
The Historicity of the Resurrection of Jesus 

Christ: A Comprehensive and Cited Defense 

Based on the Minimal Facts Method of Gary R. Habermas and Michael R. Licona, with 

corroboration from ancient sources, modern critical scholarship, and supplementary historical 

evidence. 

Introduction: A Historical Approach to the Resurrection 

The resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth is the central claim of Christianity. Rather than 

presupposing its truth through theological assertion, this document examines the resurrection as a 

historical event using critical methodology. The approach taken, developed by Gary Habermas 

and Michael Licona in The Case for the Resurrection of Jesus (Kregel, 2004), relies on five 

“minimal facts” which are: 

1. Supported by strong historical evidence, 

2. Agreed upon by a large majority of scholars, including skeptics and agnostics. 

This method does not assume biblical inerrancy. Rather, it relies on sources accepted by 

mainstream historians and applies rigorous criteria such as multiple attestation, early testimony, 

enemy attestation, and the criterion of embarrassment. 

Part I: The Five Core Minimal Facts (with Historical 

Corroboration and Argumentation) 

Fact 1: Jesus Died by Roman Crucifixion 

A. Sources of Historical Attestation 

 Tacitus (Annals 15.44): Confirms that Jesus was executed under Pontius Pilate during 

the reign of Tiberius, describing it as the "extreme penalty." 

 Josephus (Antiquities 18.3.3): States that Pilate condemned Jesus to the cross. 

 Lucian of Samosata: Mocks Christians for worshipping a crucified sage. 

 Mara Bar-Serapion: Refers to the execution of the “wise king of the Jews.” 

 1 Corinthians 15:3: Paul cites early Christian tradition: "Christ died for our sins 

according to the Scriptures." 

 The Four Gospels 

B. Medical and Legal Corroboration 

The PDF Evidence for the Resurrection cites Cicero, who called crucifixion "the most 

horrendous torture." Roman executioners ensured death by scourging, nailing, and—as in Jesus' 



case—a final spear thrust. Medical analyses confirm that the reported blood and water outflow 

(John 19:34) indicates pericardial rupture—proof of death. 

C. Scholarly Consensus 

John Dominic Crossan: “That he was crucified is as sure as anything historical can ever be.” 

(Jesus: A Revolutionary Biography, p. 145) 

D. Argumentative Weight 

 The shame of crucifixion makes invention unlikely. 

 Multiple and independent attestations exist. 

 Early Christian preaching centered on a crucified Messiah—contrary to Jewish 

expectations (Deut. 21:23). 

Fact 2: The Disciples Believed They Saw the Risen Jesus 

A. 1 Corinthians 15 Creed (vv. 3–8) 

Paul received this tradition within 3–5 years of Jesus' death. It includes appearances to: 

 Cephas (Peter) 

 The Twelve 

 Over 500 at once ("most still alive") 

 James 

 Paul himself 

B. Cross-Textual Confirmation 

 Gospel accounts affirm appearances to Mary Magdalene, the Eleven, and others. 

 Acts presents uniform resurrection proclamation (Acts 2, 3, 10, 13). 

C. Scholarly Support 

 Bart Ehrman: Disciples “insisted” that they saw Jesus alive. 

 Gerd Lüdemann: Peter and others “had experiences” of the risen Jesus. 

Evidences for the Disciples’ Willingness to Suffer and Die 

for Their Faith 

A. New Testament Testimony 

 Acts 4–5: Peter and John are arrested and beaten for preaching Jesus’ resurrection. 

 Acts 7: Stephen is stoned to death. 

 Acts 12: James (son of Zebedee) is killed by Herod. 



 2 Corinthians 11:23–28: Paul describes beatings, stonings, and imprisonment. 

 Revelation 1:9: John is exiled to Patmos “because of the word of God and the testimony 

of Jesus.” 

B. Early Church Testimony and Historians 

 Clement of Rome (c. 96 AD): Writes that Peter and Paul died for their faith (1 Clement 

5:1–7). 

 Ignatius of Antioch (c. 110 AD): Implies apostolic martyrdom and urges his own death. 

 Eusebius (4th century) preserves earlier traditions of the martyrdom of apostles. 

C. Summary of Apostolic Fates (based on early sources and tradition): 

 Peter: Crucified upside down in Rome. 

 Paul: Beheaded in Rome under Nero. 

 James (the Greater): Executed by sword (Acts 12:2). 

 Andrew: Crucified in Greece. 

 Thomas: Speared in India. 

 James (the Just): Stoned (Josephus, Antiquities 20.9.1). 

D. Argumentative Impact 

 These men did not die for a belief they inherited—they claimed to have seen the risen 

Jesus. 

 Liars and conspirators do not accept suffering, torture, and death. 

 The perseverance of the apostles under persecution confirms their sincerity, making 

deception or delusion implausible. 

Fact 3: Paul, Former Persecutor, Converted 

Paul’s own epistles (e.g., Gal. 1, 1 Cor. 15) testify to his transformation. Acts details his change 

from persecutor to evangelist. 

Historical Significance 

 Paul met with Peter and James (Gal. 1:18–19), affirming his gospel matched theirs. 

 Paul wrote 1 Cor. ~20 years after Jesus’ death, citing even earlier sources. 

Argumentative Power 

 Paul had every motive not to convert. 

 The hallucination or legend theories cannot explain his radical and well-documented 

change. 

 



Fact 4: James, the Skeptic, Converted 

Before 

 John 7:5: Jesus’ brothers did not believe in him. 

 Mark 3:21: Family thought Jesus was mentally deranged. 

After 

 1 Cor. 15:7: “Then he appeared to James.” 

 Acts 15 and Gal. 2: James is Jerusalem church leader. 

 Josephus: James martyred for his faith (~AD 62). 

Argumentative Force 

 Transformation from skeptic to martyr demands historical cause—resurrection 

appearance best explains it. 

Fact 5: The Empty Tomb 

Scriptural and Historical Support 

 Mark 16:1–8: Women discover tomb empty. 

 Matthew 28: Guards, stone, and seal. 

 1 Cor. 15:4: "He was buried, and he was raised" implies known, empty tomb. 

Early and Multiple Attestation 

 Found in all four Gospels. 

 Jerusalem location made refutation easy—none came. 

 Jewish explanation presupposes the tomb was empty. 

Argumentative Value 

 Embarrassment of female witnesses. 

 Enemy attestation (Matt. 28:13). 

 No veneration of Jesus’ tomb, unlike other martyrs. 

Part II: Refuting All Major Naturalistic Theories in Detail 

1. Hallucination Theory 

Refutation: 

 Hallucinations are individual; the 500+ group cannot share one. 



 Paul and James were not grieving believers—they were resistant. 

 Hallucinations do not cause permanent, public, group-based transformations. 

 No Jewish expectation of one man rising ahead of the general resurrection. 

2. Swoon Theory 

Refutation: 

 Medical and historical evidence confirms death. 

 Roman soldiers were execution experts. 

 Jesus would have been battered, bloodied, and barely alive—no one would worship him. 

 Doesn't explain appearances, empty tomb, or conversions of skeptics. 

3. Stolen Body / Conspiracy Theory 

Refutation: 

 Disciples were afraid and hiding (John 20:19). 

 No motive: they gained persecution, not power. 

 Martyrdom proves sincerity, not deception . 

 Doesn’t explain Paul or James’ conversions. 

4. Legend Theory 

Refutation: 

 Creed in 1 Cor. 15 dates within 3 years—too early for legend. 

 Gospels preserve embarrassing details (e.g., women, Peter’s denial). 

 Resurrection was central to earliest Christian preaching. 

 Early enemies never accused Christians of mythmaking—only theft. 

5. Wrong Tomb Theory 

Refutation: 

 Joseph of Arimathea was a known figure. 

 Jews and Romans could have easily pointed out the right tomb. 

 Early preaching in Jerusalem implies location was verifiable. 

 

 

 



Explanation 

Criterion Resurrection Hypothesis 

Explanatory 

Scope 
✓ Explains all minimal facts 

Explanatory 

Power 
✓ Accounts for appearances, tomb, conversions 

Plausibility ✓ Fits Jewish resurrection expectation (Daniel 12) 

Less Ad 

Hoc 
✓ Fewer assumptions than alternatives 

Illumination ✓ Clarifies historical rise of Christianity 

The resurrection uniquely explains why: 

 Christianity began and spread despite persecution 

 Disciples, Paul, and James transformed radically 

 No body was ever produced 

 Jesus was worshipped as divine immediately 

Conclusion 

When subjected to historical scrutiny, the resurrection of Jesus is not only plausible—it is the 

most historically viable explanation for the origins of Christianity. No naturalistic theory can 

account for all the data without distortion, speculation, or contradiction. The five minimal 

facts—Jesus’ death, appearances, Paul and James' conversions, and the empty tomb—stand as 

pillars unshaken by modern skepticism. The perseverance and martyrdom of the apostles solidify 

the authenticity of their claims. 

“The Resurrection hypothesis is the only explanation that accounts for all five minimal facts in a 

consistent, coherent, and historically satisfying way.” — The Case for the Resurrection of Jesus, 

p. 86 
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