real resurrection and real appearances of the risen Lord, then 
Christianity is understandable and offers a sure hope to all. 

  
V. The Transformed Disciples 

A fifth evidence for the resurrection flows from what has just been said: the 
transformed character of the disciples. 

Take Peter as an example. Before the resurrection Peter is in Jerusalem going 
along quietly behind the arresting party. That night he denies Jesus three times. 
Later he is in Jerusalem, fearful, shut up behind closed doors along with the 
other disciples. Yet all is changed following the resurrection. Then Peter is 
preaching boldly. He says in his first sermon on the day of Pentecost, "Men of 
Israel, hear these words: Jesus of Nazareth, a man attested to you by God with 
mighty works and wonders and signs which God did through him in your midst, 
as you yourselves know––this Jesus, delivered up according to the definite plan 
and foreknowledge of God, you crucified and killed by the hands of lawless men. 
But God raised him up, having loosed the pangs of death, because it was not 
possible for him to be held by it" (Acts 2:22-24). A few chapters farther on in Acts 
we find him before the Jewish Sanhedrin (the body that condemned Jesus to 
death), saying, "Whether it is right in the sight of God to listen to you rather than 
to God, you must judge; for we cannot but speak of what we have seen and 
heard" (Acts 4:19-20). 



"Something tremendous must have happened to account for such a radical and 
astounding moral transformation as this. Nothing short of the fact of the 
resurrection, of their having seen the risen Lord, will explain it."5 

 Another example is James, Jesus' brother. At one point none of Jesus brothers 
believed in him (Jn. 7:5). Jesus once declared, "A prophet is not without honor 
except in his own country and in his own house" (Mt. 13:57). But later James 
does believe (compare Acts 1:14). What made the difference? Obviously, only 
the appearance of Jesus to him, which is recorded in 1 Corinthians 15:7. 

  
VI The New Day of Christian Worship 

The final though often overlooked evidence for the resurrection of Jesus Christ is 
the change of the day of regular Christian worship from the Jewish sabbath 
(Saturday) to Sunday, the first day of the week Could anything be more fixed in 
religious tradition than the setting aside of the seventh day for worship as 
practiced in Judaism? Hardly. The sanctification of the seventh day was 
embodied in the law of Moses and had been practiced for centuries. Yet from the 
very beginning we see Christians though Jews disregarding the sabbath as their 
day of worship and instead worshiping on Sunday. What can account for that? 
There is no prophecy to that effect, no declaration of an early church council. The 
only adequate cause is the resurrection of Jesus Christ, an event so significant 
that it immediately produced the most profound changes, not only in the moral 
character of the early believers, but in their habits of life and forms of worship as 
well. 

I was once speaking to another minister about his spiritual experience when the 
conversation turned to the resurrection. The minister said that when he came out 
of seminary he possessed no real convictions concerning the gospel of Christ. 
He probably believed some things intellectually, but they had not gripped his 
heart. He said that he began to reflect on the resurrection. I asked, "What did you 
find?" First of all, he replied, he discovered a strange happiness and internal rest 
as he struggled with the accounts and the questions that they forced to his mind. 
That indicated to him that, although he did not have the answers yet, at least he 
was on the right track. As he studied he came to see the importance of the issue. 
He saw that if Jesus really rose from the dead, everything else recorded about 
him in the New Testament is true––at least there is no sound reason for rejecting 
it. And he concluded that if Jesus was not raised from the dead, he should leave 
the ministry. 

So he read books. He visited the seminary where he had studied. He talked with 
his professors. He said that he became convinced that Jesus is indeed risen, as 
the Bible declares, and that all the other doctrines of the faith stand with it. 
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Interestingly enough, he came to that conclusion several weeks before Easter 
that particular year, and on Easter he therefore stood up in church to proclaim his 
personal faith in these things. Afterward members of his congregation said that 
they had never heard preaching like that before, and several believed in Christ as 
a result of his preaching. 

That has happened to many: to jurists like Frank Morison, Gilbert West, Edward 
Clark and J.N.D. Anderson; to scholars like James Orr, Michael Ramsey, Arnold 
H.M. Lunn, Wolfhart Pannenburg and Michael Green. Green says that "the 
evidence in favor of this astonishing fact is overwhelming."6 Ramsey wrote, "So 
utterly new and foreign to the expectations of men was this doctrine, that it 
seems hard to doubt that only historical events could have created it."7 

Did Jesus rise from the dead? If he did, then he is the Son of God and our 
Savior. It is for us to believe and follow him. 
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